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I’ve thrown away his jacket. The deep-red jacket he was so fond of wearing. The jacket we bought together during a project in South Africa. I never wear it; no one ever wears it, it just hangs on the coat rack gathering dust. I neatly fold it up and lay it carefully in the bin. I stroke it one more time and close the lid.
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I’m looking out on one of the best markets in the world. I walk downstairs, go outside and buy all kinds of delicious things, and a big bunch of flowers for myself.


I’m so happy and excited. I’ve finally started putting a rough sketch down on paper for my first feature film.


It’s warm and I have lunch on the roof terrace. Time for a siesta. I feel like lying naked in the sun. No one can see me up here, high above the houses. I take off all my clothes and begin to drift off in the spring sunshine. Below me I can hear the Italian market traders shouting their wares. The telephone rings but I don’t feel like getting up – there wouldn’t be any point anyhow, since this isn’t my own house.

I’ve only just sat down at my laptop when the phone rings again. And again. I may as well answer it.


It’s Boris, our manager.


I can hear it in his voice straight away. “What’s happened?” I ask.


“Luca is dead… And Dieter…”


Everything goes silent. My brain starts spinning rapidly. Spinning in confusion. Spinning and not connecting with anything. No thoughts come.


I say, “Can I call you back in five minutes?”

I no longer know what to think. I don’t think. I get a piece of paper and write:

You’re dead, they say.


I don’t believe it.

I look at the note. I know that what’s written there is true. I know and yet I don’t know anything. My mind narrows and expands at the same time. I feel nothing and see nothing. I feel and see everything at once.


Remotely, like a robot, I ring back. I listen.

You, my sweetest, my Luca, have drowned in a river, along with Dieter. Yesterday.


I know the spot Boris is talking about, the romantic water mill on the French river where it was so delightful making love with you a few years ago, in front of the open fire.


What should I be doing? Should I call people?

I try and try and try. No one is home. I must talk to someone. I must tell people that you’re dead. No one I know here in Turin picks up the phone.


I ring my parents.


My mother screams. I’ve never heard her scream like that before. She can’t comfort me, for the first time in my life she can’t help me.

Eventually I get hold of your mother. She’s pleasantly surprised to hear from me so soon, she wasn’t expecting me until dinner this evening.


I answer in my broken Italian. “Luca – barca – morte.”


She shrieks. The receiver falls to the tiled floor. I can hear her running through the house wailing.

I step into my in-laws’ kitchen. The table has been laid. On it is a forgotten bowl of grilled aubergine with tomato, my favourite dish. Words stream out of my mouth, Italian words, words I never knew. I know them now and use them.


Your mother and I look at each other. She asks what I want to have done with you.


I know immediately what I have to do – I can’t take her son from her a second time. “We’ll have a ceremony back in Amsterdam and the funeral here.”

I’m lying in a couchette on the train, along with your parents. There’s a party going on in the compartment in front of us and behind us a group of raucous Chinese. We lie still. We don’t speak. We don’t move.
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My best friend Johanna and Boris, our manager, are waiting for us at the station. They have flown to France overnight. I’ve been working with Boris for so many years on theatre projects all over the world that it’s not unusual to run into him in a strange place in a foreign country. But now – you are dead, two members of our permanent team.

Johanna comes and stands next to me, which makes me feel stronger. I look at Boris and say, “We wanted a radical change in The Group, didn’t we?”

I pick a small yellow flower from a bush and walk into the mortuary. I want to be able to stay with you as long as I like: I’ll let everyone else go in front, I’ll go last. You are dead – what is dead? I have to train myself – I want to see Dieter first, to get used to his death first.

The sliding doors to your part of the funeral parlour are not quite shut. I see and hear your mother rushing towards something. I shut the doors. Not yet. Not yet. I don’t want to see you yet, my sweet.


There lies Dieter, over six foot tall. Big and dead. Very much dead, with an ugly white hospital shirt wrapped tightly around him. I touch him. He is hard and cold, very very cold.


