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CHAPTER 1





IT WAS IN THE DAYS BEFORE I had learned to talk properly. Hardly anything had a name, everything was body. Standing in front of the mirror my father drew the razor blade over his cheeks, stretched his neck and gently scraped the foam from his Adam’s apple. He eyed his face narrowly from under his lashes, the curve of upper lip, the lower lip, the chin.


His dressing gown hung loosely over his shoulders. Behind him, in the bath, I was rocking in the waves he had made getting out, pulling the water with him. The solemn silence between him and his reflection gave everything an extraordinary clarity. I can still see, as sharply as I did then, the wet hairs bunching on his shins. In the mirror, above the slumbering sex and milk-white stomach, a track of curly hair rose from his navel to fan out on the shallows of his chest, where I could see his heart beating.


He had run the bath until it was half-full. He had strewn soapflakes in the water and had rinsed the sting from my eyes when he washed my hair. Clean-shaven now, he scooped water over his cheeks, turned to face me and held out his hands.


“Come on, arms up now,” he said.


I lolled weightless in his arms. I shook in all my joints as he dabbed at my ears with a clean towel and rubbed my skull dry. I clung to his calves.


Sitting, legs splayed, on the lowered lavatory seat, he waited for me to steady myself, took my hands in his and ran the back of his thumb across my nails. “Let’s check,” he said, “and see if all ten of them are still there.” And if there was any dirt left underneath.


Finally he dressed me in my bathrobe and opened the door to let me out.




*





I stepped out of the bathroom like a prince, into the dusky corridor. Ahead of me, past doors behind which rooms drowsed, the corridor tunnelled through the house. Some rooms were familiar, others not. To the left was the door to the cellar, concealing a flight of brick steps, damp and glistening with salt crystals. To the right was the playroom with the building blocks and the dolls I didn’t trust because they remained sitting down, even when I wasn’t looking.


There were so many things waiting to be baptised. Anything without a word to it was too pagan and savage to be left alone. I had to lay my finger on everything within reach.


I could smell the kitchen, a whiff of drains and of hams in gingham sacks hanging from hooks in the rafters.


Someone called my name. A hand detached itself from the shadows by the chimney piece and lightly brushed my cheek, but I did not stop. From the far side of the stove I heard the pious creak of a wicker chair. Next thing I knew, my ear was given a playful tweak.


My mother busied herself taking plates from the cupboard and theatrically banging them down on the table.


“Anton,” she cried. “Anton, little man. Dancing about in your bare feet like that—you’ll fetch up with a tummy ache.”


I took no notice. It was a time for cutting cords and chasing hens in the yard, even though that wasn’t allowed.


In the recesses of the house, where the corridor forked in two and the light was rarely switched on, I felt a stab of fear. This place, inhabited by aunts and cousins in summer but deserted and soulless when they were gone, was home to the dreaded grandfather clock. Its slow beat always seemed to threaten me as I approached, but when I tiptoed past, it continued ticking quite harmlessly. Now the clock was silent. My father had stopped it, so no-one would be disturbed by the quarter-hourly chimes it sent ringing through the rooms.




*





He knew what was best for everyone in the house. He knew who wouldn’t mind the morning sunlight and who was more partial to the west-facing rooms with the rambler rose outside the window, scenting the air after every shower as if death were at its heels. Come the lazy nights of August with the occasional thunderstorms, I would hear him get up to rescue cousin Flora from the cellar, where he would find her cowering in the space between the freezer and the bottle racks with an upturned saucepan on her head. He would unclench the rosary from her fingers, lift the saucepan off her hair, put his arms around her and say, “It’s not the Germans, Flora. Just a bit of thunder.”


The things that scared me were not yet inside me, but around me. I sought out my fears to check if they were still there—to make sure they hadn’t taken it into their heads to abscond to other places, the better to pounce on me when I least expected. I checked for new shapes in the gloom under the stairs, where the silenced clock filled the air with mute indignation. A door opened a crack and something with worn-down claws padded across the floorboards towards me, wagging its tail. A moist nose snuffling at my toes made me cry out in fearful delight. Not until I cried out again did the hoped-for response come.


“Hear that?” a voice boomed from one of the rooms. “Our little man. Over here, lad. Let’s have a look at you.”


