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From the very first line of the novel, Oprechter trouw (‘True Fidelity’), in which 

Hetty Oudewortel, coming home in a fluster from her philosophical art circle, 

enthused by what she has heard about life and death, storms into Barend 

Fijnvandraat’s room without knocking, you get the impression that you are 

reading about the vicissitudes of a married couple in their forties. Hetty is 

transfixed when she sees Barend sitting there: “his legs wide apart in his 

armchair, which he has shoved under the light so he can get a better view of what 

he’s doing (...) She gasps. Her Barend, all alone in his armchair, his back to the 

books, with that loose, pale, wrinkled skin as tight as a drum in his hand and 

aimed at her! Like a futile threat, or a cheap proposition!” 

Romijn Meijer is not, however, portraying a couple with marital problems, 

whose children have recently left home, where the wife is going through 

menopause and the husband reduced to playing with himself, “the sport of kings 

when the lady is indisposed”. No. Barend Fijnvandraat, translator, is 84 years old. 

Hetty is a couple of years younger. Neither can you call them a married couple; 

they have been officially divorced for many years, “a settlement regarding the 

house having been reached by mutual agreement”. They still, nevertheless, live 

under the same roof. Barend’s bedroom is even next to Hetty’s, which enables her 

to hear everything taking place on the other side of the thin dividing wall, “as if 

he were doing it expressly for that reason, as if he were proud of his 

performances”. 

The stormy opening scene, which, in all its explicitness, is by no means 

trite, can be seen as a summary of Oprechter trouw. Hetty is a boisterous, 

enthusiastic woman, easily carried away with hackneyed ideas, panicky and 

preoccupied with her own suffering, which is generally caused by ‘her’ Barend, 

from whom, decades on, she has still failed to break free. And Hetty would have 

loved to write about all that misery, she would have liked to write stories in which 

she, herself, would figure. But of course she has never got round to it.  

Barend, on the other hand, feels little attachment to his former spouse. In 

the course of the book, a host of girlfriends appear one after another; the old 

translator lives in ‘a perpetual state of falling in love’. Colleague translators, 

psychiatric patients, schoolteachers, or even his own daughter whom he once 

visited when she was working as a prostitute – any woman could blossom into the 

One True Love, with whom Barend would like to start a family again, taking care 
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of his yet unbegotten offspring in a grandfatherly manner. “He would buckle 

down to it. He would see to it that his second wife had time for herself; that she 

was contented in every way. He would change nappies and, squeezing his painful 

feet into rubber boots, trundle the baby buggy through the park, come rain or 

shine. He wouldn’t complain”. 

But various practical drawbacks and many a stiff drink stand between the 

dream and the deed. Such sentimental wishful thinking is chiefly engendered by 

Barend’s imbibing, which has blurred the edges of reality. “The light had faded 

and his lover was gone without a trace. Life is no more than a dream”. 

Barend’s imaginings seem less like resolutions to be carried out than 

reflections of his longing for security and attempts to keep the fear of ageing at 

arm’s length. After all, however youthfully he may behave, Barend is aware that 

he is a wrinkly, “a bag of bones draped with dilapidated skin and flesh”. 

The fact that Oprechter trouw is ultimately not about the increasing vitality 

of the ageing population, but about the inescapability of the ageing process, 

becomes evident when the narrator of the story comes to the fore. This self-

appointed biographer – as in Romijn Meijer’s earlier work, an outsider who 

finally becomes well and truly involved with the characters he is describing – 

apologises for his fragmentary narrative, which makes “a potpourri of tattered 

impressions” of the underlying tale. 

During the writing of his biography, he is asked several times about the 

overall theme. The biographer responds by saying that, although he is describing a 

couple of whom he is fond, the fundament of the story lies in the process of 

growing older. “The tale of two people (whom I knew well) is, I hope, exemplary: 

it shows that growing old is not all doom and gloom, by any means. It shows that 

people’s lives – while friends and acquaintances are snuffed out like candles all 

around them, just as they, as a friend or acquaintance, will be snuffed out like a 

candle themselves – retain their own value to the end and even beyond”. 

It sounds wonderful: elderly people, who seem quite capable of 

participating fully in life. In between the lines and the endless glasses of wine, 

however, you sense an inconsolable sadness in Hetty and, in Barend, an 

irrepressible cynicism. 

