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Chapter I 

Oscar dismissed the teacher’s words about the accident – he knew already. 

The whole class did. 

His attention veered away from the formulae on the blackboard, the 

raised finger of a boy on the front row, and on, left, until coming to rest on 

the sun-drenched oblong of windowsill beside him, where a blowfly butted 

furiously against the pane. Oscar heard himself sigh; he and the insect were 

worlds apart, for the fly was indefatigable, again and again hurling itself in 

blind hatred at the transparent barrier that blocked it from freedom. In a 

moment’s crushing sense of apathy, he gazed out of the window on the 

square, deserted and baking in the June heat, the air above it quivering, 

liquefied. Just imagine, he thought – one more year, final exams, then 

college and student accommodation, free and gone for good, gone from this 

village. What a relief! Deep inside he knew, he was convinced that life would 

then have something wonderful in store – that somewhere in the future, in 

some unknown place, extraordinary good fortune awaited him. But first 

there was the summer holiday to get through and a long, tedious school year, 

an eternity in which nothing of any importance was going to happen. Nor 

would next year’s texts and exams pose any problems, which meant the dull 

predictability of his days would remain unmitigated. 

In the distance, on the road beyond the square, the bicycle shed, the 

sports field, appeared a sort of mirage-elephant moving in stops and starts 

along the houses. Narrowing his eyes, Oscar could make out figures hoisting 

large grey bags and throwing them in the mammoth’s direction. 

All things considered, there was just one thing to look forward to today: 

Louise’s return. On the phone the day before yesterday she’d sounded 

strange, a bit mysterious, especially when he asked if she was maybe 

pregnant. The way she laughed that off made him really suspicious. He 

could always tell by the sound of her voice when she was hiding something. 

Oh no, she said, no, nothing’s the matter, nothing at all, bro; anyway, what 

d’you take me for, an idiot? Then she’d repeated her question about later that 

afternoon, now this afternoon, whether he’d be at home after school, 

because she wanted to have a word, and no, rather not over the phone. What 

about you, how are things, she prattled on, how’s school, and hey, surely 

there’s some village gossip to tell. When he said no, there wasn’t, she retorted 

primly, really? Nothing at all?, at which he gave her a brief recap of the latest 
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news: a local farmer, brimming with genever and cash after striking a good 

deal on market day, had ended up, bike and all, in the ditch along Hackfort 

Wood in the middle of the night, blown over or pushed was not clear, but in 

any case by the time he got home he found he’d been robbed. Louise had 

laughed, especially at his account of how last Sunday the new minister had 

devoted three-quarters of his sermon to the sin of imbibing. Ah, sin, she 

exclaimed brightly, that imaginary illness invented in order to peddle an 

imaginary remedy!  

It helped – thinking about Louise. The moment she entered his mind 

much of his gloom lifted. Why? Was it because it was inconceivable that she 

should feel the same way as he was feeling now, just as there was no question 

of her ever being bored? Everything about her was whimsical, 

unpredictable, and alive – yes, that above all. Even when she was standing 

quite still having a smoke, you could feel her acute awareness, and how she 

might come out at any moment with a ‘by the way, tell me…’ (how familiar he 

was with her ways). As long as he could remember she’d blurt out questions 

and opinions and say things others would find embarrassing. Some family 

members kept up their guard, seemed a little scared of her, even as they, 

maddeningly, persisted in finding him sweet. But then he’d never, aged six 

or seven, demanded to know at a birthday gathering, ‘How much are we 

worth, Mummy, Oscar and me? How many pieces of silver would you sell us 

for?’ Whereas Louise, so the story went – he had no first-hand knowledge but 

it was a staple family anecdote – had been deadly serious, getting cross when 

the circle of grown-ups clearly found her endearingly amusing. She hadn’t 

thought her question at all strange, for she knew exactly how much money 

she would sell her parents for, and refused to go to bed until she’d prised out 

an exact sum in answer, no rounded-off figures for her. The difference 

between them also came to the fore when people expressed some debatable 

or gratuitous opinion. Louise would pounce on them like a duck snapping 

up breadcrumbs, whereas he was inclined to ruminate or else he drifted off 

into some fantasy or other, and the conversation had long since moved on 

by the time he came up with any response or query. 

Of course there were likenesses between them, particularly in 

appearance. Both were markedly slight, with eyes that were tinged greyish 

blue. Their noses were the same, straight and not too prominent. They had 

neat, straight teeth that had never needed braces (which, as their mother 

kept saying, made it all the sadder that they both had fillings, and that 

Louise’s teeth were getting stained with nicotine). He was also a head taller 

now, having overtaken her in height two years before. But she still fondly 

addressed him as bro (he pictured her screwing up an eye against the smoke 
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billowing into her face, and the way she curled her lip in that charming 

teasing way). Her shoulder-length hair was lighter than his, almost flaxen, 

and had no kinks at all, whereas his was curly. Her skin was pale, even in 

summer, and her eyes often looked tired, with dark circles. She seldom wore 

make-up. He’d never heard her scream or giggle, nor did she shed tears. An 

aunt of theirs had remarked at some birthday celebration that Louise ‘really 

seems rather emotionally detached’ to which his sister, happening to 

overhear, had cheerfully agreed. 