The soft cooing of amused aunts guided me to the right door.


The three of them were sitting at the round table, drinking gin. There was Michel, who lived with us summer and winter in two separate rooms, enveloped in clouds of snuff and the stale smell of Molly his dog. Next to him sat Odette, a gawky creature with long arms like a praying mantis. At the other side of the table Alice, red-haired and flushed, offered me her unconscionably soft cheek to kiss.


“He’s a fine mountaineer already,” said Michel, slapping his thighs invitingly. “Watch this.”


I planted my feet on top of his, gripped his knees with my hands and walked up his shins.


“Up you go, up you go,” the Aunts chanted.


Once at the summit I slid on to his lap. My fingers groped their way up his shirt, button after button, until they reached his chin. Bare skin at last. Stubble. Papery wrinkles. Chapped lips.


He leaned over me to reach for his drink, raised the glass to his lips, took a leisurely gulp and replaced it on the table, out of harm’s way.


I put my hands up to his cheeks and smacked them in protest.


“You can’t have any of that,” the Aunts said, laughing. “Far too strong. You’d mess your trousers.”


He pulled faces and gave me broad winks, stuck out his tongue and wagged his head from side to side. “You can’t hurt me. You’re too little. It’s milk you should be drinking. Milk and nothing else.”


I can still feel the palm of his hand against the back of my head, his thumb rubbing the hair on my neck the wrong way.


He was about to say something. I saw him swallow and press his lips together, then open his mouth so that his back teeth showed, but there was no sound.


He nodded and nodded, and I nodded along with him. “’Ullo,” I cried. “’Ullo, ’ullo, ’ullo.”


I could hear his breath rasping against the roof of his mouth, and deeper down, struggling in his larynx to drag the words from his stomach, as though he had to forcibly expel them from his spasming torso.


Suddenly my pleasure capsized and I was gripped by a fathomless fear, no doubt because of the Aunts’ shrieks of horror. Everything went dark.




*





Someone, perhaps my father, snatched me from his lap. Someone else, probably my mother, must have called the doctor.


He had fallen sideways to the floor. Hands flew to mop his brow, straighten his legs and slip a cushion under him, to pull off the slippers, then the socks, and to massage the soles of his feet, which already felt cold.


My mother took me to the kitchen and plied me with milk and chocolate, with crayons and pictures, to distract me from the commotion in the corridor, where someone hurried to answer the doorbell.


A moment later my father came to the kitchen. With his hand on the doorknob and half-hidden behind the door, it was as though he didn’t want me to see him. He glanced at my mother, shaking his head.


From elsewhere in the house came the sound of low lamentations. Curtains were drawn. Shutters creaked on their hinges. Our house, Callewijns Hof, at the foot of the dyke along the canal to Bruges, inhabited by us for generations, altered and extended and renovated, had preserved all manner of latches and locks from the past, and now proceeded to shut itself off from the outside world with every one of them.


My mother rose, ran my sticky fingers under the pump and dried them.


“Say night night, sleep tight.” And she scooped me up on to her arm.




*





In the parlour the Aunts were settled on the sofa like huge black flies, dabbing at their eyes with fluttery lace-edged handkerchiefs as flimsy as the grief choking their muted voices.


My father was hunched in a corner, half-hidden by the heavy blinds, clutching a huge square of checked cloth in his fists. Compared to the trickle of sorrow shown by his sisters and cousins, the grief deep inside my father was a vast reservoir, swelling and swelling until the dam burst and it all poured forth.


My mother carried me around the room, pausing in front of each mourner. Some were strangers, spectral figures holding their caps on their knees and keeping an unaccustomed silence, fumbling with trouser legs or whispering uneasy my-oh-mys. Oh my.


My father smiled bravely when I pressed my lips to his, and thumbed a sign of the cross on my forehead. The Aunts quickly tucked their hankies in their sleeves, took my face in both hands and offered me their cheeks. There was another ring at the door, and my mother said, “Come, time for bed. Upstairs with you.”


She chivvied me up the stairs more hurriedly than usual, wormed my arms into the sleeves of my night shirt as if she were dressing a rag doll, and then tucked me up without giving me a chance to say goodnight to my bears.


