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1

 Antwerp, Belgium, 6 September
1980

 


It
was a Saturday night in the autumn of 1980, and outside the wind
was busy piling huge mounds of dead leaves against the businesses
that lined the street. As usual, we were hanging out at our
favourite haunt, the Tromsø, a pub right in the heart of Antwerp's
red light district. As befitted its location, it was hemmed in by
whorehouses on all sides: row upon row of windowed prostitution,
behind which sat scantily-clad girls advertising their wares.
Although the whores made brief visits between clients, the pub's
exclusively male regulars came for no other purpose than to quietly
and assiduously drink. It was like a desert island for castaways
who'd temporarily lost interest in their cocks.

The
Tromsø was managed by Dominique, an Antwerp native with a butt that
drooped like a pair of saddlebags and a set of massive, sagging
tits. Her assets reminded me of a photograph of African tribal
women I'd once seen in an old copy of National Geographic Magazine.
She was cursed with long, ruler-straight brown hair, which hung
limp and lifeless around her hips and did nothing to add to her
allure. Her sole saving grace was her unusual height, which helped
disguise her considerable bulk. In all other respects, she was
about as glamorous as an unmade bed.

Knut,
her Norwegian husband, had washed up on the shores of Antwerp a
long time ago. He'd married Dominque and bought the Tromsø soon
after, naming it after his home town. This was his sole
contribution to the business so far as I could tell, because he
delegated all the real work to his unlovely wife. I'd sometimes
tease him about his life of leisure: “Knut, you command the sea,”
I'd say. The joke – a reference to the ancient legend of King Knut
– was lost on him, but he smiled nonetheless, assuming it to be a
compliment.

Unlike his namesake, Knut made no effort to control the tidal
wave of alcohol that ruled his life. His day began at sunset, when
he rolled out of bed and attacked his daily quota: thirty or forty
whiskies spread over the course of the night, plus about twenty
beers to offset the thirst. Whenever the conversation turned to
food, Knut always looked as if the customers were talking about
something dirty. I guessed that he never ate any more. For the most
part, he seemed content to sit in silence and stare at something we
couldn’t see. He probably missed the fjords or his former life in
the Norwegian fishing fleet, but he was too far gone to ever leave
his pub.

Anyway, as I was saying, it was a Saturday night and I was
sitting with Serge as we nursed our drinks and awaited the arrival
of Fat Bert, who was even later than usual. We'd despatched Lazaros
to the phone box outside to find out where the hell he'd got to,
and Serge's patience was almost exhausted by the time a sudden rush
of wind and dead leaves signalled his return.

 “Fat Bert can’t come,
he has a blockage,” declared Lazaros, a Greek who had learned
his Flemish in the underworld of Antwerp.

“A blockage? What’s wrong with him? He can’t
shit?” asked Serge. He was a Walloon
who had learned Dutch in
Amsterdam.

“No,
Serge,” I replied with a wry smile. “Blockage is the Flemish word
for lower back pain. It sounds like Fat Bert has a nerve blockage,
a trapped nerve. I imagine he can shit just fine.”

 Serge was an impressively well-built guy
whose massive frame disguised a terminal case of cancer of the
soul. Despite his size and physique, I suspected that he could be
felled with a single blow, like a Dutch Elm tree ravaged by beetles
and fungus. He went to great lengths to disguise his condition with
trendy three piece suits and talk of a life free from the usual
money worries, but his careworn face told a different story. One
glance at his deeply furrowed brow told me that he was tired of
life, even if he didn’t want to admit it.

“Godverdomme,” spat Serge.
His French 'R' rolled like the pebbles on the banks of the River
Meuse when a barge passes by. “If Fat Bert doesn’t come, I can’t
get any coke.”

I
should explain that Serge had moved to the city during the summer
and was relatively new to Antwerp. His source of income was an
inheritance bequeathed to him by a dead aunt, plus private
disability insurance payments awarded him after an unspecified
'accident' at work. He bore no obvious signs of physical
impairment, so I concluded that his 'disability' was psychological
in nature, if not entirely fictitious. His wife had divorced him
shortly before his aunt's death, and if you believed Serge then
this was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He now had
his aunt's money all to himself, and seemed intent on snorting most
of it up his nose.

“Bert
needs to be very, very careful,” I said. “The police are looking
for a reason to arrest him again. They're pissed off that he was
acquitted of drug dealing. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to get him
off the hook on a procedural error.”

“Long
live our lawyer!” yelled Lazaros and smacked the top of the bar to
get Dominique's attention. “Dominique, give Johan here another
whisky, a real one, a Johnny!”

