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                                                     Louise
Disclaimer: the persons in this story spring from my phantasy, although each of the three men may render a part of myself. 

THE FOUR KIDS OF HEAVEN
CONTENTS

First there is an important PREFACE, thereafter follow six chapters:

CHAPTER 1: Wherein Our Lord in a roguish mood approves of a strange request: a slutty bigot is allowed to choose two companions who will be with her in paradise forever.

CHAPTER 2: Wherein we meet the candidates selected by Louise. They don’t necessarily believe God exists or Louise can take two of them along with her to heaven, but they do want to be elected by Louise.

CHAPTER 3: Wherein our beautiful lady lays before the candidates the criterions she uses to make her choice. They should not be deceitful nor hypocritical, and they have to love children and animals.

CHAPTER 4: Wherein a cyclist communicates nobody administered him baptism nor drugs, and a bullfighter says he loves animals. A shopkeeper claims he’s fond of children, and a rich miser maintains he earned his fortune honestly at the stock markets.
CHAPTER 5: Wherein Louise takes example by the French anarchist Louise Michel, who was one of the leaders of the 1871 Paris Commune. That some French postage stamps bear her portrait is only one of the reasons.
CHAPTER 6: Wherein two of the provisional candidates are elected, but which two? And the lady is asking herself whether she has been honest and whether her criterions were just. For a man should be judged by his positive qualities.

PREFACE

Few people know the quintessence of the Republic of the Heralds of Resistance, which was flourishing in the Irish town of Wicklow in the summer of 2009.

Everybody was talking about the Mexican fever in those days, or about the financial crisis, and Ireland was not in vogue.

But I did go to the green island.

During one of my bicycle tours from Dublin, I arrived at the lonely by-path, where a death’s head blocked the way to a caravan camp that was hardly visible under the foliage of the trees.

Far away in the distance, a man and a donkey were approaching.

The man was crooked and deaf. His white beard and bald head made him look like a garden gnome. However, his twinkling eyes were reflecting a lively spirit.

His hardness of hearing and my beginner’s English made him at first suppose I tried to speak Irish Gaelic. 

Many years ago, he had been appointed assistant postman by the mediation of the Irish Solas Centre, which assisted autists. Today he had to deliver three parcels at three places that were far apart from each other. 

I asked why this lugubrious death’s head had been placed there.

It turned out he was prepared to answer this question. He took a thermos flask full of coffee  from a bag on the back of the donkey, and invited me to sit down with him on the grass.

Fortunately, I had in my pocket a good ball pen and a note-book.

I have reproduced in this novel his exact account of the facts.

I didn’t change the order of the events, but I did some research to elaborate the details.

It is the story of a Dutch woman who went to Ireland with three friends, and founded there an independent republic.

The camp had lately been closed by the Garda, the Irish police, but up to that moment the Dutch woman had told her history to the postman bit by bit, whenever he came to bring to her a letter or a postcard.

A dream revealed to him last night how it all ended. Because he had a lively contact with the world of the spirits, which the Catholics call ‘heaven’.

I think the man disappeared within a short time after I met him. My research at the Wicklow civil service points to this. He doesn’t occur on the official lists of postmen, either.

So this ‘illiterate’ is the primary ‘author’ of the story. Therefore I dedicate this novel to Sean. (I don’t know his surname.)

CHAPTER 1
Louise was kneeling before the tabernacle, where the light of the red sanctuary lamp was flickering on the dark walls of limestone. Her slender fingers were moving along the rosary beads, and the arched roofs of the church were reflecting the mutter of the Hail Marys. Somebody opened the heavy entrance door, so there was a sudden draught. The newcomer, a bald man with a small beard in a  duffel coat, saw a fragile lady in beige: a velvet mantle and a transparent veil under a red hat. 

At her feet there was lying a black labrador, the head between the paws, on the flagstones. How did this dog enter the church? Had the lady brought him along with her?

“The spectacle will start within a few minutes, Louise”, whispered the man with the little beard. “There is a procession of altar boys in red and white standing ready in the hall, swaying burning censers. Will you come and sit next me in the nave?”

“Leave me alone for a while, Robin.”

Robin withdrew, stroking his beard, and left the lady alone with her prayers. She leaned on her elbows and bent the head between the hands.

She closed her eyes. Thirty years ago, when she was a child, she had been observing another procession of altar boys with burning censers, in black and white. This happened in the quartier latin of Paris, next the church of Saint Nicolas du Chardonnet. They entered the church, which was almost empty, striding in a solemn procession, so in the end it was full of supporters of monseigneur Lefèbre. Up to that moment, a modernistic priest had been leading in prayer, but there were less than thirty people attending. The lefebvrists urged the priest and his attendants to leave the church. They cleared the modernistic altar away, and prepared for a real tridentine Mass. The entire Mass was read and sung in Latin. The priest was standing before the altar with his back turned to the faithful and his face to the tabernacle. He gave the host on the tongue at the communion rails.

Louise opened her eyes, looked at the flickering sanctuary lamp, and sighed.

Her mother, who took her to Paris at that time, was dead now. As an orphan, she now tried to build up a life herself in this our ‘vale of tears’.  

Yesterday in the evening, she and Robin had been walking along the river together. They used to do so some summer evenings. This wasn’t very sensible, because the river side could be lonesome. But it was a pleasant walk in the shade of the plane trees. This time she had untied her hair, put off her glasses, and dressed more frivolously. How long had she been a teacher of French language now? It was getting time to hook a man. It turned out this was a good strategy. He took her by the hand for the first time. But at that very moment they heard a terrible scream, from somewhere at the other side of the river. For fright he let her hand loose again. They kept staring at the other side of the river for quite a long time. There was nothing to be seen.

Well, you can’t settle everything in this mad world. Still Robin tried to call the police with his mobile telephone, but the number was engaged all the time. After some ten minutes they heard a siren and concluded the case was under investigation.

At home she continued the transformation from a young lady to a temptress. She shaved all superfluous tufts of hair from her body, and sought her contact lenses that had been lying in a drawer of a cabinet for years. Before the mirror she looked at her breasts.

Was she exaggerating a bit? You can easily rush from one extreme to the other. It was as if her mother was frowning at her from heaven. And her father was shaking his head thoughtfully.  Yes, she was exaggerating! But no, this time she had to finally stick to her attempt. She had been a spinster long enough. 

Louise’s mind came back to the present. She tried to concentrate on prayer.

Hey, there was a black dog lying at her feet! Where did she see him before? He looked at her trueheartedly, with the tongue out of the mouth.

Far away, the faithful were singing Asperges Me, while the priest was going about, blessing the people with the holy water and the sprinkler. But the sound faded away.

She sighed. ‘Asperges me, Domine, hyssopo – Sprinkle me, Lord, with hysop, and I will be whiter than snow’, says the psalm. She wished it was so simple. Why couldn’t she be attractive and serene at the same time, like the slender plaster figure of mother Mary, the Mater Amabilis? Here virgin Mary is folding her beautiful white hands, and devoutly fixing her blue eyes at heaven, whereas she herself … either is walking wrapped up in a coat and a skirt, with the hair in a twist, or suddenly can’t control her low desires. 

Is that why today she skipped breakfast, and postponed daily toilet visit for penance and mortification? She remembered how she was squatting in the park on her way to the church, where nobody is passing so early in the morning. Only a stained tom cat saw her peeing in the sand, looking about shyly, but, heaven help her, with the tongue out of the mouth. 

A large wandering dog saw how she raised her velvet gown to dry her legs with a tissue, while standing with her legs spread. Perhaps she should have gone to the toilet like always. If she had not driven this labrador away, he would have followed her to where she was now. But, damned, the same dog was lying at her feet right now. Apparently, he had followed her like a boy in love …

Come on, what did the old confessor say lately, when she was sick of her sudden frivolous deeds again: “Concentrate on the beautiful things of life, and banish lewdness from your heart.” However, this was easier said than done. He himself used to walk in solemn processions with fine altar boys in red gowns, bearing large burning candles, and fragile bridesmaids in white, strewing flowers.  

Robin could use a gown too, she thought. She had noticed that his trousers were too narrow, when he visited her the other day. She had artlessly grabbed the small of his back, just for fun. He had been groaning like a Rolling Stone.

Formerly she wished to be an altar boy herself, like the devout little boys at the solemn event in Paris. In those days, there were no altar girls. She thought it would be cool to solemnly carry the gospel book from the right hand side of the altar to the left, and to pour the water from the cruet over the hands of the priest.

Because the same priest would have been glad to clasp her against his body, as if he had a right to do so, at the rare moments he could not concentrate on things more beautiful. Mind you, only in his dreams he would have done so. For a priest is thinking of Our Lord most of the time, but not always.

She was hungry again. That’s the consequence of not having breakfast. What would she like to eat? A cup of coffee, a boiled egg, a glass of jus d’orange, a slice of cake, three baguettes with cheese and jam and peanut butter, a mug of strawberry yoghurt or muesli … Come on, what remains of the intended mortification? In fact, she is virtually having breakfast so it made her mouth water.

Mortification is necessary every now and then, if you want to be a wife and a mother, so you have to seduce a man, but at the same time remain catholic. For a woman has to look forward through life to the end of it: heaven.

To behold God the Father was always her principal intention. That’s why she was kneeling here before the tabernacle, and saying her morning prayers. How can people ever behold God? Of course, nobody can ever imagine what God looks like. But she tried it: He should be a large, strong Man in the prime of life, with a beautiful long white beard, wearing a light blue velvet garment. And He should invite her to sit on His lap. She couldn’t resist thinking of His Creative Power. This made her body tremble with excitement and her heart palpitate like crazy.

Louise felt hot.

Well, here we see the consequences of letting thoughts wander freely instead of concentrate them on the tabernacle. Come on, girl, now start your prayers. She heard the choir singing the heavenly hymn Gloria, whereas she herself could by no means ever withdraw from the earthly concupiscence.

In her book of prayers she read the following morning prayer:

“My Lord and God, I’m kneeling before you to adore your supreme majesty. I thank you for all the benefits you conferred on me, especially for saving me this last night. I return to you my body and my soul, and everything I own. I dedicate to you all deeds I will do today. I want to do  them to honour you and to save my soul, and I want to earn the indulgences connected to them. I firmly intend to pass this day in a Christian way, without offending you, my loving Father, and to perform well all my duties. Lord, confer on me the grace I need to truly fulfil this promise of mine.”

Today’s Gospel was about the Good Shepherd. Apparently, there is a connection between  Jesus, acting as a good shepherd who loved his sheep, and God the Father, who created the universe and keeps it going.

Does God exist? Louise hears how the priest is beginning a sermon about chastity, but such a sermon is a waste of time for a woman who hasn’t seduced a man yet, so she can spend the next quarter of an hour to think about the existence of God. 

What did she ever hear about it in the lessons of father Dupré, and read later on in mother’s  ‘Metaphysics’?

All things created have something accidental or contingent that could have been different as well. For example, the rose has a disposition for blooming, but she has no flowers in winter. The flowering is part of her essence, but doesn’t coincide with it. Every human being has a talent for goodness, but who is ever goodness itself? Since the things are contingent, they must have been  caused.

Furthermore, all things are aiming at something. They are striving for the completion of a potency. The dog at her feet, too, wants to realize his potential development, although he isn’t conscious of it …

This way, all nature is referring to a first cause and a final end, wherein there is nothing contingent, because all potency is already actualized. This is God.

Every creature is composed of its essential parts, which Plato calls ideas. Aristotle writes man gets to know these ideas by abstraction from nature. For example, after seeing many round things, he forms the idea ‘circle’. So, although in nature the ideas are in the things themselves, in human mind they come after the things, and in God they are … before the things, because He continues to create them according to his godly ideas.

Man can’t see God as He is, but He can know some characteristics. For instance, He is not material nor measurable. He is almighty and knows everything.

So human mind can climb up to God. Therefore he is essentially immortal, and he wants to be immortal. But God lays such a desire in man for a reason. Saint Thomas Aquinas concluded the principle of form of a human being, that is his soul, is immortal. His goal is the eternal contemplation of God.

Moreover, man is striving after the completion of his personality. He can’t attain to this high perfection on earth, but, with the help of God’s grace, he can in heaven. We can already prepare for heaven to some extent, for example by studying mathematics or music, or by turning to our fellow people, just as Jesus has shown it to us. Only people who exclude God knowingly will stay apart from Him forever. They are in hell, but it probably isn’t crowded there.

Louise looked at the labrador, pensively. He was snoozing with much delight. He was a real snooze. Hey, this was a nice name for him: Snooze!

No, thought Louise, it probably isn’t busy in hell. Who will ever have the opportunity to get to know God? You have to be very lucky, or call it grace. You have to read and understand the important passages in the important books. There’s so much that distracts the mind, especially  in modern times. Most people have unfavourable company around them. So they mostly have no complete knowledge of good and evil, and can’t willingly renounce God. God will probably purify these people in purgatory, so they will eventually return to Him.

What would the priest think about it?

Louise heard him say at the pulpit right then: “ … and whoever won’t keep his eyes off these seducers,  shall pay for it in purgatory”. 

Apparently, the priest was rather orthodox.

Snooze stared disapprovingly at the priest, far away at the pulpit.

“Let us stand up and sing our Creed together”, concluded the priest, and he descended from the pulpit to the altar.

Louise felt not ready yet, but there was no time left, she had to go to the nave of the church to attend the offertory and the consecration. The priest had turned his back to the faithful and was already preparing the bread and the wine, which were going to be the body and the blood of Jesus Christ in a mysterious way. 

She looked at Snooze, and hissed to him in the tone of a strict woman teacher: “Stay!”

She rose, and walked rapidly to the nave of the church on her red high heels. Damned, all people in the church were staring at her. The dog, too, was staring after her, from the dim place where he had to stay. Fortunately, nobody else had discovered him as yet.

The seat next Louise’s friend was occupied. Now she had to sit down next this annoying baker who always  rubbed his hands when she entered his baker’s shop.

To be honest, it would not surprise her if it turned out this flatterer was taking sadistic pics from the internet in the dark hours of the night. Half nude women, disguised as horses, who were put to a carriage he was the driver of. Or maidservants whom he dragged by the hair to the kitchen. Or, perhaps even nicer for him, hitchhiking girls whom he took to the forest to initiate  them into the secrets of  the Kama Sutra.  He was already hot and grinning at her from his seat next her as if she were his next victim. Damned, he was virtually undressing her with his eyes, and tying her up. Would he put a gag in her mouth ..?

She had learnt some of these things on the internet. It was disgusting.

Her suffering wasn’t over yet. The devil was ambushed to grab her with new tricks, and  only God knew where he was hiding …

At her other side a girl had taken place. Like Louise, she had come into Mass late. She was a nice teenager of about fourteen years of age, with blonde curls and brown eyes and a red mouth. But she was fumbling in the back of her shorts all the time, as if there was itching something. Damned, now Louise got itches at the same place. If there were no other people around, and there was no tear in her own shorts, she could demonstrate to the child how to silence such itches hard-handedly …

Alas, this morning she had put on broken shorts under her velvet skirt. This was a special mortification she had imposed upon herself, an act of humility. Because she had recently read that market women had no underwear on at all until the beginning of the twentieth century. Now she wasn’t better than a market woman, was she?

This way, holy Mass went by much quicker than usually. People were already going to the communion rails, to receive the host on the tongue. By all the distraction and excitement Louise got a strange idea. She walked to the communion rails with much devotion, and received the host. But she didn’t swallow it. She silently recited the communion prayer and went back on her red high heels, tic-tac-tic, to the tabernacle where she had been sitting on her knees before the Creed. The dog, Snooze, was still lying there and waiting as a good dog. As soon as she was there, Louise took the host out of her mouth and put it in her purse, and she put the purse back in her little bag. Done! Now she had God in her bag for herself. This was the best place, for else He would surely have gone through her body, and He would finally landed in the toilet.

Now she had to pull a neutral face, because people were already shuffling past her out of the church. Louise took her rosary and began praying it again from the beginning. 

“Did you have a good conversation with Our Lord?”, asked her friend Robin, who passed her while leaving the church, like the others.

Louise started. She almost said she had Him in her bag, but, instead, she said she had been busy with other things. She gesticulated to the labrador, with the finger on her lips, that he was not allowed to blab anything he had seen.

“All right”, said Robin. “I’ll see you later on this week.” And he disappeared.

Now a voice sounded in the head of Louise: “Hey, Louise, here I am.”

“Who?”, asked Louise.

“I am Who am”, said the voice. Louise was frightened to death, and checked whether He was still in her purse. This was the case. She looked around nervously, to be sure people didn’t see her. Then she picked Him up, and put Him in her mouth. 

“What do You want?”, asked Louise, after she swallowed Him.

“You can tell Me what you want to ask Me”, answered Our Lord.

“Look”, answered Louise timidly. “I have a Knot in my stomach, if I am allowed to call You a Knot. Can I please talk to Your mother, I mean the mother of Your Son Jesus? Just like the little shepherds of Fatima?”

“I understand you find this situation confusing. Of course, I am everywhere at the same time, and in fact I’m too great to appear in public. My mother Mary appears every now and then, with her own body, which has already been glorified, just like the glorified body of My Son Jesus after the resurrection. She prefers to appear to innocent children, like in Fatima, Lourdes and Banneux. But you can see her by way of exception. Go to the chapel of virgin Mary, and then you will see her there.”

“Stay!”, said Louise to Snooze in a tone of command.

Louise rose. She trembled like an aspen leaf, but the church was empty now. She went to the altar of virgin Mary, adorned with a copy of the famous statue of Our Lady of Fatima.

She knelt down before the statue, and prayed a Hail Mary. She imagined how Mary in 1917 appeared to the three little shepherds in the Cova da Iria. Their parents had taught them they should pray many chaplets and make sacrifices ‘for the poor sinners’. They would pray often, but in a mechanical way, and omitting most of the words. However, after Mary had shown them hell, they concentrated on making sacrifices. For instance, they would give their bread to the sheep. Because the youngest couldn’t hold her tongue, many people went to the place of the appearances. One day a crowd witnessed the ‘miracle of the sun’. The sun began dancing or zigzagging and seemed to crash into the earth. Mary promised to the children the youngest two would soon go to heaven. Indeed they died within two years, because they got the Spanish flu. They offered their sufferings to Jesus, as acts of reparation for the offences against Him, and for the reclamation of the poor sinners. The eldest of the three children stayed alive. She became a nun, and wrote down an account of the appearances, including her remembrances of the two little ones. She also told how little Francis saw the devil, disguised as a he-goat …

Does the devil exist? The catechism says he’s a fallen angel. If human mind is imperishable and spiritual, there also may exist ghosts that never have been linked to a body. So why should we laugh at the numerous testimonies of angels and devils? 

Wait a bit, did virgin Mary move? Louise saw the statue slowly become alive.

“Mary?”, she asked. “Are you really virgin Mary?”

“I am”, answered Maria, “What do you want to say to me, my child?”

“Can I ask something first? I still don’t understand supernatural things.”

“Alright, but henceforth respect the bread of life Jesus gave to the people. If you put the host in your bag instead of in your mouth, that’s not alright. But I understand you didn’t sufficiently think about it.”

“Yes, I’m sorry”, said Louise. “I used to be a devout girl, but in the course of time emotions got the better of me. However, I didn’t mean to offend you. Anyway, my question is about your glorified body: Do you have under that mantle the body of an ordinary woman, including all  parts we don’t speak about?”

“Yes I have! However, there’s no metabolism. My skin and my organs stay young forever. My body is for ever equal to the idea the Creator had of it. Since medieval times people don’t want to know its essential features: impassibility, subtlety, agility and clarity. In heaven there is no suffering, and there are no obstacles, either. You are immediately wherever you want to be, and your glorified body is shining like a star. So heaven is a bit like cyberspace.”

“But everything is decent and respectable?”, suggested Louise.

“Of course, for in heaven we are not interested in metabolism or any lower feelings coupled with that.”

“And heaven can’t crash like internet?”

“No, in heaven we don’t depend on earthly things like electricity and integrated circuits.”

“But we do depend on God.”

“Yes, my child”, said Mary gently. “But we can rely on Him.”

There fell a long silence. Louise stared at the dark place at her feet to see if the dog was still there. That was the case.

She thought of all the intellects who were freely talking with each other in heaven. They were immortal and independent, although they were depending on God both in the first and the last instance. However, the intellects who were in contact with each other on the internet, just belonged to people who were sitting at the computer at home. Or … perhaps in future there were going to circulate on the internet intellects who were in fact immortal and independent by artificial intelligence.

“I can guess what you are thinking”, said Mary. “Forget it. Artificial intelligence is fake. Every person has a free will, whereas a robot has none, and that’s why man can freely accept or refuse God’s offer of love.”

“How can we be sure of this? Every person is determined by his personal history, right? If some person has been caught in a web of poverty, illness and crime, he is no longer really free … ”

“In the end, it is a matter of trust. Read in the Gospel how my son Jesus is always referring to the faith that can save us. But God judges each person by his total personality. He is not counting sins and indulgences.”

“When He created me, He already knew if I was going to be saved or not. If I will not be saved, He should never have created me.”

“Aren’t you grateful for the fact you exist? He called you to live as a free person, and chose  to await your free answer, even though He could have known this free answer beforehand. Love between Him and you isn’t possible if you don’t exist or if you aren’t free.”

“We have to trust in God ‘like a child, which is going around blindly, trusting that the love of its parents will save it’, as Saint Thérèse of Lisieux said strikingly well.”

“Yes, and this girl heroically did what she said.”

“Yet this Thérèse is boring me, if you please. What did this daughter of rich people really accomplish? She was a spoilt little thing, wasn’t she? Their house, called ‘Les Buissonnets’, had a beautiful garden. She grew up in a heavenly atmosphere, and wished to get to the real heaven at once. That’s why she asked the pope for dispensation, so she could already enter the convent of the Carmelite nuns at the age of sixteen.”

“Don’t underestimate what she did. She was suffering from tuberculosis and she dedicated her own way of the cross and her death to Jesus, whom she was in love with like a flapper, but being a wise young adult at the same time. She once said what people chiseled on her tomb later on: ‘I want to pass my time in heaven doing good on the earth’.”

“I want this, I want that. A typical flapper indeed.”

“Don’t underestimate the generosity of young people. Alas, the generosity of poor children is often suppressed. However, what Thérèse made a great doctor of the Church is her doctrine of the ‘little way’ to sanctity: everybody can go to heaven by doing the daily tasks he is charged with as well as possible.”

“Yes. I forgot that. And she practised her own doctrine.”

“So let’s stop this chat and follow her example”, said virgin Mary. “But tell me what you wished to ask God.”

“I’m thinking of eternity in heaven”, answered Louise. “Is heaven a kind of amphitheatre, with God in the leading part of the spectacle on the stage?”

“Yes, that’s how you can see it. But without the restrictions of space and time.”

“And are the same persons sitting at my right and left sides during all eternity?”