The biographer’s apparently objective interruption is one of the few 

passages in which Romijn Meijer seems to go into any depth. That ‘depth’, 

however, is immediately ridiculed. The ironic gravity that taints the remark that 

the lives of people “retain their own value” is emphasised a little later when the 

biographer summarises his project once more: “Growing older positively is the 

theme of the story I am telling”. 

Profundity, which, on closer inspection, generally turns out to be pseudo-

profundity is never Romijn Meijer’s aim. In all his literary works, he 

demonstrates an unmistakable preference for what you could call superficiality; 

he refrains from comment and describes primarily the actions, thoughts and 

conversations of Hetty and Barend. As Romijn Meijer himself once wrote, a 
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sufficiently violent argument forces the arguers into revealing their own character, 

“which is unavoidably accompanied by a clarification of the nature of the other”.  

It would be euphemistic to say that the arguments in Oprechter Trouw are 

sufficiently violent. Romijn Meijer has his characters dissecting themselves and 

each other down to the bone. Everything is laid bare, their fears, their wishes, 

their powerlessness and misuse of power, their hopes and disappointments, their 

depravities, their hate and their love. As it is the characters who reveal 

themselves, however, their analysis of their marriage is in no way objective or 

reliable. You could therefore say of this story that it is about “world-weary people 

who stray desperately now and again into each other’s territory”, but after reading 

it, you could also pose Vondel’s question, “Where in the world was truer fidelity 

ever found than that between man and wife?” 

Anyone who, after 440 pages of describing married life in detail, can 

manage to make such an irreconcilable interpretation plausible, is a master of 

suggestion. 
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Sample translation from  

 

True Fidelity, by Henk Romijn Meijer (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff, 2001) 

 

Translated by Elizabeth Mollison 

 

 

1 
 

It must have more or less happened like this: 

 

Late one evening Hetty rattled into the house and, in the grip of what she had 

heard about life and death at the meeting of her Philosophy Group, rushed into his 

room without knocking. And shrank back. ‘Barend’ she moaned, ‘Barend.’ Her 

face was rigid, her jaw had dropped. ‘Barend!’ She saw him, sitting legs wide 

apart in his armchair, which he had pushed under the lamp, so as to get a better 

view of himself! And behind him all those packed bookcases: thousands of books, 

the cream of what had been written by great minds, if they weren’t great beasts 

that’s to say! She gasped for breath. Her Barend – all alone in his armchair, his 

back to the books, and in his hand pointing towards her that pale wrinkled loose 

skin as tight as a drum head! Like a futile threat, a cheap offer! ‘What,’ she 

whispered, ‘what! Is that you? Doing that in front of me?’ She was recovering her 

voice. She shouted at him: ‘WHAA!?’ And Barend only looked at her, smiling 

blissfully, at her and at his hand, his slowly moving hand. Smiling blissfully he 

mumbled something, and she fled from the room, slamming the door behind her 

and rushing up the two flights of stairs to her bedroom. 

Panting she flung her handbag on to her bed in her bedroom under the 

pitched roof. Her heart pounded and missed a beat; the sound of it frightened her. 

In front of the mirror she stared at herself, wide-eyed. ‘Bah!’ she exclaimed from 

the bottom of her devastated heart. ‘Bah! That I had to be exposed to that, at night 

at ten past midnight, such humiliation after the inspiration of an uplifting evening. 
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As if I hadn’t had a bellyful of that thing!’  She pulled open her coat, shook it off, 

and threw it on to the bed behind her next to the handbag. ‘Yes!’ she cried. ‘Give 

someone else such a treat, if you want to! But count me out!’ She gesticulated 

wildly with her hands. ‘Bah! I want to get out of here! I must get out of here! At 

once! Right now! I can’t bear to stay under this roof another night!’ 

Did she hear his voice? Did she hear him bawling ‘Hetty, Hetty, Hetty!’ 

from the bottom of the stairs? Had he come to his senses? But what did she care! 

What did she have to do with him anymore? ‘I can stand it no longer,’ she 

screamed, ‘I’ll grab a knife!’ She yanked the door open, went on to the landing 

and yelled bending over the staircase: ‘Go away! Will you get away from there!’ 