Dominique poured a whisky for me, then turned to her husband
and said something in Norwegian. Knut replied with what sounded
like a curse and descended from his bar stool with difficulty. He
disappeared behind the door next to the bar and returned a moment
later with something in his hand.

“From
Fat Bert,” he said as he slipped the package across the bar to
Serge. “You pay now.”

Serge
paid up and retired to the toilet, from where he emerged a few
minutes later looking very pleased with himself and the whole
world. He immediately bought a fresh round of drinks for us
all.

“It's
thanks to you that Bert isn’t in prison right now,” he said as he
slapped my back.

“Long
live our lawyer!” yelled Lazaros again as he saluted me with his
glass of whisky, showering most of it over the bar.

Lazaros resembled a field mouse – skittish, speedy, and never
at rest – but had the moral principles of a gutter rat. He was a
long-time resident of Antwerp and a frequent participant in the
illicit trade that was conducted down in the docks area of the
port.

We
were interrupted by another sudden rush of wind and leaves,
followed by a deep and authoritative voice: “Police! Don't any of
you pigs move! You're all under arrest!”

We
all laughed and raised our glasses. The voice belonged to Coins,
our friendly neighbourhood bent copper. He perched himself on a
stool at the end of the bar while Dominique splashed whisky into a
shot glass and slid it across to him. His real name was Jan, but
we'd nicknamed him Coins because of his willingness to accept
contributions to his retirement fund in return for frequent bouts
of blindness and memory loss. Dominique supplemented his income on
a monthly basis and threw in the odd free drink to sweeten the
deal.

“It's
a hell of a thing boys,” said Coins as he directed a toast in our
direction. “I don't know what Dominique puts in her whisky, but my
vision and powers of recall grow weaker with every sip. Now that I
find myself in your company, it'd probably help if I do
this...”

Coins
upended his glass, drained it, and slapped it down on the bar.
Dominique immediately refilled it. He repeated the process, then
turned in our direction again.

“Blimey!” he exclaimed, hamming it up for all it was worth.
“Your patrons seem to have disappeared as if by magic, Dominique.
I'm not sure how long the effect will last though. Might be best to
give me another shot just to be on the safe side...”

Dominique stepped forward again and duly obliged.

“You're worse than we are, Coins,” said Lazaros in his thick
accent. “At least we know which side of the fence we're
on.”

“Oh!”
yelled Coins, still firmly in character. “A disembodied voice!
Dominique, I think we need to address my hearing problem as well.
Perhaps another shot will help?”

Dominique poured yet another whisky, which Coins promptly
downed. She refilled his glass again, then made a sideways cutting
gesture with the flat of her hand. Evidently, he'd reached his
quota of free drinks for the evening. Coins shrugged at us, then
turned away and sipped at his drink while he chatted with
Dominique.

Fuelled by a heady mixture of whisky, beer, and cocaine, Serge
suddenly broke into an impromptu recital of a poem by Verlaine,
waving his arms about for dramatic effect. His poem of choice was
admirably suited to the atmosphere of an autumnal evening in the
Tromsø. “Les sanglots longs de l’automne,” he began, slurring the
words slightly.

Nobody paid any attention to him. Knut was propping up the bar
in a drunken stupor. Lazaros was suddenly overcome by a need to
visit the toilet. Coins was telling Dominique a story about a
mysterious new African whore, one who never sat behind a window and
worked by appointment only. As Serge continued his recital, I
allowed my mind to drift and pondered the chain of events that had
led me to frequent this place.

The
fact of the matter was that I'd become a Tromsø regular by virtue
of one brilliant idea. I was a young lawyer and didn’t earn much
because nobody knew me. In 1980, Belgian lawyers weren't allowed to
advertise. As a deterrent, senior lawyers told their underlings a
story about a learned friend who was suspended for six months by
the Disciplinary Board for asking his mother to distribute his
business cards in her shop. In short, advertising was a
no-no.

Although I didn't earn much as a lawyer, what my more senior
and established learned friends didn't know was that I was already
very rich. Following the death of my mother, I was invited to a
meeting at a bank on the notoriously tax-averse Channel Islands. I
was surprised to be named the sole beneficiary of four off-shore
trust funds. I'd always known my mother was wealthy, but I was even
more surprised when the trustees told me how much she was
worth.

She'd inherited the bulk of her fortune from Baron Denis
Versteylen, my long-deceased grandfather. He'd been a clever tax
dodger who'd built a reputation for himself in the maritime circles
of Antwerp as a cunning loan shark. Shortly before the outbreak of
the Second World War, my grandfather had transferred his fortune
into trusts with accounts in many countries. After the death of my
grandfather, and the subsequent deaths of my father and my mother,
all assets remained the property of the trusts. The end result of
this legal loophole was that I didn’t have to pay inheritance
tax.