“Yes, that’s true in principle. But they are not confined to these places.”

“And can I choose the persons that will be sitting next me?”

“Wait a bit, I have to ask this to my Son. You know Jesus decides upon these things after Saint Peter will have delivered to Him the keys of heaven at the last judgment, to say it with the help of a metaphor.”

Louise sat down. It was warm. Fortunately, she didn’t wear a bra, because these things may pinch sometimes. Now it was as if the statue of  Mary had never moved. From the corner of her left eye she saw the priest standing behind her, with the tongue out of his mouth. Now he did as if he was seeking something, and disappeared in the direction of the sacristy.

God has delegated the judgment of the quick and the dead to Jesus. What had she learnt about holy Trinity? God showed Himself to all people in the person of Jesus, and through the light of the holy Spirit He stays active among them.

When Louise forgets her horny phantasies for a moment, she imagines she will see God in heaven in a clear Light. This Light will now show God the Father, a Man in the prime of life, then a younger Man with nearly the same features, Jesus.

The stone statue of virgin Mary came slowly back to life.

“Mary”, stammered Louise, “Are you there again?”

“Yes, I’m here again, but this is the last time. I have pleaded for you before my Son Jesus. Therefore He wants to make an exception for you, to stop you bothering Him (as in Luke 8 1-8). You can choose the two persons who will sit next you in heaven. Think about it for a while, even though in heaven you will soon understand that every soul will enchant you there in the same degree.”

“How can I thank you?”

“By putting on decent underwear and a bra henceforth, so the priest will not be distracted. And now sing for me and my Son the hymn Salve Regina.”

“Yes, thanks. I’ll do it all.”

Louise looked around to check that nobody was near. Then she softly sang the beautiful Latin song with the following lyrics in her mother’s language:

“Hail, holy Queen, Mother of Mercy, our life, our sweetness and our hope. To thee we cry, poor banished children of Eve. To thee we send up our sighs, while mourning and weeping in this valley of tears. Turn then, most gracious advocate, thine eyes of mercy toward us. And after this our exile, show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb, Jesus. O clement, O loving, O sweet Virgin Mary.”

Louise looked up. The statue of Mary was stone again. Apparently, she was back in heaven. It was time to go home.

She stood up and gestured to the dog he could follow her. The animal got up at once, too, and followed her sauntering. They went to the main exit of the church. There was the priest, with a hot face, holding his hands behind his back.

“Hello, Louise”, he said. “Don’t you have to confess?”

“No, thank you”, said the woman in beige, and she grasped her hat, because the wind blew the veil off her face when she left the church.

Suddenly she felt a clammy hand on one of her buttocks. It was the priest himself, who was grasping her under her gown.

She gave him a box on the ear. “Go to confession yourself!”, she said, and tripped away on her red pumps in her beige velvet frock wherein her graceful forms could be seen clearly. From the corner of her eye she saw how the priest grimly tried to shake off Snooze.

Now she walked directly to the baker’s shop on the square before the church, and ordered coffee with a piece of cake on the terrace.

She awaited the coffee and cake with her legs crossed, leaning backward in the sun. The dog was lying next her on the ground again.

The coffee came after some minutes. 

“Here you are”, said the waiter, trying to hide and control the swelling in his trousers. And he stammered, looking sidewards at her beautiful legs: “Nice view from he-here, madam!”

“What do you mean?”, asked Louise, but he was already in the house again.

Louise took coffee, and thought. Would Robin and she be ever lovers? They could easily talk with each other, for instance about philosophy, but he didn’t take strong action. 

How long were they acquaintances? She met him some ten years ago for the first time, when they were colleagues at the same school: he taught English, she taught French. Then she was already four years at that school. Their relation lacked passion …

How old was she now? Forty. And still a spinster! Her thoughts were wandering to the olden times …

Her father used to say: ‘A clever wife breeds early in life’. She made the sign of the cross, and smiled, thinking of the friendly old man with his white beard. He had never been a match for her Catholic mother, who found him a spineless fellow, with his pipe and his drop in the rocking chair.

One event from early childhood was still present to her mind.

It was an autumnal day in the week before the Dutch feastday of Santa Claus. The good holy man was to pay a visit to the kindergarten were Louise belonged to the group of miss Ank. They had loudly sung about the steamboat, the little shoe, and the moon shining through the trees. 

There was a knock at the door! Miss Ank sang the welcoming song, while marking the time with her hands: ‘Santa Claus you can now enter with your Pete, for we all are sitting straight and neat! Perhaps you may a minute stay, before for Spain you leave again …’

Well, there he was. He entered with a bunch of Swarta Petes who started jumping about, while smiling with friendliness and blessing the children as if he were a real bishop.

But, unfortunately, he was tripped up by a satchel that was lying about on the ground.

He fell forward at full length, When he rose up, his beard was caught in some thing, so a part of it was torn away. Miss Ank uttered a cry, and helped him to stand up again. He lost his cue, and grumbled when he swept the dust from his tabard.

Then Louise thought for a moment it was her own father who was acting as Santa Claus. But a few seconds later on, he was sitting in front of the group in full regalia, and they passed to him the Big Red Book. Louise, too, was allowed to go to him and sit on his knees.

‘Santa Clause smells of daddy’, said Louise to miss Ank. The smell of tobacco and gin was unmistakable indeed.

In the evening, mother asked, with a touch of mockery, which the toddler noticed, if the visit of Santa Claus at school had been a success. And dad ducked away behind the newspaper in the rocking chair.

Her mother was a member of the union of Catholic housewives, in the years when this union got almost no new members. She thought Catholic faith was deminishing in the whole world, and also in the club she considered her personal domain of action. Therefore she organized a pilgrimage to the Rue du Bac in Paris.

In the Rue du Bac was the parent house of the Soeurs de la Charité, founded by Saint Vincent de Paul. In 1830 were in this house the apparitions of virgin Mary to Saint Catharine Labouré. Mary asked Catharine to have a special medal struck and distributed, which would  protect the wearer by her mediation. Catherine was already aged when she witnessed from the Rue du Bac the well known Paris uprising named the Commune. At Good Friday of 1871, a bunch of communards penetrated into the convent, which was arranged as a hospital, to catch two gendarmes they wished to shoot. They also were going to beat the nuns and arrest mother superior. But sister Catherine distributed the medals among the federate soldiers that protected them. ‘We don’t believe much’, said these men, ‘but we do believe in the miraculous medal, which protected others and will protect us!’

Louise’s mother, too, distributed these miraculous medals, among the Catholic housewives. She bought in the Rue du Bac a hundred medals, and had them all blessed. And she warned the favoured they should not go to the modernistic mass, but to the tridentine mass only. 

So, from early childhood, Louise went to the church she had a view on from the terrace, because  in this church tridentine mass continued to be celebrated. She took the old he-goat, the priest of the church, into the bargain. The modernistic bishop had appointed him, but he used to celebrate tidentine mass. To resist Satan’s influence through this weak man of compromise,  Louise had pinned the miraculous medal at the inside of her velvet frock, touching her navel.

Come on, it was about time to go home. It was Sunday, but there was a pile of exams she had to correct yet. She took three euros from her purse, paid for the coffee, and rocked home on her pumps.

Snooze got up, too, and followed her. He had to pee, and he peed against a lamp-post, with   one of his hind legs lifted up.

“Come on!”, said Louise to the dog, and they set out together.

The weather was beautiful. They might make it a nice walk along the river with the plane trees. Wait, they’d better walk at the other side of the river. Then they might discover what had happened yesterday night, when Louise and her friend heared the scream. But they had to take care they were to get to the road parallel to the river betimes, because under the trees they might meet some scary person.

From the bridge over the river they already saw a group of six or seven scary persons at the same time. They were wearing black leather coats and brought three pitbulls. Two of the men were bald, wearing ear-jewels, two others were wearing a sort of police caps. They all had  tattoos, and they all were fat. There was at least one woman among them, her hair painted red. This woman had a brown leather coat on, and brown leather trousers. It was not possible to see whether she was wearing undies. However, Louise would bet a few pounds this woman used to yield to each fellow who would pull off her trousers.

Louise’s dog kept quiet, and apparently wasn’t afraid.

Louse thought she had to pull a neutral face when descending past them to the path along the river. Too late! They began to follow her and the dog, while chuckling and rubbing their hands, and sent the pitbulls ahead.

Fortunately, far away a family with kids was approaching. They were taking a Sunday walk. The mother held a mobile telephone in her hand, so she could alarm the police immediately, if necessary.

The pitbulls jumped ferociously around Louise and they grumbled awfully, curling their lips. Snooze was hiding somewhere in the bushes.

The gang called the dogs back. They went over the bridge and disappeared.

Now Louise quietly walked along the river in the direction of the approaching family of Sunday strollers. The pumps did tick-tack, the handbag dingle-dangled from her arm.

When passing the family, she greeted kindly. But the father pulled up his eyebrows, and a little son kept staring at her with open mouth, until the mother rudely pulled him back.

Louise heard the boy asking softly “Why is this lady hopping along the river in a beige flannel vest?”.

“Because she can’t hop on the river without getting wet, like our Lord Jesus”,  answered the  mother.

Louise was ashamed. She decided that henceforward she would dress better. But come on, the sun was shining. It was about time to sing a sunny song. What she sung to the tune of O Sole Mio, was: “I don’t like winter, with its snow and showers, its mist and glazed frost, and lack of flowers – but when the spring comes, I feel so merry, and every day I sing like my canary. Delicious sunlight, o sun so fine, your rays are warming this heart of mine – you bring me a cheerful mood, good health and humour, and lots of food.”

Wait, what was lying there in the bushes?

Something blue was lying between the stinging nettles along the river. Something slimy.

Louise stepped up to it, shivering.

She pulled her white gloves out of her handbag, put on both of them, and pulled away the stinging nettles that hindered her sight.

AAAHHH!

There was a corpse. It was a body with an unnatural posture, with open mouth, the eyes open and staring. The face was pale and dirty, the clothes frayed and muddy.

It was a lady who resembled her. She herself could have been this corpse! Only the colour of the frock was darker, and the hair painted pitchy black.

Louise was in panic. She looked around. The strolling family was crossing the river over the bridge in the distance. Snooze was standing next her, staring at the corpse, his ears flattened for fright. Nobody else was around. What should she do now?

Instinctively she took her camera from her handbag. She managed to take a couple of photos, although her hands were trembling. Alas, her mobile telephone was still at home. She ran back to the path and climbed to the road. Far away, a car was approaching. They had to stop this car for help …

But the car raced past them. Louise and Snooze walked back on the road in the direction of the bridge and the church.

Back on the square, where the waiter stood staring at her from quite a distance with an empty tray in his hands, she stepped up to the presbytery, and rang the bell. A fat maid opened the door, cleaning her hands with a coloured checkered apron. Behind her loomed up the priest himself. At first he didn’t know what was going on, but soon there was a smile on his face, and he looked at Louise inquiringly.

“I’d like to confess, if you please”, she said.

“Of course, my dear”, said the priest, soapily, and he made an inviting gesture to make her enter into the presbytery. The dog entered together with Louise without invitation, ignoring the terrified priest, who shrank back. Now the priest directed Louise and Snooze to the living room with his socks down. There was a life-sized oak statue of virgin Mary standing in a corner of the corridor. The living room was full of old-fashioned furniture, and the walls were full of books.

“Sit down, madam”, said the priest, pointing at a chair, and he himself took place in front of her at the other side of the table. “May I smoke?”, he asked. He took a cigar from a box on the table, lighted it with an ivory lighter, and blew circles of smoke into the air. Then he looked at the visitor earnestly.

“I still have to apologize for my behaviour, when you left  the church this morning”, he said, keeping an eye on Snooze, who was lying at Louise’s feet. “Hormones …”, he added timidly.

“Yes”, answered Louise, “I myself have provoked it a bit. But that’s not why I’m here. I’d like to confess. Can I confess right now?”

The priest laid the burning cigar in a little tin ashtray, stood up, and went calmly to a chest. He opened a drawer, and took a white stole out of it, which he put round his neck. Then he sat down again.

“In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, Amen”, he said, making a big sign of the cross over  the confessant. “What do you want to confess, my child?”

Louise bent over the table, and whispered: “I saw a corpse near the river just now!”

“What did you say?”, stammered the priest. His mouth fell open.

“I think it’s been lying there for quite a long time”, said the confessant. “But I don’t want to have anything to do with it. It’s a woman, of about my age. Wait, I have some photos on my digital camera.”

The priest took with trembling hands the camera Louise handed to him, and looked at the photos reluctantly.

“Horrible”, he said softly in French.

“Yes, terrible”, said Louise, shivering. 

“But which sin did you want to confess to me?”, asked the priest, suspiciously.

“I cursed the dead lady in my thoughts”, she replied, “because she ruined my Sunday. I’ve wished her at the devil.” 

“Oh”, said the priest. “Is that all? As a penitence, pray one Hail Mary.”

Louise nodded assent. The priest sighed and made the sign of the cross over her again, while pronouncing the absolving formula under his breath.

“Do you want a cup of coffee?”, he asked. Louise assented again, and the priest jingled his silver table bell.

The maid turned up immediately, with a blusing head as red as fire. Apparently, she had tried to overhear the conversation. “Coffee?”, she asked.

“If you please, Marie”, answered the priest, “and a bowl of water for the dog.”

The maid disappeared, and both conversation partners got lost in their own thoughts. The priest shook his head, frowning, and the school mistress brushed a tear away with her white handkerchief.

“Wait a bit!”, said the priest suddenly in an angry tone, while pointing his thick forefinger at Louise. “I’m seeing through you, madam. You only came to confess to keep out of harm’s way. Now I have to go to the police myself, and can’t mention your name because of the secret of the confessional.”

“Eh, yes …”, answered the young lady. “I didn’t plan this wittingly.”

“No, but you did it unwittingly”, said the priest, taking off the stole. “Now I am to suffer for it. Anyway, we may consider it a penitence, because of  my offence this morning …”

“Yes”, said Louise, and she scratched herself, unwittingly, on her nude belly under her frock, in such a way that the priest was subject to swellings under his cassock again. Fortunately, the maid Mary just entered with the coffee and the water.

The dog began to drink at once. He was thirsty.

“Did you hear what we said, Marie?”, asked the priest in an earnest tone.

“Not a word of it”, answered the maid, and she went away rapidly to give her girl friend a phone call and let her know there was a murdered film star lying near the bridge.

The priest was nervously stirring his coffee. He considered how to tackle the problem. They had to warn the police, but he could not mention the name of the confessant. How then did he get the info?

Suddenly he laid his hand on his forehead. He had an idea.

“We have work to do!”, he said to Louise. “Cutting letters out of newspapers.” He went to the wooden chest, opened a drawer, and took from it two pairs of scissors. He laid them on the table. Then he went to the little newspaper rack next the telly, and took two old newspapers out of it. The visitor and her dog were watching the whole business with open mouths.

“First cut ten A’s from the newspaper, then ten B’s, etcetera, till we have done all the letters of  the  alphabet. I’ll do the same, but my work goes from Z in the rear of the alphabet to some letter in the middle, where we will meet each other.”

“Are we going to play scrabble?”, asked Louise. “Then we don’t need so many Q’s, X’s, J’s and Z’s.”

“We are not going to scrabble, but write an anonymous message to the de police”, explained the priest. “But you are right. We only need five of each of the letters you mentioned. On the other hand, we need twenty A’s, E’s and T’s.” He stood up and trotted to the chest of wood again. This time he took a tube of glue out of it, and a blank sheet of paper.

For about half an hour they were busy cutting letters, and meanwhile they formed twenty-six little piles of letters, neatly arranged in alphabetical order. The dog was watching it with much interest. The maid came in to bring coffee again and, she asked whether the two cutters needed photos from a magazine for ladies, too, but they didn’t answer this impudent question.

“Please, fetch my gloves, Marie”, said the priest in a neutral tone.

The maid returned with the gloves within a minute, and the priest put them on.

Then he began his work of pasting letters on the blank sheet of paper. Here is the text of the message he composed, which he allowed Louise to read, but not Marie:

‘To the police. Dear sirs. There is a corpse of a lady of about forty years lying near the river, southeast of the bridge in this village.’

There was a stray envelope on his desk, that was lucky. Now the priest composed the address with the remaining letters, and saw there was a shortage of I’s. He asked Louise to cut some more I’s. While she was cutting them diligently, the clergyman couldn’t refrain from looking at her legs and her boobs. He said an ejaculatory prayer and continued his work.

“Ready”, he said in the end, when he closed the envelope. “Shall we go and put the letter in the pillar box together?”

He courteously let the beautiful lady and her dog go first, but secretly took delight in the moves of her posterior under the beige velvet frock.

When he got outside, the priest realized it would take a full day for the post to deliver the letter. Fortunately, he saw one of his altar boys who was going about to put the parish bulletins in the letter boxes of the village. 

“Wait a bit, Jasper”, said the priest. “Give me a bulletin. Look, I’m wrapping this letter in it. Somebody delivered it to me. Put it in the letter box of the police office right now, but let no one notice it, because it’s only business of the police and me. But I myself have to go along with this lady today.”

Jasper frowned. He looked at the priest first, then at the lady, then at the dog, and finally at the priest again. Now the priest took from his pocket a picture of Saint Aloysius de Gonzaga. This convinced the boy.

Meanwhile, the maid was talking with her girl friend by telephone again. She said she heard the priest say the murderers had left on the corpse an anonymous message composed with glue and letters cut from a newspaper. What it said in the message? She wasn’t quite sure, but it might have something to do with sex and revenge.

Within an hour, all villagers learnt perverts had murdered a beautiful film star whose corpse was still lying somewhere near the river. In her hands there was an anonymous message made with letters from a newspaper and glue, wherein it said: ‘Revenge!’

Sergeant Thompson of the Royal Marechaussee was sitting at his personal computer to type an account of his work. The charwoman entered the office, looking haggardly, while bearing in her hands the message with the pasted letters.

“This must be the anonymous message of revenge of the murdered film star”, she whispered, trembling.

“What are you talking about?”, inquired Thompson. He grabbed the sheet of paper from her hands, and read it in growing wonder. “Where did you find this?”

“In the parish bulletin”, answered the char woman. “The whole village is talking about it.”

“Do you know what it says in this message?”

“Revenge?”, guessed the char woman.

“Well, no”, said the sergeant. He took up the telephone, and pressed a shortcut button.

“Willems?”, he said. “Send the whole day shift to the river. Southeast of the bridge is lying the corpse of a lady. And go to the doctor to inform him.”

The police hastened to the bridge, and told all the curious people who were staying in the neighbourhood to go elsewhere. Three policemen began to track down the corpse along the river with alsatians. After a few minutes one of the cops yelled ‘bingo’!

Meanwhile, Thompson himself hurried from the police office to the little post office, where some people were talking with each other.

“What’s up?”, he asked in a harsh voice.

“Are you the only one visiting this village who does not know the things that have happened here in these days?”, asked a blonde woman, “Everybody knows debauched men have murdered a film star near the river yesterday night, and somebody put an anonymous letter in her hands wherin it says: ‘Revenge!’. This film star has recorded some footage here last summer for a television film.”

“Who told you this?”, asked the sergeant.

“The young lady who sells stamps in the post office”, said the blonde woman.

The sergeant now turned to the employee of the post office. 

“Who told you the news about the murder?”, he asked harshly.

“The maid of the priest”, was the shy answer. “She gave me a telephone call.”

“By the way, there’s a whore on a visit in the presbytery”, said a lady with glasses. “She’s walking about there, wearing high heels and a beige velvet frock. Every now and then she lifts up her frock to scratch her buttocks.”

Sergeant Thompson scratched his head behind the ears. Parish bulletin, maid of the priest, whore in the presbytery … He always found this priest a clown. He decided to send there a few policemen for closer investigation.

A few minutes later on, Thompson himself was marching to the presbutery at the head of a team of policemen. For safety’s sake he had loaded his police gun, in case this papist might thwart the investigation. Before ringing the door bell, he took the gun to check if the safety lock was on.

Louise was sitting at the window and saw the policeman approaching the house with the gun in his hand.

“Police!”, she hissed to the priest. “I hate police. I lately read in the New Revue they can’t resist assaulting young ladies. By the way, could you lend me clean underwear?”

There was a ring at the door. The maid panicked as if a wasp had stung her, and ran to the door. The priest hurried up the stairs to seek underwear for Louise. Within a minute there were four policemen standing in the living room, one of them with a gun in his hands.

“Where is the priest?”, asked Thompson, nervously. Then suddenly a black labrador bit  his hand. Snooze had jumped from his hiding place under the table onto the hand that held the gun.

‘BANG!’, did the pistol.

The priest was just running down the stairs with rosy underwear for Louise. When he heard the shot, he put his hands up. The maid, Marie, and the visitor, Louise, already lay on the floor at full length. The dog lay next Louise with the tail between the legs and the head between the paws.

“You all have to go with me to the police office!”, said Thompson, with trembling voice. He gallantly let the suspects go in front. Together they were marching on the road. On the footways many people gathered to look at the curious procession: in the front a priest in an oldfashioned black cassock, walking hand in hand with a prostitute wearing red high heels and a beige velvet frock; behind them the flourishing maid of the priest with red little apple cheeks holding a male black labrador on the leash; in the rear four policemen, at least two of them with the cap askew  on the head, staring at the lewd ladies who were tripping in front of them, and with suspicious swellings in the seat of the trousers.

Suddenly the priest called a halt to the march. He turned around, and applied to sergeant Thompson. He whispered something in his ear. The sergeant nodded assent. He ordered the three policemen under his command to march in front. This changed the procession the people on the footways got to look at: in front three policemen with fiery red heads, then a lady in a beige velvet frock on red high heels, with the dog, then the priest, hand in hand with the maid, and finally sergeant Thompson, staring at the horizont.

When they arrived at the door of the police office, the sergeant took out a mobile telephone, pressed a button, and began a telephone conversation with many gestures. Meanwhile he lit a cigarette. The arrested persons were standing next him, all confused.

After a while, Thompson made the participants in the procession follow him into the police office. The spectators stayed outside on the steps, while talking with each other excitedly. After a quarter of an hour, they saw a grey Cadillac coming round. A high superintendent got out of it, with a lot of stripes on his police uniform. He ignored the spectators and entered the police office, too. 

The superintendent gruffly entered an empty room, and said to the lady of the reception, who had followed him, she should bring him all the suspects.

Louise now felt a bit uncomfortable in her frivolous clothes. Alas, the priest had left the underwear in the presbytery. The policemen took her and the priest and the maid and the dog in front of the superintendent. He was sitting at a big desk, and looked at the suspects with piercing eyes in a colossal head.

“What’s up?”, he asked, in a surprisingly mild tone.

“Some events did happen”, answered the priest, “but we, who are standing before you, didn’t commit any crime.”

“Go on!”, encouraged him the superintendent.

The clergyman kept thinking for some moments. The secret of the confessional forbade him to tell that Louise had found the corpse near the river. He looked at Louise.

