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Marja Brouwers was born in 1948 in Bergen-op-
Zoom and grew up in Breda. ‘I don’t come from the
kind of social background where people read books,’
she declared in an interview. At the age of sixteen she
was already earning her own living as switchboard
operator/typist in a lawyers’ office in The Hague. She
studied English and was a teacher for ten years. Her
first novel Havinck (1984), is the rather ironic story of
a successful lawyer whose wife commits suicide and
who then has to deal with his adolescent daughter.
The novel was well received, was reprinted several
times, and was made into a movie by Frans Weisz in
1987. Brouwers’ next two novels, De Feniks: een fami-
liekroniek (The Phoenix: A Family Chronicle, 1985)
and De lichtjager (Light Chaser, 1990) are also about
people who remain strangers to each other all their
lives.

A black comedy about human failings

Marja Brouwers

Casino

Phenomenal skill. (…) A dark masterpiece.
vrij nederland

A peerless novel. het parool

Casino is an intense fire stirred up by conflicting ideas,
startling insights, and razor-sharp, satirical observations
of a calculating and ice-cold era. de standaard

She digs and digs and then suddenly a sentence appears
which you want to read because it deviates, it surprises and
starts up wild thoughts. Therein lies the power of this work.
de groene amsterdammer

photo Eddy Posthuma de Boer

‘The great novel of the nineties
that no Dutch writer has yet

dared to attempt,’ enthused one
reviewer of Casino. Another cheered,
‘the engagé novel is back!’, adding,
‘the most important novel pub-
lished in Dutch in a long time.’
Because of its scope, plot, style and
daring structure, Casino is a book
that you can’t ignore. This time,
Brouwers’ aggressive irony and the
ruthlessness which she became
known for in her very first novel
Havinck (1984), zoom in on Rink de

Vilder as he meets the slick young businessman Philip van
Heemskerk, a man who is way out of his league. Not that he minds
about that, as he sees himself as a perceptive journalist whereas Van
Heemskerk is out to make money. Yet De Vilder becomes increas-
ingly entangled in Van Heemskerk’s affairs, not least because of his
involvement with Van Heemskerk’s girlfriend Moura.

The complicated friendship between these two men and their
respective journalistic and business wheeling and dealing is daz-
zlingly based in the slick, hedonistic mentality that became big in
the nineties. Brouwers partly shows this background implicitly, by
closely following her characters in their comings and goings and
their thinking, and partly in passages that explicitly analyse and
elaborate on the seven cardinal sins, the history of sexual morality,
the right to a hearing as set down in the Dutch constitution, and
the tricky details of the Opium law, among others. It is a phenome-
nal novel.

Although Brouwers emphasises in her interviews that she is
‘only’ a writer and not a documentary maker or journalist, the bit-
ing portrait of the era that she creates in her novel invites questions
about the social background of her subject matter. ‘Before you
know it, you’re a Cassandra predicting the destruction of Troy,’
mutters Brouwers. ‘My way of saying something is to tell a story.’ In
Casino she illustrates this gift better than ever.
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An portrait of Marja Brouwers 

“Marja Brouwers’ Purgatory” 
by Hans Hoenjet 
(5 March 2004, HP/De Tijd)

translated by Susan Ridder 

Klaas Bruinsma’s false world of glamour, the degeneration of art criticism and 
the folly of the sixties are all there in Marja Brouwers’ new novel Casino. ‘Some 
immigrants have no respect for our norms and values.’ 