Everyone has seen you. It’s my turn. I walk along a brick-lined corridor towards the room. The sun shines through the skylights. The door is open a crack. There you lie, in that same ridiculous white shirt. 


I touch you. It’s so easy. I smell you. You smell wonderful. You always smelt wonderful, but now, after twenty hours at the bottom of the river, you smell like clear water.


There’s a graze on your cheek.


I rub your ear until it grows warm again. You have grey hairs among your black locks that you didn’t have before.


I kiss you. You don’t kiss back. I kiss you again, your nose, your mouth, your eyes.


As I’m taking my lips away from one eye, it opens. I jump. Are you still alive? But the eye doesn’t look, it stares at me. It frightens me.


You lie deathly still on the stainless steel bier. I carefully press your eye shut again. A tear comes out. Am I imagining it or did I press too hard? No, it really is a tear. Is this a teardrop or is it river water?


My hand glides over your body – I want to see you, I want to see your beautiful naked body, your stomach and your legs, to touch and stroke you the way I always did. I try to pull off the awful white shirt, but it’s sewn tightly around you.


What have they done to you, Luca, have they cut you open? What’s happened to you? What is left of you? Why can’t I get at you? I tug at the material but it won’t come loose.


I want to see your teeth. I open your lips— It’s like a blow to the stomach. Your teeth are sewn together, with big rough stitches in white thread, crudely jabbed through your flesh. Just when you finally felt comfortable laughing again after wearing a brace for two years…

Your watch is lying next to the bed you’d been sleeping in, as if you’d just got up to go to the toilet. My last birthday present to you. You thought it was wonderful and I thought it was ugly with all those buttons and dials. I strap it around my wrist. I’ll never take it off again.


The telephone keeps ringing. I have to give out addresses, take decisions, where, what, when. No one can find your passport and even a dead body can’t travel in the new border-free Europe without a passport.

I walk along the river. I’m cold. I look at the water, the still, peaceful water where, just around the corner by the water mill, there’s a single weir. I’m afraid, afraid that I’ll grow cynical and I don’t want that.


I throw a piece of dry wood into the weir – I want to see what happens, I want to see the power of the water. The wood is sucked down and thrust up again, down again and up again, out of sight and up again. As I watch it changes from a piece of wood into your body: I see your body sucked down and thrust up again, I see the power of the water, the destructive power, I see that nature is very much stronger here than man. No matter how strong that man may be.

Big red flowers are growing on a bush outside the water mill. I’ve never seen them before, I don’t know what they’re called. I pick one for every year of your life.


I stand near the old water mill, close to the weir that encloses that one millpond, which is swirling violently. A single weir in a tranquil river. A single weir, a man-made construction. A single millpond, meant to turn the water mill, to grind grain, so that people can make bread, to keep themselves alive – that single millpond killed you.


I throw the red flowers very carefully, one by one, into the water. They stay afloat, too light to be sucked under. I say something for every year of your life – horrible things, nice things, I confide everything I know about you to the swirling millpond with the flowers floating on it.

We eat red lentils and I feel cold.

[…]
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I start the day with a violent film. It’s great watching violence as soon as I’m awake. The more ruthless the aggression the better. Then at least I feel something. Or I race around in your enormous pimpmobile like a gangster, with the windows open and the music deafeningly loud. Then at least I’m unable to think for a while.

I am a public widow. I give interviews, and time and again comes that stupid, insensitive question: how could I direct another production so soon after my lover’s death? Haven’t they seen this production, then? It’s not exactly a picnic. And they go on to ask me whether directing a new show was part of the grieving process. Well, Jesus, what else do they think it was?

During the war in Angola, Tony was based for a year near a river full of hippos and crocodiles. The boys had been sent there as their country’s cannon fodder. They swam in the river every day. They weren’t afraid, nothing was beyond them, they had come there to die. None of them got eaten, not even bitten.