“I have found a corpse near the river, early this morning …”, began Louise.

“Y-you are the person who found the corpse?”, stammered the superintendent.

“Yes”, answered Louise.

“This solves a part of the puzzle”, grinned the superintendent. “You two have composed the message with letters fom a newspaper, didn’t you? But why didn’t you warn the police?”

“I didn’t  want to be involved in the crime”, explained Louise.

“You didn’t?”, said the superintendent.“But now you are involved up to your ears in the mud of this crime. I have to take into consideration the possibility that you yourself or the priest may have committed the murder. That’s why I take both of you into custody.”

“You set Marie free?”, asked the priest, ponting at the maid.

“Yes”, said the superintendent. “But she will have to stay at home and act as a witness. And let her take that dog away.”

Marie now went to the presbytery with the dog. The clergyman and his confessant were put in a prison cell. While Snooze was enjoying his relaxed dog’s sleep, the other three fell a prey to terrible nightmares.

Next morning, the prisoners got coffee and a cheese roll, and the regional newspaper. On the front page it said: 

‘Priest arrested in murder case, together with his darling girl friend. Yesterday, early in the morning, the police found near the river the corpse of a film star. Neighbours saw a suspicious group of Hell’s Angels. The priest and his mistress are being suspected, too. The matter is under investigation.’

Robin read exactly the same newspaper item in his apartment on the twelfth floor of the Tower Building. He had got out of his bed with the wrong leg foremost, the left one. Hence he had cut himself while shaving his beard and made a mess while making coffee. To make things worse, he was out of butter. Now the photo next the newspaper item showed his own Louise as the alleged darling of the priest. Robin was mad.

“Damn the damned ..”, he began, and ran to his sleeping room, where he had left his clothes on a chair. He needed three tries to get his left foot through the left trouser leg, and four to wriggle his right arm through the right sleeve of his shirt. He postponed putting the buttons through the button holes and fastening the shoe laces until he would be in the bus. He rushed downstairs with a firm intention to teach all newspaper boys manners.

In the bus a sudden chill came over him. People could see how he closed his trouser fly in a controlled way and fastened the buttons of his shirt.

When he arrived at the office of the newspaper, he stepped up to the reception with a firm tread, and asked them in a calm voice to take him to the editors of the local news.

He affably presented himself to the editors as Robin, ‘the real lover of the alleged darling girl friend of the priest’. Then he carefully lifted a chair, and crushed it on the writing desk of the chief editor.

First there was no reaction at all. The journalists were sitting rooted to the spot with open mouths, awaiting Robin’s next offence. Well, he stepped up to the coat rack, threw all coats and caps onto the ground, and began to swing with a coat furiously. This was sufficient to make the chief editor rise slowly and do something, whatever. He simply beat Robin knock-out with a right hook.

Meanwhile, the youngest employee had fled to the reception at the back of Robin, and called the police. Within three minutes, two policemen were standing in the office, and took Robin, who just came to himself, to the police office.

Robin was put in front of the superintendent who had just interrogated Louise and the priest. “He has become mad”, said the Indonesian policeman who brought him in. “He ran amuck in the office of the newspaper.”

“Can you clear this up, alleged madman?”, asked the superintendent.

“The newspaper called my girl friend the priest’s darling”, roared Robin. “Do you know the consequences of such a report for a respectable teacher?”

“But she provoked it herself ”, said the superintendent, while he lit a cigar. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“If you want to die of lung cancer by all means, I don’t object.”

The super smiled, and blew the smoke into Robin’s face. Then he heaved a deep sigh.

“Can you guarantee the suspected woman is innocent?”, he asked.

There was a knock at the door. A long, meagre man in a striped suit entered. His curled hair was grey and he wore round glasses, almost without a frame.

“I can guarantee the suspected woman is innocent”, he said. “And the clergyman who bears her company is innocent too.”

“Who are you?”, asked the superintendent.

“I am the forensic pathologist who just examined the corpse”, said the spectacled man. “My name is Gerritsen. And you are ..?”

“I’m superintendent de Vries”, said the super. “How can you guarantee her innocence?”

“Although people say they heard a cry in the evening before, the murder happened in the morning when the corpse was found”, explained the physician. “Apparently many people can certify that the suspect was attending mass in the church at the moment when the murder must have taken place.”

“I can testify the same”, said Robin.

“Well”, said the super to the physician, “I don’t mind the testimony of this man who made amuck”. He pointed to Robin with his head. “But the behaviour of the suspect whom you want to exculpate, was striking. She made a parade of her undress in the church during mass.”

“So you set her free?”, asked Robin.

The superintendent nodded assent. “Take her with you. And take the priest away too. I will overlook your own behaviour for this once.” 

Robin nodded thanks to the super, turned around, and opened the door in order to leave the room. But he was bowled over by four Hell’s Angels whom four policemen put in front of the superintendent.

The Hell’s Angels were ‘dressed’ in black leather coats, and similar trousers and boots, but without undershirts, so their hairy tattooed chests were visible down to and including the navels. This relates to the three men in the club. As for the clothes of the ‘lady’, I prefer not to give further information.

The super lifted his trembling eyebrows. He turned his eyes away from the band of ruffians and directed them to a young police lady in the company, who looked much more attractive.

“Is this the band that committed the murder?”, he asked her.

“It is”, she answered, with a wink. “And it appears this thick blonde with blue eyes has done the dirty job.”

The thick man with blue eyes whom the bold police lady accused, reacted as if he had taken place on a drawing pin.

“Me?”, he shouted furiously, “Are you crazy? It was crippled Tinus there who seized her by the throat.” He pointed to one of his comrades, who turned out to have a plastic foot. “He did it to take revenge, because she deserted him and married a lawyer.”

“Not at all”, said the one nicknamed crippled Tinus. “I wouldn’t have murdered her for a lawyer. It was a judge, the man who put us in prison for three years.”

The super sighed. He nodded to a young police woman, who stood diligently writing in her notebook.

“The case is clear”, he said. “Put them in the cell.”

He stood up, took his lunch box from his black suitcase, and went outside to drink coffee on a terrace, because it was beautiful weather.

Outside, Louise was answering the press, still clothed in her velvet undress. It was a shame that this frivolous lady, with underwear gone to pieces, was standing next the door of the police office as the most important mouthpiece in a murder case …

“What more do you want to say, madam?”, asked a correspondent of Panorama.

“Well, listen”, said Louise. “I want to clear up my alibi. Am I on tv?”

“You are on tv, madam, the whole of you”, said a camera operator. “We take you from the back side, the front side, and both lateral sides. Figuratively.”

“Okay”, said Louise, while checking there were no tangles in her blonde hair. “After I went to communion and prayed in front of the tabernacle and next the altar of virgin Mary, I had a vision. I saw the holy virgin Mary.”

“Are you akin to Bernadette Soubirous, then?”, asked a joker.

“Louise is the name”, said Louise. “Everybody who wants to correspond with me seriously, can ask the national broadcasting corporation my address.”

“What said this virgin Mary?”, asked an other.

“Well, I just am to talk about that”, answered Louise. “So I asked her whether I can choose my two neighbours in heaven, if I get there. She consulted her son, our Lord Jesus Christ, and answered I can, by way of exception. So this is to call up via television all those interested. Who wants to sit next me in heaven? Send your application with your passport photo to the NOS in Hilversum.”

“Is there any chance you’ll get to heaven?”, asked a reporter of the tabloid New Revue. “They won’t admit you in that undress.”

“I’ll get there”, said Louise, with confidence. Apparently she didn’t tolerate objections. “And the two persons I elect will get there too.”

“Can women apply, too?”, asked a woman.

“No”, said Louise. “Well, of course they can, but they have no chance. I prefer a man at both sides next me.”

“Can people apply for a position at the back of you, or at the front?”, asked an other one. 

“No”, said Louise. “That’s useless, for I won’t turn my neck. And now I declare this press conference is over.”

CHAPTER 2
How far away are the Bussum studios from any village between Utrecht and Amsterdam? It depends on the weather. Here bus and train have the easy going pace of the late tow boat. On the other hand, a walk in the sun with a tail wagging dog always makes headway.

Louise and Robin went to the NOS office in Hilversum together. For the dog they had a felt travelling rug, so he could lie on the chairs whenever this would come in handy. His master had a striped suit on, with a red neck tie. His mistress was neatly clothed in a blue coat and skirt, wearing the hair in a little pony tail. She had banished the spectacles forever, even though she had trouble with the contact lenses. 

They were walking past a skyscraper. They suddenly heard someone shouting from heaven: GO AWAY! Then they heard a smack, and a man fell next them on the ground, in the bushes next the footway. My God! This poor fellow must be dead. 

Louise made the sign of the cross. The dog was trembling. Robin, too, was trembling on his legs, but he pulled himself together. He pushed the leaves aside to see who had crashed. It was a thick little man of some sixty years of age, with a brown moustache.

“May God save his soul”, said Robin softly. Then he said to his companion: “What will we do? Call the police?”

“Yonder is a police office”, said Louise, pointing to a big building. They stepped up to it on their sandals. The labrador still was holding his ears against his neck for fright. They entered the office together, and came out of it together after a few minutes. What a fuss! Hopefully this was the last unpleasant incident they had to digest this season. It was a clear case of suicide. Or perhaps somebody had thrown the poor wretch from a balcony.

The office of the NOS was made of concrete, both outside and inside. A student-like blonde with freckles listened to them, rang up for info, went away for a minute, and came back with a packet of letters: the applications for a place in heaven next Louise! There were at least ten letters in it. Louise took one, tore it open, and this is what she read:

‘Dear colleagues. Today I got my formal discharge. The reason is I’m almost deaf. In itself it’s not at all reason for grief. I’m mostly in a good temper by nature, and have always enough good and useful work to do.

However, the way Dolf organized the end of my long career during the last four years, is impertinent. Considering there was no problem at all four years ago ….

It was worthless! Worthless! Am I clear enough? And I kept thinking he would assume a different attitude in the end. I also tried to get on good terms with him several times.

If only he had not offended me, I would have been content, for I never wanted an extensive farewell reception. Then it wouldn’t have been necessary for the directors to take these juridical precautions, or to start procedures. Instead he wanted, consciously or unconsciously, make me and himself and all employees of our enterprise believe you form a sort of elite I don’t entirely belong to, whereas all of you are more or less handicapped, like everybody, and I am better than you in several respects.

So this fascistic plan has been executed by the Gauleiter with the growler moustache, Herr Adolf Schröder, whom you use to call Dolf in the lobby. But you are all accomplices, because you were silent collaborators.

Now I’m thinking of this small group of chickens who kept running after their mother hen, Brechtje Linders. She was annoyed, because I didn’t give her an exceptional position. That’s why she lodged the complaint which Dolf abused. I think the leader of the larger group, Sabine Steggelmans, had a much better character.

I will probably argue with Dolf alone some day, and after the discussion it will be clear who of us is most handicapped. As soon as this is clear, he can go to our doctor to digest the new insight, and ask for an interview with an advisor from staff affairs, to see if he can get a job to use his remaining capacities.

For further info related to my career I refer to my weblog.’

“How did this funny letter come to my packet?”, asked Louise. “It is not intended for me, but for one Dolf, who is wearing a moustache and inclined to fascism.”

“Is this moustache brown?”, asked Robin. His girl friend gave a shrug. It would be a strange coincidence if this Dolf should be the fellow who had just crashed. She cuddled the dog, who wasn’t scared anymore.

“No, this letter isn’t for you”, said the blonde with the freckles who had brought the letters. “Show me the envelope, please. Hey, it’s blank, there’s no address on it. I don’t understand how this letter came to your pile.”

“And the other letters?”, asked Louise.

“Let me see …”. The lady with the freckles turned over the sheaf of envelopes in her hands. “One, two, three, four … All addressed to you… five, six, seven, eight … This one not … Or this one too, your name is on the back side … So there are nine letters, apart from the letter you already have read, which apparently wasn’t intended for you.”

“Can I have them?”, asked Louise.

“Of course”, said the girl with the freckles, and she gave the packet of letters to Louise. “I’ll take the tenth one back to the post room. I guess you can find the exit, can’t you?”

“Yes, thanks”, said Robin, and to Louise: “Can I go with you to your house? I want to talk about something else yet.”

“Can Robin go with us?”,  asked Louise to Snooze. The dog leaped up against her to show his enthusiasm. So he had no objections.  But Robin still was looking shy.

“You can come along with us, Robin”, said his girl friend, while patting him on the back. “But we’re going to lunch first, in the lunchroom we passed. I’m rather hungry. I hope they have bread with fried eggs.”

“Are you going to read the letters there?”

“No, they would get dirty”, answered Louise. She put the packet of letters in her bag. “I’ll take it easy and read them tonight at home, after you’ve gone.”

Robin looked at the labrador, who seemed to laugh at him. Whenever a dog is holding his head sidewise, his mouth closed, while looking fixedly at you, he’s desperately trying not to burst out laughing. 

“By the way, have you yourself sent me an application?”, asked his girl friend, laughing.

“No”, said Robin with a smile, eager for revenge. “In heaven I prefer to sit between my old  friends of university. I’m sure there are many things there to investigate together. We’ll be busy with that for ever.”

“Now tell me at once what’s on your mind”,  proposed Louise. “Then we have more time to talk about it.”

They were still in the hall of the NOS office. Robin pointed at a large bench, standing there for guests. Louise spreaded her little travelling rug on it. Snooze jumped on the rug, turned all around three times, and lay down on it with complacency. There was room enough yet for his two masters.

Louise sat down, and, much to her consternation, Robin suddenly knelt down before her. 

“I want to marry you”, he simply said.

“But I don’t want to marry you”, said Louise without compassion. She clearly was confused. “You have disappointed me of late. First you destroy the office of the newspaper, then you say quite soberly you don’t want to sit next me in heaven, and now you’re acting too fast like a half baked youngster, proposing to me without introduction, so without sufficient preparation. So it’s no, no, and again no!”

“Take your time”, said her admirer, plumping down on the bench between the dog and his mistress. “I don’t need an immediate answer.”

“Are you deaf?”, asked Louise. “Then you certainly shouldn’t marry, or you’ll get a lot of misery. It would be great, you and me, husband and wife. I will have to stroll through the house all day in a velvet frock, and you wouldn’t notice it. And suddenly, when I’m not in the mood, you want to kiss me.”

“Say that again?”, asked Robin, who couldn’t believe his ears.

“Moreover, I will have to repeat everything ten times, because I will find no hearing”, said his girl friend. “No way. I pass.”

“Sorry!”, said Robin, consulting his watch. “I guess I have something more important to do. Peeling potatoes, or something like that. It was pleasant. I mean, it was nice to meet you. We’ll meet again in heaven.”

And he disappeared, keeping his head down. Meanwhile, Snooze and his mistress Louise kept staring after him with sad faces. 

“Dear faithful”, said the priest at the pulpit, during the next Sunday mass, “today I want to speak about the olden times. In those beautiful days before the second world war, there were still large convents, where the friars and the nuns engaged in prayer and work for the wellbeing of all people. Where is still ascending so much prayer and singing to God nowadays? Where can we still find so many people who in a spirit of obedience and chastity and poverty do so much work in the hospitals and in the schools? And don’t believe the stories of them who say that the fathers with cold characters and hot hands or the chagrined nuns are to blame for their own spoilt lives. Of course, there were bad religious! But most fathers and nuns were level-headed and modest and full of humour. For instance, look at the calm Franciscan friars in the movie Marcelino Pan y Vino. I mean the Spanish movie that was awarded a prize in Cannes in 1955, not the fake versions that were made later on to corrupt the fame of this good movie. Because the devil uses this kind of tricks to remain ‘master’ of our world as long as it exists. The satanic persecution of traditional Catholicism is a project of freemasonry, even though this club is now living on under some pseudonyms. The movement of the freemasons is rooted in the germanic paganism and controlled by bankers whose onesided ‘jewish-christian’ interpretation of the Bible inspires them to become very rich first, for instance by arms traffic, and then from their high position practise neighbourly love, that is to say: do bombastic ‘charity’ projects. We may blame it on them that there’s so much pollution in the world, and natural resources are nearly exhausted, and that people are ever more being controlled by ‘big brother’, which is the same freemasonry. Meanwhile, we have to prevent falling into some other trap of the devil. For example, communism is an exaggeration at the other side of the spectrum of views of the world. Neither can we blame Anne Frank for the financial crisis, or Barack Obama for the genocide in Ruanda. The racial doctrine of nazism was just another trick of the devil. We can’t mix up groups and individuals, because every person is unique, and yet we’re all similar. It was the prospect of heaven that inspired people to join a convent. Because in those times thomistic vision on mankind was still dominant: it teaches that God exists and has all human qualities to an infinite extent, that human soul is immortal and meant for eternal happiness in heaven, beholding God. Look, if we mistakenly should consider God a mere force without personality, we wouldn’t build such beautiful convents of bricks anymore, nor churches of marl stone. Then we would only use glass and concrete, and art would become abstract. This abstraction aims at forgetting God’s human qualities. Therefore we don’t erect statues for Jesus Christ, King of the universe, any longer. All right, you say, but nowadays we have the computer and the television, so we can’t go back to the years before the war. That’s true. Neither can we turn backwards the  diversity of opinions. But let’s use internet to be informed about thomism, the ‘sound doctrine’ of Saint Thomas Aquinas. And if we can’t attend a tridentine holy Mass, let’s see one on the internet. There’s a beautiful video, lasting an hour and a quarter, of a solemn mass in the church of Saint Nicolas du Chardonnet in Paris. You think you’re present there yourself.”

Louise had listened breathlessly. This priest was much stronger than she had imagined! But she didn’t understand his sermons about chastity. He himself was about as chaste as a unicorn. Although man may be destined for eternity, he is an ‘animal’ in the first place, albeit an ‘animal rationale’. He is an animal for the greater part, just like her dog Snooze. She herself had put on normal underwear and decent clothes today, after throwing heads and tails. But if the coin had fallen on the other side, all men would have looked at her with the tongues out of the mouths, just like on that day when she found the corpse. Whenever a sound man, while being teased and tempted, suppresses his sexual instinct, according to Freud something worse will replace it: an extreme longing for compensation.

There was a clear difference between what the priest declared from the pulpit and what he did in the dark, and he also said in the living room something different from what he said in the church. He practised an old roman catholic principle: a priest has to be strict when talking about the doctrine, but mild for the confessant, even when he himself was the confessant. Louise had often chatted with him in his living room. Then he would lean backward in his chair, with a thick cigar in his mouth, and make his remarkable statements:

- “I love cowboy films with much blood. The bloodier the better. But that’s only natural for the son of a hunter.”

- “If Our Lord will ask difficult questions in heaven to unchaste people, then I, too, have some questions for Him.”

- “I think Holy Trinity are in some resort for winter sports again. They clearly don’t mind the problems of the world.”

- “Some of my colleagues use to grab some money from the collection box every now and then, or go to the sluts. But deviating from prescribed liturgy is worse. Then some lady with a horse’s posterior is distributing the hosts of the communion.”

- “The government is worried about the health of alcoholists, but doesn’t mind the aborted fetuses. The unborn life is being destroyed within ten minutes.”

- “Whenever I teach religion at schools, there’s always some child with a deep frown in the class. Then I use to say: ‘Don’t be scared, I will not force you to go to heaven.”

- “Our country is becoming an amusement park, because every weekend, it’s whoopee again. Shopping nights, shopping Sundays, carnival ten times a year.”

Louise smiled and concentrated on mass, which already had advanced to the communion. She had been dozing all the time. Whereas the other faithful stood up, sat down, knelt down and stood up again, and aswered the acclamations with singing, she only kept sitting, smiling and staring ahead. Well, in fact there was one other person dreaming.

During communion she caught sight of a very old man in a wheelchair. She was frightened. He, too, had a brown moustache, just like the man who jumped off the tower. He looked bad, with one black eye, and one ear in a bandage. She could imagine very well he himself had evoked the accident, like this Untergauleiter Dolf, whom a revengeful ex-colleague had called a ‘fascist’ in the ‘funny letter’ that had accidentally come to the packet of letters she had collected at the NOS office together with Robin.

She decided to ask him, after mass, what had happened that made him look so bad. And thereafter she would read the application letters, because she had to select the candidates for an interview.

The mass was over. Louise shuffled to the exit between the other church-goers, not losing sight of the man in the wheelchair. After she got outside, she flitted up to him on her little slippers. 

“Good morning, mister”, she said with a smile, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Yes”, answered the man with a deep sigh.

“What has happened to you, that makes you look so crumpled?”

The man looked at her, searchingly. Then he shrugged, and answered: “I’ll explain it to you. Look, during the war I was an Obersturmfuehrer with the SS. We knew the ropes. Jews, gipsies, homosexuals, and all those who were handicapped fysically or mentally, and undermined the quality of German blood, we exterminated them. After the war, I was appointed director of an insurance company. My predecessor forced upon me a nearly blind fellow who couldn’t read the small print in the contracts. In the end, I managed to make him stumble. But I had to offer the crock a farewell reception.”

“That was an explosive party …”, said the woman who pushed the wheelchair.

“Did I ask you something?”, said the director. “Whatever, by some strange coincidence, a bunch of leftist extremists chose that party to explode a bomb. Alas, the guest of honour had already gone home. If I knew who played the trick …”

“Union ‘The Blind Moles’ ”, said the pusher. “That’s what it said on the letter they left.”

“Can you give me clean linen?”, asked the director to her. “I’m wet.”

“Wait till we’re home”, answered the woman.

Louise went home too. Behind the door, Snooze was already barking. As soon as she opened the door, he jumped up against her. She went to the kitchen, poured coffee in a cup for herself, and sat down in the living room to read the letters carefully.

Snooze jumped upon the table between the letters, wagged her tail so wildly the papers flew through the air, and sniffed at her hands. Fortunately, he didn’t turn the coffee over. Yes, she almost forget to give him a cookie. Wait a moment, Snooze, I’ll fetch one in the kitchen.

Now she was finally ready to read the letters  attentively. 

The first one was a rosy letter in an envelope with little flowers on it. This one smelled of some perfume Louise couldn’t determine.

‘Dear madam. My name is Sabine Appelboom. I answer your call on television because you tell people about heaven. Only few people realize there is a heaven. You say women need not apply for a chair next you in heaven, so I won’t do that. I only want to inform you there are no chairs in heaven. Neither do devils wear goatees, nor do angels sit on clouds. Our souls are ‘everywhere at once’, we can’t imagine that. If we represent heaven with earthly images, people will shrug and smile. If you want to feel what heaven is like, then come to our Sunday mass in our little church in Gerwen. Furthermore, I wish you the very best.’

Well, thought Louise. She’s a bit right, but also a bit wrong. I talked about it with virgin Mary, didn’t I? She appeared to people in her glorified body. I don’t think the heavenly souls are everywhere at once, and Mary isn’t everywhere at once, either. But they can move to any place in no time, and no obstacle can stop them. I think each soul has an own place in heaven, although they ain’t fixed to it. In fact, I have to consult some expert about it. Whom can I call? She turned over some leaves of  her telephone book.