‘I’m bone lazy,’ says writer/essayist Marja Brouwers (55), ‘which is why it took 
fourteen years for my new novel to be published. I only write when I’m given a 
deadline and I’m told to hand in a five-hundred page novel in ten months’ time.’ 
Apparently, publisher Robbert Ammerlaan of De Bezige Bij understood this, 
because four years ago he sent her a letter asking when her new novel would be 
ready.
Marja Brouwers put the letter in a drawer. Two years later she was so ashamed of 
her chronic laziness that she told Ammerlaan that she would hand in a manuscript 
by the end of 2003. She mentioned a title and gave him a synopsis. ‘Whatever it 
takes, I thought, I’m going to do it. I just had to finish it.’ 
Her debut was Havinck (1984), a melancholic moral sketch about a narcissistic 
lawyer whose wife has committed suicide. Brouwers mercilessly dissects the 
emotionally vacant life of an adulterous lawyer. The book was enthusiastically 
received and became a success. In 1985 she published De feniks (The Phoenix), a 
multi-vocal novel about the rise and fall of an entrepreneur’s family from the 
south of the country. It had a mixed reception. Some critics praised the philoso-
phical impact of the family chronicle, others criticised her display of modern 
wisdom. ‘With this book I wanted to clarify which audience I prefer,’ she 
explains. ‘After my debut I received several requests for contributions from 
ladies’ magazines like Libelle and Margriet. Because I found it difficult to give 
them a straightforward ‘no,’ I decided to write a book like De feniks. That’s how 
I got rid of them.’ 
From 1977 to 1990 she lived in both Amsterdam and Chicago. She and her family 
often spent time in the U.S., where she taught for a year as a writer-in-residence 
at the University of Minneapolis in Minnesota. She married August J. Fry, a 
philosopher from Chicago, who was Professor of American Language and 
Literature at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam. The fruit of that period was De
lichtjager (The Light Chaser, 1990), a novel about a disillusioned art critic who, 
after two failed marriages and an interrupted academic career, leaves America 
and returns to the Netherlands. He tries to start a new life, but fails miserably. 
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She points out that the long silence following this was due not only to her 
proverbial laziness, there were personal circumstances too. In 1992 her husband 
died, leaving her to bring up their children on her own. However, she did 
continue to publish regularly in Vrij Nederland and De Groene Amsterdammer
during that period, and spent time at her computer every day. 
Although Brouwers wrote on a daily basis, the loose fragments did not grow into 
a coherent novel. ‘I had to write, otherwise I would have exploded. Those last ten 
years I often talked neurotically to myself, which wasn’t healthy! I switched on 
the computer and started to tell myself a story. It was a kind of catharsis, a way of 
getting things off my chest through diary notes, self-research and deliberations 
about my family.’ 
The theme of her new novel is based on the diary her husband wrote when he was 
working in Oxford, writing a PhD thesis on philosophic-linguistic grounds. She 
has dedicated the book to their two daughters. She already had a lot of material 
for Casino. For instance, in 1994 De Gids published a sketch which ended up in 
the third part of her new novel. She also produced many other fragments over the 
last decade. She did not write the novel from start to finish, but criss-cross, 
sometimes helped by unexpected news items and current developments. 
That is perhaps why her novel reads like a panoramic overview of the nineties – 
from euphoria over the fall of the Berlin wall and the triumphal progress of 
Western market philosophy to the attack of 11 September 2001 in New York. ‘I 
already had piles of notes when the attack on the WTC happened,’ she says. ‘My 
reaction to this event was ambiguous. On the one hand I thought, well done, but 
on the other, those idiots need to go back home, back to their camels. It was 
difficult to deny the symbolic meaning of these attacks, and therefore they found 
a place in my book.’ 
Casino is about journalist Rink de Vilder who, during the Monaco Grand Prix, 
befriends soloist sailor and yacht designer Philip van Heemskerk who is leading 
an intriguing double life on the Côte d'Azur. The worlds of high finance and 
crime appear closely interlinked. Hedonism, emotionless sex and greed reign. In 
the Netherlands the government tries in vain to come to grips with the IRT affair. 
Marja Brouwers describes a seriously wealthy environment, the kind we normally 
only encounter in Harold Robbins. It is the false world of Peter Stuyvesant 
glamour combined with that of Klaas Bruinsma. A dim zone peopled by rich 
business tycoons and top criminals – powerful men who cunningly lauder their 
cocaine-trade capital through real-estate transactions and obscure banks in the 
Cayman Islands. 
‘The advantage of a co-operative reality was that some things in my novel did not 
need to be explained,’ she says. ‘Remember the irregular accounting at Enron or, 
recently, the situation at Parmalat. They happened while I was working on the 
manuscript, both financial affairs which took place above the level of individual 
countries’ governments.’ 
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Brouwers is, furthermore, critical of art criticism, which has degenerated into
entertainment journalism, and she ridicules television programmes like Big 
Brother, in which the boundaries between the private and public domain 
disappear and in which, as Andy Warhol said, everyone can have their fifteen 
minutes of fame.’ 
She doesn’t want to call her latest novel ambitious. Casino is predominantly a 
story with a detective-like plot about how long it takes for a journalist to find out 
what his rich friend and benefactor does behind his back. Was the yacht designer-
cum-coke dealer murdered in Spain during a revenge attack, or did he start a 
second life elsewhere? Did the journalist choose the right woman? And what 
morals should you have when everyone is cheating on everyone else, desperately 
trying to get rich quick? 
Marja Brouwers spices her crime novel with philosophical reflections, amusing 
anecdotes and inter-textual riddles. For instance, we meet the grandchildren of 
the characters from Bordewijk’s Bint and are treated to an inspired description of 
the seven cardinal sins from Dante’s Divina Commedia. Is the latter a religious 
residue of her Catholic upbringing? ‘No, I just think that patristic theory is a nice 
piece of brainwork. It says, “this is man’s measure.”’ The first part of Casino
departs from Dante’s purgatory, the soul’s journey through purgatory, in that it is 
more streamlined than the famous journey through hell. For me, Dante is the poet 
who put Thomas of Aquino’s dry treatises in order. It’s great psychology and 
stands like a rock.’ 
Casino reads mostly as a swan song to the sixties, an indictment of hollow
hedonism and runaway consumerism. Does she think that the high ideals of those 
days have been perverted? She looks at me, eyes ablaze. ‘If you say so, I no 
longer need to,’ she says grimly. ‘Of course, that’s how I feel. I’m not at all 
happy with the ill-considered way in which various ideals were established 
during the sixties which were separated from reality and wanted nothing to do 
with it. That’s how you get a culture of lies. With hindsight, it was incredibly 
naive to think that this philosophy could be put into practice. Much has been 
needlessly torn down. It produced the sort of people who are only interested in 
themselves, like my character Philip van Heemskerk. He is the extreme conse-
quence of such an attitude.’ She could write a long essay about the causes of the 
moral bankruptcy of the protest generation, but is happy to name just a few off 
the top of her head. Dechristianisation, for instance, but also the hypocritical 
tolerance of minorities and the dictatorship of ideologies that propagate the 
creatability of society. ‘They’re the so-called beneficial fictions,’ she says. ‘We 
thought everything would be fine because of our warm hearts, but the opposite 
turns out to be the case. Just look at how some immigrants behave in the streets of 
Amsterdam. These people don’t respect our norms and values. We, on the other 
hand, have nothing to gain their respect with without causing understandable 
protest.’
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As in her previous novels, her male protagonists hardly invite you to identify with 
them. They are egocentric, crude and narcissistic. How come she is so obsessed 
with such unpleasant characters? Piqued, she looks at me and says, ‘Last time I 
was interviewed by HP, Guus Vleugel asked me the same question. I replied, 
“Shakespeare’s Macbeth is also unpleasant and crude. Is that a good reason for 
Shakespeare not to have created him?” Anyone who is bothered by my characters 
and understands nothing about them, except perhaps that I might be the same 
kind of coke dealer as my character Philip, is childish. I don’t owe anyone an 
explanation about the niceness of my characters, except Shakespeare, Dante and 
Cervantes.’
Yes, but where does her interest in insensitive, macho men come from? Take 
filthy rich Philip van Heemskerk of Casino - he is a full-blooded son of a bitch, 
isn’t he? Brouwers: ‘You think so? True, but he’s nice too. Many women fall for 
him and are fascinated by him. He’s a talented charmer and understands that 
women are the weak link in his life-style. He puts a lot of energy into that, 
because he needs to minimise the risk. If you haven’t realised that, you don’t 
understand what some women fancy. Philip is a combination of generosity and 
danger. He has lots of money and throws it around, doesn’t demand anything 
from anyone, and allows everyone to do their own thing. Philip an evil man? 
Come on, he’s just an incredible egotist. Never heard of that?’ 
According to Marja Brouwers, the literary world has also been gripped by greed 
since the nineties. Crafty publishers strive for maximum profits and authors need 
to score. ‘The writing profession has changed dramatically,’ she says. ‘People 
used to be interested in the art of the novel, now they only want to know how 
many copies will be printed and how many of them are sold. Everyone’s obsessed 
by money. Of course, there have been bestseller lists for some time, but nowa-
days sales figures are the only indicators of quality. Every writer has a price tag 
and nothing else. Nowadays, art and literature are a matter of counting!’ 
However, Brouwers doesn’t want to keep getting annoyed about the Zeitgeist. ‘It 
doesn’t really bother me,’ she points out. ‘There aren’t many things that keep me 
awake at night, and I’m an easy person. I’d prefer to write a comedy about things 
that annoy me rather than a tragedy.’ She will never write autobiographical
fiction like Connie Palmen’s: ‘Too many linguistic errors, I can’t read it.’ She 
prefers to follow the example of W.F. Hermans, who has described the same kind 
of sadistic universe as she does. 
‘I particularly like his ideas about truth,’ she continues. ‘The idea that something 
is true if enough people believe in it deserves to be ridiculed. Perspective was 
invented a long time ago – we all observe only a portion of reality. Our brain’s 
restrictions are humbling, we can only see so far and no further. Hermans put a 
great deal of thought into this in his essay about Weinreb and Wittgenstein.’ 
Fellow writers Brouwers admires include Thomas Rosenboom – ‘although he’s a 
little stilted’ – Hella Haasse, and Marjolein Februari who, according to her, ‘has 