Having no fear of death is a strange feeling. I’m not afraid. I’m looking for extremes. I want to feel something, it doesn’t matter what. I walk without knowing where I’m going, eat without tasting, look without seeing.

My body has to go through withdrawals after so many years of love, I no longer feel as if it’s under my control. 


I don’t want to be a widow, not in the least. Life was always so wonderful, a real party…


That’s not what you thought, you were always fighting with yourself. And now that’s exactly what I’m having to do. Is that what I’ve inherited from you?

How long will this go on? When will the blue sky be as blue as it used to be? I keep hoping I’ll see something of you in other people. When I feel a bit of warmth, I instantly want more. How can I stop these feelings of longing? How can I get back to seeing people around me the way they really are?


Don’t think. Whatever you do, don’t think.
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When will I simply feel tired again?

114

I feel like starting an argument.

[…] (in South Africa )
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He is dead, the little boy. I am hauling his body along. I am naked.

I have lost my way. My feet are burning in the sand.

I wake up sweating.

I buy three kilos of meat, two kilos of onions, two kilos of tomatoes and several packets of cornflour. I’ve just interviewed a gardener and his daughter and I’m on my way to visit King, an old friend of mine whose policeman father was shot dead fifteen years ago, out of the blue one sunny morning outside his own front door, by a white fellow officer. King still lives in the house with his mother and his brothers and their wives and children.

By the time I arrive everyone is a bit tipsy and they’re extremely grateful for the food. They turn the music up very loud.


The swinging daughters-in-law are cooking in the tiny kitchen. The younger girls are dancing provocatively outside, taunting the men with their agile hips. The mother of the house keeps laughing loudly and King walks around looking proud. Here is his friend.


I look and look, trying to store up everything in my memory. Everyone gets drunk, but for some reason I’m not given any beer, only cups of milky tea.


They make a fire. It’s already late afternoon. At six o’clock it will get dark and after sunset it’s extremely dangerous to drive back into town. I try to hurry things along a bit but everything moves at its own pace, the meat can only be put on the fire after it gets dark and naturally the guest of honour can’t leave before the meal.


More and more people arrive. I only hope there’s enough for everyone.


A boy runs up to me in a panic and pulls me after him into the room where the older people are sitting.


An old man asks, “How big?”


“How big what?”


“The table.”


“Table?”

“You always eat at a table, don’t you?”


I laugh. I tell them I don’t need a table.


It’s a relief to the older people. They’ve probably been sitting there for hours deliberating the ‘table’ problem.


At last the food is ready. I have to come and sit with the older generation and the television. We eat with our hands.

The fifteen-kilometre stretch of road from the township to Johannesburg is completely deserted and there are lots of traffic lights. The trick is not to stop. And if you do stop you have to make sure there’s enough space in front of you. You have to be able to drive away at speed.

There’s a pile of faxes waiting for me. You would have been thirty today.
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My night is a night of unknown hands, legs, flowers, stomachs and mouths. I wake up sobbing. My body is a time bomb. Won’t this ever stop? Why does this desperate longing keep surfacing in me? Why don’t I miss your unorthodox world view, your independence, your original mind, your ideas, your plans, your constructive criticism of my work, your endless tirades against dogs, your objectionable habit of not wanting to celebrate my birthday but expecting presents when yours came round, your deafening cheers, “Toro! Toro! Toro!” when Juventus lost and Torino won, your aversion to lunches of cheese sandwiches and glasses of milk…? All I miss is your body in, on, under me. I long for intimacy so terribly. I can’t simply jump into bed with the first friendly idiot I chance upon, can I? I wish I could, but I can’t.

I’m sitting between Boon and Koko in the triple front seat of their big old American car, their pride and joy. I am safe.


They want to know all about the accident. As we drive towards the place where I have to deliver a parcel, I tell them about the weir, about the water mill, about the ceremony in the former Stock Exchange building.


