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I was just sixteen years old when I began collecting data. I barricaded a room in my father’s house and read letters that I collected during aimless walks around town. You could easily pull those letters from between the junk mail and regional papers bulging out from people’s letterboxes. I threw away most of them immediately: invitations, invoices, final demands, fines, newsletters. Only in very few cases – perhaps one in twenty envelopes - did I gain access to something personal, folding open and smoothing out intimate details, appeals for divorce, postcards from holiday destinations, badly written and pathetic declarations of love. The more I collected such letters, the more I found they resembled each other. As if in the parts of their lives that people kept hidden from one another, they resorted to similar clichés that I had already heard in public conversation. Still, I couldn’t keep myself from reading them and enjoyed imagining what, for example, the eyes looked like of the person whose tear had fallen on the page, moisture that had smudged the words, had mixed with the ink.

				Until that one time my father came home drunk and began rummaging round my room, probably curious about the person who appeared to have been staying in his house all those years, finding my letters. He threw them away, burnt them, left them out in the street, without ever asking me about them.

				During that period, I had found out about the uniformity of telephone numbers. I changed the settings on my mobile phone, so my number would be shielded from others, and started to press random digits. In Belgium, the first four have a limited range from 0470 to 0499, followed by six digits, of which most are actually in use. That means you don’t really need to consult the phone book to hear a stranger’s voice. At first I was satisfied just hearing the confusion in someone’s voice. Brief, questioning exclamations that I allowed to dissolve into silence at my end, or would follow with the odd sigh, a few fillers and the click of the sudden close. Gradually I began to say things myself, introducing myself as someone who had dialled the wrong number, as a police officer, or told an aging woman that I was sleeping with her husband. In any case, I managed to strike up a conversation and maintained relationships with people who requested I call again, although those were usually men, who let the conversation suddenly veer off course into something that excited them more than me.

				Naturally, I also met people in real life during that time. I listened to the far from interesting troubles of the young women with whom I was studying, I heard how men asked to borrow notes from me and later reports, sometimes I would meet people, mostly at nightspots, who in a muddle of words tried to find the way to unlock the secrets of my lap, which I, if the combination of smells, facial hair and general physique appealed to me, preferred to deal with non-verbally. No, all in all, the encounters in my life remained limited to the usual exchanges of self-assurance, where the other person would invariably function as a mirror of their own sexual and social needs; I noticed that the people who sought me out to satisfy such needs usually resembled me in some way or other, which based on the corresponding social inhibitions decreased their number considerably.

				I had more of a thing for intangible strangers. The clash between two characters not determined by a shared context or intermediate relationships. No, I wanted to be capable of knowing anybody on this planet, even if there was no point of connection between us on earth, no shared interest or knowledge, nor common road or train ride shared along the usual route from my home to my office. In short, the biggest problem with encounters was that they needed an occasion and where that was concerned I could reach no other conclusion that in my life those occasions were too scarce to lead to satisfying results. I wanted people in my life that wouldn’t enter it of their own accord.

				Mostly though, I was alone in that need.

And yet I kept trying. I followed people who didn’t know I existed. Mostly men, the divide between them and me being greater, more interesting, more dangerous. I observed them at their bars and tables, I accompanied them to their places of work and sometimes arrived too late at my own, I sat next to them on trains and watched the spreadsheets on their laptops over their shoulders. Not once did I offer my existence to them without reason, not once did I let it lead to an all too easy and incidental confrontation, not once did I let them carry me to the oblivion of their apartments or hotel rooms. They existed, I did not. And usually I managed to keep it that way for as long as possible. When they did notice me by accident, the reaction was usually an evasive one, apart from the occasional man pushing me away or walking off. I was addicted to strangers, their routes, their women, their affairs, their hesitations, their correspondence, the messages on their mobile phones, I collected them like a secret agent who fantasizes he is involved in a war that never really existed.