The blowfly seemed to have changed its mind. It had stopped its buzzing 

and now was crawling around the glass pane. It came to a halt and began 

rubbing its forelegs together, as though preparing for a last-ditch effort. 

Oscar watched as the sun poured an iridescent sheen over the lowered, 

folded-back wings. Was the fly aware of its fate, or simply exhausted? What 

if he got up and hurled his chair through the window to rescue it, would it 

feel any gratitude? 

Why did Louise want to see him, what on earth could she want his 

opinion about? It wasn’t like her; he’d always been content to listen to her 

ride her latest hobby horse, galloping with gusto as she puffed away on one 

cigarette after another. Her voice wasn’t exactly melodious, more on the 

shrill side, to be honest. In the last year he’d also noticed that she talked too 

loudly when she was right beside you. But the most striking thing was the 

way her mood changed from one extreme to another. Sometimes she stayed 

in bed until afternoon, sulking and chain-smoking, full of fatalistic 

resentment, but at other times, when something interested her, it was like a 

switch being flipped and an electric current passed through her. So far as he 

could remember they’d always loved each other dearly, although she never 

made a point of showing it. He was the weedier of the two of them, she’d 

once remarked, sighing; perhaps that’s how he liked her best: a bit 

disdainful, while challenging him to stand up to her. Once she’d left home 

and was living on her own, though, he stood up to her less and less. He was 

eager to hear all about her life as a student. And as long as he listened to her 

and fully understood her – perhaps the only one to do so – deriving pleasure, 

delight even, from her sharp mind and her ardour, he couldn’t imagine 

anything ever coming between them. 

‘Any volunteers?’ The compelling undertone of the demand grabbed 

Oscar’s attention. He sat up straight and loosened the damp shirt sticking to 

his back. There was not a breath of fresh air even though two top windows 

were open. The atmosphere in the classroom was nauseating, not least 

because several pupils had smothered the smell of their sweat with clouds of 

deodorant. 
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He observed the teacher waiting for a response. What a dork! Pocked 

skin, greasy hair stuck on top of his head like a toupee, wispy little 

moustache, strained expression and, most oddly, the ears: one sticking way 

out and the other flat against the skull. Having been in charge of their class 

for the past year, the teacher was now, in the final weeks, making a big effort 

to gain popularity. But no one gave him a break. Peering along the line of 

desks Oscar could see the two girls in the front row, both in flimsy summer 

dresses, both with nail varnish, the one on the left with her foot sticking out. 

The teacher’s eyes were glued to her bare leg as she swung it over the other 

like some snooty fashion model. If the other girl were now to flick her red 

hair to the side and lean forward in full concentration with her chin propped 

on her hands, he would get all red in the face again in that helpless way of 

his. And to think that there stood a man who had fathered a child! 

‘Nobody? Come now, he’s your classmate. Does nobody even want to 

know how he’s faring?’ 

How Jonkie was faring had already been reported two hours earlier by 

Mrs Stam, during Biology. Oscar had no trouble imagining her getting 

physical. She was rosy, all heaving helpfulness, and, summer and winter, her 

classroom was redolent with the scent of bath oil. She had a resonant, 

deliciously breathy tone of voice. One day she began a lesson about 

reproduction with the memorable phrase ‘When my husband is in the 

mood…’  It was a mystery whose decision it had been to employ Mrs Stam at 

this Christian Reformed school, and even more of a mystery why she had 

never been taken to task by the church elders on the committee. Or perhaps 

that didn’t apply, for no pupil had ever dreamed of betraying her. 

Jonkie Matupessy, a Moluccan boy from the flower district and by far the 

least popular boy in class, was apparently in hospital. He hadn’t come to 

school for several days, and now it turned out that he’d been racing a stolen 

motorbike in Hackfort Wood; he’d crashed into a tree, breaking just about 

every bone in his body. Because his father insisted he shouldn’t fall behind 

with his lessons, someone had to be found who’d deliver the required notes 

to the family home. 

‘No one at all?’ 

An arm was raised on the left of the front row. 

‘Yes?’  The teacher sounded relieved. 

‘May I be excused, sir?’ 