The barrier is down. The guards look into the car and see a snivelling white woman sitting between two black men. I can see they have misgivings. They clutch their guns. They don’t know what to do. They look doubtful but I don’t react. Slowly they raise the barrier.

Township Daveyton is a long way out of Johannesburg. It’s really a forgotten small town with illegal bars and a cinema that shut years ago. Almost the only vehicles on the roads are big old American cars, which serve as taxis in the absence of public transport.


I can’t resist asking to see Koko’s father’s grave. He was shot dead in one of the many taxi wars. Like his neighbours’ son.

The graveyard is a single big, bare, dark-red stretch of sand. Little sandy hillocks mark the graves. Some of them have a few faded plastic flowers, a teddy bear, a rubber boot or a coke bottle lying next to them. I can see the occasional proper gravestone, but most of the graves have nothing more than small numbered wooden boards, stuck in the sand. A thick layer of red dust covers everything.


Of course it’s late again by the time we drive away. The sun has already set. The streets are empty.


We drive fast. We don’t stop at any of the traffic lights. I’m not afraid. I’m too tired for fear.

148

I don’t understand how my body can cope with all this. I’ve barely slept for months now. I wake up with a contorted body full of longing and a grieving heart, caught between two completely different worlds that are always threatening to drift even further apart. There’s nothing left of my old familiar wholeness.

[…]
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I’m cycling and someone cuts across me, I bang my head on the curb and die instantly, a taxi races past me and catches my jacket with its wing mirror, I’m dragged along and flayed on the asphalt, I bleed to death in the gutter, a truck runs me over as it makes a turn, the big wheels push me down and crush me effortlessly, so that everything inside me is squeezed out, I’m sitting in a train and there’s a screeching of brakes, I’m impaled by tearing steel as the carriage gets ripped apart, I trip, can’t reach the banisters, I tumble downstairs, lie unconscious at the bottom and bleed to death, I swim in the sea, the water suddenly gets colder, I’m overcome by cramp, I can’t move my legs any more, I sink to the bottom and fill up with water, just like you, I drive the car through a deep puddle and feel the tyres spinning, I start to skid, crash into a tree, my head goes through the glass and the windscreen-wiper pierces my eye and penetrates my brain, I let tram four go past and cross the road, get grabbed by the number four going in the opposite direction, which cuts me in two with its steel wheels, I give an unnaturally fat man a friendly nod and at that very moment he explodes and so do I, I’m overtaken on my motorcycle by a businessman making a call on his mobile, he forces me into the cold crash barrier at eighty miles an hour, my arm gets stuck, it’s torn off as the rest of me keeps going, I come to a halt with nothing but a bare, blood-gushing torso, I’m in a hole in the ice, my skates make it hard to tread water, every time I grab the edge to climb out of the icy water the ice breaks off, I freeze, I look down from a ledge, the rail breaks, I’m smashed to pieces on the pavement, I get out of the bath clean and wet, I don’t notice the bar of soap, I bang my head on the toilet seat, which doesn’t break, but my skull does, I walk under an ancient beech tree and an old branch makes a great cracking sound, a tree that has been there for centuries breaks my neck with one accurate blow, leaving no mess, I demonstrate against the war, the police horse is given orders, I’m trampled by well-trained hoofs while helping hands get knocked away by truncheons from all sides, I hurriedly eat spaghetti in a restaurant, the door flies open and hits me in the back, my fork shoots into my throat and makes a big hole in my uvula, the bolognaise sauce mixes with my blood, I suffocate before the Italian owner can dial 112, I’m repairing a light in the stairwell, I twist the copper wires together and someone upstairs flicks the switch, the current shoots through me, I’m stuck to the wire, my hair stands on end, my heart beats one last time, I’m sleeping in a big hotel, I can smell burning, I try to get out but lose my way in an endless maze of corridors, I burn before I can find the exit, I’m lying in bed on the electric blanket, I hear a strange sound, I’m electrocuted in an instant, I’m found completely black between white sheets, I sit relaxing on the balcony, it vibrates, the extension above me, overladen with pot plants, breaks away and crushes me, a ball bangs against the window, a shard of glass finds its way straight to my heart before I can register what’s happening, I smell gas, with an ear-splitting bang I’m blown up along with the rest of the neighbourhood, I pass a big group of disappointed football fans, I’m wearing their opponents’ colours, their wild fists beat down on me until I’m beaten and they’ve won after all, I’m cycling through a storm and take shelter under a tree, a flash of lightning earths itself, I’m found charred, still holding the handlebars, I’m walking through the park, a vicious dog breaks loose from its master and runs towards me, I’m attacked by a highly trained killing machine which bites at my throat, tearing off pieces of flesh, I just manage to reach the train, the doors close too soon, catching my hand, I’m dragged along beyond the platform, my legs can’t find a foothold, I’m smashed to pieces against a railway signal, I eat a fish, a bone sticks in my throat, I start to cough, they hit me hard on the back, they think it’s gone down the wrong way, the bone jabs further in, I suffocate, an aggressive delivery boy with a stack of pizzas on the back of his moped shoves me aside at the traffic lights, I protest and get stabbed to death by a screwed up infant with a penknife.