Now she listened, holding her breath. No footsteps, no door being quietly 

closed, nothing but a deepening deadly silence. Had someone really been bawling 

and shouting down there a minute ago? How was she to know? Who could tell 

her, who could help her? She sat down on her sagging bed, a hand digging into 

her bag rummaging for cigarettes, for the beautiful silver pen that that boy, that 

Hein, had given her when she retired – the youngest of the editors who had 

idolized her when she had worked as an advertisement rep, idolized. If only he 

were here now, if there were someone to caress her, to soothe her, it didn’t even 

have to be Hein! She had loosened the top buttons of the beige woollen dress. The 

dress that clung so tightly to her body that her Art History Class friends were mad 

with admiration. They loved her; they respected her – so young-looking, young at 

heart! 

Sprawled on her bed, her dress high above her bare knees, she angrily 

snatched from her bedside table the book that Barend had given her that very 

morning: You must read this! You must read this! Read it yourself! She screwed 

up her eyes to decipher the title on the cover, just like Barend to give her a book 

with such fine print. She drew on her cigarette, her eyes watered, she frowned. 

What sort of book was it that Barend had given her because he didn’t feel like 

reading it himself! She didn’t even remember what it was called. She didn’t 

remember anything and her eyes were on fire. A blotchy haze disfigured the title. 

What was happening? She threw the book away, threw it at his head, wherever 
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that was, she didn’t care! So let him know for once what she thought of him! She 

rocked to and fro, tormenting herself in her rage, and taking her flushed face in 

her hands.  

On the way home she had been boiling over with impatience and unblem-

ished enthusiasm. She had wanted to continue the discussion about life and about 

death with Barend. She had wanted to go on talking with him about the symbols 

of life and death with which according to that man old paintings were nowadays 

riddled. Almost everything meant something else, he had said. That man was a 

scholar who knew all about it and now she had forgotten everything. The shock 

had instantly obliterated everything. 

‘He is still able to reduce me to utter confusion!’ she said out loud to her-

self. Her words, her discovery of the truth about her life, which had penetrated in 

a flash to the depths of her distraught self, shocked her. Her mind was running 

totally off the rails! She just could not take it any more from that man who was 

forever leaving her out in the cold. She could write a book about him, about her 

situation, a book so thick that nobody would want to read it, or rather they would, 

out of curiosity, because it was so thick! If she could only write that book! She 

would willingly sacrifice her sleep for that! 

She had pulled on her nightdress, and with her kimono over it she went 

down to her living room on the floor beneath her bedroom so that she could at 

least see her familiar paintings, her paintings, drawings, etchings of her children, 

the twins Nathalie and Natasja. They were so beautiful, those daughters of hers, 

so beautiful. There they were, her daughters, small and chubby on the sofa, 

painted by Herman ter A. who later, but no – stop it! – she didn’t want to think of 

him, emphatically not of him! And on the drawing next to it they were already 

beanpoles, Natalie, her lips shyly open, next to Natasja who had always taken life 

more in her stride. And Natalie who was so gifted, had so many talents. It broke 

her mother’s heart to pieces every time she thought of her.  

Hetty smoked. They had danced here together, her daughters, in this room, 

the chairs and tables pushed aside. A thousand years ago, they were still small. 

They invented their own steps to the scratchy blare of the wonky wind-up 
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gramophone; they leapt about giddily, and screamed with laughter at the 

accordion. French chansons, they devoured them, they didn’t understand a word, 

or maybe Natalie understood a word here and there, but if she did she was far too 

modest to say so! And when at the end a record continued to scratch and scrape 

like skates on ice, they curtsied and chatted to each other in the language they had 

invented themselves and which no one else understood: no one was allowed to 

understand their chatter. At that age they made jokes with each other all day long. 

Hetty had poured herself a glass of genever to soothe her nerves. She had 

emptied the glass. She should not have done so. After the talk about life and death 

she had drunk a couple of glasses of wine. ‘Over a glass of wine’ they had 

discussed the talk and she had been in raptures. But I see it differently, she had 

cried at a certain moment, she no longer knew why. ‘If I had my say!’ She no 

longer knew what she had thought so differently about and what did it matter? 

She lit another cigarette and she shouldn’t have done that. She shouldn’t smoke 

so much. She shouldn’t have shouted so at Barend. Why hadn’t she just turned 

her back on him in a dignified manner? She shouldn’t drink any more genever. 