As
rich as I was, I still wanted to prove to myself and others that I
could strike it rich on my own. I wanted to show that I had the
commercial spirit of my grandfather in my genes. Given that I was
forbidden from advertising my services, my brilliant idea was to
actively seek out clients by immersing myself in environments
populated by those who needed legal assistance.

My
strategy consisted of daily visits to seedy pubs known to be
frequented by criminally minded patrons. I'd drink exactly one beer
in each pub, then leave without talking to a soul. After fourteen
days my face was known. Heads would turn and nod in my direction. I
was considered a regular. Most of the patrons and bar staff were
lost in an alcoholic daze in which one day blurred into the next. A
fortnight probably equated to about two months by their
calendar.

Invariably, one of them would strike up a conversation with me
out of sheer curiosity. We'd chit-chat for a bit, and at some point
I'd casually drop my profession into the conversation. He'd go away
and tell his friends, and on my next visit I'd be besieged by
people wanting to consult me. Of course, I'd point out that I was
only permitted to offer legal advice in my office. I'd hand out a
business card to anyone who wanted one, then finish my drink and
leave.

It
was always the same. Next morning, I'd find my office waiting room
full of familiar faces keen to employ the legal services of someone
who was, in their eyes at least, a friend. My strategy neatly
circumvented the limitations imposed by the Disciplinary Board, and
ensured that my clients were obliged to pay me in hard cash rather
than whisky or beer.

In
the beginning, I'd imagined my career very differently. At
university, I'd specialized in Maritime Law and dreamed of
defending the interests of immensely rich ship owners, who would
generously reward me with millions of dollars for my learned and
erudite legal counsel. It turned out differently. My office
flourished, but my clients were petty criminals rather than
entrepreneurs. I didn’t mind. I was twenty-nine years old and still
had my whole life ahead of me.

Over
time, the Tromsø became my favourite pub. A friendship of sorts had
developed between myself and the patrons. To me, the pub was a warm
nest that insulated me from my fellow professionals. I never met
any other lawyers or bullshitting intellectuals there.

The
door opened and another gust of wind and leaves swirled around my
ankles, snapping me out of my reverie. I looked up to see Jan Coins
head out into the dark night. Lazaros emerged from the toilet a
matter of seconds later. Serge must have been sloppy with his coke,
because Lazaros looked very happy and his nose was speckled with a
white residue. With his gutter rat mentality, he'd probably snorted
it straight from the toilet lid.

“You
OK?” I asked him in Greek. When I was twenty-three, I'd taken a
three-year Greek language course at the Greek Cultural Centre. I'd
learned the language in order to impress wealthy Greek ship owners,
who I'd imagined as my future clients. Thus far, I'd only managed
to impress Lazaros and his dodgy criminal compatriots.

“Were
you afraid of the police, or did you do something illegal in the
toilet?” I teased.

He
smirked. “Not at all, and I’m not afraid of Jan Coins!”

“Poupehan,” said Serge out of the blue. He pronounced the word
reverently, the way a Muslim says 'Allah'. “Poupehan, that’s a
small village in the Belgian Ardennes region. I was born there and
my auntie Amélie too. It’s the most beautiful village in the world.
Fresh air, beautiful forests and meadows, the banks of the Semois
river, tasty trout, it’s wonderful over there. I had a happy
childhood there with my auntie Amélie. I was an orphan, you
see...”

His
voice faltered and a tear rolled down his cheek. “What am I doing
here in this stinking pub? I should go back to Poupehan, in the
fresh open air, because fresh air is the most beautiful thing on
earth.”

Serge
didn’t get a chance to continue his lyrical reflections on
Poupehan, because Lazaros interrupted him with a speech in favour
of the Greek islands. Specifically, the island of Skopelos where he
came from. Of course, Skopelos was the most beautiful island on
earth and the air there was even fresher than it was in Poupehan.
Lazaros' soliloquy aroused Knut, who raised his head and yelled in
a kind of Dutch: “The fjords, most beautiful, much
better.”

Knut
won the argument by default thanks to the arrival of a new
customer, who staggered through the door and ordered a beer in
German. He was clearly drunk, but Dominique served him anyway. The
framed text of the Law on Public Drunkenness hung on the wall
behind the bar, but Dominique only recognized the best interests of
her purse. She began chatting him up in German, hoping to entice
him to order more drinks. The kind of German she spoke was inspired
by the fact that if you speak Dutch with a more or less German
accent, any German will understand what you're saying.