The whole regiment of bears sat on the shelf fixed to the wall facing my cot, motionless and adoring, their glass eyes staring and glinting in the glow coming up from a street light.


I was given a hasty goodnight kiss. Left and right of me my mother raised the collapsible sides of the cot. I was in a cage. The net curtains swayed to and fro in front of the screened window, and in the dying light a lost butterfly whirred helplessly against the pane.




*





Until now the days had billowed around me beatifically, and I would seize upon what they had to offer as if I were ferreting for hidden goodies in the Aunts’ skirts on birthdays. The hours were puppet shows. They would open on demand to reveal the same familiar scenes again and again. Things waited patiently for me to notice them and acknowledge their existence by giving them names.


But now all sorts of things were going on behind my back. The usual sounds of the night unfurling its landscape, like the lowing of cows on heat, the barking of dogs, the fatherly throb of a barge on the canal beyond the garden wall, were drowned out by footsteps on the cobbles in the front yard.


The wrought iron gate in the archway was given a cautious push, which made it squeal even louder than usual. I could hear wheels rumbling over the cobbles and then the soft purr of an engine, at which moment a beam of surprisingly brilliant light swept across my room, covering my walls with a shifting trellis of leaves and branches.


Car doors were wrenched open, then slammed shut. The beam of light went out. Lips smacked against cheeks. More footsteps, this time on the front doorstep with its little pitched roof. I recognised my father’s bass voice, and the high, plaintive tones of my mother. I couldn’t tell whether she was laughing or crying.


She was sure to be standing in the doorway, rubbing her hands over her arms, even though it was summer and not at all chilly.


The boot of a car was opened and then closed with a dull thud. Meanwhile someone was hopping lightly down the corridor, singing jauntily, “Down in the hole… down in the hole.” The singing stopped suddenly when the umbrella stand fell over with a deafening clatter.


A woman’s voice, which I did not recognise, called out in suppressed anger, “Shsh, Anton’s already asleep.”


The stairwell filled with the hollow echo of all the voices at once. My father shut the front door, I could tell by the scrape of wood across the tiled floor. Once the tumult subsided the voices coming up through the floorboards sounded muffled.


I was wide awake. The idea that things could go on being exactly the same as they were in the dark, despite having their distinctive shapes and features blotted out, gave me a strange sense of restlessness.


When I turned over on my side or on my back, making my sheets rustle and the bars of my cot rattle, I could hear the sound hitting the walls and bouncing back to me.


Later, when my father slipped into my bedroom to see if I was all right, it was as though the room and everything in it, including myself, took a deep breath. He was surprised to find me wide awake, crawling out from the covers to greet him.


He lowered the side of the cot, sat down on the edge of the mattress and enfolded me in his arms.


I put my hands on his wrists and looked up. The stubble on the underside of his chin felt prickly through my hair.


It must have been very late, later than ever before. It was the dead of night, and I’d have been unconsciously floating towards morning had not the natural order of things been disturbed, leaving us stranded. He did not tell me a story. He did not wind up the music box on the bedside table and talk to me until the tune started. He did not speak at all, just held me close to his chest.


Outside, on the landing, the stairs groaned under the weight of some bulky object being hauled up, tread by tread.


“Over here,” I heard my mother say in a low voice, and again I could make out the sound of someone hopping lightly down the corridor. The hopping came to a stop outside my bedroom, and the slit of light under the door was interrupted by a patch of dark, which cast a long shadow across my floor. The same song was being sung, in the same nasal voice as before, but softer now, “Down in the hole, down in the hole.” Then it tailed off.


“Night night,” my father said, lifting me up on his arm so that I might stroke each of my bears in turn. Furry ears, dry snouts against the palm of my hand, and the cool glass of their staring eyes.


“Night night,” I said imperiously, as though everything were still at my command.


My father pulled up the covers and tucked the blanket loosely under the mattress. He gave my fingers a joky nibble when I touched his lips in the dark. I laughed out loud. He shut the door gently behind him.


I gripped the sheet with both fists and drew it up around my chin. I stretched out comfortably. Calm had been restored at last. Even the bears, content now they had received their due, would be smiling down at me from their shelf.


