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L.

Outside, she says, yes I’d like that, a

little walk and then partake of something,

cappuccino and croquettes, first though

the brambles, are they already black?

After a hundred metres of shuffling and leaning

along the familiar river and a bank full of

unnameable flowers, anxiously:

You know where we are, don’t you?

Way back, from bench to bench, till

breath once more, all thought of

brambles and croquettes long evaporated.

Here is the door, the lift, the passage, inside

at last, coat off and then the question: You know,

I’d really like to go out for a bit.

numbers 11-15, T. and R.,

other initials unknown

The morning began peacefully, children

to the crèche, computer on strike,

instead the newspaper, a book,

an hour of zen, find myself again.

But no matter how hard I sought, for calmness,

personal emptiness, a hidden

tear, a salt-crystal, all I found

was a cell phone number and address.

Not much later we were at it again, we

grabbed and groped, twined like monkeys,

played trains and came chugging

To our destination. Five men

in a flat in Almere Musicians’ District.

Just in time back for the crèche.

number 16, P.

At the sight of my body

in the old mirror, the silver loose,

an adorning frayed edge round

the white skin, I think, is that P.?

I grew, was quick with knife

and scissors, hands sprouted

on calves, nails stuck poisonously

out of an embarrassed sex.

Head, the body said, you win,

your delusion is my pain, enjoy

it, keep on, whatever, but

Don’t be surprised, don’t run away,

when the mirror says: Look,

a child with wrinkles and fissures.

number 17, H.

Italy in winter, glaring sunlight,

the streets empty, from a window

a woman shouts: Look out, it’s freezing!

We laugh, already spellbound, for

Back in time. I still at school,

he a student, came home elsewhere for the

first time. An afternoon in June

and I can still smell his clothes

When I close my eyes. But now that he

is standing before me again, after twenty years,

doing one’s best makes little sense, or none.

What was is still present, but the colour

is faded, the warmth halved and

I only smell when I close my eyes.

B.

The door opens, he stays behind it,

hides in a space that does not exist,

so thin, twenty kilos in two months

is quite something, what’s left almost nothing.

His dressing-gown conceals with difficulty, his

trousers totter on poking bones,

a grin as a sign of the way it is,

each movement a cautious wonder.

Less than an hour later I have to run, scream,

down the quay, into the fire, kick, curse,

use hard whatever comes to hand.

Never will his way be my path, dissolved

into air, consumed in black-frozen soil.

See here my body, take, don’t let go.

number 18, M.

Not along the passage, straight up the stairs,

keep going to the third floor,

there’s a door ajar, don’t

knock, just get undressed.

So speaks the intercom next to the pizzeria

in a side street off the Leidseplein.

A flat without furniture, only

a mattress, a shower broken down.

Bodybuilding is hot in the Antilles,

as is dominant behaviour. But roles

are to be reversed and afterwards

This heavyweight said that no man

had ever been looking at him. Everything always

anonymous, like the bell next to the door.

number 19, R.

His muscles were brown, expertly

shaven and glistening with oil

that was to conceal wrinkles, but

only what is dull knows no shadows.

His ex’s mother brought along some food

twice a week, turned out fine – since

her son had left, she too was

on her own. Being deserted creates a bond.

How sexy is pitiable? How pitiable is a man

so honest and open as you yourself would

never dare be? I winced, shamelessly

Conjured up three sympathetic

words and kept up appearances.

In bed it was little different.

B. and number 20, E.

At the sight of his body, thrashing

at tubes, fighting for breath, kicking

off his clothes, my socks too,

my shoes, take off my socks!

I looked on, powerless, what could I do,

could I do anything? Oxygen perhaps,

someone’ll soon be here, I said too softly,

it can pass, I hoped too hard.

And I did nothing, went on dreaming

about the great loss, earlier that evening

in the arse of E. unknown to me.

Out loud I had screamed: I’m dying!

But who was I to know? Oh,

illusion, it wasn’t me speaking but him.

number 21, S. but in actual fact J.

While he was out in the toilet, the

waitress came and asked if it was going to

work out, between him and me, not about

anything at all, just curious.

Married in Brasschaet, with Gordon and

Froger as party primers, it had quickly

gone wrong, sold home and grounds, only

the horse was difficult to split. And you?

Me? I write poetry. What? Poetry.

No distance greater, but it disappeared

in the flat in Kijkduin, no life story as

Abyss, lust an unexpectedly strong bridge.

And yet, and yet, before the first tram I was

on the street, the waitress got her answer.
number 22, W.

What on earth am I doing here, at

four in the morning, in a strange bed

next to a man who according to all the clichés

is sleeping peacefully, aware of no unrest.

Can I still catch a train? Where are

my clothes? Should the door be locked? What if

awake and in a rage, a gleaming knife

pulled out or casual, oh, do you want to leave?

The last without doubt. If only there’d been

fighting, throwing, threatening, if only

he had whispered, tormented my being.

Nothing of all this. A smile and a

compliment, a drink first and then

from head to crutch and back to start.

B.

At the sight of his body and the sound

of his inaudibly clear voice

I said: the sheets are grey, the lamp broken

and why hasn’t that man his meal?

I strayed and did not taste the power,

the rare truth of the moment

inspired by a life at the point of

rounding off, laying down its form.

Two words only passed his lips,

the rest hidden by a laugh so free

as not seen for years or possible.

Two words with – I only realised much later –

a thousand roots braided in soil,

dismissed by me, intended for me.
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