Father Wagenaar from Zundert. Telephone number 076-1112231. While Louise was typing the number, her calico cat Jimmy jumped upon her lap next Snooze, and clawed with her  sharp nails the busy fingers of Louise. The dog yawned, and the pussy began to use Louise’s jersey as a scratching post.

“Hello, father Wagenaar? … Here Louise.” She caressed the pussy cat.

“Hello, how are you? … I’m fine. I’m calling you to ask you something. … No, it’s a simple question. Are there chairs in heaven? … No chairs? … Everybody standing upright? … Yes, they ain’t  tired, being weightless … I see. But do they line up in neat rows, having neighbours at the left hand side and at the right hand side? … In heaven everything is in good order? So I’m right? … Yes, I understand. They have all their own place. Nobody pushing or cutting the line. … Yes, we may call this place a seat, although it’s not a garden chair nor a stool. … And God is sitting on a throne in the middle? … Yes, I thought so. So in fact it’s a kind of amphitheatre? … Imperfect notion, but the best possible? … Well, thanks for the info … Have a nice day, you too. So long.”

Clear language from this father Wagenaar. Still Louise wished a second opinion, because in this case she should have the very best notion of the situation. But first a nice cup of coffee. Louise stood up, and the animals jumped off her lap. The dog lay down on a cloth in the cane chair, and the cat went to the little trough next the stove to drink water.

Louise stirred her coffee, and turned over the leaves in her telephone book to seek an other number: the number of bishop Hahnemann.

“Hello, are you bishop Hahnemann? … I wait. … Hello, bishop. Here Louise. … Yes, I’m that blonde. … No, I’m not the black-haired Louise. … Yes, our souls are all white, at least in the beginning … Yes, I’m fine. I have a question for you. … No, I will be brief. … Of course, you have to read the breviary. … I’ll be brief. …  Here’s my question: Are there chairs in heaven? … No, I’m serious. … No folding chairs? … Only a sort of arm chairs? … Oh, we’re sitting on the edge of the chair all the time. … Yes,  I understand. … No lack of room …  Order and harmony and beauty … So if I do understand it, these chairs are not made of plastic? … They aren’t made of gold, either? … No earthly materials. … A metaphor, representing the eternal comfort of the own place … We might call it a stand as well? That’s what father Wagenaar said. … Yes, sorry, that should be sufficient indeed, but I wanted a second opinion. … Pardon? …”

The hothead had hung up the phone. Didn’t he know I did a call on television? Well, perhaps it’s better he doesn’t know anything about it …

Louise took the next application in her hands. It was a strange letter from some muddle-head.

‘Dear. In heaven there’s a dance going on. There’s some little roses blooming and other little roses withering.’

Louise sighed, and sipped a bit of coffee. She looked at the dog who had settled on a cushion next her. He deserved a nice pat on his head, for he was more sensible than the person who had written the letter. What’s in a name – the dog’s name was Snooze, which seemed appropiate at the moment, but the author of this letter had an appropiate name too: William Asdumb.

She had to continue reading, because, in fact, a bit further on in the letter he was getting very clear. Moreover, Louise wished to read in the chaos of words a message that God or one of his angels might have woven into it, in code. She didn’t believe the stars or coffee grounds or the flight of birds could predict anything, but this fool was a sort of oracle. Just like children and  drunkards he always was telling the truth some way.

‘My name is Evendom. That means: other people are even with me in dumbness.’

Was this letter meant for her? In any case, there was a link to heaven in it. Wait a bit, now the letter was, in a sense, about her. 

‘Youth must in time decay, Eileen Aroon. Beauty will fade away, Eileen Aroon. Castles are sacked in war, chieftains are scattered far, truth is a fixed star, Eileen Aroon.’

This is a beautiful poem, thought Louise, but he was not the original author of it. It was from an old English folk song. However, it certainly was applicable to her. The ‘truth’ is in fact God’s idea of your soul, the ideal ‘I’ which you will be forever in heaven. Truth was radiating from the entire personality of this Eileen the song speaks about. Could any other letter contain a better and finer fragment?

The rest of the letter had been worded keenly, too. Louise didn’t agree with it, because it was showing a very narrow-minded, onesided and racistic vision, but anyhow its wording was keen, as compared with the first half of the letter.

‘In the era of Napoleon, the Rothschild family became rich, because it received bonuses for distributing gold and silver to help the allied forces in the war. In short, their motto was pecunia non olet – money doesn’t stink, even though the money was spent on financing war and arms traffic. Ever since, the family stayed very rich. The Jewish-Christian freedom people sing about nowadays in the United States of North America, is mainly important for the rich families who use their money to have poor negroes liberate oil states and fight against terrorists and Islamic adversaries of interest, usury and speculation. It’s true these families spend also some money on charity and culture, but the arms traffic keeps inequality going, and pollution of the world, and war. The family chiefs of these dynasties make themselves believe God is on their side, like He chose to be on the side of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. But I think the Lord takes more delight in the followers of Saint Francis.’

The last assertion is true, thought Louise, but William Evendom probably didn’t write it all alone. He must have found a good book and copied some lines from it. Where could he have found the text?

‘People accuse the Hamas Palestines they hide among the children and women in Gaza. True, but the Jewish-Christian arms traffickers hide behind Anne Frank and the holocaust.’

No, thought Louise. Here they say arms traffic is the same thing as Judaism, and that’s nonsense. But freedom of speech is relative indeed, because the media are being manipulated by the capitalists.

Anyway, this letter was useless. Snooze sat down on Louise’s lap and took a nap. Good dog. What else have we got? 

 The next letter …  A large envelope with a Belgian stamp on it. Beautiful, small and regular handwriting. 

‘Dear lady. I have never been baptized with dope. In the circles I’m moving in, this means I never used doping, because I’m a racing cyclist. I don’t think you would tolerate the eternal company of a racing cyclist caught using EPO or related rubbish. As a baby I have been baptized with water from the tap, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. My mother did it, because she thought I was going to die very soon, and there was no priest near. In case of emergency, everyone can and must baptize.

I’m writing to you because I saw on television you are a beautiful woman, and I love pretty women. In fact I don’t believe in heaven, but you never know. To demonstrate I am a serious candidate, I will win for you the cycling race called ‘Tour de Bretagne’. It’s a great one day race for professionals, among whose winners in the past were great champions like Jacques Anquetil, Frank Vandenbroucke, Lance Armstrong and Fedor den Hertog.’

Louise started. The Tour de Bretagne took place yesterday, didn’t it? 

“Snooze”, she said softly to the dog at her feet, “Go and fetch the newspaper.”

The dog looked up, yawned slowly, and obeyed. His boss heard he pulled the newspaper from the letterbox. After a few seconds of silence, he came back with the nespaper. His reward was a chuck under the chin. He laid a paw on her knee, and Louise grabbed something in the pocket of her waistcoat. Here, another cookie!

Louise turned over the pages of the sports section. Football, korfball, chess … Ah, here some articles about cycling. Cyclocross in Drente. Oh .. this one was about Bretagne. Pim Vermeire crushing all rivals.

Pim Vermeire, where did she learn this name before? … Wait, whose signature was under the letter? Pim Vermeire! Damned, did he bribe the whole peloton? How could he know he was  going to win so important a race? He must have had superhuman powers and a great confidence. And the reason he did it was he wished to be elected by her … even though he didn’t believe in heaven.

Was there also a picture in the newspaper? Yes, there he was, wearing a yellow jersey with on it an incitement to buy Coca Cola, while both his left cheek and his right cheek were being kissed by a scantily clad tour miss with festive ribbons in the hair and bow-ties around the neck. What a hunk was this Pim! And nobody wanted to miss the misses, either, because they were round enough.

Was he a gentle guy? She put on the television, for the sports were on Flemish tv right now. What were they talking about? Volleyball … She’d better switch to the French national tv. Cycling. Well, I never … there was Pim Vermeire racing! He leaves the whole peloton behind, as if they were standing still.

Now they were showing the scene with the tour misses. And now they were going to interview the winner … How to get the subtitles? A slow procedure … Yes, ready.

“J’ai vaincu pour une belle dame en Hollande …”, smiled the cyclist. He was blond, and his eyes were brown. He looked like a young smith. Louise felt hot. 

But she put the tv off, to read the rest of the letter. What else had Pim written?

‘If you choose me, I will come to sit down next you as soon as possible, to practise sitting next each other in heaven. We could look at each other to see who of us can do this longer than the other without blinking the eyes. Furtermore, we could ask each other questions in a smart way, and the other has to answer without using the words ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Third, we could tickle each other on the nose or under the arms without laughing. If one of us is out at such a game, the other can let her (sic) do some small task – for example, bring coffee, or do a handstand against the kitchen door, or do three genuflections. We also can read to each other fairy tales, for instance from Margriet’s Big Book of Fairy Tales – about Vassilisa and her puppet, or about the life lamps of the witches, or about Finist the lusty falcon. There are marvellous coloured pictures in it.’

“Well”, said Louise to herself. “He is not very intelligent, but he is sly like a peasant, and looks a bit like Obelix. I could endure eternity with this lubber, if necessary, because we will be absorbed in the contemplation of God most of the time …”

Is there an address in the letter? Yes, and also a telephone number: 043-5885340. Let’s dial the number: 0-4-3-5-8-8-5-3-4-0, hey, a palindrome. But he doesn’t answer the telephone. 
Why was the dog nervously spinning around? He probably wanted to go outside. 

“This afternoon we’ll go for a long walk, Snooze”, promised Louise. “Right now you can go into the garden.” She set the door ajar. The dog energetically jumped outside, and looked for a shrub to pee against. Then he began to dig furiously in a corner of the garden, near the compost heap.

Louise took the next letter from the pile. The envelope was adorned with a blue heraldic shield with five red stars in a circle. Wait, there was a photo in it, too.

It was a tanned guy with a black moustache, wearing a large white cowboy hat. With his piercing dark eyes he looked at the addressed, sadly, yet with a bit of a smile. He was standing before a palisade, and behind it were standing a few cows with large curved horns. Was he a Mexican ranchero? He looked a bit like Pedro Infante.

‘Dearest señorita’, he wrote. ‘Forgive me, por favor, I usually speak only Mexican Spanish. I worked ten years in Netherlands with Hoogovens, when I was young. I can never forget this blond woman from Holland, and now I see you are almost as beautiful as she. I have earned much money with mariachi band in Netherlands and back in Mexico. Now I possess big ranch with cattle and horses. Women on my ranch in Mexico never must work hard, but only manage team of girl servants in the house, and care for old mother. You come to me, then we will first grow old together, and then go to heaven together. I think you have computer, then you can find youtubes with my music, and hear my voice singing for you. I hope you will from now on be happy forever. Benito Alvarez Branco. PS I kiss you with pleasure.’

Louise thought she never heard his name before. How could a rather unknown singer, who used to be an ordinary worker, have become so rich? If he really were so rich, he might have made his fortune in weapons and drugs traffic as a hitman, under a false name. 

Wait, Snooze was barking from the garden behind the glass garden door. Louise quickly opened the door for him. He tripped inside, and lay down in his dog bed. What now? The best thing she could do now, was: look around in the youtube area to see how wellknown he was and how he was acting. 

Louise started the computer. This happened reasonably fast, for she had taken away from the start register all programs that had lodged themselves there without asking. The desktop photo was now visible: it was a nice picture of president Obama in a lively discussion with his two daughters. 

She clicked on the Mozilla icon on the desktop. Youtube was among the favorite websites. She typed: Benito Alvarez Blanco – no, Branco. Yes, this was the same singer as the one on the  photo in he envelope. However, there were only two of his songs in youtubes. The first one was already playing. Louise put the headphones on her head.

‘Estas son las Mañanitas que cantaba el rey David – This is the psalm king David used to sing at sunrise’. It was the Mexican version of ‘Happy birtday to you’. Benito was singing it to his old mother. And he did it very well! The members of the mariachi band were standing around him in colorful Mexican clothes. They were playing their guitars and singing along with much enthusiasm.  

Now Louise clicked on the other youtube of Benito: Guantanamera. ‘Con los pobres de la tierra quiero yo mi suerte echar – I want to join the fate of the poor people on the earth. It seemed to her this Benito was a fine fellow. But how did he become so rich? She googled his name …

Hey, this was noteworthy. There was an article of some ten years ago, about a torero, a bull fighter, whose name was Benito Alvares Branco – only one letter different. On the photo in the article he was acting in a bull fight. The bull fighter could be a younger version of the singer. Had Benito been a bull fighter?

Louise felt sick. She had seen several corridas on television. It was a cowardly game at the cost of the poor bull who in the end died with some spears in his back. She couldn’t understand  there was a crowd of mad spectators present. But was the former torero really the same person as the singer?

Suddenly Louise saw the bull fighter on the photo had a typical emblem on his cape: five red stars in a circle! This took away every doubt: it was him. So however charming he might be, he had to explain a lot before he could claim a seat next her in heaven.

There was an address in Monterrey under the letter. Louise decide to invite him for a talk, here in her house ….

Now first a quick visit to the toilet, thought Louise. Hurry up!

Someone rang the doorbell. Who? She opened the door, and saw Robin, with a bouquet of red roses!

“Have you time for me?”, he asked.

“No …”, shouted Louise, and she ran to the toilet. From behind the closed toilet door she continued: “Put the roses in a vase.”

When she came back in the room, she saw Robin with his fly front open. His zip fastener was broken. Behind his underwear, his rod was standing upright and pointing to Louise. He grinned like a stallion, as if he would say it wasn’t his fault. The red roses were already standing in a vase on the table. Snooze watched it with attention, to see what was about to happen.

He saw how his boss reached to the high book shelf to take a safety pin for Robin out of the sewing box. In the act, her pink pants became visible. Louise winked at her colleague. Winking was a bad habit of hers. Wait, thought Snooze, who is the dog of this house? He jumped upon the bossy from behind. Let go, Snooze! Meanwhile, the rod in Robin’s trousers was already pointing downward again for disappointment.

Now Louise’s head became red as a beetroot, so her head matched the red roses. Meanwhile, Robin had carefully and modestly closed his broken zip with the safety pin. The dog lay down in his dog bed, satisfied and quiet.

“Why did you come?”, asked Louise to Robin.

“I changed my mind and now I want to apply for the seat next you in heaven”, answered her friend, pretending he didn’t care much.

“You’re late again”, laughed Louise. “Snooze’s intellect is faster. I’m making a provisional selection from these letters. You may help me, if you want.”

Robin sat down on a red cushion in a cane chair. His girl friend took a new letter from the pile. It was in a quite common little envelope. She opened it with nail scissors and read it aloud to Robin, who was sourly looking at that damned dog:

‘Jesus! Maria! Joseph! – Dear Louise. Though receiving a letter from a prior of the monastic order of the Carthusians can’t but surprise you, you need not doubt it’s true. I’m turning to you to warn you. You’re inviting applicants for a seat next you in heaven, but how can you promise two of them will get the position? The safe road to heaven goes via the monastery, not via your particular visions. Jesus said it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. And for the careless who don’t want to hear anything about God it’s still as difficult as for a sparrow: though it may seem a bit easier for the sparrow than for the camel, it’s still nearly impossible. Speaking figuratively, you have to become as small as a flea to pass the little eye of the needle. This is easier in the silence of the cell than in the bustle of the world. So you’d better apply for a seat next ME in heaven. If I choose you, I will diligently pray for you. Hugs, and in Deo. 

From my garden of herbs, on the day of my patron saint, Antonius Prior Ord Cart (Nunquam reformatus, quia nunquam reformandus – Never reformed, because never in need of reform).’

“Are you going to apply to him?”, asked Robin.

“No”, said Louise. “If he thinks it’s easier for him to get to heaven if he keeps himself aloof from the misery in the world, he is mistaken. He leaves the care of the poor and the sick, the peace and the environment, to the ‘poor sinners’. Okay, it’s his right to do so, but then he will have to join one of the long queues before the gates of paradise, behind the poor sinners.”

“Isn’t he a poor sinner himself?”, asked Robin.

“He probably is”, answered his girl friend. “However, apart from that, he takes his task too easy. I admire the religious who are still working in the hospitals and the schools, but they are few nowadays .”

“Are contemplative orders superfluous?”, insisted Robin.

“Not really”, said his girl friend. “Some can’t do anything better than contemplate God. For example, this holds for saint Thomas Aquinas and the blessed John of Ruusbroec. But for most people the continued contemplation is a bridge too far and a flight from reality. They’d better wait till they are in heaven.” 

“Are we hand and glove again?”, asked Robin.

“We are”, answered Louise. “You may sit down right before me in heaven. I’ll take care no one else will occupy the seat. When, in the course of the centuries, something is bothering you, there will be plenty of time to inform me. You won’t get pain in the neck, since our glorified bodies will be impassible.”

“Agreed”, said Robin, smiling obediently. “Next letter, s’il vous plaît.”

“The next is this thick one. What a gigantic envelope. Can I have the nail-scissors next you on the table? Thanks. I tear it open. Done.”

“Elegant handwriting there”, said Robin.

“Too elegant”, said Louise. “Cheesy indeed, with those scrolls and flourishes.”

“What does he write? Read it aloud!”

“Mylady! Among the pleasures I enjoy, writing to Your Beauty is the greatest. Your features are so noble that the Sirens are envious of you, …”

Louise made a pause. On the street, a car passed by with loud-speakers, shouting a message to the people: ATTENTION. LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WE ARE ASKING YOU TO SHUN A CERTAIN CRIMINAL, WHO ESCAPED … The rest of the message was inaudible. Louise concentrated on the letter again.

“… your body is as perfect as the body of Venus. Among all beautiful nymphs that surround me every day, no one is as beautiful as you are.

Forgive me, I’ve not yet introduced myself. I’m the premier of a South-American republic. For reasons of national security, I can’t mention the name of the republic now, but our economy doesn’t depend on bananas only.

By the way, my nymphets refuse to wear other clothes than those little frocks of Josephine Baker, made with a belt and thirty bananas. They love me so much they are fluttering around me at any moment of the day, spoiling me with cherries and grapes and other tutti frutti. Every now and then I pick a banana from such a frock. My eunuchs are filming all of this, and the national television shows everything to the people.

National broadcasting is my personal hobby. I give the people loafs and games, haha, and they voluntarily pay the contributions that make continuation of these activities possible. Of course, among the people there are some soured fellows, too, who want to give me ache in the stomach, but I flatten them under my feet. For I have an army of strong guys who lay the soured fellows at my feet in exchange for a green tree.

In short, in our country banter and jest are predominating.”

“Are you almost at the end?”, asked Robin, yawning.

“I’ve only read half of it yet”,  answered Louise. “He’s rather verbose.”

 “Let’s get to the point”, continued the letter. “I offer you half of my fortune, so that’s seven billion dollars, for a seat next you in heaven. A lot of nymphs will sit down around us and cheer God as a team of cheerleaders. 

My present wife, whom I’m divorcing, will stay at a large distance from us. She can’t stand banana skins lying about on the ground. She hates bananas now, whereas first she loved them to bits. In short, she’s a bore.

Mylady, send me your bank number. Then I will pay in my dollars, and we have a deal. 

Now I will turn to my state affairs. We have a conference about the culture of bonuses in banks, which I disapprove of. The president of the United States will attend, what’s his name, that black guy. He will bring his little wife. They both like bananas. The chancellor of Germany  will attend too, that flaxen-haired babe. And the prime minister of the Netherlands will also be present,  mr Balkenende. I find him a sort of church leader.

Greetings. So long! (And finally his signature.)”

“What’s his name?”, asked Robin.

“Bernardo. His address is in Monaco.”

“Does he belong to the serious candidates?”, asked Robin, hesitating.

“He is, for the time being”, said Louise. “I can ask him some pocket money. If I don’t like him, he simply loses that money. I’ll ask seven thousand euros.”

“You are a stone-hard business woman”, said her friend. 

The telephone rang: rrring – rrring.

Louise took up the phone: “Louise speaking … Oh, it’s you, bishop Hahnemann. … No, you need not apologize … Okay, thanks. … Have a nice day, you too!”

“What wrong did he do?”, asked Robin.

“He was chagrined lately, when I was speaking with him”, answered his girl friend.

“Let him pray a Hail Mary and an Act of Contrition”, proposed Robin.

“Yes, haha, I think that’s a nice penance for him. Whatever, I’m going to put you outside, because I want to read the rest of the letters seriously, without you interfering.”

“I didn’t get coffee yet”, protested Robin.

“Then go to ‘Grand Café the Philistines’ ”, suggested Louise. “Or to ‘Café the Neighbours’, or to ‘Bistro the Eleventh Commandment’. And greet them.”

Robin sauntered to the door, grumbling, took his coat off the hook, and disappeared without saying anything. Snooze seemed to wink at his bossy from his dog bed. She laughed a bit, and took the next letter from the pile. This one was in a hard paper cover without a stamp, and the  handwriting was chaotic. 

“Dirty slut! I’m going to murder you, and myself, and then I’ll seize you by the scruff of the neck and drag you to your seat in heaven. I’ll sit down at your left side, and at your right side  we’ll put a poor soul who keeps his mouth shut forever, while looking straight ahead.”

Louise felt a lump in her throat. She arose to fetch a glass of water in the kitchen. The bowl of the dog was empty, too. Snooze was glad to see he was being served, and stepped up to the bowl to drink the water.

Louise said down, trembling, and took up the letter again. Where had she got to?

“As soon as you go outside, I shoot you down. Don’t think you may escape. I am the wind in the curtains …”

Louise was frightened. She sat upright, as stiff as a pole. Was there something moving in the curtains? No, they were hanging straight downward. She sighed, took up the application letter again, and resumed reading:

“… If you hear your wooden floor cracking, that’s me …” (Oh! Didn’t she hear something cracking? How did this rotten guy know she had a wooden floor?) “… If you hear the shutters flapping, that’s me ...” (No! Louise recovered her breath, and sighed with relief. She didn’t have shutters, so they couldn’t flap.)

BANG!! Something heavy fell on the ground. Louise and her dog sat upright. Their hair was standing on end. Ugh! It was the pussycat, who had just jumped from the cupboard on a stool. She had accidentally pushed the stool down.

Reading to the end of this letter was bad for her health. Louise already was going to rip it. But she changed her mind: she had to know who was threatening her, then she could warn the police. Courage!

“… Don’t call the police. I just installed a device to overhear you. …” (Louise looked at the phone. She didn’t see anything suspicious. Now she wished she didn’t send Robin away!)

“… Be careful when you go to bed, or to the toilet. I am everywhere, I see you everywhere, and I hear you everywhere. Sleep well! Dirk S.”

This was the end of the letter. Or was there any text at the other side? No, only a stain, made by the blue ballpoint the letter had been written with.

Louise kept staring ahead for a long time. Then she pulled herself together. She took up the phone, and chose the alarm number.