All that shouting at him bothered her more than it did him. And if she told him 

that he remained unmoved. She smoked, she drank, she thought of her daughters 

until tears streamed down her face.  

‘Give us a call,’ they had said, ‘if anything is troubling you. You can call at 

any hour of the day and night, honestly, it is always all right, we sleep very lightly 

and there is always one of us awake,’ that was what those darlings had said. But 

she did not want to make use of it, no matter how often they repeated it. She did 

not want to ring. How could she? How, without bursting into tears, could she tell 

what she had seen, what she still saw before her tear-stained eyes, that image that 

drove her as a woman into a corner and crushed her! 

She smoked, she looked at the photo on the wall of the girls – the girls be-

hind that image, an art photo, made in a studio nearby, around the corner – she 

still remembered how frightened Nathalie had been of the man under that black 

cloth, even though he had done his best to amuse her. It was no use trying that 

with her. They were still wearing bows in their hair and dark dresses, both exactly 
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the same, she had soon put a stop to that. They had to learn to be independent of 

each other, to face life independently. 

‘My, what luck,’ people had said, ‘my word! Two at once, and beauties too, 

they’ll amuse each other, they’ll be no bother at all!’ 

‘Oh no?’ she had cried, ‘no bother at all, two children? Will you feed them 

if they are no bother at all? Will you keep them well dressed? Such unbothersome 

girls!’ 

Nathalie, who was always top of the class even without trying, and Natasja, 

who was always mischievous and a dreamer, even if a teacher said stupid things 

like ‘Are you in your seventh heaven again, are you dreaming again of your 

Prince Charming?’ The more in love with Natasja a teacher was, the stupider the 

things he said. And Barend, who never wanted to go and speak to a teacher when 

Nathalie came home again so deeply unhappy. Barend, who always shut himself 

up in his study and immediately flew off the handle if you said anything to him. 

‘How do you expect me to earn any money, if you disturb me all the time.’ 

When they heard the typewriter rattling in his study the children knew how 

unbearable Daddy would be: his quick untutored fingers drummed him into a 

disagreeable mood. If they disturbed him then there was hell to pay! And in those 

days as a mannequin much in demand she earned, yes, she, Hetty, of the two of 

them, earned the most! 

Hetty drank another glass of genever, her stomach rumbled, her thoughts 

drifted off to her son. 

 

 

2 
 

Yes, I think it is quite likely that at such a moment her thoughts drifted off to her 

son Benjamin. I am almost sure of it, although I’ll never be able to prove it. A 

biographer has to stand up for his certainties. Hetty thought of Benjamin and as 

always when she thought of him, she began to sob – I’ll lay a bet on that. In my 

mind’s eye I see her weeping hot tears for the sake of her darling, gentle Benjamin 
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who to earn a living was blowing his trumpet somewhere in the arctic cold of 

Canada – the trumpet he had driven the neighbourhood nuts with, not to mention 

Barend and the girls! Sometimes Benjamin suddenly got in the mood after 

midnight and usually after a day of absolute idleness. The way that boy could 

remain lying motionless on his bed for hours on end! Her Benjamin, who now 

may have gone for ever to that ice-cold snowbound country and she had nothing 

to remember him by, nothing but that tiny little photo of him standing next to 

Barend and waving his golden trumpet. Benjamin, who never wrote a letter, never 

sent a postcard. 

Hetty listened. The central heating pipes transmitted unrecognisable noises 

from the lower floors or from wherever. Now a footstep, now a sound directly 

below her. Was Barend still fiddling around downstairs, or had it come from 

outside? The whole house creaked and sighed. Her ears were ringing. Hetty wept, 

she dissolved into tears. She could not stay here any longer, alone in this house 

with that man downstairs, from whom she had, please note, been officially 

divorced long ago, signed and sealed, the house divided by mutual agreement, so 

that there could never be any dispute. Barend had still behaved very well then: a 

kind, reasonable man, not a vulture. 

A kind man who had been uncompromising in his demand to keep the bed-

room next to hers. As a result she heard everything that went on behind the thin 

wall. As if he did it on purpose, as if he was proud of his exploits! 