[…]
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And when they find me lying there? What will they do with me then? Will I be dragged off to one side so that they can get the traffic going again as quickly as possible? Will a passer by stop to lock my bicycle? Will unfamiliar hands search my run-over crushed stabbed dragged impaled drowned flayed burned dismembered body for vestiges and signs of life?


Death is in my bloodstream. Death is in everything I eat. Death is in everything I hear. Death will never leave.

[…]

535

I feel it straight away as I walk in. I look different from everyone else. I make my entrance on the arm of the fashion designer who created this sexy evening dress for me. I don’t know what’s happening to me. Is it the dress, my recently kissed body, the sultry night? Or is it Africa with its macho men? I’m bathed in all the attention I’ve been lacking for the past year and a half. I’m the centre of the party. Men declare their love, want to go to bed with me, want to dance with me. I can barely comprehend it but I know what it is: the grief has gone from my eyes.

I have lit the fire and the candles. I’m happy about little things – or are they big things?


I have taken a big step in my new life without Luca. I have finally accepted that he’s no longer here. There’s only me, just me and no one else. I can flirt and laugh, I can completely let myself go and thoroughly enjoy shaking off all those absurd men.


It’s a shock. For the first time, for the very, very first time there is a sense of distance, I have taken my distance from your name and from you. It’s awful and wonderful at the same time. Luca, I love you but you are dead. I have to go on. My grief has passed. And if you can see me from heaven, which I don't believe but this evening for the first time wish you could, then you'll see that now, at this moment, I can let you go. I hardly dare say it, but it’s true.

[…]
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I am in the biggest slum in Asia. I’m up to my ankles in filth.


They are slaughtering a goat. Ten minutes later they sell the meat, wrapped in old newspaper.


I talk to a Hindu priest, a rickshaw driver and a violinist.

629

I race around all over the place. I talk to a famous director after his film has flopped, then to an unknown scriptwriter who has just had a hit, then to a poor street barber. I speak with the mayor, a homeless brick carrier and finally an extremely rich businessman.


I get ‘home’ exhausted, take a long shower, have something to eat and write my account of the day, which takes me until midnight.


Who are all these people? Why doesn’t anyone kiss anyone? Why don’t men and women touch each other? How can that multimillionaire sleep peacefully while a family with two babies ‘lives’ on his doorstep? And why is the mother happy to lay her child down to sleep with trucks thundering past its head? Why does everyone accept everything? Why doesn’t anyone say that he sometimes gets angry, that life isn’t always easy, that it can hurt when your dreams don’t come true? Why is everybody so resigned?