				So I followed him too. The Caucasian man I had seen sitting in a bar in a lost street, heading away from the station that I normally walked to after work. It was a day that differed little from other days. I had gone to the office, had sent emails to addresses belonging to various positions, had written advertising copy all day for readers not interested in my story and cracked jokes with people occupying the same spaces as me. Nothing on that day’s smooth surface indicated I would be taking a different turn after work, being astonished by the number of facades and kerbs that existed in my own city that I had never seen. Along the way I saw an old man in a wheelchair who stood waiting in the middle of the road without anyone coming to his aid; I ran into a businessman talking to his mobile phone about lawsuits, who, after he had hung up, looked around him in a daze, as if he didn’t have a single reference point. I had also followed him for a while, until he’d taken a tram that was too full for me to join him. Then I walked along streets for a time where there was no-one, ordered a glass of water at a bar and saw him again, two tables further up. He didn’t have a book, nor a phone, nor company, no notebook to record his thoughts, all he did was stare ahead, not drinking his coffee. I didn’t know him, I had never seen him before and yet I thought there was something about him that I trusted without understanding why, a secret of which you see the contours but not the centre, a question mark that pointed resolutely in my direction.

				His face was coarse, his cheeks rough and hairy, his wrinkles were furrows that gave depth to his warm expression, the eyes dark-blue holes that hadn’t looked at me in the bar, even when our eyes crossed paths. After thirty minutes he got up, paralyzing me with doubt for a few seconds as per usual, until I broke free somewhere in that unbalanced weightlessness of excitement and got up. I breathed in, noticed there was no point in sitting down again, put two euros on the table and walked out, in pursuit. Fortunately, his pace was steady and forceful, so I didn’t have to slow down. He first passed a row of stately, almost fossilized town houses, then the small triangle of a park, secluded like a pubic area between long avenues of expensive apartments, his figure slipping away, vanishing, but each time reappearing. Streets merged without any of them being aware of each other’s existence. Forever connected, forever divided. The facades, the grey skies, the faces of inward-looking Orthodox Jews, their black-robed memory of centuries of darkness, their hastened tread, their frozen expression that tried to keep the world at bay. Images I saw every day that now appeared like a dream, as if I was walking through a labyrinth where I knew the way by heart and yet felt lost.

After a little over half an hour, we walked past the ash-blackened wall that hoisted the rail tracks, to my left obscure jewellers glided past, just like the rain that had swollen and whose drops stuck to my face like tears without sadness. I saw him take something from his pocket in that street, keys perhaps, then he took a turn and disappeared into the dusty and confusing system of corridors below the Central Station, a dark and desolate part of the building for which the architects, in contrast with their adaptations to the colonial and illustrious facade, will never be commended. For a moment, I feared he would take an escalator and then disappear in the flow of commuters returning home, letting his figure dissolve into those of countless others, rendering futile my shadowing efforts. Only when I saw him entering one of the dusty jewellers’ shops in the distance, did I realize my breathing had accelerated, that I was taking in a surplus of air and breathing out in fits and starts. I had him. His trade was a clue that bound him to me from that point onward. I casually walked on, not even looking into his shop as I passed it and got on the train shortly after.


A week later, I found a corner from which I could keep an eye on his place without being noticed. The times I had walked past his shop in the last few days, it had been closed at the most inexplicable hours. I smoked, rubbed my hands, the cold now building up in my knuckles would thaw out on the train and hurt. There were some notice boards in front of his shop with advertising and cheap jewellery and now and then tourists would stroll past looking for a cheap reminder of their stay, but people very rarely looked in anyway. Sometimes men walked in and out of his place of trade who were almost all short and squat and whose hair was blacker than the insides of a grave.

				In those early days a few of my attempts to follow him had been futile, after he had put his trays of jewels back inside – without him having sold a single item, I supposed – and, walking past the escalators, he would leave the station and disappear into a dark grey Mercedes. To be honest, I had almost given up hope, my shadowing exercises resulting in too few elements to keep them exciting. The jeweller didn’t have any affairs, I didn’t even know whether he was married or not or if he had any children. I had briefly considered buying a small transmitter online to place on his car, but the idea seemed ridiculous after a few minutes.