Thoughts about Benjamin lashed like waves on her mind. She could not be-

lieve that Benjamin, her Benjamin, had disappeared without trace, however 

sudden and overhasty his departure had been: he had to be somewhere? He had 

been twenty-two, and over the moon with the offer to go and play with a group in 

Canada – one of those people who had heard him in Amsterdam and with whom 

he had exchanged promises of the sort that usually come to nothing. When 

Benjamin had received that invitation, he could not get away fast enough, 

however laid-back he otherwise was. Then the article: promising young jazz 

musician turns his back on Holland – not in the newspaper but in a special 

magazine for ‘light music’, a category that did not really exist according to 
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Barend, for whoever had ever heard of ‘heavy music’? Hetty had been given the 

magazine by a neighbour’s son. She had never seen it before. And although the 

neighbours hadn’t hated the boy they were glad to see the back of him. 

Benjamin had once sent a postcard from Toronto with nothing but Love 

from scrawled on it. After that a cassette of his new group, which played a lot 

better than the first (he had scribbled on the label next to a date that even Barend 

could not decipher). It was going well, it went better and better, he didn’t dream 

of returning to Holland. Barend had looked absentmindedly at the cassette and 

said yes, yes, a few times. And while Hetty played the tape, she had called out a 

few times to Barend who was not listening: ‘But there is no sound on it! Am I 

doing something wrong or has he left out the music?’  

‘To spare us no doubt,’ Barend had called back nonchalantly, by way of a 

joke. When it had finally penetrated to him what she meant, he had said unper-

turbedly: ‘Now you have wiped everything out for good anyway.’  

You never knew with him what was unkind,and what was just laconic. 

She would never forgive herself for wiping out Benjamin’s music. And she 

didn’t even have an address so as to ask him what had been on the cassette. 

The memory of her old grief, the hours of lying sobbing, had returned now 

that she was submerged in new grief, legs wide apart on her bed with her head in 

her hands, full of her Benjamin. Now the grief calmed her down: it soothed her. 

She had never been able to talk to Barend about Benjamin. Maybe he had been 

glad that it had all been wiped out then – glad that she had been beside herself 

with grief. For Barend Benjamin had never been more than a needless extension 

of what he had until then considered perfect: his family. 

But a long while later – when Benjamin (‘Benny’) had sent a colour photo 

of his group on tour, his trumpet, his big, proud, shy smile – then Barend’s 

interest had certainly been aroused. To look at the photo Barend had pushed his 

glasses up into his hair and picked up a magnifying glass. ‘That girl next to him,’ 

he had said pensively, ‘would that be a Canadian girl? Couldn’t he send an 

enlargement of her? Or a somewhat better photo? Pity she doesn’t live closer by. 

Is that hair blonde or auburn? A photo is never really…’ The angry words with 
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which Hetty had tried to put him in his place had left him cold. He had put the 

photo down and then almost immediately taken it up again, as if something had 

dawned on him. ‘A pity’ he had said pensively. ‘A very nice girl, a very nice 

face.’ 

‘Well, what did you think?’ she had shouted angrily at him, ‘that that girl 

wouldn’t be nice? That girl sings with the troupe!’ 

‘Group,’ Barend said, ‘a troupe like that is called a group – that is what a 

modern orchestra is called.’ Barend had brushed his hand wearily over his 

forehead and again he had repeated it: ‘A very nice girl.’ 

She must stop herself from thinking like this all night: life went the way it 

went and that was the way it had gone. And she shouldn’t drink another drop, not 

now and not ever. 

In bed she felt dizzy and cursed the surging sickness in her stomach. The 

smell of the burning cigarette in her ashtray hurt her sour throat; she retched. The 

smell of misery and despair. The cigarette would soon burn out and she should 

not smoke and drink so much.  

Her former husband sitting under the lamp like that – so ridiculously ex-

posed, so wallowing in self-love – she had never seen anything like that before. 

Was he so randy, so ridiculous because he had not had anyone with him tonight? 

Where had all his girl friends gone, so much more beautiful than she and so 

much more willing to play up to him? She thought she heard the telephone and 

held her breath. A car drew up close to the front door – voices in the middle of the 

night, just like when Natasja, a night owl, used to be brought home by other night 

owls, but these were older voices that wished each other good night endlessly, 

again and again and then had to laugh about it. People who had been out on the 

town returning happily to their own happy house! 