NLPVF • For information purposes only • All rights reserved 

6

an interesting way of thinking.’ She praises A.F.Th. for his stylistic craftmanship. 
‘He looks for beauty in the rubbish dump, but I don’t like the rubbish dump,’ is 
how she sees the difference between herself and the author of De tandeloze tijd
(The Toothless Time). She thinks Reve is the most fascinating in the autobio-
graphical tradition, but she has little affinity for that genre. 
Despite her dislike of fictionalised confessions, she is grateful to her own 
memories for descriptions in Casino of a local Hells Angels club and a criminal 
travellers’ community. Marja Brouwers grew up between Bergen op Zoom and 
Eindhoven. ‘My father ran a bar in Brabant,’ she says. ‘We were constantly 
moving, I went to five different schools.’ In the North Brabant of the fifties there 
were tough guys who came into the bar with screwdrivers as weapons. I hung 
upstairs out of the window and watched my father throw them out. I was scared 
of those fights on our doorstep. The trouble makers were always from the same 
travellers’ family.’ 
It is not just her descriptions of southern local colour that smell of authenticity. 
Her writing reveals an almost childlike pleasure in the use of formal terminology. 
She admits, ‘I did work at a lawyer’s office typing patent reports. Perhaps that’s 
where I got my love of legal language. It is beautifully solemn, and yes, it did 
influence me, at least it’s what gave me my dislike of syntactical errors.’ 
Twenty years of writing and four books. What development does she see in her 
modest oeuvre? Brouwers ponders for a minute and says that Havinck is set at the 
gate of hell, with De feniks and De lichtjager she went deeper down into hell, and 
with Casino she enters Purgatory. So can we expect her to go to heaven soon? ‘I 
should end up in paradise,’ she answers with a hint of irony, ‘but I’m afraid I 
won’t manage it. Besides, I don’t think I’d like it there.’ Given her fascination 
with devilish characters, she may be right. 
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Sample translation from

Casino by Marja Brouwers 

(Amsterdam: De Bezige Bij, 2004) 

Translated by Susan Ridder

Part One 
Aquarius!

Until the day he met Philip van Heemskerk, nothing in Rink de Vilder’s life 

gave any intimation of his personal qualities. 

The summary of his life until that moment cannot, therefore, be brief 

enough. He was born at sunrise on 17 October 1962 in The Hague, a city 

affected by the dullness and stuffiness, a court city in decline. His parents 

called him Richard, a name whose two Germanic components mean ‘rich’ and 

‘courageous’ respectively. Soon, however, this was shortened to Rink, which 

meant hardly anything. Rink turned out to be a lively little boy with a tendency 

to bump and break. He fell off the dressing table three times before he learned 

to walk. After his first half hour in the inevitable playpen, he had broken two 

of its bars and sailed through the open balcony doors into the garden with 

them. In the sandpit at the nursery, he whacked other boys’ heads with toy 

spades. He progressed from there to breaking windows, demolishing bicycles 

and firing his catapult at the tram’s pantograph until, during his first year at the 

Haganum Gymnasium, he managed to decapitate an apocalyptic hybrid of 

Hercules and Paris with an accurate kick of a ball from the courtyard into the 
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hall. The statue’s head was smashed and his father had to pay for a new, even 

weirder face for it. 

After that he left the material arrangement of man and the world alone and 

set about acquiring an education. He wrote papers in nine subjects, not eight, 

got a rounded-up sixty percent in all but one (fifty percent), worked six months 

as a courier for Euro Parcels, and travelled through Australia until he ran out of 

money. Then he registered to study Sociology at the University of Amsterdam. 

His lecturers gave him innumerable graphics measuring and categorising 

endless quantities of phenomena. Which is how he discovered the creative 

power of figures. At some point, he became interested in the optional subject 

Sound and Image, after which he spent a year at the Film Academy, a move his 

father tried to reverse by cancelling his monthly allowance. Realising that a 

lack of finance would block the development of a relevant consciousness, Rink 

re-registered for Sociology, which he graduated in without distinction, aged 

27. Meanwhile, his younger brother Matthias had done everything much better. 

His father had long given up any paternal hopes he may have had in Rink and, 

through his uncle Victor, got him a job as film critic with the paper where 

Victor de Vilder was editor of the Art and Entertainment section. 

That taught Rink to sit still. He was stuck in the cinema for two years, with 

only a series of international film festivals for relief. He travelled to Berlin, 

Rome, Toronto, New York, Los Angeles and Utrecht at the newspaper’s 

expense. In 1992 he was in Cannes, to take special note of the format of a new 

Dutch talkshow presented in one of the side rooms. The programme (the ZZ 

Show, produced by Bob Kahl and hosted by Dutch ratings star Zowie Zellen) 

was optioned to an American media giant, Mose Media Holdings, for trial 

broadcasts in Spain, South Korea and California. As long as he faxed the 

obligatory up-beat message to Amsterdam, Rink felt he’d be justified in 

spending the rest of his week in Cannes setting up an amorous rendezvous with 

a blond, salon-tanned German model whom he’d spotted sitting all alone on a 

rock on the boulevard the evening before. 
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She was watching the violet haze of the setting sun. Rink pulled a shoelace 

and sat down on the same rock to fasten it. For a while he stared out with her, 

and then asked, ‘Are you on your own?’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. Yess. She smiled meaningfully at the sea. 

Rink was also on his own in Cannes and if he didn’t act fast, it would stay 

that way. That would be it, Cannes – a very small town. Strolling down the 

boulevard, it had struck him suddenly that the man he passed some three times 

in the hotel lounge was Bob Kahl. Each time the man had looked intently at 

him as if he expected to be recognised. The third time he even asked Rink for a 

light, lighting his cigarette not far from Rink’s nose. You might call it a 

piercing, the look those pitbull eyes gave him. This, it said, is a head like a 

highly organised bomb, primed to explode in your face. But still Rink didn’t 

recognise him, which was rich, because not only had he met Bob Kahl in 

Amsterdam, he’d also seen him proudly show off his programme formula to a 

room full of portfolio agents. 

He wondered who else he might have passed without noticing. People 

didn’t forgive that sort of thing. You could make enemies for life that way 

without realising. ‘Are you from Hollywood?’ the girl asked with a heavy 

North European accent. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m from the Netherlands.’ I’m a film critic, a totally 

unimportant and entirely innocent fellow called Rink.

Of course, he wasn’t what she was looking for there, but then she hadn’t yet 

found what she was looking for. All she’d met was an American director at her 

hotel who was something to do with Arthur Miller. By chatting about how 

busy the full hotels were, Rink wangled from her a mental map of the places in 

town where he might bump into her again. After sending his fax, he toured the 

narrow streets of the shopping area, inspecting clothing shops and terrace bars. 

At the third bar he sat down and spent an hour watching a bottle of Perrier. 

Then he got up and strolled over to the Palais des Festivals. The German girl 

was talking to an older woman at the entrance of a side room on the ground 
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floor, which was showing a new production of Arthur Miller’s Death of a 

Salesman. While Rink was studying the poster, from the corner of his left eye 

he saw her go in. He followed her and sat down, three rows diagonally behind. 

The room was three quarters empty. 

Death of a Salesman! A lousy film. Sad Willy Loman with his seven-gram 

brain and endlessly repeated assurance that all through his life he had done 

everything to be liked. To be well liked! So why hadn’t he succeeded? That 

was the question. Like everyone else, he had been looking for the simple idea 

which would do for his cause what golden arches had done for McDonald’s. 

But he found nothing, the fool. And now that he was old, even his own sons 

were laughing at him and he was on the brink of committing suicide. 

Meanwhile, he was racked by fear. 

Fear of death? No. He’s afraid that he’s made a mistake somewhere along 

the line. He tries his best to remember what it could have been. 

Willy Loman is the butler who passes a mirror and notices that his tie isn’t 

straight. He has a real fright, thinks ‘Disaster! How long has it been that way? 

I’m sure I tied it exactly how the master himself does. How come it isn’t 

straight? Has anyone seen me with a lopsided tie? Who? Where? How? Oh, 

dear!’

Don’t go thinking that Willy Loman’s cardboard tragedy isn’t real. It is real 

enough to him. The actor playing the role isn’t exaggerating when sweat pours 

down his forehead. Seeking his deepest fulfilment in life in human love, he 

finds himself in a terrible prison. 