				The first time I did see something that stayed on my mind afterwards, it happened almost by chance. I walked through the station every day anyway and had become accustomed to passing by his shop. He was locking up the shop while I was walking past. He looked in my direction. Headed right for me.

				I pretended not to see him and it was a few full seconds before I realized that I hadn’t moved. And still I felt the air between us, the molecules solidifying, gathering up, touching each other in a way that couldn’t just be coincidental. I looked at him shamelessly, straight in the eye, but he didn’t see and narrowly passed behind me.

				In the few hundred metres I subsequently covered I was more cautious than ever. If he hadn’t consciously noticed me by then, then my existence should at least have left a hint of recognition in his subconscious. I took less of a risk than I usually did, pulled the elastic band from my hair and, despite the chill, took off my coat.

				Outside, the rain draped a continuous haze between the both of us, a shield behind which he kept almost disappearing. He walked north, along the large square in front of the station, crossed the street, turned a corner, crossed another street and kept walking. The man did not appear to be following a straight line to his destination, as if he was zigzagging, which is why I suddenly thought he was trying to lose me. But that notion disappeared at once when I saw him walking beside a man in a jogging suit, a young man still, probably Moroccan, wearing sports shoes so white, it couldn’t possibly be filtered out by the drizzle. The two of them were only next to each other for a few seconds and before I knew it the young man had disappeared. He stopped at the street corner for a bit and lit a cigarette, the first I had seen him smoke in all those weeks. Then he took his mobile from his pocket and called someone. Then he walked on, turned a corner, then another and after that headed straight for the station, where he vanished into his shop again.

				That was all. And yet these events released an inexplicable excitement in me over the days that followed. The furtive nature of the meeting, the strange walk, the phone conversation afterwards, the dusty shop, the car, everything now seemed to indicate I hadn’t just followed a small trader in jewellery. Over the next few days I outlined various scenarios in my mind concerning his true sources of income. The frequency of my visits to the man and his shop grew. The unknown that existed between us had formed a shadow that both lured me in and excited me.


About three months after I had first seen him, I sat next to him at a bar. I wanted to know how close I could get without him noticing. He was sitting beside another man. The two spoke in a language I didn’t recognize and that sounded Slavic, almost prehistoric. Suddenly they both got up, one of them left, the man I was following stayed behind.

				It was the kind of place where I wouldn’t normally go. The light was bright, there were various loud screens on the walls, the waitresses came from places with names I didn’t know, old men played cards at a table in the corner, someone was wasting his entire wage packet on a fruit machine in another corner. The man ordered a glass of whisky, in the same language he had spoken to the other man. He took a sip from his glass and turned his head in my direction and looked me in the eye. Not past, but through it, his pupils encompassing mine. It took a while for him to speak.

				‘I understand you.’

				I almost choked. For half a second my blood seemed to be electric. I said nothing and waited for him to continue.

				‘I also like to frequent places where I have no business being.’

				I was caught on the sounds in which his words were trapped; his voice was sharp, clear, his accent slighter than I had expected, but quite distinctive none the less.

				‘Like here you mean?’ I asked.

				‘No,’ he said, ‘like that café in Berchem where I saw you a few months back.’

				A massive sense of relief washed over me. A release that that contained traces of shame.

				‘You still remember that?’ I asked. 

				‘I know everything. At first I thought you were working for the police. Then I asked someone to follow you to work. An advertising agency. Fifteen employees. One of them is a young blonde like you called Sophie Demuytere.’

				‘And you, what’s your name?’

				‘I’m not going to tell you. Find out.’

				‘What else do you know about me?’

				‘Mother dead. Father a bad man. Things you posted on the internet with a great deal of irony. I don’t think you have many friends. You work and you live and you go to places where you don’t want to be. I know more about you than you about me.’

				‘Can I take a guess?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘After work I don’t often see you in anyone’s company either.’

				‘Yes,’ he said again.

				I hesitated. Waited for him to say more.

				‘Most people pretend to be social,’ he said, ‘they can’t handle the space between them, so they fill it with words that make it easier. I don’t have many of those words.’

				‘Isn’t that awkward?’