If I lay there long enough without moving a muscle or blinking an eye, they’d think I was asleep and start talking to each other in the dark. They’d be shy at first, but soon they’d be chattering happily.


I slipped my hands under my pillow. The world fell silent. My eyelids grew heavy. The only sound was the wind riffling the leafy crown of the beech tree. The night filled up with all the words I didn’t yet know, with all the things that had yet to be touched and realised.


I turned over and shut my eyes.


“Night, night,” I repeated, “night, night.”



















CHAPTER 2





THE TWITTER OF BIRDS roused me from sleep. Bees buzzed around the creeper outside. In the afternoon warmth, shafts of the brightest light jutted in through the window, flooding the floor and making the dust float in the heat. Inside the room the floorboards began to expand around the nails securing them to the beams below. Soon they would emit a persistent ticking or tapping, sometimes so vehemently that the filler burst out of the cracks with a loud pop and the falling fragments danced over the floor.


A small, compact bundle in my nightwear, I kicked impatiently against the bedclothes that granted me little freedom. When I tried spreading my legs, the sheet stretched taut like a sail between my ankles and hips.


“Get up!” I must have cried. Or maybe it was “Pa-pa!”


The echo bouncing back from the walls sounded less hollow than usual, and it was then that I realised, with some alarm, that the door was ajar.


There was the scrape of a foot, a tightening of the covers.


I glimpsed a hand disappearing below the end of my cot. Someone with designs on my bears had ducked away like a flash, and was now lying in wait.


I stared hard at the foot of the bed, as if I would eventually be able to look over the edge and grab the intruder by the scruff of the neck.


We waited. Neither of us dared to move, afraid to make the slightest sound. I could hear his breathing and he could probably hear mine.


From outside came the sounds of early afternoon. I could hear someone tramping about in the yard with clanking pails and the chickens squabbling over the best scraps.


A jolt reminded me of the intruder. Perhaps he’d been crouching there the whole time, perhaps his muscles had gone all rigid and he’d toppled over.


From behind the foot of the bed rose a mop of tousled, chestnut hair, then eyebrows like brushes over dark brown eyes. Holding my gaze, without a hint of shame.


I screwed up my eyes in disbelief. No-one ever came in here except my father, my mother, and on very special occasions one of the Aunts. To pick me up or lie me down or pat me fondly. That was the only kind of stir there was supposed to be.


Everything else was supposed to keep quite still, like my bears on the shelf.


When I opened my eyes again I saw him emerging from his hiding place. His shirt hung out of his trousers. The buckles of his sandals were undone and tinkled around his ankles. He advanced slowly, a sly grin on his face.


“In the hole, down in the hole!” he chanted under his breath.


From the corner of my eye I saw him going down on his knees beside me. The wooden bars rattled loudly as he shook them, and he gave a little laugh of grim amusement.


Then, after a few seconds’ tingling silence, came the sound of his voice alarmingly close to my ear. “Anton…” he said, and then, slowly and maliciously, “An-ton-ne-ke,” as though he took pride in knowing my pet name and using it against me.


I averted my face crossly and fixed my eyes on the stains of long-evaporated rainwater below the window sill. Sometimes, in the evening twilight, the stains seemed to liquefy and turn into trolls or wizards. If only I could focus on other things for long enough, he would surely go away of his own accord.


Suddenly I felt three fingers trailing across my face, moving from cheek to mouth and up to the eyes. I curled my toes in response to the tickling sensation, blew hard against his hand and twisted my head from side to side.


His fingers closed round my nose like a vice.


My eyes filled with tears, and the pain shot all the way up to the roots of my hair. He dragged me upright. I did not resist. My panting breath moistened his wrist. I struggled with both hands to push him away, but he did not loosen his grip, determined to unscrew my nose from my face.


I didn’t want to plead for mercy, I didn’t want to cry out, but his fingers dug deeper and deeper into my flesh. I felt sick with pain. My midriff tensed, my lungs filled up almost to bursting, but when my mouth opened wide to scream, a woman’s voice, the same one as the night before, seemed to do it for me.


“Roland,” she yelled, “Roland, boy… where are you?”


He let go of me at once. My head crashed back on the pillow.