With a view of the back of the head of the German Lorelei, Rink de Vilder 

easily imagines the inhabitants of the looming world village as a Warhol series 

of endlessly returning Willy Lomans, all looking for golden arches. Bound 

together like Echo and Narcissus, they’re at each other’s mercy, their only 

condition of existence. Their life depends on their skill at handling this never-

ending situation as effectively as possible. Never-ending because there is 
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indifference about Willy Loman in every section of humanity, a terrible, blank-

faced indifference that shows up at the most inconvenient times. 

Gloria Mundi! Nietzsche predicted the problem of all these Willy Lomans. 

One man is another man’s conscience – particularly important when the other 

doesn’t have one. Who or what can show Willy Loman the way in that forest 

of golden arches? Neither he nor his god are found in eternity. Old goods 

easily grow musty in the market square and, the salesman who crossed new 

borders, discovers other gods, cheaper to use, easier to stomach, offering better 

paradises, etcetera. The best he can hope for is that his wallet isn’t nicked on 

the way. 

‘I’m a witch,’ Karina said. They spoke German. Rink was less fluent in 

German than in English, so for practice he, a man too macho to say anything 

about himself, began repeating her sentences. It turned out to be a great chat-

up line. ‘You’re a witch,’ he said. 

They were sitting on the terrace where, earlier that afternoon, he had spent 

that hour watching the Perrier. He had imagined witches to be quite different, 

women who looked young from afar, but close to changed into old hags with 

wrinkles and goose bumps. Karina was young and likely to stay that way for 

some time. She was incredibly even-coloured and beautiful, her beauty of the 

artificial type that doesn’t surprise at all, as crumple-free as a plastic sheet, as 

smooth as vinyl. She wasn’t just beautiful, she was the kind of girl who had 

chosen to be beautiful. He saw it in her quick smile, which was both bright and 

expressionless. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘I have magic power.’ 

‘You have magic power.’ 

‘I can use my head to send people and things to where I want them.’ 

‘Where you want them. Did you send me anywhere?’ 

‘Yes, to that film.’ 

‘To that film. But I knew, so it wasn’t magic.’ 

‘How did you know?’ 

‘How I knew? Yesterday you said something about a director.’ 
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Few women listen to others, and they’re not good at hearing themselves 

very well either. They don’t expect others to remember what they said 

because, ten to one, they don’t remember themselves. ‘You just think that,’ 

Karina said. ‘Men are afraid of magic. They always want a rational 

explanation for everything.’ 

‘Not everything,’ Rink said with carefully measured generosity, ‘but many 

things.’

‘I once wished someone dead who died.’ 

‘Who died.’ 

‘Yes. I was a little frightened. I wouldn’t dare wish someone dead again.’ 

The smile with which she said it was like an inadvertent bark of egocentric 

cheerfulness. She was an absurd girl. Through her head marched a parade of 

everyone – dead or alive – she had in her power, Rink included. She would 

probably see quite a few shrinks and therapists in her life, only to find out that 

things happen regardless of her will. Not wanting to make her look a fool by 

starting a democratic dialogue, he changed the subject in such a way that he 

could say something about the pleasant restaurant near her hotel. Only when he 

had paid the bill did he notice that the man at the next table, who had been 

pretending to read a French newspaper, was in fact a colleague from 

Amsterdam. ‘Hi Ted,’ he said, promptly enough. 

Ted Rabe glanced shamelessly at German Karina’s breasts, and she 

responded with a flash of her expressionless smile. 

‘Hi Rink,’ he said. ‘I see you’re busy.’ 

‘Busier than you,’ Rink said. ‘Karina, this is Ted, a colleague of mine.’ 

‘Hello,’ Ted Rabe said. 

‘Hi,’ Karina said internationally. 

‘Everything ok?’ Rink asked. 

‘I’m fine,’ said Ted. ‘Did you have an argument with Bob Kahl?’ 

‘Me? An argument? With Bob Kahl? Not at all.’ 
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‘He’s mad at you. I met him at the Novotel last night and he spent a 

generous fifteen minutes on you. What happened?’ 

‘Nothing happened. His show sold very well and I wrote a good review of 

it.’

‘Yes, he’s in the premier league now. You should listen to him, he knows a 

lot of useful people.’ 

‘I’ll do that, when I have time,’ said Rink. 

He was furious, but didn’t let Karina see. Poor Rink. Must be a little loopy. 

Needs help. Needs a subtle hint. If he doesn’t learn to kiss Bob Kahl’s ass fast, 

Bob will tell these useful people a thing or two, and he’ll be screwed. We need 

to sober him up, show him some reason. There’s something he needs to realise. 

He was actually much better qualified to think about social organisation 

than Ted Rabe. Among biped primates, males fight for a higher rank by 

provoking other males. This has something to do with who will be the first to 

mate with the females around. The females create a hierarchy too – by 

alternately being dominant or submissive – but they’re less aggressive, or so 

Rink thought. He had once read an article about this by a biologist who had 

studied the behaviour of a colony of chimpanzees. A dominant female tolerates 

other females as long as they accept her domination. Others indicate this 

willingness through sounds or gestures. Males, however, don’t accept another 

male’s dominance so easily. At any conceivable crossroad in the established 

hierarchy, one chimp might suddenly kick another in the balls in an attempt to 

upset the existing order. Males probably find it physically harder to accept a 

subservient position. Such a system of dominance and subservience is a social 

system, as it determines how the entire society functions. All hominid societies 

are characterised by such a social system, a fact which can be explained as a 

result of an evolutionary phase in which the instincts operated in closer 

conjunction with individual perceptions of primary emotions like anger, 

jealousy and fear. As instinct loses its role as sole guide, individual freedom 

increases and, unlike in, for instance, a beehive or ant heap, results in such 
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societies in a notion of power. Each notion of power and prestige, however 

irrational, is accompanied by both malice and compassion. Research has 

shown that primates show a kind of compassion, but only for the smallest or 

weakest individuals of their own or a closely related species. 

Their compassion, therefore, is aimed only at those which constitute the 

least threat. The dove of compassion nestles with the tiger of instinct and lays 

an egg which Sinbad the Sailor would have found surprisingly heavy to carry. 

‘Does Ted write for a newspaper too?’ Karina asked. 

Karina always saw things from her own point of view. She was a witch and 

dreamed of a career as an actress because she had a little too much of the 

female figure to be a top model. The catwalks of New York, Paris and Milan 

were peopled by attractions from the charnel house with hollow eyes and 

drooping mouths. Adolescent girls offered their bodies on the altars of 

common culture. They all got anorexia nervosa. The obvious difference 

between Karina and Nervosa was that Karina knew when to stop. Now and 

then she pulled back a shoulder and cocked her head with the characteristic 

movement of a girl showing off her breasts. However, something of the 

anorexic tic must have remained. An obsession with a stereotypical body, for 

instance. ‘He writes for another newspaper,’ Rink said. 

‘Not an Amsterdam one?’ 