“Hello? Emergency service? … Louise … postcode 3338 AV, the door painted green. … I’m  being threatened. … A letter. … Dirk S. … No, I don’t know him. … You can only come tomorrow? … No, then leave it … I’m fine. Adios.”

Louise tried to keep calm and think. The pussycat jumped on her lap, and the dog lay his head on her feet.

Rrring. Rring. The door bell! Louise opened the door, cautiously. There was nobody to be seen. Then suddenly a bright light … On the garden wall before her she saw the shadow of a hunchbacked man with a hat on and a pipe in his mouth. She quickly went inside again, and closed the door.

Snooze stood still, whining softly. The pussycat was hiding herself under the cupboard. Suddenly someone tapped on her shoulder … My God, it was Robin, with a hat and a pipe!

“I’ve entered through the garden door”, he said, grinning. “Those cafés you mentioned were closed. Can I make coffee myself, for you and me?”

“Please yourself!”, sighed Louise. “The cookies are next the tea bags.”

Within a minute, Robin entered with a festive tray with coffee and two cookies. It smelled  delicious. He even had brought a chewing bone for Snooze.

“Next letter?”, he proposed, while they were stirring the coffee.

“I read a threatening letter just now”, answered his comrade. “Do you want to be my body guard?” And she handed him the letter.

He read the letter, frowning, and nodded assent. “I will not budge from your side. However, we also have to inform the police.”

Meanwhile, Louise took the penultimate letter in her hands. It had been put in a small cover, and written in a neat oblique handwriting. She read it aloud:

‘Mylady. My name is Matthias Weinsteker, written with ‘ei’, not ‘ij’. I’m glad to recognize you are a honest companion, whose intentions are above suspicion. Therefore I’ll be glad to sit down next you in the kingdom of heaven. Thomas Aquinas, the doctor angelicus, teaches our glorified bodies have four characteristics, to wit: claritas - clearness, agilitas - fleetness, subtilitas - subtlety, impassibilitas – incapacity for suffering. This is well known. However, few people know what we have learnt about hell in the course of the centuries. You probably know the doctrinal authority of the Church conceals these facts in hard times. But insiders also know virgin Mary showed the hell to the little shepherds of Fatima. One of them wrote later on: ‘… and at the same time we saw a lake of fire, and in the lake the devils and the souls. They were transparent, and black like hot coals.’’

Louise swallowed a lump in her throat. She looked at Robin. He was as pale as a missie in the periwig period. She herself was trembling as if she was cold. She continued:

‘‘The flames came out of themselves as if they were clouds of smoke. They fell everywhere like sparks of a tremendous fire. They seemed to be weightless. They were crying with pain and despair. The devils had repulsive bodies, like unknown animals …’’

“Francisco saw the devil in the shape of a stinking goat”, interrupted Robin. His buddy gestioned he should be silent, and continued: 

‘‘Therefore we use to pray ‘for the poor sinners’ during Sunday benediction, just like the little shepherds Lucia, Jacinta and Francisco.”

Robin nodded. He had attended Sunday benediction many times. And he began humming the litany of virgin Mary: Mary, we’re calling to you! Again, Louise lay her finger on her lips, to let him know he should be silent, and continued:

‘Dante’s description of hell wasn’t all correct. We shouldn’t seek hell in the interior of the earth, nor heaven in a sphere of planets. These ‘places’ are within the ‘world of ideas’ of God. The notion of zones wherein ever greater saints are staying, or ever worse bandits, is broadly correct. Here we have to keep in mind Dante placed his friends in heaven and his enemies in hell. Of course, this isn’t the real situation. I’m sure the speculators who give each other billions in bonuses are in the deepest zones of hell. The politicians and big industrials who cooperate with them are in a zone of hell that’s a bit less deep, etcetera. According to Mathew 13-50, hell  is like a furnace where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth. This means the bodies of the damned aren’t clear, fleet and subtle, nor incapable of suffering – on the contrary. So there must be adherent to them some measure of materiality, but so small that the bodies are not being consumed, but continually regenerated.’

“I’ve always thought hell must be like that”,  said Robin. “Dante says Satan is staying in ice, but this isn’t compatible with the fire the damned are sitting in. However, figuratively speaking, I think Satan must have a heart of ice.”

“Dante has a rather vague conception of purgatory”, said Louise. “He considers it a hill with seven regions wherein the souls are staying according to which of the seven capital sins they adhered to. They suffer vexations that are related to these sins. For example, the immoderate are starving, etcetera. I don’t believe this. I think all souls in purgatory are being consumed by a moderate fire, craving for heaven but having to wait for it.”

“Is that the end of the letter?”,  asked Robin.

“He concludes it as follows”, resumed his girl friend: ‘For me you are like Dante’s Beatrice: the idea of a perfect woman. That’s why I applied. Matthias Weinsteker mag. phil.’

“For me, virgin Mary is the ideal woman”, remarked Robin. “Ecce ancilla Domini - Behold the handmaid of the Lord. Be it done unto me according to thy word.”

“And this word, Jesus Christ, was made flesh from virgin Mary. And He dwelt among us”, added Louise without delay. 

“Lord, we have known by the message of the angel the incarnation of thy Son, Jesus Christ. We beseech thee, O Lord, pour forth thy grace into our hearts, so by his cross and passion we may be brought unto the glory of his resurrection. Through the same Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.”

Braa-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-ta: the sudden sound of a machine gun. Both friends dived instinctively under the table. The dog and the cat joined them soon.

“I prefer that resurrection be postponed”, said Robin.

“It is Dirk S”, said his buddy. “This guy thinks resurrection should take place soon.”

“I don’t know whether he knows the exact facts, but resurrection will only happen during the last judgment. Until then, the souls of the passed away are already in the hereafter, but without the glorified bodies whose principles of form they are. I think no seats are allotted to them yet, not even if they are already in heaven.”

From outside resounded the siren of a police car. Apparently, the shooting had been noticed by some people in the rest of the world. The two comrades concluded they could leave it to them and sit down in their chairs. Dirk S certainly had run away from the scene.

“Are there letters left?”, asked Robin.

“Only one”, she answered. “It is from one … let me see … Jean-Paul Bronk sstt. Shall I read it aloud? It is a short letter, written with block letters.”

“I’m burning with impatience. Let me hear it.” 

‘Dear Louise, join us, the proletarians, in our fight against the big capitalistic system. Being Christians, we have to be solidary with the Palestinians, the Somalian pirates, the revolution in Cuba, and the Red Indians in the Amazon rainforest. We have to protest against monocultures, against speculators at the stock markets and in the banks, slumlords, corrupt project developers, dumpers of poisonous waste, etc. We have to collect money for small industries and services in Africa, if they don’t make weapons nor exploit children. We have to steal from the rich and give to the poor, not the other way about. However, I don’t believe in your little seats in heaven. Being a socialistic Christian, I apply for a place next you on a nice earthly camp-bed. Jean-Paul Bronk sstt. (Pax Christi sit semper vobiscum).’

Robin sighed, and shook his head. Louise sat down for a moment to reflect. Then she arose and went to the wall opposite the large window. She beckoned Robin, and pointed to the wall. They saw seven bullet holes. The bullets had probably come from the machine gun. There were empty bullet cases on the ground.

“Do you see the bullet holes in the wall form a letter?”

“Now that you say it: they form the letter S. Does this prove the shooter was Dirk S?”

“It is an indication against him, combined with the threatening letter.”

Rrrring! The door bell. Louise looked outside through the window. There were two cops of the royal marechaussee at the door. Well, you could expect that. Louise opened the door.

“Good afternoon”, said the taller of the two police officers, who had a big grey moustache. “My name is Brummelkamp. Somebody fired at you?”

“Yes, with a machine gun. And I also know the firer is probably a certain Dirk S, because I received a threatening letter from him.”

“Threatening letter …”, murmured Brummelkamp, while he stood writing an account of the facts with the tongue out of the mouth. “Can we see that letter? … Excuse me, this is my  colleague, Bart Oude Vlashaar.”  And he pointed to the smaller police officer, who had a white little beard.

Robin gave the letter to Brummelkamp, who read it aloud to his smaller colleague.

“We will see to it that you get a guard”, said the smaller one. “If he wants to sit next you in heaven, he is weary of life. Will you come to the police office tomorrow?”

“Yes, thank you”, answered Louise. “I will come to you tomorrow as a witness. Please enter to have a look inside. There are bullet holes in the wall.”

Brummelkamp saluted, and both police officers followed Louise into the house. Mr Oude Vlashaar made a sketch of the wall with the bullet holes. He saluted, too, and the two coppers sauntered outside.

“That’s it”, said Louise. “Now let’s determine the persons whom I’ll call for an interview.”

“Take some five persons”, thought Robin.

“Okay. We forget the resentful letter that in fact was intended for a certain Adolf Schröder. Whom will I select from this bunch of letters? Sabine Appelboom – no, she’s a woman. William Evendom – no, he’s too racistic. Pim Vermeire – yes, he’s like Obelix, I like him. Benito Alvarez Branco – yes, if he keeps singing instead of fighting bulls. Antonius – no, he’s too self-complacent. Bernardo – yes, I keep him as a money lender. Dirk S – no, may he go to hell with his machine gun. Matthias Weinsteker – yes, he knows some details about hell and purgatory. Jean-Paul Bronk – yes, he knows the leftist people of Pax Christi.

Robin had already risen from his chair. He knew where his girl friend kept the writing paper, the envelopes and the stamps. On the writing desk he found some black ballpoints, envelopes, paper clips and carbon paper. He brought these things to his chair next Louise, did quickly the necessary preparations, and declared he was ready to write down all the letters she was going to dictate to him.

“Dear sir/madam …”, she began, while folding her hands before her mouth. “We thank you for being interested in a position next mrs Louise Vogelenzang. We carefully read your letter and compared it with the letters of the other candidates. Unfortunately, we have to inform you we have not selected you. We wish you much success with any further applications. Yours sincerely, Robin Hoedemakers.”

“Concise and effective”, thought Robin. “Here, I put them in the the four envelopes for the rejected candidates. I stick the stamps on them and write down the addresses. One more minute, please!” He concentrated on his work, while Louise poured out two more cups of coffee.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap! Somebody was passionately tapping against the panes at the street side. It was a blond young lady with a sizable bosom and glasses. Robin went to open the door.

“Why don’t you hear the bell?”, asked the blonde.

“We’re busy”, said Robin. “Who are you, and what do you come for?”

“I am Anita, from ‘Help for Victims’ ”, said the blonde, and she quickly produced a radiant smile. “We learnt you have been fired at by gangsters. Perhaps you want to talk about it?”

“I have to ask this to my girl friend”, replied Robin. “One moment, please.”

He turned around, and saw Louise was violently shaking her head to him from the living room, as a sign she didn’t need help. He himself thought it was a great pity, because the blonde stood staring at him on the threshold of the door with the chest out and holding a hand at the back of her head.

“We need no help, thank you”, he said, with a bit of regret in his bass voice. The blonde shrugged her shoulders and walked away, swaying her hips, without looking backward.

Robin returned to the living room and made some preparations for the second lot of letters.

“I’m ready”, he said after a few minutes. “Go on!”

“Dear sir/madam …”, dictated Louise. “We thank you for being interested in a position next mrs Louise Vogelenzang. We carefully read your letter and compared it with the letters of the other candidates. We want to invite you for an interview wherein you may further explain your intentions and the reason of your application. Please place yourself in direct communication by telephone with the undersigned, secretary of mrs Vogelenzang, to make an appointment. Yours sincerely, Robin Hoedemakers.”

“Good letter”, said Robin. “And I am available indeed for my new function as your secretary and bodyguard. By the way, what do you pay?”

“Board and lodging”, said his girl friend. “You can sleep on the sofa, and you also have to help me as a handyman and domestic. Agreed?”

“Hace I studied for such a job?”,  grumbled the new handyman. “My father did advise me to study  technics, but I never thought of studying domestic science.”

Ta-ta-ta-ta! – the sudden sound of a machine gun. The new companions instinctively dived under the table. This must be Dirk S again! But there was no continuation. 

Robin walked carefully to the window, and looked outside. He rubbed his eyes. Yonder was walking this blonde Anita from Help for Victims. Apparently she had a little pistol in her hands, dissipating smoke. Was she in search of clients? He turned to his partner, and sighed: “I take the letters to the post.”

“Shall I go with you?”, proposed Louise. “Wait a minute, I just change my dress.”

This lasted longer than ‘a minute’.

Only after a quarter of an hour, Robin saw her appear: with two blond braids, the lips painted red, wearing a tight black jersey, a red leather frock and black leather boots.

“What does this mean?”, he asked.

“We’re going incognito”, she explained. “You put your hat on your head and a pipe in your mouth. If Dirk S wants to shoot us, this disguise may give us just a couple of seconds that may save our lives.”

“You have pants on?”, he inquired. “And a bra?”

“I’m not going to inform you about this”, she replied. “But I bet you don’t think of Anita for the rest of the day”.

They took the dog lead from the coat stand. Snooze was already looking up, wagging his tail. Within a few seconds the three companions were outdoors and on their way to the post office. Robin counted the nine letters again to see if none was missing.

At the other side of the street, the priest passed by. He waved his hat. They crossed the street to have a chat.

“How are the applications?”, asked the priest.

“I’ve got nine applications”, answered Louise. “I rejected four of them, and I invite the other five for an interview. Some of the applicants are quite remarkable. I hope they don’t disappoint me in practice. In that case, I would have to start again.”

“Why don’t you choose me to sit next you in heaven?”, asked the priest, tipping a wink to Robin. “Although I’ve not married you, so in principle you may decline my invitation, I guess you still want to hear my talks.”

“Robin wants to sit before me”, said Louise. “Why don’t you come and sit behind me?”

“Agreed”, said the clergyman. “Then I can keep an eye on you forever. By the way, where are you going to?”

“To the post office”, said Robin.

“The post office has been discontinued this morning”, said the priest. “The number of clients was too small. The world is getting business-like and cold.”

“Shit!”, murmured Louise. “Is there still a pillar box?”

“Only today”, thought the priest. He checked his watch. “Hurry up, the last collection is in ten minutes.”

He watched his three parishioners running to the pillar box, and smiled. The dog was going in front, Robin striding in the middle, and Louise tripping in the rear on her black boots. The priest noticed only now Louise wore a red leather frock. He had to swallow a lump in his throat. It seemed Louise wore only tiny pants, if any. This made him fall into sinful thoughts again. He should ask his maid servant Marie if she would buy larger underpants, because his underpants were getting too narrow on the slightest provocation.

Fortunately, there was café ‘the Philistines’, and it was open. So he could go to the toilet and pull the foreskin over the tip of the penis. The priest walked in, came soon out again, and sat down on the terrace. He ordered a grand café, and began daydreaming.

There he saw the three parishioners coming back again. They were good people, weren’t they? However, theology said only the dog could be sure he didn’t need to clean his soul from sins in purgatory.

“Found the pillar box open yet?”, he shouted to the three passers-by.

“Jawohl!”, shouted Robin back, in German. Louise brought the dog to the priest for a quick blessing. The clergyman made with his thumb the sign of the cross on the forehead of Snooze. The dog licked the blessing hand.

The three entered Louise’s house again. The telephone rang.

“Vogelenzang”, said Louise, “whom am I speaking with? … Jean-Paul Bronk? … I just put a letter into the pillar box to invite you for an interview … Not interested anymore? … Why not?  …. You have to go to Brazil immediately? … The favelas of Rio de Janeiro. … The shop owners drive the little bootblacks away … 2016 Olympics… Well, that’s a pity. … No, for me. … Success … You too in Christo. … Yeah, Pax Christi be olltime with you.”

“Olltime?”, asked Robin. “Is he from Limburg?”

“Limburg dialect”, said his girl friend. “So I have four candidates left.”

HOOFDSTUK 3
The camping Beautiful Bemelen lies on a hill east of Maastricht. You have a good view on the steeples of the old city, and you can wander over the plateau of Margraten, between cows and marl pits. The guests come back every year. People speak Dutch or Limburg dialect or some other language. But in the new spring it would appear that everything was changing. It was like a lull before the storm. There was less twittering of birds. There were more poppies than usual,  they were so fragile and tender. …

Manager Jack Huveners was having breakfast on the terrace before his bungalow. When he was finished, he noticed something strange in the distance. From the quiet valley of river Maas there loomed up a chap between the cornfields. He looked like a pirate, with a multicoloued kerchief on his head and sun glasses.

In the course of the years, Jack had seen many a strange chap coming to the camping, and leaving it. Once he had welcomed guests in leather trousers, with Bavarian hats on. On some other day, there arrived fellows in Scotch kilts with bagpipes. And last summer there had been  bunnies in monokini in his camping, with felt bunny ears, who thought it was always carnival in Maastricht. But the stranger who was approaching now, was alone.

The pirate booked under the name of Dirk Scheerzeep, which means Henry Shavingsoap. His friends called him Dirk. He payed ahead for a week, and brought his luggage to the large caravan he had hired. And he began wandering over the terrain.

In the afternoon, Jack saw the man climbing out of the window of a bungalow next his own caravan. God knows what he did in this little holiday cottage. It was strictly forbidden to go into a cottage of somebody else. Dirk said he had heard a cat mewing, and thought it must be in a scrape. Jack shrugged his shoulders. He had rented this bungalow to … to whom? He looked it up in the index: a certain Louise Vogelenzang and one Robin Hoedemakers were to receive four guests in this cottage …

Within a few hours, Jack wrote down the following arrivals:

First Louise V with her labrador S and her boy friend Robin H. They had walked to the camping from the railway station of Maastricht. The pretty woman presented herself in a beige velvet frock, on red pumps, and with a blue bonnet on the head. Jack secretly looked if she had  pants on, because nobody was admitted to Beautiful Bemelen without pants. Apparently, she did wear pants, but not a bra. Jack felt hot, and unbuckled his tight belt a bit. Fortunately, the man, Robin H, was neatly dressed in a striped suit with a green stock.

Second, Pim V, a blond man with brown eyes. He arrived as a racing cyclist on a racing bike, with on his shirt the red logo of Coca Cola. Third, Benito A, a brown man with a black moustache, and a  white sombrero. He came in a Rolls Royce with a driver. Fourth, Bernardo B, a light brown little man in a pullover, with roguish little blue eyes and a bald head. He arrived in a helicopter, which landed in the meadows before the Bemelen marl pit. Fourth, Matthias W, a  man with broad shoulders, a thick head, grey curls and sick fund glasses. He came in a cab of Illegal Taxi.

They gathered in the holiday cottage of Louise, where Dirk Shavingsoap, whom we know by the name of Dirk S, had installed a secret microphone behind a cobweb in a dark corner at the ceiling. In his caravan he overheard the conversation, sitting behind a loudspeaker. He soon knew which sultry voice belonged to the woman, and which bass voice to a man. It lasted a bit longer before he could distinguish between the voices of the four guests. He heard the following conversation:

“Welcome”, said Louise. “There is a coffee pot on the table, and a little cup for each of you. Help yourself. Caressing the dog is allowed, but feeding him is not. Snooze, off, lie down under the table. Mister Weinsteker, I see you bring your sandwiches in a plastic bag. Do you know in the Pacific there is floating a heap of plastic with an area as large as Spain and France together? I hate plastic. The magazines used to be delivered inclosed in a strip of paper, but nowadays they are packed in plastic, only to add a small address label. And what sandwich spread do you have? Meat! We don’t eat meat. Biotechnology damages both animals and the environment, and causes a shortage of food.”

“It’s a firm little woman”, said Dirk S to a small red-haired boy from the camping, who had entered Dirk’s caravan to join the overhearing. “I guarantee I’ll take her with me, preferably to heaven, but to hell if need be.”

“So you are in love with her?”, asked the boy. “Are you going to kidnap her?”

“Ehh, no no …”, lied Dirk S. Damned, now he made a slip of the tongue, sitting before an impudent boy who popped in unexpectedly. “I mean: so to speak.”

“So why are we overhearing her?”

“Hush!”, did Dirk. “It’s a hobby of mine. If I bump into an intelligent woman without a bra, I want to know what she says to her guests.”

Tick-tick-tick. Somebody tapped on the pane of the tin caravan. Dirk put the loudspeaker off, and opened the door. There stood a half nude bodybuilder with shorts coming down.

“Who are you?”, Asked Dirk.

The bodybuilder pointed at the boy. “I’m Sammy’s father. I saw he entered your caravan. What is he doing here?”

Dirk shrugged his shoulders. “He just entered.”

“Uncle Dirk is listening to clever girls without tit protectors”, said Sammy.

“I’ll teach uncle Dirk!”, said the father, and he tucked up his sleeves.

“Please, dad”, said Sammy. “You promised we would go through adventures in the camping Beautiful Bemelen. This is a real adventure. We are spies.” 

Dirk nodded thoughtfully, and caressed the head of the boy.

“Fire away!”, said the bodybuilder, and he quickly retired from the caravan. “But I’ll keep an eye on you.” 

“Let’s continue listening”, said uncle Dirk to Sammy. Again he pressed the on-off button.

After a bit of noise they heard Robin’s voice:

“Too many meadows are occupied by cattle, whereas we should use them for agriculture. To make things worse, the cows deteriorate the climate by farting and thus producing methane.”

“I’m attached to my beefsteaks”, laughed Bernardo. “Meat is the best food, dead or alive.”

“I fight not bulls now”, said Benito. “Butt, I eat quarter of sheep.”

“You learn Dutch first”, said Matthias to Benito.

Dirk and Sammy now heard a skirmish with falling chairs and Spanish oaths. Suddenly they heard a loud sound, as if somebody beat a table with his fist. Then they heard the voice of the hostess:

“Robin is right. People abuse animals. Not only in factory farming, but also in animal testing for the pharmaceutical industry, and in fights between animals, organized by criminal circuits. Calves and chickens are sitting in too small pens during all the time of their miserable lives. Dogs and monkeys are being subjected to sickening experiments. I have to vomit when I think of cocks or pitbulls that devour each other to please gamblers.”

“I think Louise is right”, said Pim.

“Do you say that to flatter her?”, asked Bernardo. “Or do you have a good argument?”

“I’ll tell you why she is right”, answered Pim, and he took the guitar that Robin had brought with him to Limburg, his dear country. Benito Alvarez, who was a singer by his trade, put his hands against his ears by way of precaution. But what Pim performed was much better than he had expected:

‘The pale moon was rising above the green mountain – the sun was declining beneath the blue sea – when I strayed with my love to the pure crystal fountain – that stands in the beautiful vale of Tralee – she was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer - yet it was not her beauty alone that won me - oh no, it was the the truth in her eyes ever dawning - that made me love Mary, the rose of Tralee.’

Applause. And Bernardo clapped the loudest of all because of this conclusive argument. 

“He drops out”, thought Matthias. “He loves a certain Mary from Tralee in Ireland. Then he has to sit down next her in de heaven.”