Somewhere in her house, in her bedroom or her sitting-room downstairs, of 

maybe in her kitchen or maybe in the toilet – somewhere she must have put her 

glasses down, the glasses that could as it were reveal to her the terrible title of that 

terrible book, but that was no longer necessary, as she had thought of it herself: 

Women in Love. Why had Barend given her such a terribly fat book to read, with a 
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title like that and all those pretentious names and all that complicated English that 

she couldn’t cope with? Why, why, why: would she ever learn to understand 

anything about that man? Would he ever understand her? 

 

-- 

21 
 

Sometimes he was himself pure and simple, without any posturing or poses – 

most often shortly after waking: a hard working, trustworthy translator and an 

almost always trustworthy person who was willing to help others and never 

deliberately played anyone a dirty trick, more intelligent than most of those who 

boasted of their intelligence and wished to impress him with it. There were 

intellectuals who looked down on him because he demanded so little attention for 

his common sense. He got no kick out of scoring off people and so he did not try 

to: he never made anyone look a fool. In the morning these and similar comfort-

ing thoughts often kept him tucked up for a while in his still warm bed, in which 

against his wishes and contrary to his custom he had spent a lonely restless night, 

entertained solely by himself. 

After yet another night followed by such thoughts he had got up, drunk a 

few glasses of water – doctor’s orders to avoid dehydration – and after that he had 

waited patiently for all the air bubbles and pockets that had descended into his 

intestines in the night to join hands to form a force de frappe which now 

manifested itself in a loud wind, an almost voluptuously long-drawn-out crackling 

tumult. Such a wild outburst of self-expression aroused in him a mirth that he 

would not want to share with anyone. For a moment he stood rooted to the spot, 

too dumbfounded to move, thinking of his youth, of the schoolroom in which a 

classmate often used to shout: ‘Oh boy, your own farts smell great!’ After that he 

went to the toilet where his water gushed as if it was streaming from a still 

youthful sprinkler (so to speak). Arch-enemy Prostate had passed by that night 

thank god on the other side. His only problem was his heart. 

Back from his ‘immediate business’ he laid his clammy hand on the Col-
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lected Poems of Wallace Stevens and crawled with it ‘but not for long’ back into 

the remainder of his own warmth. He experienced the human body as something 

big and heavy. If it fell more fell, caution was required. He would like to trade it 

in for something more modern, something made of lighter material, like the things 

Jules and his women produced, he was not quite sure what it was. He arranged his 

pillows and opened the awkward book at a random page and read a random line: 

‘Now the mind lays by its trouble and considers’ 

A random choice (fostered by having opened the book a hundred times at 

his beloved ‘Credences of Summer’) had once again presented him with the finest 

line in modern poetry! 

Barend was transported instantly. 

‘Now the mind lays by its trouble and considers’: as always the line made 

him feel giddy in a wordless sort of way, drunk without drink, a weird excitement 

that did not excite. The words offered the solution to a riddle that had evaded him 

all his life. The riddle had no form and no content, the solution was a feeling that 

was indefinable. How should he put it? How should he put what he had stam-

mered for some eighty years? Poetry held him captive – the captivity was his 

liberation. 

But that last thought he wanted to forget again as quickly as possible: it was 

too neat, too tidy. He read the poem. Even if he knew it by heart and could recall 

it from memory at any hour of the day or night, it was not until he saw before him 

the words printed on the page that he was seized by an enthusiasm that no one 

could take away from him. This poetry gave him an itch, on his head, in his short 

and curlies – a frisson of pleasure, as if a fingernail scratched him gently in his 

most sensitive spot. (‘The mind,’ not God, had the highest command. The mind 

was capable of miracles. And then there is the language Stevens uses to let the 

reader share this miracle: impossible to improve on it. Apparently he had had an 

odd marriage – there was a daughter, as a person he had been very reserved, even 

unapproachable). 

Now for the fourth time Barend read the entire poem out loud to himself in 

that mongrel American accent touched up by popular music that sounded as if he 
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had a plum in his mouth:  

 

Now in midsummer come and all fools slaughtered 

And spring’s infuriations over and a long way 

To the first autumnal inhalations, young broods 

Are in the grass, the roses are heavy with a weight 

Of fragrance and the mind lays by its trouble. 

 

Now the mind lays by its trouble and considers… 

 

To efface yourself in order to be able to say something about yourself – at such a 

distance and yet so close by, so far removed from the cadaver-realism that 

beleaguers us on all sides!  