‘An Amsterdam one. There are many newspapers in Amsterdam, and they 

all need to be filled every day,’ Rink said. He kicked an empty beer can and 

took her hand – a cool, dry hand. They crossed the parking lot, behind them 

the sunset, ahead of them two long, black shadows which attached themselves 

emphatically to their feet. Through the reddish twilight came the dull rumble 

of distant thunder above the mountains, which for a moment seemed to swell, 

but then stopped. On the other side of the parking lot was a restaurant. Karina 

smiled, a real smile this time, when he opened the door for her. ‘Dutch men are 

so polite,’ she said. 
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‘Dutch men aren’t polite at all,’ said Rink. ‘Most of them just stride ahead 

of you. Don’t expect anything from them, it’s just me who’s like that.’ 

The restaurant was filling up. A waitress took them to a table at the back 

and brought two menus. The ritual of eating in a restaurant is the simplest way 

of creating an atmosphere of non-committed intimacy between two strangers. 

No-one needs any special skills upon which the whole thing depends. All the 

important work – the sowing, mowing and harvesting, oxen slaughtering, fruit 

picking, grain grinding and bread baking, absolutely everything, has been 

done, guests don’t even need to worry about preparing the meal. All they have 

to do is order a bottle of wine and have a conversation over a burning candle 

on a red and white checked tablecloth. Rink asked, ‘Did you have an invitation 

for the festival?’ 

Karina said she was travelling with the cast of a German film in which she 

had a minor role. The film had almost won a prize, but not quite. 

‘Shame,’ said Rick. 

‘Yes,’ Karina said. ‘But I wasn’t surprised.’ 

‘You weren’t surprised.’ 

‘No, the roles weren’t properly thought out.’ 

‘The roles weren’t properly thought out.’ 

‘You need to think out a role. You need to understand everything about a 

character. Most actors don’t do that.’ 

‘They don’t do that.’ 

‘Which results in scenes set in an emotional vacuum. I had a minor role. I 

had five lines. I was a girl who rang the doorbell to tell the main character that 

there was an open bag in her doorway. The focus was on the bag, not me. I 

thought about who she was, that girl, about why she’d walked by and seen that 

bag, about where she was going. I wanted to know who her parents were, 

where she lived, what kind of childhood she had. Once I knew all that, I knew 

how she looked when the door opened, how I needed to deliver those five 

sentences.’
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Rink had heard someone recite this lesson before. It was the logical 

consequence of the absurd idea that characters in a story need to resemble real 

people as closely as possible. A ridiculous conceit. What is attractive about 

films is that they are highly unreal. Every child knows this, but some people 

become rather well trained in resisting what everyone else understands 

automatically. If films didn’t transform experience, they wouldn’t attract so 

much interest. ‘Tell me about the girl,’ he said. 

Doubt clouded Karina’s face, as if she didn’t want to answer such a 

question. ‘She’s from Bad Godesberg,’ she said. ‘Her parents were good 

people, they always supported her and never made a fuss. That’s why she’s 

sympathetic. She just wants to help. She rings the doorbell because she thinks 

the people living in the house have left the bag in the doorway by mistake.’ 

There could be no doubt she had a hyper-active imagination, this powerful 

Karina, but it was as empty as a factory hall on a Sunday afternoon. She 

ordered tournedos, pronouncing the word as if ordering an American tornado, 

and grabbed the wine bottle to top up her glass. She avoided eating chips, 

didn’t want a dessert, but did drink a double espresso and a Drambuie. He tried 

to ignore the way that her already low-cut top was sliding down, revealing ever 

greater expanses of evenly light-brown breasts. ‘What kind of person was he?’ 

he asked, ‘the person you wished dead?’ 

‘Oh, a man,’ she said lightly. ‘An older man, but not so old he needed to die 

of it.’ 

‘How did he die?’ 

‘His heart stopped beating.’ 

‘That tends to happen when someone dies. But how did it happen?’ 

He held her gaze and looked her straight in the eyes, blue eyes, porcelain 

blue, opaque, the pupils faintly edged against on a clear white. ‘They told me it 

was a heart attack,’ she said triumphantly, ‘but it was me who provoked it. 

With a spell.’ 

‘You’re sure about that.’ 
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‘Oh yes, I’m sure.’ 

‘And because you’re sure, you got scared.’ 

‘It wasn’t my intention, of course, to commit a murder.’ 

‘And what did that man do to you?’ 

‘Many things. It doesn’t matter. He treated me badly and I thought I 

couldn’t handle him. But I could. Only I didn’t know it. It’s better not to make 

a wish if you’re not sure there’s a chance it’ll come true.’ 

No, apparently not. The thing we desire, for which we are prepared to sell 

our soul to the devil, often turns against us because it takes a form unlike the 

one we imagined. But that doesn’t matter. That kind of misunderstanding 

rarely provides useful information. Rink called the waitress and asked for the 

bill, no longer interested in trying to understand her protests, which were not 

protests. Strictly speaking, she was right about everything she said in an 

indescribable sort of way. She probably wasn’t a murderer, but her witch’s 

world was characterised by an unmistakable bloodlust. Understanding this 

excited him. Even before he had considered how he would make love to her, 

he had made the first sexual gesture. He had taken the nearly empty liqueur 

glass from her hand and planted it firmly on the table, a command she didn’t 

need to react to, just obey. A man taking charge of a woman has somehow 

decided what is good for her. An order reveals magnanimity, which is why 

such a man deserves to be obeyed. Rink stood up. He helped Karina into the 

narrow linen jacket she had hung over the back of her chair and led her to the 

door.

Outside, evening had fallen. The thunderstorm hadn’t materialised, but 

there was a chill from the sea. He saw Karina shiver in her linen jacket and put 

an arm round her. That too she accepted in silence. She was clearly willing to 

put everything in his hands, but not eager, seemingly feeling things were no 

longer under her control. In the hotel lift she pressed the button for the fifth 

floor. For a minute they stood facing each other in silence. Looking down on 

her ash blonde hair, he could see in the bright neon light that the blonde had 
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dark roots. Her room was at the end of a long corridor with a garish red carpet, 

a small room with a tiny bathroom which she, after a brief apology, went into 

immediately. There was a single chair and a desk shelf with a television on 

stand-by. There was a pile of clothes on the chair, two cotton bras hanging 

over the back. The floor too was strewn with clothes. Rink sat down at the foot 

of the made-up bed and looked around. He heard her pee, flush, run a tap, 

close it, and heard something clink against the basin. He saw several pairs of 

jeans scattered around, a few jackets, Nike sports shoes, a hundred tops, hair 

bands, underwear, white socks, a phone book. She was an untidy little witch, 

but most corners were clean and everything smelled of the synthetic perfume 

she herself smelled of. Absent-mindedly, he picked up a pair of underpants 

from the floor and sniffed them. No doubt about it. Hundred percent Estee 

Lauder, nil percent perceivable pheromones. Imagining this smooth elastane 

around her butt though threatened to weaken his control over his latent 

lewdness. He dropped the underpants back on the floor and thought of ice 

cubes.

Karina came out the bathroom barefoot, her hair loose. Her neckline was 

now so low that her tits were almost falling out. She sat down on the bed 

beside him and looked at him – magnanimously, emptily, invulnerable, not at 

all excited, ridiculously willing. Having retouched her make-up, her lips 

seemed fuller. She looked at him with those fuller lips in kissing position, but 

waited passively for him to kiss her. She was apparently unsure what to do, 

except to show him her tits. Some women assume that the sight of such 

mammaries arouses such desire in a man that he will find it hard to refrain 

from mounting her like a stallion. And although that presumption isn’t always 

entirely unfounded, many men don’t actually find it that exciting to be set to 

work so simplistically, without thought – if only because the resulting 

metaphysical necessity to instantly switch to stallion mode puts too much 

pressure on the human reproductive organs. Rink didn’t like being pressurised, 

his dick even less. He thought he would be able to remove the 
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misunderstanding he saw looming by first kissing her breasts, to convince her 

that he had noticed them, and then planting a careful, exploratory kiss on her 

mouth. 