“Mary is a metaphor”, explained Robin. “By Mary he means Louise.”

Pim nodded assent, relieved with this solution of a problem he didn’t even foresee. He wiped his face off with a white handkerchief, and continued:

‘The cool shades of evening their mantle were spreading - and Mary, all smiling, was listening to me - the moon through the valley its pale rays was shedding - when I won the heart of the rose of  Tralee …’

Dirk S had just put his loudspeaker on full volume, because he didn’t hear what Matthias was saying, so Pim’s performance of the Rose of Tralee resounded over the whole camping. Sammy put his hands against his ears. Dirk quickly turned the volume down, and looked outside in panic, for to see who would come running to the noise. Nobody did.

“Sammy”, said Dirk to his little accomplice. “Can you keep a secret?”

“Of course”, said Sammy. “I’m not a girl, am I?”

“Very well. It is a camping game. We are going to carry Louise off to heaven. I’ll give you a  letter, which you have to take to Maastricht. You have a bike?”

“Yes, but I don’t know whether my father agrees.”

“Don’t ask him. Cycle to the Boschstraat, and give the letter to my girl friend in a Turkish shop. The address is on the envelope. She will be there about two o’clock, or perhaps three or four o’clock, and she will wear a knitted bonnet with blue and white stripes. Do you want to do this job?”

“Okay”, said Sammy. “Shall I say the letter is from uncle Dirk?”

“Exactly. You are a clever boy.” Dirk rummaged in his trunk, took a letter out of it, and gave it to his helper. 

“Let’s keep listening for a while,” he proposed.

They bent forward to the loudspeaker, and heard the voice of Louise:

“I expect you will be honest. Whoever is hypocritical, drops out beforehand. I’ll change my choice at the Last Judgment if it turns out one of you had a hidden agenda.”

Sammy looked inquiringly to the man who gave him the job. Hidden agenda? Dirk explained in a few words this was a metaphor. In a game, if somebody has secret plans that the other players don’t know, he has a  so-called hidden agenda. They kept listening to Louise:

“A clear example is the bombing of Rotterdam in the second world war. The negotiations about the surrender of the city to the Germans were not yet finished, but the bombing planes had already taken off.” 

“I think the story of the atom bomb on Hiroshima is similar”, remarked Robin.

“The atom bomb is the utmost hypocrisy”,  thought Louise. 

“Si vis pacem, parate bellum”,  objected Matthias – “If you want real peace, then prepare for war. This also holds among competitors like us.”

“No”, said Louise. “In this earthly vale of tears this may seem the right strategy, but then you don’t go straight to heaven, leave alone in a seat next me.”

President Ahmadinejad of Iran was sitting at his desk in his office in Tehran. An eunuch had brought him the letter that, according to the address at the back side, came from a certain Dirk S from Holland. He tore the letter envelope open impaciently. It was the thirteenth damned letter of today. When reading it, his mouth fell open with surprise. A little sign in the right upper corner of the letter told him it was from an initiate he could trust. He took a red handkerchief from the pocket of his djellaba, and swept with clammy hands from his frowning head the drops of perspiration that had appeared spontaneously between his satanic little eyes. The text was in English. It ran as follows:

“Venerable brother Ahmadinejad. Peace be with the pilgrims to the grave of imam Husayn at Karbala. In Amsterdam there is an Israelitish lobby in favor of throwing precision bombs on the famous Iranian installations for the peaceful development of nuclear energy. May Allah forbid this evil plan and sweep Israel away from the earth, by the swords of the Afghan Mujahideen, if need be. The chief ringleaders of this lobby are one Louise V and one Robin H at Maarssen near Utrecht. I recommend you send to them a little bunch of martyrs. Even better, you may throw an atom bomb on Jewish Amsterdam, so the lobby is over for good. But I understand your peaceful factories can’t deliver as yet the glorious means to this glorious end. Allahu Akbar. Dirk S from Holland.”

The president drummed up with his iPod the council of advisers he had appointed, just for this sort of emergency. Within half an hour all twelve members of this secret council were present in his office, included the woman in burqa whose identity nobody knew and who in fact was sitting mum in the council.

The secret council was remarkably unanimous. The little sign of the Mahdi had convinced them the letter was real. They always believed the realm of peace would start with a conspiracy in Amsterdam. Isa, or Jesus, as the Christians call him, was going to prevent this. The moslems were to take part in the glory of Allah. All members of the council of advisers begged with loud voices for action. They all wanted to summon their own sons to sacrifice themselves as martyrs for the good sake. (Then they would be rid of these troublesome boys.) All … except one. The woman in burqa raised her shrill voice for the first time: she interposed her veto. She argued her sons were too precious to have themselves exploded on the base of an A4 sheet of paper in a white little envelope, sent by a certain Dirk S from Holland. President Ahmadinejad looked at his male advisers, smiling. They themselves were able to convince this weak woman and mother, weren’t they? They didn’t need to invite an Ayatollah to decide on behalf of her, did they? The eldest man in the council, a man from Isfahan with a white beard, produced his iPod, put it in the telephone state, and shouted a command, as if it were a megaphone. Now everybody sat down to wait quietly. After three minutes appeared a woman in kaftan. She opened the kaftan, so everybody could see she had hidden some bombs in it. It was a demonstration, just like a tupperware party. Moreover, it was a beautiful woman.

BOOM! What was that? The advisers, perplexed, looked around. The eldest now had a black burnt iPod in his black burnt hand. The rotten thing had exploded spontaneously. Now they all grasped their own iPod, to check whether it was still intact.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! At least three miserable iPods exploded. President Ahmadinejad opened the window that looked out on the patio and threw his own iPod in the pond. BOOM! Another explosion. Five or six advisers ran to the pond to throw their iPod in it. Most of the iPods sank silently to the bottom, but one sizzled in the water, and one made a deadened sound of an explosion in the water. In the chaos and consternation the woman in kaftan and the woman in burqa had disappeared. Who was this mysterious lady in burqa?

President Ahmadinejad cleared his throat, and asked for silence. He didn’t remember who the woman in the burqa was, but it didn’t matter anymore. (He’d better not noise the incident abroad.) He considered the event a special interference of Allah. At the same time, it must be a provocation of Israel and the United States. He was not going to comply with Dirk’s request of action against Louise V and Robin H.

Dirk S didn’t know what president Ahmadinejad had decided. He didn’t expect the president  would consent to his modest petition, but nobody knew what this slyboots was going to answer. ‘No’ you already have, ‘yes’ you may get.

Meanwhile he continued overhearing Louise and Robin and the Four Kids of Heaven on the sly. But Sammy didn’t take part anymore, for he preferred playing football with his dad. At peep of the third day after sending the letter, Dirk heard, while stirring his coffee, an interesting conversation:

“I feel rrratherrr sick”, said somebody. Judging by his voice and the rrrolling rrr, it must be Benito.

“What exactly do you feel?”, asked Pim. “Depression all over? Muscular pains? Shortness of breath?”

“That too”, said Benito, and he sneezed. Then he coughed: “cough-cough-cough.”

“Nasty little cough”, thought Bernardo. “Have you been vaccinated?”

“Against what?”, asked Benito. “As a school child I got the fourrrr-in-one vaccine, DCTP, against  diphtherrria, whooping cough, tetanus and polio. Furrthermore, as a toddler I think I got the MMR-vaccine, against measles, mumps and rubella. And I got medicine against tb, since I had a positive reaction on the mantoux test. Everrry vaccination leaves so much rrrubbish in my body that I live a month shorterrr.”

“But did they vaccinate you against the Mexican flu?”

“No, then my life would be anotherr month shorterrr, whereas the flu probably doesn’t hurrt me. Howeverr … now I feel ratherr sick. I’ve got flu.”

“Let’s calculate”, said Robin. “If thousand people get ten vaccinations, together they live ten thousand months shorter. If thousand other people refuse these vaccinations, at most ten of them will die, because only one of the thousand will die from a specific disease. Together they live five hundred years shorter. That’s only six thousand months.”

“I’ve never had flu as yet”, shouted Louise. “Don’t infect me.”

Dirk heard a smack, as if somebody fell against the table, and then onto the ground. And he heard it right. Benito had fainted.

Now motherly feelings awoke in Louise. She asked Robin to make a bed, took some things she needed from Benito’s trunk, and changed the dress of the poor Mexican together with Pim. His forehead was burning, he surely had some forty degrees of fever. If they didn’t take care, the Mexican would already sit somewhere in heaven before Louise could put him through his paces to learn his motives for applying.

Benito soon recovered so well he could walk to his little bed in his pyjamas without help. Louise covered him with a nice warm blanket, and Matthias Weinsteker brought him a glass of water and an aspirin. Pim went to the manager of the camping to see whether he could get a box of  tamiflu. However, Bernardo was sitting in the lazy chair and sulking.

All these things happened without noise, so for Dirk the pleasure of listening was soon over. He went outside to see if he could find Sammy. The weather was fine: the sun was burning, but for a few hard march showers.

Hey, there was Sammy. He was playing football with his dad and two other adult fellows. They did a rondo with Sammy in the center. Dirk joined the circle. He got the ball, but lost it to the boy. So now he had to stand in the center himself. It lasted a few minutes before he could regain the ball. At that moment he just saw Pim walking up to him. He wore a light blue flu mask before his mouth.

“Is there flu?”, asked Dirk. Pim nodded, and went into his summer cottage.

Inside, Pim found the sick man all confused. The patient maintained he wasn’t ill, because he had only been simulating. He was a bad simulator. He was going to stand up and better his life. But Louise shook her head.

Pim distributed flu masks. He said Benito would risk his life if he came out of his bed, and gave him a tamiflu. They all put a flu mask before their mouths, except for Benito, who was exempted, and Bernardo, who was making a telephone call to the pilot of his private helicopter to come and take him away.

Louise didn’t accept this. She pulled her flu mask up until it sat on her forehead, and began a tirade against the irresponsible applicant:

“No helicopter! A helicopter makes noise, frightens the cows, pollutes the air, eats a lot of jet fuel, and .. and ..”

“.. and only arrogant machos use it”, added Matthias.

“Hold your tongue!”, fulminated Louise, changing her target. “You came with a cab, didn’t you? This way you help polluting the country with tin and exhaust gases. The only candidate who came here in a correct way, is Pim Vermeire on his racing bike.”

Pim made a triumphant gesture with his hands above his head.

“I will excuse Benito, because he is ill. But his arrival with a Rolls Royce is as shameful as the arrival of Bernardo with a helicopter.”

“Eh .. will you excuse me too?”, asked Bernardo, while laying a hand on her shoulder and grinning. Robin gave him a box on the ear.

Dirk, who was sitting next the loudspeaker in his caravan, understood Louise was against autocars. He got an idea. He had noticed there was a secondhand car for sale elsewhere in the camping. He stepped up to it, and bought the deux chevaux from miss Krijnen for five hundred euros. Subsequently he called a friend in Sittard who dealt in laid up cars from Afghanistan. There he ordered road bombs to the value of another five hundred euros, which bombs a special messenger was to deliver within three hours. The friend brought the bombs on his bike after less than one hour, pocketed his money, and left again on his bike.

Now Dirk began doing a rare little job with his two right hands. He lay down under the car and put the bombs right under the motor with adhesive tape. Okay. Whom could he charter to bump into Louise’s cottage with this suicide car? Not Sammy, who was too young for this kind of jokes, and had no driving license.

Suddenly Dirk put his hands on his head. How dumb of him! The kamikaze pilot was going to die himself, so he himself was the right person. He would bump into the cottage of Louise at full speed, and go to heaven immediately, and sit next her forever. But first he had to make all the men leave the cottage.

“Rrring!” Dirk rang the bell at the door of  Louise’s cottage. She opened the door, and saw a pirate with a kind of tea cloth on his head and sun glasses on. 

“Mister Arafat?”, she tried. But no, Arafat was dead since a long time.

“Hello, missus”, said Dirk. “Haha, no, I’m an officer of the INO, the Office for Immigration and Naturalisation, department of camping inspection. I am incog, since illegals are laying snares for the office.”

“Fine”, was the cryptical answer of the missus. “And what have you come for?”

“So I hunt illegals. Yesterday I arrested a complete harem: three women and twenty kids. They had come to wait for the expected admission of all children of immigrants, and to get the child benefits. You are the last one I inspect at this camping.”

“So …?”, asked Louise.

“Do you have some annoying hiders you want to denounce?”, asked Dirk. “Your neighbours in the caravan left the door open, so I could enter there and see if there were illegals lying under the bed.”

“Were there …?”, asked Louise.

“Two Turkish ladies and one adulterous Dutchman. Wait, someone is ringing me up. Hello? … Yes, I’ll be there. Sorry, madam, I have to go for a while. But I’ll be back within a quarter of an hour.”

Dirk withdrew and hid behind a beech to see what was going to happen. It was just what he expected:  the four guests of Louise and Robin came out of the cottage, first Bernardo with his bald head, then Benito, with help from Pim and Matthias, because he was too sick to walk by himself. They entered his caravan. Hands off the loudspeaker! After a few minutes, Robin left the caravan with the dog to walk past the trees of the camping.

Now Dirk went into his old-fashioned Deux Chevaux and put the motor on. He heard the bombs and the tape rattling under the Citroën. He prayed an ejaculatory prayer (‘O Mary, by thy pure and Immaculate Conception, make my body pure and my soul holy’), and stepped on the gas.

After the last bend he was going to step on the gas again, to gain in the last eighty meters high speed to bump va banque into the cottage. But what did he see there on the road after the bend? A Limburg farmer in wooden shoes dumped onto the path a cart full of dung where flies were flying from. He couldn’t evade the fresh dunghill anymore, put the brake on, and his car stuck fast in the rubbish.

Dirk got out of his car to ask the farmer explanation, but the man was stone deaf. “What did you zay, sir?”, was the only thing he could say. To make things worse, Dirk heard from under the car some soft flops. The bombs had exploded with some delay, and in fact Dirk was very disappointed about the little amount of damage they had caused. He should talk about it to his companion from Sittard who had delivered the rubbish. At the moment, his task was to park the car. After half an hour, Dirk entered his caravan again, grumbling he was going to throw out his illegal guests. But they had already gone. The pirate put his device on to overhear the cottage, and this was what he heard:

“Robin Hoedemakers, you are a dolt”.

“Louise Vogelenzang, you are a ninny”.

And the hoarse voice of Matthias Weinsteker: “Please, discuss softly. We have a Mexican with the national flu.”

“Yes”, said the voice of Louise, “Robin insists speculation is good for the economy. I hate the hunters after bonuses who give each other billions of dollars.”

“If they only invest the money again, nothing bad is happening”, maintained Robin.

“Nothing bad?”, shouted Louise. “Pursuit of gain leads to exploitation of the weak and to poisoning of the environment.”

“If everybody puts his money in an old sock, the economy will come to a full stop.”

“That would be better. There are limits to growth, sir! Have you never heard of the Club of Rome?”

At the background sounded the wistful plucking of the strings of a guitar: ‘Abide with me, fast falls the eventide’. That surely was Pim. And there was the sound of snoring – that might be Bernardo.  

Dirk kept thinking for a moment. The serene peace in the cottage of the neighbours was only seeming. There was a dormant tension between the host and the hostess. How could he best wake it up?

‘The darkness deepens - Lord, with me abide.’ Yes, this prayer was asking too much; Jesus can’t be everywhere at the same time. But everybody does have a guardian angel. On the other hand … Satan has his satellites as well! 

Dirk inspected the contents of his luggage in the twilight, with an electric torch. Damned, where did he ever leave his requisites? Ah … here was the rouge, and there were the clothes for camouflage. The wigs were in an other bag. 

He closed the little curtain, and put on the big lamp. The grey overall that made him almost invisible in English worker’s neighbourhoods, was most suited for his present targets. Sitting before the mirror, he painted black circles around his eyes. He put the gleaming white denture in his mouth. The peruke with grey stubbly hair made his outfit complete.

Robin and Louise had just prepared the large table to play monopoly. Around the table were sitting, clockwise: Louise, Bernardo, Matthias, Pim, Robin and Benito; the last one was in pyjamas, with a cap on. Robin distributed the money, and each of them chose his favorite token. The dice decided Pim was the initial player.

Someone tapped against the window pane. Matthias put on his little spectacles, and rose to see who it was. He was frightened. Outside in the dark was standing … a sort of phantom! It had a scythe in his hands and made a chattering sound.

“A visitor for Benito”, said Matthias to his fellow players. “The Grim Reaper is waiting for him.”  And to Benito: “How is the fever?”

“I’ll manage it”, said the Mexican. “But I’m too weak yet to talk to the Reaper. Who is going to send him to hell?”

Robin stood up, put his coat on, and applied to mr Reaper. Grimmy put the scythe against the cottage. With folded arms, he awaited what Robin was going to say, grinning with his shining white teeth.

“What do you come for?”, asked Robin.

“I’ve come for you”, answered the Grim Reader. “To warn you.”

“I’m to stay a bit longer in this vale of tears, so you may have to wait a long time.”

“No, I want to tell you something else. Your girl friend finds you a crock. You have no chance to win her. That’s why you can’t sit next her in heaven …”

“Is that all?”, asked Robin.

The Reaper nodded yes, and Robin entered the cottage with unsteady steps. On the threshold he turned around to look back, but Grimmy had disappeared.

Inside, Louise looked at him angrily. Who had come to disturb them? Robin shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t want to say anything about it, except that the visitor was not a lively type. “You are a blockhead”, said his girl friend.

This put the lid on it for Robin. He went to his air mattress, sulking, packed up his trunk, and disappeared into the dark night with a “Goodbye!”.

Snooze went to the door and began scratching it, whining and barking. Nobody had walked him as yet. The others were looking blank. Louise decided to let the dog loose. She opened the door. He ran into the night, seeking Robin …

Meanwhile, Dirk was sitting next his loudspeaker in the caravan again, without peruke or make-up, but still in his devil’s togs. He laughed. The trick did work. One point for him! Click. He put the loudspeaker on.

“Trrr…”. The telephone rang in Louise’s cottage. Dirk heard her voice: “Vogelenzang …. Yes, he is here … Bernardo, it is for you.”

“Here Bernardo … How would I know? … No, I don’t know where she is! … You’d better keep watch over her … I have other things on my mind. …”. Clack! He hung up the phone.

“Who was that?”, asked Louise.

“One of my exes”, said Bernardo. “She was a Dutch beauty queen. Long ago, she was miss Limburg. She asked if I know where her foster child is.”

“To what extent are you responsible for the foster child?”

“It was a fancy of my ex”, said Bernardo, indifferently. “We took the child from an orphan house, because my ex needed a friend for our own child. But it turned out we couldn’t manage the foster child. She wanted to go back to her own mother, who is addicted to alcohol and drugs. I once brought the child back to the orphan house. Ever since, she’s commuting between that   house and our little castle in Eijsden.”

“For shame!”, said Louise. “This story resembles too much the story of Oliver Twist. God intended the orphans and the aged to be cared for. Follow the example of the late president of France, Charles de Gaulle. He had a little daughter with the Down syndrome, and he was fond of her.”

Aha!, thought Dirk, next morning. The adored lady felt sympathy for elder people. It was time to be grandpa. Up to now, he had tried to take his place next Louise by force, but with a soft method he might stand more chance.

Back to the requisites! There must be a long white beard somewhere … yes, here it is. And here is this little lounge suit with a watch on a chain in its inner pocket, and old trousers to match. But he should use a bit of eau de cologne.

With stiff legs and a crooked back, Dirk stumbled out of his stacaravan. The guests of the camping asked themselves who he was. They never had seen such a very old man in Beautiful Bemelen before. He bumped into a little girl with blond tresses. She asked compassionately:

“Sir! Is your back aching very much?”

“No, my child. I’m looking if there are quarters of guilders on the path.”

“The quarters are abolished, sir. But my dad still owns one of queen Juliana. Shall I ask him if you can have them?”

“Well, not today. Help! I have to sit down for a while.” Dirk sat down againt the red beech that stood in front of Louise’s cottage. The child sat down next him, and wiped his forehead  with her white little handkerchief. She wistled a nice tune.

“Do you know that grandpa song of Wilma Landkroon?”, asked grandpa Dirk. “No, that’s impossible. It’s a more than forty years old song. Shall I sing it?

The little girl nodded assent. Grandpa Dirk cleared his throat, drew breath, and sang with his pure bass voice:

‘Would it hurt, my dear grandpa, if you were to die soon? If the stars in the night fly away from the moon? Would it hurt if the sun in the sky shines no more? Would it hurt if the sea stays away from the shore? – No, my granddaughter, if you only love me!’

The child brushed away a tear with her white little handkerchief.

Grandpa Dirk got up, performed a lively jump that would surprise every beholder, and rang the door bell of the young miss whom he wished to sit next forever.

She opened the door. He explained his children had absconded and left him all alone in the camping ‘Beautiful Bemelen’. Would she please give him a cup of coffee? Well, he was lucky. She had just sent her guests to Maastricht on errands, and now she was alone, too. So it would be nice if grandpa would keep her company

Grandpa didn’t think twice. He was glad to ascertain the young lady didn’t wear underwear under her velvet frock. He sat down in the easy chair and calmly awaited the events. The dog lay down at his feet. The adored lady soon came to say, alas!, she was out of coffee. She sat down on his lap to indemnify him for it. 

This had unforeseen consequences. The head of grandpa Dirk was full of sudden emotions, and his trousers full of liquid. The dog was perplexed. Was the bossy riding on a horse, or was she riding on the belly of this old guest? And what did he smell? He was so curious he began browsing grandpa Dirk’s trousers.

“I think I’d better go home now”, said Dirk, rising. He trotted back to his caravan in his wet trousers. Although the soft way to deal with the problem did work, it could not be considered a lasting success.

On his way to the caravan, he made a sudden stop. Who came running on there, at the entrance of the camping, loaded with bags full of errands? A flaxen-haired man in a T-shirt on which it said ‘New York’. A brown man with a black moustache and a white sombrero. A light brown little man in a pullover with a bald head. And a man with a muscular chest, grey curls, and health insurance spectacles. They were approaching fast.

“Hello, grandpa”, said one of them. “Are you seeking pennies?”

“Guilders”, said Dirk. He didn’t have to explain more, because an airplane came flying over them close by with thundering noise.

“What does this mean?”, asked the one with the muscular chest. And, fixing his eyes on the man in the pullover: “Bernardo, is this a private little airplane of yours again?”

“Haha! I wish it were, Matthias! However, that airplane is full of men like you. They will go home from the airport in a city bus.”

“There’s not even a short moment of silence here”, said Matthias. “I’m longing for the cool lakes of death.”

“It would be dumb if you would depart without Louise”, thought Pim. “You can’t do that if you want to sit next her in the kingdom of heaven.”

Grandpa Dirk threw off his grandpa disguise in his caravan, put on clean clothes, took up his portable radio with his left hand, and began seeking Sammy. Sammy was on the volleyball pitch of the camping, playing with the flower of the Beautiful Bemelen bikini babes.