‘Right then,’ said the teacher, ‘in that case we’ll do it my way.’  He rose to 

his feet and approached the blackboard. He took up a piece of chalk, opened 

a side panel of the blackboard, posted himself next to it and wrote 
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something on the back.  ‘A number under thirty. I’ll start with you,’ he said, 

pointing his chalk at one end of the front row. ‘Well?’  

‘Zero,’ came the reply. 

‘Very clever. Next?’ 

There came a firm knock on the glass panel in the classroom door. The 

vice principal entered, followed by a large police officer with his cap tucked 

under his arm. 

‘Quiet now,’ the vice principal said sternly, although no one was making a 

sound. Everyone stared at the officer, especially at the pistol holster on his 

hip. 

The three men conferred, there appeared to be some doubt as to what 

could and could not be said. ‘They’re old enough,’ Oscar heard the vice 

principal conclude. The officer, stooping slightly, nodded in agreement. 

‘This is Mr Colenbrander,’ began the vice principal, ‘from the police force. 

He’s got something to say to you, and he also has a question. It’s important 

that you answer honestly.’  

The officer stepped forward and cast his eye over the class. ‘Any other 

Moluccan pupils here? A few heads shook no. ‘Is anyone in this class friends 

with…’ he said, glancing inquiringly at the teacher, who supplied the name in 

a whisper: ‘Jonkie Matupessy?’  

 No reaction. The officer launched into his speech, changing his tone. No 

doubt they didn’t remember – it had happened a long time ago, a train being 

hijacked and hostages being taken at a school up north, almost ten years ago, 

but they might have heard about it from their parents. What they did know 

was that since then things had been quiet in Holland, and also in Brevendal. 

But, he said, that wouldn’t last. There were rumours, something was brewing. 

The officer looked around the room, with an expression presumably meant 

to be intimidating. His whole attitude suggested that he took the pupils for a 

bunch of infants. Oscar recognized the man: there had been an interview in 

the local paper in which he had spoken about his job: he was not only an 

officer in the local force, but also a member of the riot police, and sometimes 

went off to Amsterdam in a van full of colleagues to fight squatters. In the 

photograph accompanying the interview he wasn’t wearing his regular 

uniform but his special riot police outfit. It had stayed in Oscar’s mind 

because of something his father, having seen the interview, had said during 

supper: ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been turned down for military 

service.’  

 ‘Something’s brewing’ the officer repeated, visibly pleased with his 

formulation. It was hardly surprising, he went on, only a matter of time, 

because the Moluccans were an aggressive sort, and warlike. Not for 
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nothing had generations of them served in the colonial army. Violence, he 

said, fixing his eyes on a point over the pupils’ heads as though he was 

talking to himself rather than to a group of seventeen-year-olds, violence 

was part and parcel of their temperament, no two ways about it. And the 

Force couldn’t keep track of all the stuff going on around here – there was 

too much of it. Half those guys belonged to the hard core of the RMS, and 

the RMS – the Republik Maluku Selatan, he added in a thick, mock-

Moluccan accent – well, they were in cahoots with the IRA and the 

Palestinians and Gadhafi, they were all the same, aiding and abetting each 

other with arms and other terrorist gear.  Anyway, the point was: there was 

something peculiar about Jonkie Matupessy’s accident. It had all the marks 

of some kind of training, practice, or preparation for something, because 

investigation had shown that he had driven over the same path back and 

forth at least ten times. So had he, by any chance, said anything about the 

wood lately, had he mentioned motorcycles or dirt bikes at all, and did 

anybody know any other Moluccan youngsters Jonkie went around with? 

He paused again to let his words sink in. There was some whispering and 

chuckling at the back of the room. 

‘What’s going on?’  barked the vice principal from behind the officer’s 

shoulder. ‘Go on, tell us.’ 

‘Nothing, sir.’ 

‘Come along, come along, say it. Don’t leave us in the dark.’ 

‘Maybe,’ a hesitant voice piped up, ‘maybe he just wanted to run over a 

rabbit.’ 

At this the whole class burst out laughing. They all remembered the start 

of term in the first year when the handcraft teacher, the school’s most pious 

and naive female staff member, asked each pupil in turn what their favourite 

hobby was, and Jonkie explained how to catch a rabbit in a snare and how 

you had to skin it afterwards, at which the teacher had been so distressed 

that she fled from the classroom. Oscar reflected that in all the five years he’d 

been a pupil at the Gisbertus Voetius College he had never really got to 

know Jonkie. He remembered just one time when Jonkie singled him out 

and asked, bluntly, ‘I say, wise guy, you’ve got a sister, haven’t you? Seen her 

around. Blonde, isn’t she? Can’t you introduce me? What’s her name?’ That 

had been the only conversation they had ever had. 

Another arm was raised. ‘Will Jonkie be going to prison then?’ asked a boy 

who’d been put back a year. He grinned.  