Encouraged by Dominique's friendliness and massive bosoms, the
German ordered a bottle of white wine. He was just reaching out to
caress her tits when Knut let out a grunt like a polar bear and
stood up with a swiftness than belied the amount of alcohol
coursing through his veins. One look at the intimidatingly tall
Norwegian was enough to encourage the German to pay up and make his
excuses. Dominique made sure to charge him well over the odds, but
he was too drunk and frightened to quibble. After he left,
Dominique smiled at Knut and poured him another whisky.

Serge
roused himself from his stool and came to stand next to me at the
bar.

“You
know, I wouldn’t mind marrying again,” he said wistfully. “Have a
woman all of my own, defend her honour like Knut did just now. But
who would want a guy who likes his beer?”

“And
one who likes to do line after line of coke,” I added. “Hey, why
don't you ask Dominique for advice? After all, she's with Knut and
Knut's a pisshead. Maybe she has a sister? You never
know...”

Serge
grinned. “My friend, I think I'd rather snort another line of
coke,” he said, and promptly departed in the direction of the
toilet.

He
returned a few moments with his eyes glittering and said: “Anyway,
where were we? Oh yes – this marriage malarkey. What’s your
opinion? You’re almost thirty now. When will you marry?”

“Serge,” I replied with a shudder, “when I think about my
cousin and her husband, never.”

“What’s your cousin and her husband got to do with
marriage?”

“They
both work boring nine-to-five jobs. They’re expecting a baby, their
first child. They have a small, cosy apartment. Once a week they
spend an evening with friends. All the other evenings they spend
together at home. On Saturdays they shop. On Sundays they visit
their parents. And that’s all. That's their entire life in a
nutshell.”

“Isn’t it wonderful if they’re happy with that?” he
said.

“You
don't think it's desperately sad and depressing?”

“I
think you’re jealous,” said Serge.

“Of
course I am,” I replied. “Jealous and scared. But that's
off-the-point. You know how these things go. It's not a question of
if it will end but how and when it will end.”

“That's too bleak,” he protested. “Why does it have to end for
them? Maybe it will only end when they die.”

“Time
enough for them to drive one another mad,” I replied. “Still, when
the baby arrives everything will be OK at first. They’ll have
something to talk about. You know, his first teeth, his first walk,
his first shit in a potty, does he look like his dad or his mum?
It'll be a bit of both of course, and he'll also look a bit like
his grandfather and grandmother, who babysit every week so the
parents can enjoy a night out with friends who're exactly like
them. What a life! Nothing out of order. That's the problem:
everything in perfect order.”

Lazaros yelled drunkenly: “Most people don’t fuck
enough!”

“That's it, I’m out of here,” I said, swivelling on my stool.
“I’ll leave you drunken sods to it and go for a drink over at Ayu’s
place.”

Dominique had been leaning against the bar listening to our
conversation and grabbed my arm.

“That's not necessary,” she said. “Look, she's over there in
the corner. She must have picked up your scent and tracked you
down.”

Nine
months earlier, Ayu had taken over a small pub in the same street
after the previous owner dropped dead behind the bar. Nobody knew
how or why she'd suddenly shown up in Antwerp's red light district.
It was as if she'd dropped from the sky. She never spoke about her
past, and the only thing we knew about her was that she originated
from the Indonesian island of Bali.

Ayu
was a whore, but she didn’t do window prostitution and she only
agreed to have sex with her customers on two conditions. The first
was that they looked clean and hygienic, and the second was that
they were frequent visitors who spent significant amounts of money
in her pub. Like an ancient goddess, prospective worshippers were
obliged to lay offerings at her feet in order to win her
favour.

I
guessed her age to be around thirty-ish. She was slim with small,
perky breasts and always wore heavy make-up, presumably to mask the
ravages of a life lived at night in Antwerp's underground. Her most
noticeable assets were her ears. They protruded triumphantly and
insolently from the side of her head, sticking out at a
ninety-degree angle through her long, waist-length black hair like
erect nipples through a wet T-shirt.

Ayu
flaunted her ears in the same way other women flaunt their breasts
or buttocks. Where others might have sought corrective surgery, she
seemed perfectly happy with her body. To her, having her protruding
ears surgically corrected would be the same as remodelling the
Venus de Milo with an axe, or painting Paris Hilton's face over the
Mona Lisa.