She tasted of a recently used mouth freshener. More, or other, precautions 

were not for her. She pressed herself into his arms with the disproportionate 

drama of Penelope who finally sees Odysseus return to Ithaca, and began 

pushing her tongue abruptly over his without any discernible pattern or 

rhythmic logic. It was impossible for him to distil any comprehensible sexual 

message from this. At best, there was an impulse to cuddle. Her tongue was a 

chaotic mass, struggling through his mouth like a drunken slug. He ended the 

kiss as soon as he thought he could without negatively influencing the 

situation. He buried his nose in her loose hair while she, with neurotic 

promptness, put her hand on his crotch. 

He thought he knew roughly what women feel but of course couldn’t be 

sure that they felt what he thought they did. To simplify matters, he usually 

assumed that there was something constitutionally random, something 

biologically confused in women’s feelings. They either complained when they 

were assaulted or seemed to feel incomplete if they weren’t assaulted quickly 

enough. She wasn’t a witch anymore, Karina from Bad Godesberg, she was 

acting out a different role now, actress in a porn film. In a porn film there is no 

need for serious seduction. Every passing actor pulls every actresses’ clothes 

off without the least explanation and, without further ado, sticks his dick in her 

pussy, leaving it there for a considerable time. In other words, Rink de Vilder 

had landed in a show, a show with a little German mermaid with a silly head 

full of delusions of power. In this scene we see the Dutch journalist’s common 

sense disappearing into his balls. Who knows some of it may be true, yet with 

this denial of himself, Rink’s half-baked erection seemed to disappear entirely. 

In the end, like everyone else, he had a unique ‘I,’ a comical kind of vanity, 

which is what had been assaulted here. He felt a well-contained aggression 

building up. 
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The normal reaction of man to any form of threat is fear. Fear and other 

reactive emotions like anger act as liberating factors for a signalling substance 

produced by the thyroid. As soon as this substance is released, our brain makes 

a split-second decision between the flight or fight response. If the fight 

response is chosen, which happens almost always when the threatened judges 

the threat to be weaker than he, the adrenal cortex immediately produces 

corticosteroids which are sent to all body cells. This could easily lead to 

entirely uncontrollable aggressive behaviour if the neuro-endocrine axis 

causing these phenomena weren’t kept in check by the hypothalamus which in 

this case immediately produces a counter-signalling substance which acts as an 

inhibitor. In the human body, adrenaline and other stress hormones are, 

therefore, not openly exposed to the emotion causing their production. Only in 

case of a uni-polar depression or other serious defect is there less of the 

feedback from the restraining counter-signal. Rink calmly rose and, holding 

Karina by her left hand, pulled her up and off the bed. With his hands on her 

shoulders he stood her in front of the wall mirror beside the desk shelf. He 

removed her top watching her in the mirror. She meekly raised her arms. 

Perhaps it didn’t matter to her whether he wanted to undress her or her mirror 

image. He pushed down her jeans, she kicked them off with an indifferent 

flapping of her feet. She was nearly naked now. The mirror showed a cool 

advert for a white bra and ditto string. This was major baring, particularly 

given the sharp T-shape of the string at the back accentuating her rear cleft. 

Yet she wasn’t any closer to anything resembling nakedness. 

Even before he freed her breasts from the white bra to discover there was a 

noticeable amount of silicon in them – implants, however soft and bio-

compatible, are surrounded by connective tissue that is much less pliable than 

a woman’s natural breast fat – he suspected that this body was her last 

garment, a garment she was so sure of that she would happily cross the 

Champs-Elysées in it at rush hour. There were no moles or scars on her skin. 

She clearly lay bare-bottomed on a sun bed every week. Even her mound of 
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Venus was the same light brown colour as her armpits. It was a miracle, she 

was as flawless as a dummy. Even her pubic hair had been bleached. What was 

left of it, that is, which wasn’t much. It reminded him of what an old girlfriend 

of his had once said while working on what she called her ‘bikini line’ in the 

shower at home. Jesus Christ, she had cried, whichever faggot invented this 

fashion deserves to be attacked by a gang of women wielding whizzing 

depilatories. To be depilated from top to toe! ‘There are razors too,’ he said, 

but she said you can’t shave pubic hair, because you’d have stubble in three 

hours.

That meant you could easily spent half your time shaving your pussy. He 

stood behind Karina and put his two index fingers on her groin. Her labia were 

as smooth as window sills. She had probably had the hair roots removed in a 

laser treatment. He saw her watch his hand in the mirror. She pushed her head 

against his shoulder and parted her legs, displaying her clitoris. Ecce femina. 

That’s why this triangle was so carefully trimmed, to reveal everything. One 

look was enough to not just open her vulva, but to see the entire glistening rose 

of flesh, button included. He massaged the depilated areas with his index 

fingers and thumbs, making the clitoris even more visible. She expressed 

child-like little moans. Her hips moved wavily, unevenly, making it impossible 

for him to read her emotions. He assumed, however, it was an expression of 

sexual pleasure. She may well climax by just looking at herself, in some 

narcissistic ecstasy in the semi-darkness. ‘How often do you masturbate?’ he 

whispered in her ear. 

‘Why do you ask?’ she said, horrified. 

‘Three times a day? Twice a week?’ 

‘I won’t tell you.’ 

He let her go. ‘Show me,’ he commanded. She hesitated, but when he began 

to take off his clothes, she appeared to take it as encouragement. Placing a 

sharp nail on her pink folds, she began to move it up and down, without 

routine or much concentration, mechanically. It was more the suggestion of 
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carefully polishing copper than of anything erotic. He looked at her white 

polished nail with a clear and somewhat dirty sense of dry excitement, feeling 

that something was beginning to take shape independently, some kind of 

scheme, a spontaneous syntactic or binding structure. She faked masturbation. 

Full of the image of herself, she acted out her impression of an idol who is 

both vulnerable and willing to be intimate with the camera lens. Rink de Vilder 

was both participant and audience. He had landed in a kitsch operetta. He was 

fenced in, tied down, a hostage in a highly reduced reality, a reality coolly 

raised high above the fragile and uncertain desire for human contact. A desire 

for human contact would be morally unjust in this context, a fatal error even. 

He drew a packet of condoms from the inside pocket of his jacket and slipped 

one over his entirely restored erection. 

He was planning to act correctly and decently, within the limits defined. He 

fucked her standing in front of the mirror, pounding away. He hadn’t planned 

it that way, but it appeared to be the only way in which a woman like Karina 

standing in front of the mirror could be fucked effectively. Anyway, she 

deserved it, those crude thrusts, that he could assume. He was surprised by her 

jerky attempts at response. Not only did she move too much, she moved 

illogically. A restless, bumpy pattern, as if his penetration had set off a 

minefield in her. Her thrusts contradicted his so much he knew that if he didn’t 

instil some discipline in her, he would run the risk of having to hop after her 

like a dog. He imagined it was because she preferred to extrude her rear 

instead of push it forward, doing so as sluttishly as possible while at the same 

time raising her breasts to his face. She was thus in a kind of stretched duck 

position less compatible with the facts of his anatomy than when she had done 

it the other way around or, better still, simply stood still. He stopped and 

grabbed her buttocks more tightly. They were narrow, round and extremely 

smooth. ‘What a smooth butt you have,’ he panted. 