‘No, not for now,’ the officer replied sternly. ‘Factual evidence has yet to 

be adduced …’  Floundering in the legal jargon, he fell back on describing the 

nature of  Moluccan folk and the menace it signified for the country as a 
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whole and for Brevendal in particular. As everyone well knew, he intoned, 

last New Year’s Eve had seen letterboxes blown up all over the village. That 

might not seem too serious, but that was how things started, it was small-

scale terrorism. Those people were crazy about weapons. They had been 

caught in possession of throwing stars and fight sticks, and besides, a hand 

grenade stolen from the barracks had been found during a raid on a youth 

club. It was common knowledge, had been for years, that some of them – he 

lowered his voice, as if about to utter some unspeakable obscenity – were 

dealing drugs. Something had been found on Jonkie, too, he said, so maybe 

he’d been under the influence, which would explain why he had no memory 

of the accident. 

He ended his speech with ‘any questions?’  The vice principal urged the 

pupils to be sure to come forward if they had noticed anything out of the 

ordinary, and marched out of the classroom with the officer in his wake. The 

teacher shut the door behind them and returned to the blackboard with its 

differential equations.  

‘Now then,’ he said, patting the rug of hair on his skull, ‘We still have 

something to get sorted. Homework is homework, after all, no exceptions. 

Your attention, please. Yes? Where were we… a number under thirty. Whose 

turn is it?’  

Like an egg of air, a yawn was taking shape against the roof of Oscar’s 

mouth. His eyelids grew heavy. He looked aside at the window sill. There, in 

a pool of indomitable light lay the blowfly on its back, thin wiry legs pointing 

upward, still twitching slightly. So that’s how it went, whether or not you 

resigned yourself to captivity. Keeping quite still, Oscar pursed his lips and 

blew, thereby shifting the fly a few centimetres. The legs stiffened. He blew 

once more. 

Jonkie a terrorist … even that prospect failed to rouse his interest. The 

officer and the vice principal found the whole business utterly fascinating, 

that much was obvious. Most of the pupils did too, for all their pretend 

indifference. But even if hard evidence had been found of Jonkie plotting to 

blow up the entire village next morning, Oscar would still be feeling exactly 

the same: numb, barely capable of moving a muscle. Nor could he think 

straight. It felt like a huge exertion just taking his eyes off the fly and turning 

them to gaze out over the square towards the road in the distance. Even 

further away, beyond the row of houses topped by the crowns of the lime 

trees growing in the square with the old village pump and the pale grey stone 

statue of Johannes van Hackfort, he could make out the belfry of the Old 

Church, sharply defined against the dazzling blue sky. The bells struck the 

hour - a thin, metallic sound that carried all the way over the red roofs to the 
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heart of the classroom. What purpose could those bells serve other than 

batting away one pointless hour after another? This put him in mind of 

yesterday evening’s catechism, when the Bible reading did not, for once, go 

in one ear and out the other. It was a passage from the Book of Ecclesiastes, 

about God-given wisdom increasing man’s sorrow. How relevant! Because it 

was true that the less bright pupils in his class were already getting into a 

state about the final exams. Being one of the brainy ones was a curse, as it led 

to the vanity referred to in that Bible book. And that was not his only 

disadvantage. Practically everyone had awful or at any rate complicated 

parents – all his classmates seemed to pepper their lives with fights against 

their elders. Or they had parents they were ashamed of, or worried about, or 

loathed and despised. His parents weren’t like that, they were towers of 

warmth and tolerance, they never forced him to do anything, never 

dismissed his behaviour as immature or irresponsible or unreasonable. He 

knew that they would support him in his choice of further education, 

whatever branch of study that might be. Musing on his future as a student 

brought him back to thinking about Louise.  

What could be the matter? There could be something really serious going 

on that made her want to speak to him in private, because unlike all the other 

people he knew, he thought, running his eyes over the classroom, Louise 

never had a secret agenda, she didn’t go in for pretence. Not for long, 

anyway. He thought back to their conversation on the phone, and how she’d 

asked after their father. ‘He’s taken another room,’ he told her. ‘Ooh, that 

bad, is it?’ she had said, sounding more amused than concerned. 

‘Oscar de Vree!  Do you hear me? Please pay attention, boy.’ 

He looked at the teacher. 

‘I need you to give me a number,’ the teacher said, his voice softening. ’A 

number under thirty.’  

Oscar shrugged. ‘Twenty?’  

The teacher grabbed the lower ledge of the side panel and swung it back 

in place.  
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Chapter 2 

She stretched up to slide open the window. In an instant the empty 

compartment filled with noise and with the dry, warm scent of the 

countryside. She sank down on her seat, swept some strands of hair away 

from her eyes and settled herself to wait. In a few seconds, no more than ten, 

twelve, they would reach the wide bend, where the panorama that so often 

struck her on her journeys home came into view. She’d thought of that when 

she boarded the train and had made sure to sit on the left. 