“Hey, Sammy!”, shouted Dirk, while holding the radio above his head with two hands. “Do you want to earn an oldfashioned portable radio?”

“What do I have to do for it?”, shouted Sammy in turn. He walked to uncle Dirk, who was struggling to avoid looking at the bikini maidens.

“Look”, said Dirk. “We switch the radio to the Evangelical Broadcasting. Right now they are broadcasting Catholic music, for ecumenical reasons. Bring it to the summer cottage of the lady with the five men and the dog. As soon as you get there, you switch the radio to full volume. They will send you away, but you have to stay as long as you can. If you manage to stay there for five minutes, the radio is yours.”

The boy set out to do the job. Another funny adventure! He rang the door bell of the cottage of Louise Vogelenzang. When she opened the door, the radio made so loud a sound that Louise and her four applicants writhed with fright, while holding both of their hands against their ears. They heard this:

“FROM THE PILGRIMAGE CHAPEL of Our Lady of Help in Distress at Heiloo …”, and nothing more, because Sammy had switched off the volume. Uncle Dirk didn’t say the volume should stay on. Sammy was invited to enter, and treated to lemonade. Uncle Pim even took him on his lap, and said he could switch the volume on again, at a moderate level. 

‘Thou, Rosary, I love thee …’, they heard, ‘… since when I was a boy. I’ll never walk away from thee, in sorrow or in joy. When I am to die and to say goodbye, by day, by night, you’ll be, o Rosary, with me!’

The hostess was delighted with this song. She pressed the little boy to her big bosom, so that he almost choked, and gave him a black chaplet as a present, and a leaflet with the text of the Hail Mary, the Lord’s Prayer, the Glory Be to the Father, and the Fifteen Secrets of the Rosary. If he would say these prayers every night before going to bed, nothing could ever harm him! The poor boy walked outside with the radio and the chaplet, put the chaplet around the neck of a cat who happened to pass by, and put the leaflet in a waste paper basket. 

Then he went to uncle Dirk with his new radio to report about the job he just finished. Dirk heaved a deep sigh. Now he had to invent a new plan again. He wrote a letter, in English, and asked Sammy to take it to the same Turkish shop in the Boschstraat, for the attention of the same lady with the bonnet.

Meanwhile, Matthias Weinsteker was still unpacking the errands. He entered the living room with the new coffee machine he had bought in the local shop of Blokker. Pim Vermeire didn’t like it. He made a gesture of disapproval, and said:

“You should avoid buying anything from Blokker, because the large multiple stores corrupt and blunt the streetscape, even in Maastricht. I mean those loud shops with large billboards, like Hema, Jumbo, Blokker, etcetera.”

“Then where can I buy a coffee machine?”

“What do you ever need a coffee machine for?”

Matthias shrug his shoulders. “Who wants a cup of coffee?”, he asked. Nobody answered. We have the honest coffee brand ‘Max Havelaar’, he insisted. Still no reactions. “With arsenic or without?” Nobody laughed. “I also have a box of chocolate cookies!” Now, one by one, they reluctantly agreed to have coffee, while awaiting new job interviews.

Meanwhile, in the Libyan capital Tripoli, colonel Gaddafi read the letter from brother Dirk with obvious pleasure. He smiled. Hence, the team of cheerleaders in military uniform behind him began spontaneously scanning, with clenched fists, a litany of koran verses.

“Brotherly Leader and Guide of the Revolution”, he read. “After the accident in Lockerbie, you have pitched your tents in many countries, and fostered goodwill with charismatic actions. Perhaps it’s time to take action and advertise the islamic values in the decadent western world. Camping Beautiful Bemelen near Maastricht is for Allah the ideal spot to have a Libyan little airplane accidentally crash on it. Then you may generously offer help in the form of tents of emergency and dromedaries. With fraternal greetings, Dirk Scheerzeep.”

The old Gaddafi produced a mobile little telephone from an inner pocket of his kaftan, and choose the number of brother Ahmadinejad in Tehran. He let the cheerleaders know, by knitting his big dark eyebrows, they should be silent.

“Assalamu alaykum from Tripoli. … You already guessed it, it’s me. … No, that’s why I don’t call you via your iPod. … Brother Scheerzeep from Holland sent me a letter. …. He is both just and initiated. …  Yes, indeed, the sign of the Mahdi. … Stop, wait a bit. Outside the tent, a dromedary is flashing up the sandy terrain. … It probably is a courier. … How ugly on the mountains are the feet of those who bring bad news. … Variant of Isaiah 52, verse 7, from the Christian bible. … I invented it myself! … I’ll call you back before long.”

Before the colonel now appeared a thick man with blond curls, in a blue western suit. He swept the sweat from his chubby face.

“Assalamu alaykum”, he said. Gaddafi nodded affably, and looked at him inquiringly.

“I come from Dirk Scheerzeep, Allah be with him. He wishes you peace.”

“I just received his letter”, said the big Leader of the Revolution. “Are you bringing to me a sequel of the letter? Do you know what it says in this letter?”

“I know almost nothing”, said the fat messenger. “Yesterday I was still walking past the cosy red lights in the windows of the Hardebollenstraat in Utrecht, suspecting nothing …”

“It’s Hardeballenstraat”, corrected the colonel. The messenger looked at him without a tiny bit of understanding.

“Whatever”, he continued. “From a dark corner suddenly appeared two large tattooed guys, who threw a blanket over my head. They pushed me in the rear of a delivery van, and we rode away at high velocity. We dashed through the night during about three hours, until we arrived in a camping. It must have been near Maastricht, for I heard someone say ‘no tanks’ instead of ‘no thanks’. They led me before ‘oncle Dirk’, who turned out to know all I did during the last week. Now he made me a ‘free’ proposal. If I had objections, he would discuss them with my wife. So, as a consequence, I set out for Tripoli head over heels, to give you some advice concerning the protection of nuclear plants and other key centers in the islamic world.”

“You are a camel with flabby humps. But that’s not the point. What does this mr Scheerzeep know about danger and protection?”

“How should I know? I only know he has many connections everywhere, who tell him what is going on in the world. His free advice for you is: build bunkers of concrete (bbc).”

“Build bunkers of concrete (bbc)”, repeated Gaddafi. “Why? And is that all?”

“The message is also meant for Ahmadinejad”, said the messenger. “Israel is about to attack the Iranian nuclear plants. They will use first class bombs. On the other hand, bombs that don’t pass the security checks will be dropped on places where Ahmadinejad is expected to stay. If there’s still rubbish left, they drop it on your tents. It would be dumb not to use the remaining ammunition, even if its quality is uncertain.”

Gaddafi frowned his eyebrows. The cheerleaders were as silent as mice now. They knew every bit of sound could break the nerves of the old colonel.

“If people throw bombs on my tents, these have to be high quality bombs!”, he roared. “Otherwise, brother Berlusconi will tell jokes about it on the telly.”

He gestured to his body guard, who was awaiting orders in a corner of the tent, he had to take the messenger of bad news in safe custody. So the body guard threw the messenger into a pit wherein the dromedaries used to poop. It stank. But a servant gave him a cup of tea with a cookie, because Gaddafi was at bottom a good fellow.    

A bit later on, a little airplane took off from the military airport of Tripoli, with destination  Bemelen. But the pilot became dizzy by an ascending magpie, and returned with trembling knees. Gaddafi considered this a sign from Allah, and canceled the operation. Again he dialled the number of Ahmadinejad.

“Build bunkers of concrete”, he said. “That’s the advice from Dirk S. … Yes, I know he’s wasting ammunition … Yes, we have to measure the quantities. … But it’s a good advice, isn’t it? … You already have bunkers? … No, I have none yet. … You’ll give me the recipe to make concrete? … But what shall we do against Israel?”

Gaddafi looked at his cheerleaders, to see to whom he could entrust a delicate task. He chose Sheila with the big breasts, because she tipped him winks with her almond-shaped eyes. He whispered something into her ear, and almost took fire from the Libyan cigarette in the right corner of her mouth. 

A full quarter of an hour went by. The colonel consulted his watch every now and then. The messenger and the military girls held their breath. Suddenly they heard a snoring sound that was  swelling fast. A helicopter descended from heaven.

Gaddafi walked to the den wherein Dirk’s express messenger was still standing upright. By a sort of Daniel’s miracle no dromedary had hit him, so he was ready to set out in the togs he wore. Gaddafi invited him to a trip in the helicopter, without reckoning with the body weight (in kilograms) this boy had to carry.

The flight in the helicopter lasted three hours. There were many beautiful things to look at: tents, palaces, mosques with minarets, the Sahara desert, caravans, bedouins, oases, the blue mediterranean sea, and numerous islands. Finally they landed on the neglected airport of some Greek island, with wind force eight.

A motley crowd was waiting for them. They were all holding their head cloths, caps, bonnets or hats to prevent the wind would snatch them from their heads. Being a perfect host, colonel Gaddafi presented these people to the express messenger.

“This is Dadulla Junior”, he said, pointing at a little man with something like a turban on his head, and a black beard. “He is one of the most important leaders of the Taliban.”

Dadulla grinned, showing his yellow teeth, but didn’t utter a sound.

“This is Ayman al-Zabahiri”, continued the Libyan leader, pointing at a similar little fellow, who was wearing spectacles. “He’s the second man of Al Qaida, and the right hand of Osama bin Laden. Each year at the eleventh of september, he treats his friends to a table full of dates.” 

Zabahiri didn’t laugh, but looked at the colonel inquiringly. “Is this a crusader?”, he asked suspiciously. But Gaddafi shook his head immediately.

“By the way, what’s your name?”, the colonel inquired of Dirk’s obese express messenger, while measuring him with his eyes from top to toe.

“Dick”, said the thick one.

“What’s in a name?”, said Gaddafi, laughing, and he continued, in a whisper: “You need not know the names of the others. They are unimportant assistants.”

However, somebody else came tearing on, who apparently was late. It was the Iranian leader Ahmadinejad. With his typical hoarse and high voice, he begged in Iranian pardon for the delay. One of the assistants turned out to be a good interpreter. He translated everything into Arabic. Finally, another one translated this into English: “Sorry!”.

“Let’s go to the canteen”, said Gaddafi. “Here they serve fine coffee with excellent viennese chocolate shortcakes. Moreover, in the canteen we don’t need to hold our hats.”

The companions followed the colonel to the canteen. There also were some Greek natives. The Libyan leader shifted some chairs and tables. After the shifting, the tables were standing in a circle. Together with the chairs outside the circle, they formed one round table. The partners  in the conference sat down at this round table. The natives were still between them. They didn’t understand English, but for reasons of safety they were being stared at until they voluntarily went away. 

When everybody was provided with coffee and shortcake, Gaddafi opened the conference. “What will we do with Israel?”, was the question he posed.

“I can deliver a big ‘dirty bomb’ within three weeks”, said Ahmadinejad. “But the airforce of Israel is ready to strike back.”

“I’ll smuggle that bomb via Jordan and the West Bank to Tel Aviv”, said al-Zabahiri. “There are enough men who want to explode together with the bomb to get the reward of seventy-two virgins in paradise.”

“Is there an ecumenical imam in the house?”, asked Gaddafi. 

“I’ll do”, said one of the assistants. He produced a quran, and rose. Another assistant left the room and came back soon with a pile of prayer mats. 

They shifted the chairs and tables to one side of the room, and laid the prayer mats in neat rows on the floor. Meanwhile, the Iranian leader Ahmadinejad shuffled to his Libyan colleague Gaddafi, en began consulting him in a low voice.

“Why did you allow this thick Dick to hear us? Soon the whole world will know that the dirty bomb will be smuggled into Israel via the West Bank.”

“That’s desinformation”, explained the Leader of the Revolution. “This meeting is meant to mislead the enemy, among other things. I already made an agreement with al-Zabahiri long ago. In fact, the bomb will be brought from Egypt to Gaza through a secret tunnel. Then Hamas will throw it on Tel Aviv.”

“We’re talking too much again. We should have thrown the big bomb on Tel Aviv without assembling.”

“Are you mad? Israel has to shift its military attention from Gaza to the West Bank first, or else Israel will catch the bomb and throw it back. In the army, we call this a feint or distraction. Moreover we all need to tune our info in private talks. I learnt this in the course Management for Officers. Prepare for irritated reactions both at home and abroad, as soon as Tel Aviv will be covered with radio-active smog.”

“Okay. Now how will the thick man go home? He will soon tell all to the natives on this island. Then the police will arrest us and put us in a Greek jail.”

“Leave that to me. I put a drug in his coffee.”

Dick himself had already fallen asleep. He dreamt about Sinbad the Sailor, Aladdin and the Magic Lamp, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and Sesame Street.

He woke up in an office of Air France – KLM. The posters at the wall already showed this clearly, but Dick also recognised the uniform of the stewardess who bent over him: a blue coat and skirt, a multicolored little shawl, and badges he could easily read.

“Where am I?”, he asked, to be even surer.

“Hello, I’m Eva”, said the stewardess, smiling. “We found you in coma on board the plane from Athens that landed just now. In your luggage I found a telephone number. Your friend will come to see you as soon as possible.”

There he came in already, with the multicolored head cloth and the sun glasses. It was Dirk Scheerzeep himself.

“Hello, Dick”, said Dirk. “Little jetlag? I’ll take you to Bemelen in the car.”

“I’m talking to Eva”, replied Dick, with a heavy sigh. “Go away, my dream isn’t over yet.” And to Eva: “So you went through my luggage. I hope you didn’t steal my cigarettes?” 

Eva looked at Dirk for help. The pirate reminded Dick his wife was impatiently waiting for him at home. Dick jumped up, gave Eva a goodbye kiss, and said he was ready. The stewardess helped him and his luggage to pass through the customs. She gave him another cigarette, tipped him a wink, and looked at her watch.

In the car, Dirk submitted his mate to a cross examination:

“What did you discover?”

“The sheikh has a nice harem”, said Dick. “And we have been flying with a helicopter.”

“You mean Gaddafi and his female cadets?”, asked Dirk. “Please begin at the beginning, and give me an orderly account.”

But his friend began suddenly crying. It was embarrassing, but the big fellow cried bitterly, so his shoulders were heavily shaking.

“What’s up, man?”, asked Dirk, irritated.

“I’m thinking of a book I read long ago. It was a very good book.”

“Which book? Minny the pussycat?”

“No. ‘The Diary of Anne Frank’. She was a Jewish girl who hid from the Germans during the war, in Amsterdam.”

“Everybody knows Anne Frank”, snarled Dirk. “But what has she to do with your adventures in Libya?”

“They want to explode a dirty bomb in Israel. I think it’s a rotten trick, and I don’t want to get dirty hands.”

“Does it matter? The sooner the Israelis explode, the sooner they are in heaven.”

“Or in hell”, objected the thick one. “And the suffering which such a dirty bomb causes will probably …”

“They mostly go to purgatory”, thought Dirk. “And the more they will suffer on the earth, the sooner they will be in heaven after they die.”

“Only if they dedicate their sufferings to Our Lord. But otherwise they won’t.”

The two quarrelers shut up their mouths, to think about the question. Thick Dick soon fell into a deep sleep, but this time it was a sleep without dreams. The pirate behind the wheel drove about two hundred kilometers an hour, and felt really cool. He passed some thirty Sunday drivers, drowsily counting them as if they were sheep. This way he almost fell asleep, too. But Dick made in his sleep an involuntary movement that alerted the pirate just in time. It happened close to Eindhoven, where he almost missed the turn to Maastricht.

After an hour they reached the terrain of camping Beautiful Bemelen. Now they were awake. But what did they see? A pussycat with a chaplet around her neck. Thick Dick made the sign of the cross. He was sure, after this sign from God in heaven, he should inform the world of the forthcoming attack on Israel.

“Dirk …”, he said, hesitating, to Dirk, who was parking the car.

“What?”, asked Dirk, irritated. “You may sleep in my house.”

“Yes, but I stop dancing to your tune. Go on, tell my wife everything you know about my escapades. It’s time for me to come clean with my wife and confess to her all my sins.”

Dirk bit his lip. He didn’t expect this. What now?

“Wait a second …”, he said to his passenger. He got out of the car, entered his caravan, and returned with a plastic bag after a minute. “Follow me to the wood behind the camping”, he said to thick Dick. “I have a nice place for you to sleep.”

The thick man didn’t trust the situation, but he followed his host. Where could he sleep if he didn’t accept the place Dirk was going to show him?

When they were in the wood, Dirk Scheerzeep took him to a concrete bunker, made during the second world war. Beneath them, on the bottom of the bunker, they saw a mattress. They descended along iron stairs. Dirk asked his comrade to lie down backward on the mattress, and close his eyes. He gave him a pill ‘to sleep like a top’. In fact, the thick man was almost immediately sleeping like a blog. Now Dirk took out of the plastic bag ... a pistol! There was a silencer on it. He aimed at the left knee of thick Dick, and shot. Thereafter, he aimed at the right knee, and shot again. After these cowardly deeds, the pirate climbed from the bunker on the quiet, and went back to his caravan. It was bed time.

In Louise’s neighbouring summer cottage, Louise and her four applicants were still awake. They were just talking about concrete. Bernardo hated concrete.

“It is dead material”, he thought. “Just like glass or plastic. In olden times, people used marl or brick or limestone to build with. These materials are alive! And they took some time to place ornaments on the buildings. For instance, I like the baroque ornaments in Antwerp.”

“Close to here is an ugly concrete bunker in the woods”, said Louise.

Matthias wished to light a cigarette, but Benito stopped him.

“I just recovered”, he said. “Then you want to pollute the air with tobacco smoke. That’s as bad as carbon dioxide.”

This was for Dirk, who was listening next his loudspeaker, the sign to light a cigarette, too. Wait, a joint was better. Then he opened the Playboy: the pin-up in the centerfold was a nude lady with a military cap on. 

Now they all heard some people outside singing the well known Alma Redemptoris Mater. The inhabitants of the caravan and the holiday cottage opened he doors to see what was going on. A group of pilgrims passed by. In front, a young priest in a yellow and brown habit was carrying a crucifix. The curious ones joined the procession. They left the camping, and kept walking on until they got to a large iron crucifix next the road. There was ‘the miracle’: a cat with a chaplet around his neck.

The cat walked away solemnly. The procession followed the cat. He walked straight to a concrete bunker in the woods, and jumped on it.

Father Bert from the praying community De Kommel, who was the head of the procession, looked at the bottom of the bunker. There he saw a pale man lying in coma, whose legs were bleeding. Being, a matter-of-fact man, he called the alarm number at once.

Don’t ask me how thick Dick did the trick in his wheelchair, but within a week after the assault on him in the bunker he was sitting in front of president Obama of the United States.

Michelle Obama gallantly brought him a cup of coffee with a cookie, and the children came to see how fat the visitor was who had presented himself as “Dick Fat’. (For his Dutch name was Dick Vet). They were rather disappointed. Everyday they saw much thicker fellows in the Washington McDonald’s  restaurants.

Obama put his finger tips together before the mouth, and he smiled to the visitor.

“What can I do for you, Dick?”, he asked.

“Nothing for me …”, answered Dick. “Barack, listen, I’ve come to alert you. Iran and Libya together want to smuggle a dirty bomb via the West Bank to Israel.”

“Are you serious?”, said Obama, with a twinkle in his eyes. “Where did you get the info?”

“Gaddafi and Ahmadinejad discussed this in my presence, more than a week ago, on the Greek little isle of Kalymnos. Dadulla Junior and Ayman al-Zabahiri were present, too.”

Barack Obama looked at his visitor. What did this man know? He pressed a red button in the arm of his easy chair. A red-haired young lady entered. She tipped Dick a wink, and asked the president what he wanted. Obama presented her to Dick as his secretary Jenny, and asked her to contact the CIA. These people should check if many airplanes had arrived on the little airport of Kalymnos.

The president and his visitor kept staring at each other in silence during some ten minutes. This was serious. Now they couldn’t joke. However, the silence was broken by the noise Dick made when he accidentally gulped too much of his coffee. The president went outside to smoke a little cigarette in the patio. But he continued to observe his guest with a frown from behind the glass in the door.

Jenny came to say four helicopters had landed on the isle of Kalymnos within a quarter of an hour last Sunday.

“Let Israel prepare its army”, said the president to Jenny. “They have to stop air attacks with  dirty bombs from Gaza …”

Dick wanted to interrupt him, but the president already shook his head. He knew the frontiers at the West Bank of river Jordan didn’t need more protection than usual.

“… And Dick deserves a medal”, concluded Obama. Jenny nodded. She began a telephone talk with her colleague in Israel, and returned after a few minutes with a medal on a silver plate. It was a five-pointed star with in the center an image of the statue of liberty. The president put it around Dick’s neck, and they solemnly shook hands.

“Thanks”, said Dick. “I’m a fan of yours and of America. Here heroes have a face, whereas in Holland we are numbers.”

Obama’s little telephone buzzed. He switched the thing on. “Number one speaking …”, he said. The president took up the phone and went elsewhere to talk more freely. Michelle entered with Dick’s coat. “Sorry, Dick, it’s time for lunch”, she said. She pushed the wheelchair outside. Dick’s mother was awaiting him there.

“Where do you want to go, my dear boy?”, asked the old little woman.

“I wanna go home, mum. But first I want to go to that shop next the statue of Lincoln, where guns and long knives are for sale.”

A few days later on, Dirk came out of his caravan, while whistling a fine tune. He stumbled  over Dick, who was waiting before the door in a wheelchair, with the medal of freedom around his neck. Dick shot a bullet into the breast of Dirk, but he missed the center of the heart. Dirk managed to take Dick’s revolver and to shoot Dick down. Both died at the same time.

People say Dick’s soul asked: “What hills are those, my friend, that rise so fair and high?”, and Dirk’s soul answered: “Those are the hills of heaven, my dear, but not for you and I” – “And what hills are those, my friend, those hills so dark and low?” – “Those are the hills of hell, my dear, where you and I must go.”

Next day, Pim Vermeire found the corpses. Nobody else had seen nor heard anything yet. He made two crosses of bronze-green oak-wood. In one cross he carved with a little knive ‘Here lies Dirk Scheerzeep’, and in the other ‘Here lies Dick Vet’. He buried Dirk ten paces west of the bunker, and Dick with his medal next him.

“Wh-what did you say?”, asked Louise, next morning, after Pim told her in passing about his lugubrous discovery.

“You heard me”, smiled Pim. And to the three other applicants: “Did you hear it, boys?”

“Yes”, said Matthias. “I’m beginning to find things creepy here. Can’t we find a better place to continue the conversation?”

“Let’s go to Amsterrdam”, proposed Benito. Bernardo nodded enthusiastically, and added: “Arrtis, Rembrandt square, national museums.” Louise nodded assent.

After an hour they were standing at the bus stop with all their luggage.

A full hour later on, they were still standing there, because the Veolia bus was late again. The drivers were taking it easy. They simply canceled buses without saying it to the direction or to the public. But finally, there was the bus. 