She fluttered her eyelashes at him and said, ‘Hnn.’ 

‘It’s almost as if I’m on thin ice.’ 
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She laughed. Oh dear, no humour, please. There is nothing more deadly to 

the erotic than someone who thinks he is funny. ‘Stand still,’ he said seriously. 

‘How can I fuck and stand still?’ 

‘I fuck and you stand still.’ 

‘But I can’t help it,’ she exclaimed. She slid over his dick as if it might 

automatically transform into a broom stick. 

‘You can, baby. You’re pushing your ass back.’ 

‘Oh, yes. That’s accidental, I’m doing it because I’m horny.’ 

‘Yes, but look, my dick’s in front, and so’s your pussy. More or less. God 

made us that way because he thinks it’s amusing if people look each other in 

the eye during sex.’ 

‘So what?’ 

‘Sticking out your bum makes it difficult,’ he explained patiently. ‘You 

need to move your hips forward and simply stand still.’ 

He wasn’t convinced she was as excited as she pretended to be because if 

she had been, her emotions would have been more streamlined, less chaotic 

than he could feel in her uncoordinated movements. She was probably trying 

to behave as best she could according to some idea, some code of conduct or 

emotions. Young women in Western Europe are often confused about what is 

expected of them sexually. Indeed, there is such an implausible mix of 

contradictory ideologies that it is hard for them not to be confused. On the one 

hand they are under enormous social pressure from about the age of thirteen to 

have as many sexual experiences as possible, often with older boys who’d 

really rather go roller-skating or playing football with their friends than be 

seen walking hand in hand with a girl. And, on the other hand, they live in a 

culture that clings to the institution of marriage, encouraging belief that one 

day out of the sexual wilderness, will come their true love, a spirit from 

Aladdin’s lamp, a servile character who, as a faithful husband and caring 

father, has everything it takes to build a relationship for life. That is why many 

girls are incurably promiscuous when they are around twenty years old, while 
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at the same time they freak out if one of their boyfriends goes out with another 

girl. Society constantly forces two entirely different, irreconcilable emotional 

experiences on them, even though everyone pretends it isn’t a problem at all. 

It’s really some kind of gigantic swindle, and you can’t blame a focused girl 

like Karina for trying to juxtapose it onto her own feeble infidelity. In the end, 

she stood still in a position between elegant and obscene. Clutching her 

buttocks, Rink resumed his phallic attack on her jerky reaction mechanism, 

intending to streamline things a bit. He tried to position his dick so that it slid 

along her clitoris at every move, hoping she too would understand why it was 

better to stand still. He wasn’t a selfish son of a bitch, to a certain extent he had 

the best of intentions, but the way she was standing now, her legs straight, he 

could do little more than pump up and down in a straight line. This hadn’t been 

his intention. She ought to bend her legs a little and push her thighs forward. 

Watching himself pump up and down in the mirror, he saw Karina’s eyes 

wander from her abdomen to his face – misty eyes she cast down as soon as 

they met his. 

He wondered whether he could give her another hint without causing yet 

another problem. She was following his instructions, but didn’t seem to 

understand them. She simply didn’t seem to have any sense of the most 

favourable topological conditions for this enterprise. The visual rhetoric of his 

entirely unimaginative pumping under her abdomen failed to hold his interest 

for long. Just as he was considering laying her down on the bed in search of 

other inspiration, he ejaculated prematurely, uncontrollably. She immediately 

began squeaking and squealing in a mysterious symbiosis with his own 

involuntary moaning, as if the condom filling up in the inner darkness of her 

contrapuntal slipperiness had encountered a bell and rung it. 

Hastily retrieving his shrinking dick, he was struck more strongly than usual 

by the insane idea that the condom mightn’t come out, but would be sucked in 

by a vortex of muscle contractions to a deeper inner space where it would 

disappear without trace. (Nine months later a son of his would be born with a 
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condom on his nose.) Pressing his lips on the artery in her neck and placing his 

hand under her left breast, where he suspected her heart was, the only post-

orgasmic signs he could detect were the beating of his own heart and the rush 

of his own blood. ‘OK?’ he asked. 

‘OK,’ Karina said. 

‘I don’t believe you.’ 

Pushing both hands against her neck and stretching in front of him, she said 

in an unperturbed tone, ‘What do you know?’. She had a point, there was 

nothing he could be sure of, there was an element of speculation in everything 

about her. You didn’t need to be a clairvoyant to establish that she was 

stubbornly repeating feelings she had borrowed wholesale from a very badly 

assembled arsenal of clichés. She had even turned her complexion into a 

cliché. Behind her mainly immobile features accentuated by eyeliners, eyelash 

curlers, moisture-resistant lip liners and powder brushes, he sometimes 

glimpsed a different, much more common face, the face of an insecure 

schoolgirl, not unpleasant perhaps, but not entirely sure of herself and with a 

ready collection of opinions for the easily aggrieved. Deep in her heart she was 

probably scared that her fate, being a body, would allow her little chance of 

success. He pushed her down onto the bed and arranged a break to study her 

breasts. ‘Why did you have this done?’ he asked. 

‘Why did I have what done?’ she asked, looking at the smooth white 

ceiling. The room was a white-washed, square box. There was nothing to see 

on the ceiling. Come on, did she really think that he wouldn’t notice? He said, 

‘You’ve had your breasts enlarged.’ 

‘No, they’ve always been like that, but I needed to lose seven kilos for my 

work, after which only half remained. That I had repaired.’ 

‘Repaired.’

‘Yes.’

‘What else did you have repaired about yourself?’ 

‘My ears. I thought I had jug ears and I had them put straight.’ 
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She had small, rather pointy ears. ‘And you had some moles removed.’ 

‘Yes, a few. What use are they?’ 

‘And you had your pubic hair lasered away.’ 

‘Not quite. If there is anything about myself which I dislike, I have it 

changed.’

Now she was talking like Cher, the American former pop singer who has 

had so much changed about herself that she resembles a wood carving with a 

permanently perplexed face. He thought for a minute. How irreversibly must 

you hate something about yourself that you have a plastic surgeon change it? 

Cut it away. Change it. I hate it. ‘You hate it,’ he suggested, ‘because you 

think others hate it.’ 

‘Yes, that too. Do you like tits with shrivelled teats?’ 

Shrivelled teats. This conversation was threatening to go the wrong way, it 

had begun flapping its wings and showing signs of wanting to head for a sky 

full of black crows and screaming bats. He oughtn’t forget he was in bed with 

a witch, an apparently obedient but in reality incredibly unaccommodating 

creature who prepared toxic drinks and recited spells in a dark universe of her 

own. He tried to remember whether there were shrivelled teats on Rembrandt’s 

painting of a naked woman on a hill – as far as he knew the most repulsive 

female body ever surrendered to broad daylight. If that was the case, he had 

never noticed the detail. He remembered the entire woman as shrivelled up – a 

shapeless, floppy bag, striated flesh. Having attempted to show what a woman 

really looked like, Rembrandt was later accused of laying it on too thick, of 

transforming and exaggerating things. Still, you never knew what the epiphany 

of female ugliness would be. Ugly women had no reason to take their clothes 

off. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘no.’ 