But first the local train would chug down the vale of green shadow with 

the craggy oak trees reaching their entwined crowns to the carriages flying 

past; this, too, she knew. At any moment, yes, would come the plunge from 

shade into broad daylight, and there it was, unfurling beneath a serene sky, 

just a few metres down and yet the eye was drawn to that far-off horizon and 

the hazy primeval view of the valley with its overgrown embankments and 

the medieval church steeple presiding over the huddle of red roofs, with 

beyond on the right the large wood rustling in the eternal breeze, its cool 

beech-lined lanes and runnels full of whispering foliage, and further to the 

left, like veins in the landscape, the sunken meanders of the river Breve with 

their markings of thrusting hawthorn and slanting willows along footpaths 

and finally, in one of the loops, the patch of parkland – if you could call it that 

– within whose unkempt confines was her home, the home of her parents, 

grandparents and forebears as far back as records went. 

The moment had passed, but she kept her eyes on the view from the 

window. She smiled to herself. No way would she ever go back there to live. 

Not for one second had she felt homesick since the day she left for 

university. And yet, returning after a month or longer away there was always 

that little twinge at the realization that the shallow oval formed by an ice-age 

was not just where she had spent the first eighteen years of her life, it also 

meant something more fundamental to her, an affinity she felt with the 

landscape or, more literally, with the ground below – a grounding more solid 

and real than that of her university town in the west of the country. But what 

exactly was it that made her feel that? It wasn’t love, no. A sense of order, 

perhaps? Suddenly she realized something else: a moment before, catching 

sight of the village with the small houses encircling the church, as if  a falling 

star had grazed the brink of her consciousness, she’d had a thought: the 

Good Shepherd and His flock. That had truly crossed her mind.   All the 
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sheep safe and sound, Hosanna. Would there ever come a time when she 

was free of such ingrained associations? For instance, would there ever 

come a time when she no longer felt even the most fleeting compulsion at 

mealtimes to fold her hands in thanksgiving? She still felt it daily, along with 

the Lord’s prayer on the tip of her tongue. It was insane, how deeply 

entrenched such things were, and how hard it was not just to ignore them 

but actually banish them for good. She tried not to mind, given that it was all 

bound up with the old days and her constant battle, from the age of about 

eleven, with all and sundry (especially her mother), during which she had 

grown tougher and tougher and better at using her intellect, and from which 

she had emerged victorious in the end – something her mother would never 

learn to appreciate. 

Now the train ran alongside the glittering river, which had been 

straightened over a stretch of several hundred metres. A flock of geese, some 

twenty of them, took to the air in formation from a field fringed with reeds. 

A gust of wind drew ripples like fish scales on the surface of the river. Once 

upon a time this was the frontline of the universe, she reflected. Then she 

spotted the little bridge and half-paved dead-end leading to a couple of 

farms where she had ridden her first proper bike, calling at each farmhouse 

to sell stamps for charity.    

 

Nearly there now, and she still hadn’t decided how to tackle the issue. She 

had wanted to make a clean breast of it, but hadn’t managed that yet. She 

kept getting side-tracked, simply didn’t have the guts to face up to the gravity 

of the situation, despite weeks of telling herself that she really couldn’t put it 

off any longer. Oscar would have been braver. He’d get a bit of a shock, 

though, for sure. He took everything so seriously nowadays. On top of that, 

because he was far too modest and too self-critical, people were inclined to 

underestimate him (as so often with a second child). One evening, six 

months ago, in his room, she’d told him that he was old in heart and mind, 

that he had an old soul -  and that modesty without  self-mockery was 

insufferable. At this he’d looked so miserable that she had thought better of 

speaking her mind: that if he didn’t lighten up he’d never get himself a 

girlfriend. To think he’d been such a cheerful little boy, smiling ecstatically 

in all the family photos, having fits of giggles – commonly thought to be a 

girly thing. But a few years ago all that had changed. He’d become earnest, 

gloomy even, on occasion. He spent an awful lot of time reading – 

something to do with self-discipline, apparently. He was always looking 

things up in the dictionary or encyclopaedia. What was he planning to do 

with his life? She had no idea, any more than Mum and Dad, as he never let 
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on. But it’d do him no harm to think ahead. What if he, like her, picked the 

wrong subject to study? Oscar was typically the kind of person who’d stay 

the course to the bitter end, however pointless the end, out of sheer 

righteousness.  In any case, she thought, reaching for her needless summer 

coat from the seat opposite and groping in the inside pocket, my little 

brother, my only sibling, also happens to be a kid who never spent his pocket 

money but always put it all into his junior savings account like a good boy.  