 The ear is known to be an erogenous
zone, but Ayu was over the top in this respect. I knew from
experience that gently tugging her ears was enough to trigger her
desire. When she approached and gave me a hug, I folded her left
ear with my index finger and kissed the back of it. As usual, she
quivered with excitement and began to grind her body against my
crotch. I pushed her gently away and held her at arm's length
before she got carried away.

“Merinding!” She said in
Indonesian, grinning from ear-to-ear.

None
of the Tromsø regulars looked surprised. They were by now well
accustomed to our special way of greeting one another.

Dominique loved to tease her. “Hey, you're my competitor!” she
exclaimed, pretending to be outraged. “Did you come here to steal
my best customer? I ought to get Knut to throw you out!”

“That's bullshit,” replied Ayu with a
mischievous grin. “He's my
best customer and you know it. So then, give me a
whisky-and-coke and a beer for Johan.” She spoke fluent Dutch, but
we always spoke Indonesian when we were alone
together.

Dominique put the drink – and the drinks that followed – on my
bill. It was all part of my agreement with Goddess Ayu.

 


 


By
the time the clock struck 2:30am Ayu was pressing her body against
mine with increasing insistence. I had an arm around her shoulder
and was playing with her right ear while I attempted to listen to
Serge's increasingly indecipherable mutterings. His tongue had been
loosened by copious amounts of beer and cocaine, and he'd decided
to come clean and give his version of the truth surrounding his
mysterious 'accident' and insurance payouts.

“It
wasn’t an industrial injury,” he said as his eyes struggled to
focus on mine. “I blackmailed the bastards,” he continued in a
boastful tone. “I was an insurance agent back then and I knew
something was wrong with that company. Fraud on a massive scale.
This was in Amsterdam by the way. When I threatened to go public
and take what I knew to the newspapers they panicked and arranged
an 'allowance' for me, on condition that I kept my mouth shut and
left the business. They disguised the blackmail money as an
industrial injuries disability benefit. Under the circumstances, I
thought it would be safer for me to get the hell out of Amsterdam
and move back to Belgium.”

 I tried not to look sceptical. It was
difficult if not impossible to imagine Serge as an insurance agent,
or employed in any honest capacity for that matter. I knew he had a
criminal record and had spent time in prison. It was far more
likely that he'd defrauded the company and successfully managed to
hide some or all of the proceeds before he was caught.

“Ayo mari kita pergi,” Ayu
whispered in my ear.

It
was getting more and more difficult to ignore Ayu's lithe body, so
I took the hint, paid the bill, and left Serge and Lazaros to
wallow in the obscurity of drink. We took a taxi. It's not my style
to take a woman – not even a prostitute – to a backstreet hotel. I
mean, if a woman offers you her body then you should show her some
respect, even if you're paying for the privilege of her company. I
booked us into a five-star hotel with a large bedroom,
en suite bathroom, a
well-stocked mini-bar, and attentive room service.

Ayu
was a very dominant and ruthless business woman. She had to be like
that in order to survive in the red light district. It took guts,
and she had it in spades. When she was alone with me, however, a
more submissive side of her personality came to the surface. She
loved to play the role of the slave girl, but only with me, she
said, never with any other man. It was a role play she was crazy
about.

 


When
I came out of the shower I found her knelt before me, completely
naked, with her forehead against the floor.

“Master, your slave awaits your command,” she said, speaking in
Indonesian.

I
knew exactly what to do to make her happy. Ayu had even written
down the basic scenario. She'd presented it to me the first time we
were alone together in a hotel room and instructed me to learn the
script by heart. She called it our 'ear play'. Since then, we'd
played out the drama many times. Like actors who play the same
characters over and over, we never tired of it. On the contrary, we
found that our roles grew on us over time, and as we became more
familiar with our characters we improvised and added new
elements.

I
bent over her and tenderly pinched her left ear between my thumb
and forefinger.

“Walk
on!” I ordered.

I led
her across the room like a disobedient puppy, then sat on the bed
while she knelt in front of me with her back turned. Her hair was
drawn back in a tight ponytail, exposing her protruding ears in all
their glory. I took an ear in each hand, pulled both even further
away from her head, and waggled them back and forth.

“Look
how your ears flap away like sails in the wind, flappity flap!” I
said. “But they aren’t warm enough. They're too far away from your
skull to receive any blood. For that you deserve to be punished.
Crawl to your handbag and bring me some band-aids. I know you have
some.”

Ayu
crawled away to her bag, rummaged around inside, and returned on
all fours with a box of plasters wedged between her teeth. I
extracted a suitably sized plaster, pushed her right ear forward so
that it made contact with the side of her face, and fixed it into
position. I repeated the process with her left ear.
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