				‘What?’

				‘Being alone.’

				‘No. What about you?’

				I nodded. As by reflex. While I perhaps would have rather said no.

				‘Can I ask you something?’

				‘Yes.’

				Again. A word that could make the difference between everything and nothing and yet consisted of only three letters.

				‘What were you doing with that Moroccan?’

				‘Business.’

				‘Is gold all you sell?’

				‘No.’

				‘What else?’

				‘Money.’

				‘But you can’t sell that, can you?’

				‘Laundered money. Big money. Lots of people have small money. I buy gold from old ladies, take the gold to a smelter and get big money in return. Then people arrive with small money. Big money is better, it goes in suitcases, goes abroad, easier to make disappear.’

				‘Are those people bad at heart?’

				‘No.’

				‘Are you?’

				‘When I need to be,’ he said. Without any hesitation whatsoever.

				It was the penultimate question I put to him. When I asked him why he was being so honest, he said that he hadn’t told me anything yet. And he was right. After those confessions that only confirmed what I already thought, we kept talking for ninety minutes, his gaze resting on mine more often while I began to notice his smell, began to be intoxicated by it. We weren’t playing games, there was hardly a moment when things were being veiled or avoided, there were no references to the underlying reality of this encounter, everything that brought us together and kept us there was being uttered freely and without any frills. This man was to the point. Frank. He said what he thought and thought what he said. Which was precisely what made him all the more enigmatic.

				While I was getting drunk, I could feel his words caress me, his fingers flattering the skin on my face and the dark in his eyes slowly penetrating the darkness of mine. That laid the foundation for the ultimate question that would determine the course of that night.

				‘You see, I want to make love to you.’

				He didn’t phrase it as a question.

				I spluttered and made the space between us misty with cheap wine. This didn’t throw him and he kept looking right at me.

				‘I want to try. To make love to you.’

				I was touched by that second attempt. I got up and before I turned round my mouth moved to his. It wasn’t a full kiss, but the forerunner to one. My lips brushed his without tasting them. A hint. An idea. As platonic as touching can be.

				He walked outside.

				I followed him.


He hadn’t spoken along the way, the streets submitted to his pace with ease and I noticed that I found it exciting to be at the mercy of his destination. Fifteen minutes later, standing in front of a hotel entrance, he looked at me one last time as if asking for permission, a courtesy that made way for a sense of purpose that put me at ease. He kept looking at me in the lift, at no time did he become uncomfortable at the sight of my eyes, he didn’t evade my gaze even once. He was warm, his every move decisive and each muscle in his face sincere. I hadn’t trusted anyone as much as him in my entire life.

				He opened the door, let me go first, took all the liquor from the minibar and poured us both a glass of whisky. He handed me the drink and shut the curtains and dimmed the lights and said that he wanted to watch me undress. I kept looking at him while I unfastened my shoes. His gaze guided my hands. When I was done, he sat beside me and gave me a tentative kiss on one of my breasts. Instead of continuing he got up again. The cold air tingled my warm skin. Soon we would dispel that air together.

				He reached for his bag, at first because I thought he wanted a condom. But that wasn’t it. Apparently, he felt the need to have a smoke beforehand. He even took the time to stand on a chair and turn off the detector. The look on his face had disappeared.

				And then it was too late.

				There was a sudden knock at the door, just as he lit up his cigarette. Someone entered. I jumped off the bed and grabbed my clothes, while he, who had brought me here, thought he could put me at ease again with a single gesture. I hesitated, continued grabbing at my clothes, stood up and rushed at him, trying to push him out the door. I no longer cared about the nudity. I had to get out of here. He pushed me back on the bed. The chaos beforehand had been reduced to a still-life.

				The man he had admitted was huge. His weight bulged over his collar, buttons had trouble to restrain it all. The two men laughed. I looked at him motionlessly. Money was counted out. Then handed over. That big sweaty man, the jet-black hair on his shoulders, the empty look in his eyes, the whiteness of his socks. He was the unknown man I had looked for all that time. 



Antwerp, December 2015
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