‘Oh dear…’ she was checking the contents of her purse. Not even enough 

there to buy cigarettes. She knew there were still three or four left in the 

packet of Gauloises she had stuffed in the bottom of her travel bag. Put it off, 

she told herself – put it off, stop thinking about it. 

A slight jolt indicated that the brakes had been put on. After a moment a 

switch directed the carriage onto a siding; the train going in the opposite 

direction was already waiting. This was the only place within a radius of 

twenty kilometres where two trains could pass each other. She stood up, 

pulled her bag from the overhead rack and made her way to the exit.  

When the door swung open with a metallic groan, she screwed up her 

eyes against the sun reflecting off the silo just behind the station bearing the 

outsize logo of Van Laar and Sons; holding her breath to avoid the stench of 

cattle feed, she stepped down to the platform. She heard a voice behind her: 

‘Hi there, Lu!’  

Turning round she saw a former classmate who had left the village at the 

same time as her. Johan Joosten. Music academy. Tallest boy in their class. 

He still walked exactly the same as he used to at school: like a heron. First 

the head poked forward from the long thin neck, and only after that, it 

seemed, did the long, cautious strides follow. His clothes always looked a 

size too big. She used to like him, though she’d never hung out with him 

much. 

He looked past her and waved. ‘My father,’ he said. She too would have 

somebody coming to pick her up from the station, no? She wasn’t thinking 

of going all that way on foot in this heat, surely? He shifted the violin case 

slung over his shoulder. They could give her a lift, no problem, his father 

could drop her off, he wouldn’t mind the detour. But gosh, he said, what a 

coincidence, both of us on the same train, how nice to see you. It’s been such 

ages, she didn’t come home all that often, did she? 

They had to wait at the level crossing for their train to get moving. Six 

years of being with the same kids in the same class day in day out, she 

mused. So what? was her next thought. But then, with warning bells going 

off, it occurred to her that his experiences – leaving home and all that was 

familiar, the hassle of finding a room to rent, not knowing a soul – must have 



S T E P H A N  E N T E R  –  PA S T O R A L  

Dutch Foundation for Literature • For information purposes only • All rights reserved 13 

been more or less the same as hers. So she asked him, quite sincerely, how 

he was getting on. And what about the music? Oh, said Johan, fine, just fine, 

the course was fabulous, he was playing at house concerts now, and he was 

first violin in the student orchestra which would soon be going on tour to 

Hungary. Was her father still playing the piano, he wanted to know. 

They reached the car, which was waiting with the engine running. She 

shook hands with Johan’s father, who remembered her name. His heavy-

rimmed glasses and thin lips suggested a resemblance with Erich Honecker.  

Beads of perspiration pearled on his receding hairline. Even before he had 

relieved her of her travel bag and stored it in the boot – an excessive 

courtesy, in her opinion – he had already ogled her breasts twice. 

‘I’ll sit in the back,’ she said, opening the door and getting in, pushing her 

bundled coat in front of her over the leatherette seat. 

 

From the car radio came a voice – possibly recorded – spreading the word of 

God. It was a reality in these parts: people listened to a sermon for their 

personal edification as they drove along the road on an ordinary weekday 

afternoon. An abrupt interjection of ‘But the Good Lord knows...!’ sounded 

at once elated and ominous. Johan’s father turned the volume down to 

subject his son to a routine cross-examination: which exams had he taken, 

which had he passed, had he remembered to buy freesias for Auntie Aaltje 

(Johan’s landlady, apparently) because they were her favourite flowers, and 

was he getting up at a decent early hour, and not developing any bad habits. 

Johan, violin case jammed between his knees, squirmed, and seemed to 

shrink.  

Louise looked to the side, at the people on the road. There were some 

women and girls on bicycles, in dark, un-summery ankle-length skirts. She 

might never feel at home again anywhere, she thought, perhaps it was 

impossible to live in the country once you’d lived in a town, while you’d 

never feel you completely belonged in the town either. Did other people, 

fellow students from other parts of the country, say, feel that way too? 

Nobody had ever said so, not to her. But then she’d so rarely had a proper 

conversation with people her age. At any rate, she would never forget the 

shock of realizing – it had taken a while to sink in – how hugely your world 

expands over time. It was only in retrospect that you saw how small and 

insignificant the place was where you grew up. At the time you’d felt 

constrained, you so wanted to do as you pleased - eat, get up, take a shower, 

watch television whenever you fancied – just as you couldn’t wait to be done 

with all the prying from your elders, and you wanted to have boyfriends 

without your parents interfering (that above all). But even all those rules and 
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the longing to break them indicated how tiny her world had been. Its 