‘Neither do I,’ Karina said coldly. 

He stroked her teats – two perfectly smooth, perfectly round circles half a 

shade darker brown that the surrounding skin with two raw red dots in the 

middle. ‘But can you still feel something there?’ he asked. Rink de Vilder 
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liked to separate facts from fiction and had a critical, if not downright negative 

attitude towards everything that was forced on him as art and entertainment. 

He thought all art that was meant to be entertainment irresponsible. He 

wouldn’t have been able to explain why, it was intuition rather than any 

conclusion based on reasonable premises. He didn’t find Rembrandt’s painting 

beautiful, but he did find it unforgettable. The naked woman didn’t allow you 

to avert your head, as you could on a nudists’ beach if there was someone there 

who looked as if he’d undressed just to frighten everyone else. Suppose God 

did create heaven and earth, the woman in the picture said, and man according 

to his likeness. What in heaven could his intentions have been? Go figure. ‘Oh, 

yes,’ Karina said. ‘The filling sits under your breast, not on top of it. No nerves 

are cut. It makes your breasts tighter, more sensitive.’ 

Sensitive. It sounded purely theoretical to him. There was nothing to prove 

that this was true. Besides, it was clear that Karina was targeting other 

people’s feelings, rather than being honest about her own. She probably didn’t 

have any feelings of her own, apart from her secret desire for power, and 

therefore needed others’ confirmation that feelings exist, or can exist. 

Preferably for herself, of course. No doubt she had tried to play every minor 

role she had been able to lay her hands on in such a way that the critics would 

call her performance ‘moving.’ Yes, there it was again, ‘moving,’ the central 

heating of the soul, indispensably present, sought everywhere since the last 

mica window in the 1950s’ living room stove cracked, when all parents were 

children, the wireless played and a game of Snakes and Ladders lay on the 

table. Give us your emotion, all film starlets begged, acknowledge us – 

emotion, now! It was a word that he himself seldom and unashamedly wrote, a 

ridiculous word, really, a word like a warm, rosy fog, shivering from all that 

unattainable emotion that attaches itself to every screeching string, every fleck 

of beer foam, every groaning cord, every sweaty foot, every set of dentures, 

every flabby or nerve-wrecked torso, every turd or fart escaping from every 

wasted and whipped human being. Move us, please, move our spongy hearts, 
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our silicon souls. Make them quiver, refresh them, move them. Do something 

about it. 

‘You know,’ he said to Karina. He looked at the glittering blue stone in her 

navel, an aquamarine. Probably not a real one. He realised that he was about to 

interfere in a case that didn’t interest him enough to bother. 

‘No,’ she said. 

‘No, you don’t know or yes, you do. You’re working on an important 

project. You’re a woman trying to remain immune by constantly perfecting her 

mirror image. You’re locking yourself up in a perfection which repulses 

instead of attracts, and you’re doing it on purpose. You want to do it. You’re 

committing a form of suicide. Perhaps you’re going a little too far with the 

idea that you can kill yourself and build a sarcophagus which no-one will ever 

be able to open.’ 

She looked stunned. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ she asked 

triumphantly uncomprehending. He took a second condom and lay down 

between her legs, resting on his arms so as not to touch her navel piercing too 

roughly. As long as he could remember, he had considered his own navel a 

weak spot in his belly. Just looking at that piercing made him itch in sympathy. 

He wasn’t bad at empathy, sometimes even had too much of it, which was no 

good to anyone. With his knee on Karina’s outspread thigh, he nailed her 

lower left side to the bed. 

He thought that positioned thus it would be impossible for her to push her 

right buttock in the wrong direction again, that nothing could go wrong. From 

a technical point of view, this calculation was correct, but from a psycho-

analytical point of view, annoying complications were still feasible. He didn’t 

know how she did it, but that one buttock writhed and was raised from the bed 

cover in a defiant gallop, a hopping that suggested a kind of vacuum cleaner 

snapping at his crotch. This was no use to him, and all he could do was try to 

pin her down in an angle of between twenty to thirty degrees. Why fuck askew 

if you can do it right? He pulled back, forced her to lie on her side and lay 
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down behind her with his dick under her buttocks to see whether thus inserted, 

the silly thing would stay in place. Now he could hold her hips with both hands 

– keep your hips straight, Karina! Immer geradeaus, as his grandfather used to 

say during the war to every German who asked him for directions, pointing 

eastwards. Orientation! And then: immer geradeaus, and everything will be 

fine. She moaned, panted, squeaked – hnn, hnn – but didn’t really co-operate. 

He began to wonder whether as a corridor a vagina has a bend he had never 

noticed before. 

Fucking slowly and intently, her bum hard against his hips and 

concentrating entirely on his fiery, swollen rod, he established this as a fact. 

His thrusting masculinity was in a bend inside. A gentle one, yet somewhat too 

pronounced to allow anything but the slow work. Did all women have this? 

Karina kept moaning and groaning. ‘Keep going,’ she said flatly, ‘keep going.’ 

Rink de Vilder could have kept going all night if she had been a nice girl. 

He liked nice girls with a passion his girlfriends weren’t always as happy about 

as he liked. However, an obstinately armoured actress wasn’t a nice girl, that 

he was certain of. Suddenly, he had enough. This wasn’t going anywhere. He 

threw his full length on top of her, so that she was on her tummy underneath. 

‘Ow,’ she said, ‘my breasts.’ Oh, her breasts. He kneeled back behind her, 

pulled her up by her flanks and began to finish the scene in the style she was 

asking for, becoming increasingly horny at the sight of her submissively bent 

knees and stuck out bum. Ass back, he thought. It’s difficult to have any 

original thoughts in such circumstances. The whole thing had more or less 

turned into an exercise in stamina. His head was full of advice he had had 

throughout the years about delaying ejaculation. Apart from ice: ground glass, 

cement mixers, vomit, a herd of stamping elephants. 

Just a minute, Rink. 

Yes? 

Where does modern man find a herd of stamping elephants these days? 
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From Jungle Book, the Disney film. It starts with the song of a herd of 

stamping elephants. (One, two, three, four, keep it UP, two, three, four.) He 

might as well have fucked an inflatable doll from the sex shop. It would have 

been better, because a real doll wouldn’t have irritated him by doing something 

herself. He could have pulled the plug afterwards to deflate her – pfffffffff, bye 

doll. Karina huffed and puffed hnn hnn. She was either too generous or too 

deeply emotionally disturbed to stop acting badly. She let herself be thrashed

with her bum in the air until he, almost raging with disregard, climaxed a 

second time. She turned over and rolled to her side, her knees pulled up. He 

dressed silently. At the door, he stopped and turned. She was watching from 

the bed, smiling a little fake smile. Then he said softly, emphatically, ‘Wir

werden uns nie wiedersehen.’

‘Nein,’ she said immediately, as if it were a decision of hers which had 

accidentally developed organically in complete harmony with his. Indeed, as if 

she had already forgotten him. 

But that wasn’t the case, because with the ‘nein’ appeared a hint of 

offended surprise in her opaque blue eyes. There was no agreement, but again 

that superficial submissiveness which simply forbade her not to go along with 

something for a change. As he pulled the door shut behind him, he knew that 

she was casting a terrible spell over him. 