Increasingly I feel as if I’m walking on a paper-thin membrane above a boiling volcano. For reasons I can’t fathom, it doesn’t give way.

I read Greek myths, stories full of jealousy and conflict in which people kill each other without remorse. I fall asleep.
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I came here vaguely planning to make a war film. But nothing here gives me any reason to do that. All the same, it keeps going through my mind – a city where the people are so flexible, tolerant and patient, where people just take things as they come and simply accept them, you can only describe things like that by turning them inside out. Or are the Greek myths leading me astray? In any case, I want to make a film without any of the familiar images of India – a film without snake charmers and gurus, not another documentary about this polluted, poor and filthy city. We know all that already. I’m looking for something different. I want to create something in which the rawness of life shines through.

[…]

965

My hair sticks to my face. I’m walking across a graveyard; the old graves look out over the Pacific Ocean. The waves pound on the rocks below me.


I pick the yellow flowers that are shooting up everywhere between the tombstones. The waves pound. Could I be in love?


My mobile goes. It’s my brother. I can barely comprehend what he’s saying. The waves pound. He tells me that they’ve suddenly discovered Mum needs an operation.


Mother with her weak heart! Mum can’t possibly undergo an operation! The waves pound. They mustn’t operate on her. The waves pound. She’ll never survive it. The waves pound. Should I go at once? The waves pound. No, wait a bit, they won’t operate for four weeks yet. The waves pound. Mum, if only I could take you in my arms. The waves pound. And tell you that I’m in love with a new man. I know you want me to be happy again.


The waves pound.

[…]
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My brand new boyfriend puts his arms around me. He takes me home.


Mother has survived the operation.

I get ill for the first time in this whole period. The pressure is off, the constant pressure of loneliness and the struggle for a new existence. The fear of disappearing in the vastness of space. The pressure to prove myself, to keep my balance. I let it all go and start to cry.


I can’t stop. Now at least I have someone to cook for, to be kissed by, I have lost friends and gained new friends, I have loaned my red trailer to someone in South Africa and not got it back, my new profession consists of nothing more than hope and battling on, I’m surrounded by opportunists, everyone says I can’t possibly work on two films at once since I’m only a beginner, I haven’t been allowed to pass on my professional knowledge, the group I trusted so completely has rejected me overnight, I work alone all the time, I miss my old team, I have finally found a place for you, my sweetest Luca, a place for you in my heart.

[…]
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I cycle as fast as I can. I hate being late for appointments, it’s something I can’t stand in others, certainly where business is concerned.


I get off my bicycle, lock it and turn around. There he is, sitting at a table outside the café. I know straight away. I can tell from his laugh. From the way he is sitting. From his look.


I introduce myself. He has already ordered and I order the same. I listen to him while he talks. I’ve known him for years. I’ve known him for centuries. He needn’t say anything, I know who he is.

TODAY

I’m walking across a small high plain with steep ravines and craggy mountains all around. I’m not alone, there are all sorts of people I know. I hear that Luca is here too.

A bit further on there’s a very big old house. I know immediately that that’s where he is. I walk over to it and open the door. The interior is wood throughout, it’s dry and empty inside.

I walk up the stairs to the attic. Luca is clambering up between the big roof beams. He hasn’t got any older, younger if anything.

Outside the house is a small field. Luca is playing football. Lean and fast, the way I remember him. I look at him and think, there he is again, my sweet Luca. But I know I must choose. I have to decide whether I want to live with him again or not.

How beautiful he is! How well I know him! How long ago it is! I walk towards him; he’s sweaty from playing football and he laughs as he looks at me. I say, “Luca, I want to introduce you to someone.”

We’re sitting on a bench near the water. It gets dark and starts to drizzle. I don’t feel cold.


The water sparkles. His eyes too. I know beyond any doubt. It’s him.


I look at him and ask, “Have you ever been kissed by a widow?”

Translated by Liz Waters, © Amsterdam
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