eventual expansion turned out to be a far cry from what she’d imagined. For 

instance, you were confronted with very different social backgrounds, with 

the various ways in which milieus entirely foreign to you were structured, 

and she could remember how countrified and dated she’d felt at times, how 

she’d had no idea  how to deal with the assertiveness of students born and 

bred in urban areas. Like that time during a seminar, when a girl sitting 

diagonally across from her suddenly came out with, ‘a thirteen-year-old 

virgin? Impossible.’ She couldn’t remember what had prompted the remark, 

but what a nerve, speaking like that in front of the whole group! Even if the 

girl’s intention had merely been to provoke, Louise had been so taken aback 

that she found herself unable to speak for the duration. That sharpness 

combined with a spirit of anarchy, well, she didn’t think a single person in 

Brevendal could match it. No doubt people there regarded her as daring and 

feisty, but she only acted that way when she was at home or with people she 

knew well.  

It was back then that it had dawned on her that not one of her fellow 

students had the faintest idea of her struggles as a young child, how horribly 

ashamed she’d been of her qualms about religion, or how lonely it had been 

from the age of ten or eleven to be aware of her faith ebbing away bit by bit, 

to find that she was evidently not among the chosen, and that she was utterly 

alone in this discovery. Another thing she couldn’t get her head round was 

the sense of outrage she’d been overwhelmed by afterwards. It had never left 

her.  

Again she was reminded of her first bicycle and how she rode round with 

the charity stamps. And there was another, more vivid memory attached to 

that bike. It had been a birthday present, and on the big day she had asked 

herself, What if Lord Jesus wants me to dump my new bike in the pond? Just 

the way she’d baulked at the idea proved that she was unworthy and untrue 

in her faith. But she couldn’t help it, she was simply incapable of convincing 

herself that she was going to comply. It had completely ruined her birthday. 

In the end she had been so upset that she went and shoved her new bike in 

the pond anyway.  

The radio sermon was drawing to a close, and a hymn now began 

dragging out its lyrics. 

‘Oh, give me organ music any day,’ the Honecker lookalike said, his eyes 

fixed on her in the rear-view mirror. ‘Violin music is all very well, but it bears 

no comparison with the organ.’ 

Belittling your child in the presence of a stranger, what was it that made 

parents behave so unkindly? To make matters worse, this parent was doing 
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it in the patronizing tone of the straitlaced Reformed Protestants, confident 

in the knowledge that theirs was the only righteous doctrine. Ah, so he 

actually was worse than her mother who knew her Bible alright but didn’t go 

to extremes. For instance, when Oscar and Louise turned twelve they were 

no longer obliged to go to church twice on a Sunday if they didn’t feel like it. 

And she was prepared to discuss things that other parents wouldn’t allow 

their children even to mention.  

They halted at the only traffic light in the village, on the square by the 

church. Johan twisted round in his seat to ask her a question, but his father 

beat him to it.  

‘You folks have a new minister, don’t you? I know that because the man is 

our neighbour. The vicarage wasn’t an option because there’s an old granny 

living there  now, who can’t cope with stairs.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘my brother mentioned something like that.’ The car 

started up again, at which point her attention was drawn to something 

outside the window. Johan’s father must still have been eyeing her, because 

he said ‘That derelict house has been demolished at last, about time too.’   

The Been mansion – as people called it, although nobody with that name 

had lived there for half a century - Notary Been’s old house had been the 

grandest in Brevendal. Over the past years it had accommodated a judo club, 

a poultry improvement association, and since then, according to a few 

classmates who’d broken into the place one night, there had been a ghost 

clumping back and forth in the attic. Now there was only a hole like a bomb 

crater. Johan’s father explained that a new Rabo Bank branch was to be built 

there, and by the way, did she know what the name Rabo meant? He 

supplied the answer: ‘It means they’re rabid.’  A joke she’d known all her life, 

about the so-called farmers’ bank that foisted usury loans on farmers only to 

repossess their homes and their land alike if they fell behind on payments. 

The face in the rear-view mirror rambled on about the benefits of progress 

in the village exemplified by the new housing developments on the outskirts, 

such as the area they were now driving through over the narrow asphalt road 

leading to her house. She noticed that there were only four fields left 

between the new buildings and her parents’ home. 

Johan’s father stopped the car. ‘Well, young lady,’ he said, ‘this is it. I’d 

rather not venture onto that blacktop runway of yours.’ He laughed out loud 

at his own witticism while Johan got out of the car to retrieve Louise’s bag 

from the boot.  He passed it to her, saying, ‘How about dropping in at the 

cellar some time? We’ll be there tonight.’ 

‘D’you still go there? Gosh.’  

‘Not so often nowadays.’ 
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‘I’ll see. Bye then.’  

‘Right,’ grinned Johan, ‘see you around.’ 

 

She waited on the verge until the car reversed and drove out of sight. 

Gripping the handle of her bag, she turned round and looked out at the 

sloping field with electric fencing extending all the way to the wood. There 

was no one to be seen, nothing moved.  