Beside himself with enthusiasm he threw his smelly dressing gown on over 

his sweaty pyjamas and breathing heavily climbed up the long staircase to Hetty, 

to share with her again the joys of Stevens’ poetry. He would impress it upon her 

once more: poetry gives the greatest pleasure (greater than football and cinema, of 

both of which he was a devotee). 

In her kitchen he did not take the trouble to sit down. He smoked a ciga-

rette. He read the poem standing: ‘Now in midsummer come and all fools 

slaughtered,’ and interrupted himself for an explanation: ‘It is poetry that brings 

about what it imparts. “The mind” that is everyone’s mind, anyone’s mind, and of 

course also “my mind”, as Stevens is writing about himself with absolute 

detachment. April has been and gone, he says, to us, to himself, or rather he states 

(“all fools slaughtered” and that also means of course that he no longer has to 

listen to nonsense of a religious nature: he is past that) the spring is over, autumn 

is still far away, and obviously all that is meant symbolically. To be able to say so 

lightly and so sublimely that you have reached the age of discretion! And of 

course that discretion does not just mean discretion, it means…’ 

‘What about sitting down first,’ said Hetty, ‘before you become too discreet 

yourself.’ 

‘The mind lays by its trouble: a line like that offers no lay out, I mean way 

out – it is the way out itself. I’m going to translate that poem,’ he said, suddenly 
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in a cool, businesslike tone, still standing. 

‘So how old was that man when he wrote that?’ 

Hetty’s big eyes regarded Barend with amazement: what a strange man! 

And that strange way of expressing himself that he had always had! She admired 

him for the way in which he could explain things to her that she wished to 

understand. She listened to him read aloud: ‘These lovers waiting in the soft dry 

grass…’ 

‘What are they waiting for? All for the same beautiful woman?’ 

But Barend said that was not the point. His voice was still impassioned, ec-

static. ‘They are waiting for all women,’ he said, ‘or perhaps for none at all – only 

for the idea of a woman. It is about loving: living in a constant state of being in 

love. But you don’t have to read any exact meaning into the words, what you must 

do in the first place is listen to them. And give your imagination free rein. What it 

means doesn’t matter all that much.’ 

‘That’s what you always say. ‘ 

‘ I only say it when it really doesn’t matter that much.’ 

‘And now sit down.’ 

For Hetty it really did matter. She did not want to be all women, and not the 

idea of a woman either, however wonderfully that man had expressed the idea. 

She only wanted to be who she was, Hetty Oudewortel – a wild flower stemming 

from a simple, disadvantaged background, radiant and warm – a woman fêted and 

admired in her own circles, about whom everyone said: ‘She still looks so young, 

it’s unbelievable! She looks at least twenty or thirty years younger than she really 

is!’ 

Now that Barend was sitting opposite her, they fell silent, lost in their 

thoughts. You shelter under each other’s wings for an entire lifetime and yet you 

do not know each other any better than you know a random passer-by. That was 

not quite true either. But a passer-by is what you remain, even though you spend 

your life in the other’s pocket. You never receive more than a glimpse of the 

other: just long enough for a short greeting. And why thinking should always 

make you feel so sad, no one could tell her. With Barend’s poet it was just the 
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opposite, if she had understood correctly: thinking gave him a lift. 

They drank coffee, ate apple tart that Barend had bought and that had not 

been touched because a certain Aleid (‘another one of those not-quite-all-there 

types’) had not turned up, despite the rendezvous. 

‘When she heard that the TV was on the blink she must have decided not to 

come,’ Hetty said. 

Barend ignored the insinuation (which may have been meant to be funny). 

When he bought something special, he bought only the best. He recited slowly the 

first line of his translation. 

‘That’s all right, isn’t it?’ 

Hetty had seen a dress in town, not too expensive. ‘And if you are not there 

early, you arrive a day after the circus.’ 

‘Fair,’ Barend said absentmindedly. 

‘What?’ 

‘Fair. You don’t arrive a day after the circus. You arrive ‘the day after the 

fair.’  