I heard him stomp across the floor and out of the room. The door shuddered on its hinges.


My muscles relaxed, my breathing recovered its familiar rhythm and I rubbed the moisture from my eyes. Elsewhere in the house a tap was turned on, pipes murmured. Somewhere water splashed in a basin.




*





Roland. When my mother took me downstairs he was nowhere to be seen, but there were two unoccupied chairs at the other end of the table, gaping at me menacingly.


It was still dark in the house, and no-one spoke. The Aunts clasped their cups with both hands and drank in silence, pausing briefly between sips to stare blankly into the distance. A thin, strangely cold light entered the room through the crack under the roller blind, making the Aunts’ black hairpins stand out from the surrounding gloom.


Everything seemed to be late. The cool of the shuttered rooms downstairs had robbed the hours of their soul. Outside, the back yard would be blazing in the heat of mid-afternoon, while inside a morning atmosphere still reigned. There was the usual bustle to prepare for a new day, even though the day was half-gone already.


Michel was missing. He ought to have been right next to me at the corner of the table with his walking stick propped against his thigh, feeding me my slice of bread, while I sat enthroned in my high chair with my own table-top and potty and the dog looking up at me longingly, whining softly and pawing the air.


My father was nowhere to be seen.


My mother stacked the dishes and carried them to the kitchen. The Aunts leaned back helpfully when she swept up the crumbs from the table with a small brush.


“Eat,” she snapped at me in passing. She pushed the bread into my hands.


I nibbled at it listlessly. Everything was eluding me. The table was already being cleared. Only at the far end, well beyond my reach, by the empty chairs, were things left standing: milk and jam and sugar.




*





I heard feet stamping on the stairs, and again the voice of that woman.


“Come here, silly…”


Roland lurched unwillingly into the room at her hand. His hair had been combed flat against his skull and shone as if he’d been given a coat of varnish. The buckles of his sandals were fastened and his shirt was firmly stuffed into his trousers, which had been pulled up almost to his armpits. He resembled a wooden doll, only just come to life, with nothing but strife in mind.


“Sit down at table now. It’s always the same with you,” his mother snapped while she turned an apologetic smile on the rest of us. She was just as coarsely shaped as her son. She exuded the same sort of menace, like the ominous grey of thunderclouds glowering behind a stand of trees.


I was glad to be sitting in my high chair, for the lofty protection it gave me. He would have to reach up on tiptoe to pinch me, or hoist himself on to the chair next to mine, but to my relief his mother sat down beside me.


“I’ve left you some cheese,” she said absently, “and there’s pear treacle, too.”


A cushion was stuffed under Roland’s bottom and he eyed me triumphantly from the other side of the table as if it were his own property. While his mother was busy buttering his bread, he lifted the lid of the sugar bowl a little way and let it drop with a loud clatter, again and again, with shorter and shorter intervals.


“Stop that, I tell you.” She snatched the lid from him and pushed the sugar bowl out of his reach.


He pouted sulkily and slumped back in his chair, ignoring his plate. Then he lunged forward and grabbed the milk jug, holding it at such a steep angle that the milk spilled from the lip on to the tablecloth.


“You wicked boy.” She gave him a smart rap over the knuckles.


He hit back immediately.


She was too astonished to speak. Her hand glanced off his temple. His head juddered sideways. He squirmed on his chair and started kicking the leg of the table non-stop.


The Aunts tried not to notice. They emptied their cups and folded up their napkins. The only sign of annoyance as far as I could make out was Aunt Odette’s eyebrow shooting up. She must have been seething with disapproval.


Unlike Flora and Alice, who were always telling me to be quiet and behave myself, and whose clips on the ear were more like caresses, Aunt Odette bottled up her anger. When I was making a nuisance of myself and wouldn’t listen, she would sometimes grab me by the back of the neck, sinking a fingernail into the skin like a sting. She didn’t join in the “carambas” of the others when I played bullfighter to my father’s bull, chivalrously dropping to my knees after the coup de grâce to hug him and staunch his wounds.


She sipped her drink, never gulped it down. In the evening she would sit on the bench under the rose bush with her eyes closed, soaking up the light of the setting sun, as if she possessed no warmth of her own and had to seek it elsewhere.