She jumped over the shallow dry ditch and stood still, tugged at the sleeve 

of her blouse to cover her fingers, and touched the wire very lightly – and 

when no zap from the electric circuit ensued, pushed the wire down and 

stepped over it. She broke into a run, her bag bumping against her leg with 

every other step. Her shoes sank into the earth in places, and she stumbled, 

nearly losing her balance. Her arm began to ache, her knees felt wobbly but 

she kept on running, swinging her bag higher and higher until she was out of 

breath. She came to a standstill, dropped the bag, and let herself fall back 

into the tall grass, arms spread wide. 

 She heard her herself panting and went on taking deep breaths, feeling 

the rise and fall of her ribcage as she gazed up at the sky. She was afloat – a 

bit of flotsam on a sea of clover and grasses and buttercups. She blinked 

against the glare. The sky was immense and empty but for a single cloud, a 

mythical continent gliding beneath the sun. She could smell her own skin, 

and the dusty soil underneath, as well as the wilting flowers and the roots. A 

lark twittered, suspended high in the sky. A bumble bee whirred past. An 

inquisitive little grey butterfly seemed to want to land on her forehead but 

then thought better of it and was off again. She felt very alive – alive and real 

and mortal. Never more, she thought, never, ever more. Never more would 

the life she led be shallow, or petty, or bigoted. She felt the sun burning on 

her face. She was afloat, and this was where she washed up on shore, one 

afternoon in June.  

Without looking, she reached for her bag, unzipped it a bit and fumbled 

among her books and clothes for the packet of cigarettes. She found it and 

held it up, pressing her thumb against the lid. Not four but three, plus 

lighter. She lit one and took a long first drag. She let curls of smoke escape 

from her mouth, watched them rise up and dissolve in the blue, until her 

gaze caught on the whiteness of the cloud, putting her in mind of a bed sheet 

blowing in the sky. God, nowhere did a cigarette taste as good as out of 

doors in the middle of a field. Growing up in a place where you could 

experience true space around you simply had to make a difference. Because 

the greatest lure of city life was getting the feeling that everything mattered, 

that everything was important and that what other people were doing 
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mattered, and you had to join in or you’d be missing something. Now 

everything had gone pear-shaped, and yet she felt happy through and 

through.  

The very first time she had smoked had been quite near here, with Oscar, 

who swore he’d never do it again. They had been to a birthday party, where a 

tightly packed fistful of cigars was stuck in a glass for anyone to help 

themselves. They had gone out into the park to sit on a bank where they’d be 

out of sight, and she had lit the cigar - at the wrong end, as she discovered 

several years later - and they had taken turns to inhale the smoke, which 

made them both feel ill. Oscar turned so green that they didn’t dare go home, 

and hung around there for such a long time that their mother came looking 

for them. 

She finished the cigarette and stubbed it out in the ground at her side. 

Still lying on her back, she shut her eyes and watched swarming patterns on 

the crimson-purple inside of her eyelids. Now that she felt calmer and no 

longer heard her own breathing another sound imposed itself: the wind in 

the trees on the edge of the wood. How long was it since she’d heard that 

rustling? But what she was really hearing was the silence behind it, behind 

every open-air sound, for it was also behind the sound of the sea, behind 

every sound not made by humans or animals. It had always been there, all 

the years of her girlhood - the monotonous susurration that came rolling 

over the land, accompanying everything. But sometimes it changed, like the 

time she was returning home from a post-exam party, and had looked up at 

the treetops waving in the wood, and suddenly all that was sweetness and 

familiar was gone, and it was as if the heavens tore open, as if at any moment 

the icy breath of the universe might come blasting down, scouring 

everything to destruction, scraping all the life off the planet. 

From afar came the ringing of church bells – a thin sound which, in a city, 

would have had to compete with others, at least during the day. As if the 

sound wanted to say: I’m still here, too. Again she felt a rush of euphoria.  

She thought of her fellow students, and of how out-dated they often made 

her feel. And yet the townie students were also softies in a way, lacking any 

spirit of independence or defiance, especially the boys her age, many of 

whom had a sort of blankness in their eyes which she found off-putting. 

Another thing: their gums were too wide. Besides, they tended to get excited 

and talk faster and faster, which made an impression of brashness coupled 

with insecurity – not that they seemed aware of it.  

She scrambled to her feet and brushed the grass off her clothes. There 

were more clouds now, dragging islands of shade in their wake. This is 
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where we are, she thought, and we are here for only a short while. What a 

waste, then, to get bogged down in nonsense and lies.  

She walked on towards the end of the wood, where she was greeted by the 

rasping chatter of a big flock of magpies swooping down from nowhere to 

perch in the top of a beech tree. 