The word ‘fair’ brought to mind the time he had come home wet and cold 

and distraught from a fair, his head throbbing from his encounter with that scruffy 

girl in her scruffy clothes who had left him out in the cold after she had taken 

money from him! The blaring merry-go-round had whirled her away. A tatty 

yellow dress – yellowish, patterned with blue flowers: A shabby dress that 

revealed her breasts. Big nipples as if she was breastfeeding. He had seen how she 

had waded through the rain-soaked mud on bare feet, a fairground child. He 

would be willing to surrender his entire library just to see her again, just once. He 

still searched for her; he still stood waiting for her in that pandemonium, that 

blinding light, with that rain-soaked mud all around him! His hands stretched 

blindly out towards her! From a world unknown to him, she had tried him and 

found him wanting. She had not admitted him. She had betrayed him for a few 

coins in her unclean hand… 

And the other one, who had long blonde hair and wept? 

With her there was no account to be settled: he could protect her, the way he 
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had always protected his daughters.  

Hetty said something to him that he did not understand. He glanced at her 

questioningly. She repeated it (probably) and once again he did not understand. 

Hetty said: ‘All you do is day-dream.’ 

Hetty was right. He had lost the thread of the conversation. He had contin-

ued to think about poetry – about how carefully he had familiarized his daughters 

with poetry, and also his son Benjamin, if to a lesser degree, and with less 

patience (in those days Barend had thought for some reason or other that the 

impish Benjamin was a typical technician, a born tinkerer, a scallywag with an 

aptitude for maths, perhaps inherited from his mother, who had never had a 

chance to develop hers). ‘The girls’ he had cautiously and playfully introduced to 

poetry: rhymes they had to laugh at, so that they asked for more and wanted to 

write poems themselves, especially Nathalie who grew up tall and thin – just like 

her later lover, Gerard, who dreamt of becoming an actor and director and who, 

one day before he had got that far, tied a thick rope around his neck and hanged 

himself on a beam in his attic room, thereby bringing to a successful conclusion 

something he had tried so often before. That was how Nathalie had found him in 

his attic room, like an outward sign of her inward unrest. (It had happened around 

about the time that she had dropped out of college and Natasja had begun her 

short-lived career as prompter for a theatrical company – but now I am digress-

ing.) 

Barend felt like an early glass of cognac and asked Hetty if she had any in 

the house. ‘Otherwise I’ve got to go all the way downstairs and up again.’ 

Hetty fetched a bottle and poured out a glass for each of them. They sipped 

and raised their glasses to each other. Barend said: ‘Tomorrow I’ll buy a new 

bottle for you, I promise.’ 

They sat drinking face to face. Hetty asked: ‘And do you ever think of Yin?’ 

‘Not a day goes by but that I think of Yin.’ 

The cognac gave them both a pleasantly warm feeling. This morning could 

go on forever: life could end here; they would depart in peace. They thought of 

Yin, of how dogs had flocked from far and wide when she was on heat. How they 
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had hung about for all the world to see, panting under the window, fighting and 

slobbering, united in their ardour. And how on a warm spring day Hetty, who 

never forgot anything, tempted fate by omitting to close a window she had pushed 

up slightly to let some fresh air in after the smoke and smells of the previous 

evening.  

‘Do you remember?’ she said in a wistful voice, ‘do you still remember that 

Alsatian?’  

The Alsatian had managed to wriggle through the almost closed window to 

chase after Yin, a feat that had left unique traces in the house – pee, puke, a 

Morse code signal in dots and dashes of light brown diarrhoea, the unrecognisable 

gunk of mounting passions (Yin’s perhaps, but probably mutual). Arriving home, 

Hetty saw for a brief moment and to her utter bewilderment that hulking great 

beast squeeze its hulking great body out the window and take flight.  

On the advice of their vet, they had had Yin fixed, to put it the way Hetty 

put it. 

‘And after such intimacy animals don’t even know each other any more,’ 

Barend mused. ‘Or rather they never knew each other; it’s all the same to them. 

What they do with each other puts them under no obligation, and a good thing 

too. But that mongrel,’ he said, ‘remember? What was its name? That mongrel in 

the park when you went for a walk – do you remember how it always rushed up to 

Yin when it saw her? And how they then wagged their tails at each other and 

sniffed around for a while and then that was that for that day. They were crazy 

about each other – really in love and that mutt was so unattractive too, with its 

shabby grey moth-eaten coat: a tacky grey C&A suit from the Salvation Army 

recycle bin and it didn’t clean its teeth either. What an unsightly dog. Even so 

they were mad about each other.’ 

They drank a second glass and fell silent for a while. 
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