On my wanderings through the house I sometimes came upon her unexpectedly in the vicinity of the cellar or in the larder, where sausages and rashers were kept on the highest shelves, well out of my reach. Why she furtively scooped spoonfuls of butter, or trickled coffee beans into a box with deft, practised fingers, was a mystery to me. She counted the number of scoops, and listened attentively to the beans hitting the bottom of the box as if they were just as valuable as the coins in her soft leather purse, which I was permitted to hold occasionally, but never to open.


I was equally mystified as to why, back in her room, she stored away her prizes, adding butter to butter and coffee to coffee or pouring sugar from a scrap of paper twisted into a cone on top of the sugar she already possessed.


It was as though she could not abide depletion of any kind. The drawers of her wardrobe emitted a permanent aroma of roasted coffee beans, crystalised fruit and chocolate. The smoky scent of sliced ham suggested a state of overabundance that would never end. Perhaps, like me, she was overcome with an inexplicable sadness at the sight of anything becoming less than it was before. The jam jar, which, after each breakfast, had less and less jam in it and more and more unpardonable emptiness. The dismal sight of empty preserving jars and bottles on the shelves in the cellar, their mouths agape in a rictus of thirst.


The same sadness spread through me now as I contemplated the table before me. The beaker of milk, still generous and full. The plate with the sliced bread, not as yet chewed by my teeth, the promise they held intact.


Perhaps Aunt Odette understood only too well what was holding me back. Thrilled and subdued by the thought of the sheer plenty, of all that food having to vanish without trace, I clutched a slice of bread in both fists without taking a single bite. I didn’t care if Roland was giving me scornful looks.


“You’re dawdling again, I do believe,” my mother sighed. She pulled the bread from my hands. “I haven’t got all day.”


She fed me my sandwich at top speed, barely allowing me the time to swallow. Then she reached for my beaker of milk and tilted it firmly against my mouth. I struggled to push the beaker away, and the milk nearly went up my nose.


I gasped for breath and glanced around the room, smacking my lips.


“The lad’s such a slow eater,” one of the Aunts said.


“He’s in a dream,” said Aunt Odette, “the image of his father at that age. He used to sit and stare at his food just like that.”


My stomach began to rumble loudly, and a sudden cramp convulsed my gut. I gave a little moan.


All eyes turned to me.


“Something coming? Ah, something coming, is that it?” giggled Aunt Alice. Roland was grinning too.


I went red in the face. Blood rushed to my cheeks and my stomach went rock-hard. Inside my body it was as though lids were relentlessly being screwed and unscrewed to seal certain ducts and open others.


I couldn’t breathe, and when the twinges of pain shifted from my stomach downwards, there to burst through a thousand membranes, I felt quite dizzy.


“Go on, well done,” the Aunts chirped.


Roland’s mother smiled. “Look at the poor lamb struggling.”


A sigh of relief escaped me. A fresh coolness spread across my cheeks, and I felt so light all of a sudden I was almost lifted right out of my chair.


“There’s a clever boy!” The Aunts clapped their hands.


On other days I would have joined them in their jubilation. I might also have banged my beaker on the table and cheered loudly, but today I was discouraged by Roland’s sniggers.


When my mother pulled the pot out from under me and a rush of startlingly cool air brushed my bottom, I was close to tears.


For all his mother’s admonitions to be quiet and sit still and to mind his manners for goodness’ sake, Roland went on hooting with laughter.


From the stairs came a bellowing man’s voice, “That’s enough!”


Uncle Roger burst into the room, strode up to Roland and slapped him so hard that a blood-red weal appeared on his cheek.


For a second Roland held my gaze. He was speechless, wounded to the quick, and his face went scarlet. Then he scrambled down from his chair and bolted into the corridor, sobbing.


His mother made to get up from the table.


“Let him be,” said Uncle Roger. He tightened the buckle of his belt. “That boy will be the death of us.”


He sat down and poured himself a cup of coffee. Leaning forward to reach for the bread basket, his attention was caught by me.


His face cleared. “So, and how is our little lad?” he asked. “Everything all right then?” And he winked at me.


I winked back at him, with both eyes at the same time. My lips budded out.
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