So, at last, the heavenly five began the long trip to Mokum.

“Public facilities are in a bad condition”, said Matthias in the train. “Post Office and Public Transport are being privatized, and Public Utilities are even being sold abroad. Top managers and speculators only think of profit. The common clients and employees are out of sight.”

The club of five left the Central Railway Station by two o’clock via the main exit. Now they had to choose: either turn to the right to the old city district ‘the Jordaan, where the organ plays in the street the Lindengracht’, or straight ahead via the Kalverstreet to the pigeons on the Dam, or turn to the left through the street Zeedyke to the Jews’ market on Waterloo square.

“We may also go backward to river IJ”, claimed Pim. “Sail on a Little Boat, drink a little cup of tea.” However, this idea didn’t meet with approval.

Louise firmly headed for the Dam, and the four applicants followed her. At every street corner they looked for a typical Amsterdam pub, where they might drink a little cup of coffee. However, before they were aware of it, they were standing in the red light district, where almost nude ladies were bathing in red neon light behind the panes.

Our two murderers Dick and Dirk in hell probably chuckled when they observed the scene: Louise looking downward, and the men restlessly searching for a safe spot to rest their eyes, while the whores tried to attract their attention. It’s also possible they began quarreling in hell about the question whether Louise was wearing underwear under her beige velvet frock and whether she was wearing a bra. Because she was prudish, but in a defiant way.

At last they sat down in a pub, called ‘The Old Sailor’.

“Did you see how many black girls there are in the windows?”, asked Louise. “How sad must the poor fathers be!”

“Well, I don’t think so”, thought Bernardo. “The fathers mostly are doing obscene business themselves.”

“I’m worried about the girls from East Europe”, said Matthias. “They have been  recruited as models, and now they have to earn money as prostitutes to pay for the return. And the pimps keep the passports as a pledge.”

“Let’s turn to ourselves”, said Louise. “We’re about to go to grand hotel Krasnapolski. We’ll stay there in the next few days. You have to present yourselves in turn to convince me you’re the right person to sit next me forever in the kingdom of heaven. Show you’re honest, without  deceit in your mind. Show you love children and animals. In short, let me see what’s your view on life, inasmuch as I don’t know yet.”

Pim scratched his blond flaxen hair, and drummed on his broad chest with his brawny arms. Bernardo grabbed his bald head in panic, with two hands, and his grin was as stiff as the grin of Punch and Judy puppet. Matthias put his spectacles between the grey curls on his fat head, and he nervously blinked his eyes. Benito put his big sombrero on his face, and picked his black moustache. The die was cast.

“Let’s give a toast to our heavenly hostess”, proposed Bernardo, lifting his coffee.

“If she chooses you, it’s not because of your blue beady eyes”, railed Pim.

“Your little bike won’t  turn the scale, either”, thought Matthias. “Nor Benito’s moustache that somebody pissed on.”

“Pissed on?”, said Benito. “Your tuft of grey curls looks like a peruke.”

HOOFDSTUK 4

“I’ve never used doping”,  said Pim, while taking a draught of water. “I mean, not during a big cycling contest. Of course, I used to take a little pill every now and then, when, after a short night, I had to start in a criterium ‘around the church tower’ of one or other little village in Belgium or France. In fact, the results of such a race were already secretly sold before the start of the race.”

He was standing in a brand new ready-made suit on an oaken podium in a small room which hotel Krasnapolski had put at the disposal of Louise. His public consisted of his three rivals and the woman who was going to judge of him.

“But you have been doped with the water of baptism in the Catholic Church?”, asked Louise, suspiciously.

“That’s possible”, answered Pim. “My mother was superstitious. She recited the novenas of Saint Clara. But my father hated all priests. My mother once told me she had secretly baptized me. I wroted that in my application letter, didn’t I? However, I’m not quite sure it happened in a valid way.”

Louise mounted the podium. She took Pim’s glass of water, put her hand in it, sprinkled his head with the water, and said: “I baptize you again, but now conditionally, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.”

She sat down again, and asked Pim to continue his lecture.

“I was born in Zwevegem in 1975. My father was a shoemaker, and my mother cleaned the house.”

“Bravo!”, interrupted Bernardo.

“I had ten little sisters under me”, continued Pim. “And one little bother.”

“You can’t form a korfball team”, said Matthias. He solemnly looked around, and explained: “Then you need six girls and six boys.”

“Twelve children, that’s oldfashioned”, said Louise, ignoring Matthias. “Do the eldest sisters stay at home to take care of their aged parents?”

“Pa and ma are still doing fine”, said Pim. “They both are members of the board of the League of Big Families. And the kids are doing sports. Except Ben, who’s permanently reading Flemish books. At the moment he’s reading a book about the Battle of the Golden Spurs.”

“How much was that suit you are wearing?”, asked Benito.

“Ninety-nine euro”, answered Pim. “I bought it in the C&A within ten minutes. Whatever. As a small boy I joined football, with the Blue Feet Football Club. Later on, I did athletics, too. I applied myself to the decathlon. My best results: hundred meters 11.3, long jump 6.20, shot put 12.55, four hundred meters 51.1, hundred and ten hurdles 14.8, discus throw 35.33, hammer throw 43.80, javelin throw 35.93, pole vault 3.90, and fifteen hundred meters 5.15.”

“You would have done well if you were a lady”, concluded Bernardo.

“And you would even lag behind the pupils”, snapped the cyclist. “In short, my real vocation was bicycle racing. I went to the club Artevelde in Gent, where I studied at the Sportacademie.”

“Vocation?”, vexed Matthias. “Did Yahweh call you? ‘Speak, for your servant is listening.’ (Samuel 3, verse 10.) ”

“Silence!”, shouted Louise. It was mouse-still now. Pim could complete his life story: 

“I married Claudia Simonetti. We got a daughter, Simone. But after a year of set-backs, in bad temper and drunk, I demolished the kitchen. She put me outside. During a year, I was very down. But I saw the invitation of our dear hostess on Dutch television …” (Here he pointed to Louise with his head.) “So I decided to apply, and to win for her the Tour de Bretagne.”

“And you did!”, said Louise with a warm voice. “You are a pro.”

“A problematic person”, completed Matthias, mockingly. This made the hostess punish him with a withering look. “Sorry”, he murmured.

“What ever happened to Simonetti and her daughter?”, asked Louise.

“Claudia robbed me via the judge. I had no twopence to rub together. Now she has a clothes store in Antwerp. Her daughter lives with her. I have visitation rights, but my ex denies them. I leave things as they are, because the child is flourishing.”

“What is, in general, your view on life?”, asked Louise.

“The world is too materialistic”, said Pim. “In sports, too, everything hinges on money, and on too much money. Young men compete for honor and prestige, which is in itself  natural and good. But the rewards are too big, because the commercal interests are too big. We should restrain liberalism, as existing in America. Then we also stop the exploitation of the third world and the exploitation of the environment. To ripen the minds, the authorities should show more respect for the movement of the Franciscan friars. Saint Francis was a beggar, but he was rich by his joy of life. He loved the animals and the poor people. That’s why he became a beggar.”

“His example was Jesus”, said Louise. “Jesus refers to his Father who is in heaven. The monastic orders have become big because people wanted  to go to heaven and be with God after death. It’s so important people know there’s a heaven. That’s why we should respect traditional Catholicism, which only the Sacerdotal Society Saint Pius X is keeping up. In the tridentine holy Mass you feel God and heaven do exist.”

“Amen”, said Pim, who didn’t want to rebuff his hostess. “But be careful of Pius X. They are too narrow-minded. People are not allowed to think. They are not even allowed to believe earth is much older than six thousand years.”

“That’s right”, said Louise. “The pope is going to talk with the sacerdotal society to broaden  their outlook. Because they don’t want to discuss things with modern people. They are too self-complacent. They are leaning on their ‘benefactors’, and say exactly what these want to hear. This way you soon become hypocritical. Jesus would have loathed that.”

“There are also denyers of the holocaust among these followers of Lefebvre”, said Matthias, in an irritated tone. 

“That’s right, too”, admitted Louise. “But they form a small minority. They want to blame the Jews for our own sins. That is rejectable. The greater part of followers of Pius X is keeping distance from this. Gentlemen, I propose we have a coffee break right now.”

Matthias inspected his purse, and asked if Bernardo had a coin of fifty cents for him, to use in the coffee machine. This was not the case, but Pim had three such coins. Benito generously gave his last fifty cents coin to Louise. He pretended he didn’t want coffee. Louise gave him an orange juice carton from her own little handbag. He drank it at a gulp. Then the others returned one by one, without coffee. Because it turned out there was not one single coffee machine in Krasnapolski.

Louise telephoned the reception. Her four men saw her gesture as if she were speaking to someone who could see her. After the telephone call she informed the men they could get a cup of coffee in the restaurant, at the expense of miss Vogelenzang.

They all went to the restaurant, except Louise, who stayed lingering. She inspected her little handbag. Pim looked back, and stopped to wait for her. He walked back.

“Have you lost something?”, he asked.

She rose, and bumped her head against his breast. He took the head with two hands, and kissed her lips until she almost suffocated.

“Pim”, she said, when he let her loose for a moment. “So far, I find your lecture is all right. You and the mendicant order of the Franciscans match very well. The kiss was good, too. But don’t think such things guarantee your application will be a success.” 

“I hope it’s no contra-indication, either.”

At that moment, a family of gipsies entered the room: a father with a violin, a mother with a baby, a young girl with a piece of paper, on which it said something about Bosnia, and a little boy with his arm in a sling. They looked around with sad faces, begging for money. They wouldn’t have deceived Saint Francis. But he would have given them everything he carried. Pim and Louise produced their purses, and gave them all their pocket money. The gipsy girl took Pim’s right hand and studied the lines in the palm. Then she did the same with Louise’s left hand. Finally, she put Pim’s hand in Louise’s hand. The two looked at each other, and shrugged their shoulders at the same time. The beggars had already disappeared. 

‘Du schwarzer Zigeuner’, hummed Pim – ‘Wißt ihr was die Liebe ist? Ein kurzer Traum im Mai. Wenn dein Mund sich satt geküßt, ist der Traum vorbei.’ Etcetera.

“Hear!”, said Louise, laughing at Pim’s song. “By the way, I wish to ask every applicant what he thinks of contraception. Please give us your view on it after the pause.”

Well, his competitors came back already. They told the coffee was too strong, and a bunch of Roma had robbed Bernardo. A woman with black hair and a baby, wrapped up in colourful rags, had attracted his attention. His companions were being diverted by a fiddler who played a merry melody with his violin. Matthias saw from the corner of his right eye how a girl put her hand in  Bernardo’s bag. A little boy with his arm in a sling whistled on his little fingers, and within a second the whole family was outside the building. According to Benito, they drove away in one large Cadillac.

“What have you lost?”, asked Louise.

“A purse with about a hundred euros and several cards”, answered Bernardo. “Travel card, library card, bank card … And one other card, but I forgot what for.”

‘Du schwarzer Zigeuner’, resumed Pim, from the podium – ‘Komm spiel mir was vor, denn ich will vergessen heut’ was ich verlor.’

“They don’t have your pin number, do they?”, asked Louise to Bernardo, for safety’s sake. “Then we can go to the police in the afternoon. Sit down, all of you, and listen to the rest of Pim’s address. Pim, stop bothering about the schwarzer Zigeuner, and get to the point.”

“Okay”, said Pim. “I go on, telling you about my vision on life. Life is like a race, as the apostle Paul writes in his epistle to the Corinthians:” (He produced his pocket bible and opened it.) “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.”

“There are two of us who can sit down next Louise in heaven”, remarked Matthias. “One at the left side and one at the right side.”

“Yes, but the metaphor doesn’t go that far. I only wanted to explain: life is for me a cycling  competition, whose finish is at the Champs Elysées of paradise. Those who don’t get off the bike in case of  adverse wind, or when they have to climb a steep mountain, all will get to the finish.”

“That’s bullshit”, cried Benito. “You are an over-achiever, man. Relax!”

“It’s important to persevere”, decided Louise. Of course, she had in all discussions the final say. “You may promise you will be true to them who trust you, but then you have to persist when it’s difficult.”

Pim bowed gratefully to the woman who agreed with him.

“Pim”, said Louise. “Something different. What’s your view on contraception?”

“First he sings, and thereafter he goes into the church”, said Bernardo.

“He asks his partner if she has swallowed the forbidden medicine”, thought Matthias.

“Abstinence”, replied Pim, calmly. “Calendar-based methods are the best. And of course no  sexual intercourse except in marriage.”

“The water of baptism Louise sprinkled you with, worked”, concluded Benito. “But suppose you cycle past a beautiful lady in a beige velvet frock, and she doesn’t wear correct underwear. What will you do then?”

“That’s not the point”, evaded Pim. “What really matters, is: there are too many people in the world. I respect my dear father and mother who put twelve children on the earth, but there are already six times as many people as would be good.”

“Men can’t help being lewd”, remarked Matthias. “And women are broody.”

“The solution is easy”, said Louise. “If we respect the traditional holy Mass again, more girls will enter the convents. They will give up the love of a worldly man for the love of their Father in heaven. They will engage in work for schools and hospitals.”

“They will be virgins who risk everything for God”, added Benito.

“They will even be God’s own risky virgins”, said Pim. But he himself was the only one who laughed. Because this was a well known old joke.

“Here we conclude the lecture of Pim”, said Louise. Pim bowed to the audience, and got a dutiful applause. He took place between his competitors.

“Next candidate, please”, insisted the hostess. She looked up the name between the papers in her suitcase. “Matthias … Weinberg.”

“Weinsteker”, corrected the candidate. “Am I allowed to light a cigarette?”

“No”, answered Louise. Matthias almost choked.

“Then can I have a cup of coffee instead of a glass of water from the ditch?”

“No”, answered Louise. Matthias choked again.

“Then I may sit down between the flames of hell as well, on a little seat next Lucifer.”

“Yes”, said Louise. “Then you would burn there like a cigarette. In your application  letter, you perfectly described what hell is like. We are eager to hear the story of your life.”

The candidate rose with difficulty, and shuffled to the podium. In his grey suit, with his grey curled hair, he would have looked like a grey mouse if he had not put on his bright red stock, which accented his broad chest and made him reflourish. Now he looked more like an ‘elderly statesman’.

He put off his spectacles, and took with visible dislike a draught of ditchwater. He tapped on the microphone to check if it was working, which unfortunately was not the case, and then he fired away:

“I was born in Pressburg, today Bratislava, in 1933. My father traded in pills and powders. In 1938, the British prime minister Chamberlain was taken in by Adolf Hitler in Munich. Life was getting too dangerous for us, so we emigrated to New York.”

“So now you’re in fact an American Jew”, concluded Bernardo.

“Yes”, said Matthias. “My mother was orthodox. I remember we were not allowed to switch on the light in the living room on Shabbat. We listened to the radio in the dark. After the war, I  became Bar Mitzvah, that is: a responsible young man who is subject to the law.”

“What kind of man was your father?”, asked Pim.

“A merchant”, said Weinsteker. “He made and kept contacts with American pharmaceutical enterprises, and prospered. He sponsored sport clubs, like the Harlem Globetrotters. That was funny. I’ve often seen those jokers playing basketball. They stimulated the emancipation of the negroes. My father supported them with money and dope.”

“How did you ever become a Christian?”, asked Louise.

“When I was studying law, I fell in love with a Catholic girl”, explained Matthias. “She told me about the secrets of the holy Rosary and those of Fatima.”

“Why did you settle in the Netherlands?”, asked miss Vogelenzang.

“My girl friend and I were members of a group of pilgrims who traveled from New York to the European sanctuaries of virgin Mary. First we went to Portugal by plane. We visited the Cova da Iria, where Mary appeared to the little shepherds of Fatima in 1917. I love those three children. From there we went to Lourdes by bus. We saw the cave of Massabielle, and the old prison where Saint Bernadette and her family lived in 1856. Then a bus took us to the railway viaduct in Beauraing and the well in Banneux. The seer of 1933 is still alife, but we couldn’t meet her. I settled in Maastricht and started a little shop where people could buy water from Lourdes and other devotional articles.”

“And your girl friend?”, asked Bernardo.

“She married a Maastricht inhabitant”, said Weinsteker. “He was the ex-owner of the house wherein I started  my little shop. She bought my return ticket and settled with him in my former house in New York.”

“Did she explain to him the secrets of the holy Rosary?”, asked Benito. Judging by his face, he himself thought this was a relevant question.

“No comments”, said Matthias, harshly. “Anyway, during those damned sixties, water from holy springs was of course getting less in vogue, but I already owned enough money. I went to  Nijmegen to study philosophy.”

“What did you learn there?”, asked Pim Vermeire.

“Except wise philosophers there are foolish ones”, explained Weinsteker. “It’s true they all are subtle, but there also has to be a balance in a philosophical system. Most philosophers exaggerate by distrusting either the senses or the mind. The best ones are Plato and Aristotle, Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas. Thomas is excellent above all, because he found the perfect balance. The more recent philosophers like Descartes, Spinoza, Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, all are inferior.”

“Can you sum up the fifteen mysteries of the holy Rosary?”,  asked Louise.

“Okay”, said Weinsteker. “First the joyful mysteries: the angel Gabriel announces the glad tidings to virgin Mary – virgin Mary pays a visit to her niece Elisabeth (the mother of Saint John Baptist) – Jesus is born in a stable in Bethlehem – Jesus is dedicated to God in the temple – Jesus is found again in the temple at age twelve (discussing the big questions with the learned scribes).”

“Why do we call them mysteries?”, asked Pim.

“You have to meditate about the Gospel stories to allow them to reveal to you their deeper meaning”, explained Matthias.  “The sorrowful mysteries: Jesus is praying in the garden - Jesus is scourged - Jesus is crowned with thorns – Jesus carries the cross to mount Calvary – Jesus dies at the cross.”

“End of the story”, thought Pim, hesitating.

“On the contrary”, smiled Matthias. “There is a strong sequel. Listen to hear the glorious mysteries: Jesus rises from the dead – Jesus appears to the apostles – Jesus ascends to heaven – virgin Mary is assumed in heaven (mind!, both her body and her soul) – virgin Mary is crowned in heaven.”

“Why doesn’t Mary lie in her grave like other people?”, asked Bernardo.

“The body that gave birth to the Son of God already rose from the dead in a glorified shape, just like the body of Jesus himself. The appearances in Lourdes and Fatima and Belgium are testifying to this. In fact, at the final judgment all of us will rise from the dead.”

“You believe heaven is a place?”, asked Benito, in faulty Dutch.

“Well, I think the souls will be revealed to each other as the forms of  essence of the persons. But to these forms of essence belong the ideal body and the ideal qualities of character, as God laid them in the potency of the person. So we ‘see’ each other ‘in heaven’ in full glory, as God intended us to be. I think heaven as a place is a metaphor.”

The hostess agreed with him: “A seat next me is a metaphor of a deeper relation with me than with the other souls. You can’t take this static or exclusive.”

“Then what’s the fun of it?”, complained Pim. Judging from their depressed faces, Bernardo and Benito were somewhat disappointed, too. 

“There exists no idea that gets closer to real heaven than the idea of an amphitheatre”, said Louise. “Gentlemen, I propose we take a pause for lunch.”

“With imaginary rolls?”, asked Bernardo anxiously. “Or are they real?”

Louise called the lunchroom. She reassured them there was a buffet: with real rolls, coffee, currant buns, cheese, fruit, yoghurt, etcetera. She led them to the lunchroom.

None of the four men wanted to be the first to sit down at the table. They all stayed lingering, because ‘the first will be last’ (Matthew 20, 16). In the end, Louise was the first to sit down. She invited Benito to take the seat at her left hand side, at a corner of the table, and Bernardo the one at her right hand side. Pim was allowed to sit in front of her, and Matthew in front of Benito and next Pim. Moreover, Louise informed them this arrangement had no further implications for the results of the application procedure. 

Now they began walking to the buffet and back. Matthew mistakenly took the seat in front of Louise, with his tray full of sausage rolls, but she resolutely put him on his own place.

At the other side of Pim, in front of Bernardo, a beautiful redhaired young lady with a head full of freckles and a low-cut décolleté suddenly took another seat at the same table. She had fetched some rolls and juice, too, and noticed all other seats in the lunchroom were occupied. Now it was important for Pim and Bernardo, but also for Benito and Matthias, who were sitting at some distance, not to pay too much attention to this sexpot. Yet they all were looking in her direction.

“My name is Wilma”, she said. The four men were staring straight ahead. Louise presented them to Wilma: “Benito, Matthias, Pim, Bernardo”. They kindly made a bow to her when they heard their own name. 

“What is your view on life?”, asked Louise to Matthias.

“I am pragmatic”, said Matthias, after washing away a piece of bread from a spot behind his molar teeth with a gulp of Pim’s coffee. “And I’m a stoic”, he said stoically, when Pim took the last roll from his plate in revenge.

“You are a bunch of dry old sticks”, thought Wilma. But she soon revised her opinion, when Bernardo told a Dutch joke about Belgians. But it’s better not to repeat this joke. We continue our account of the events at the moment Matthias was standing on the little podium again, in front of his four critical listeners.

These listeners all had turned their bags upside down to check nothing was stolen. Bernardo had established his wigs were present yet, much to his relief. Now he was sitting between his friends, a black peruke on his head, with parting in the middle. Louise had put on a red velvet frock. She suddenly asked herself if she had brought fashionable underwear from home, leave alone a bra. Pim had put on big glasses; these were probably a Freudian compensation for his small dick. On the other hand, Benito had put on a relatively small sombrero, surely to mask his tight trousers.

Matthias cleared his throat. He was about to continue his interesting presentation, when another gipsy came in. This one was a Sinti with a guitar. He laid down a notebook under the nose of Matthias, who saw, much to his astonishment, there were some signatures of famous people from Amsterdam on it, like footballer Johan Cruijff, politician Frits Korthals Altes, and  criminal Willem Holleeder. The Sinti handed a ballpoint to the man on the podium, and asked for his signature:

“You are Johnny Jordaan, aren’t you? Can I have your signature?”

“No, I’m afraid mister Johnny passed away in 1989, when he was sixty-four years old. It was less than a month before he was to get his first AOW pension.”

The gipsy was upset, and moved to tears. He plucked the strings of his guitar, playing some final chord, and asked if there was already a statue. Louise referred him to the statue on the Lindengracht, and to the statue of André Hazes on the Albert Cuyp. The Sinti stammered all should become members of trade union FNV, because it was insisting AOW should start at the age of sixty-five, and went away.

Matthias scraped his throat again. He was about to speak, when Louise asked him a question: “Matthias, what do you think of euthanasia?”

“I’m much too lively for it”, joked mister Weinsteker. “In fact, we all want to die at the same moment as you!”

“That’s no use”, said Louise. “I don’t necessarily choose the one who arrives together with me at Saint Peter’s office. In fact, the reunion of the soul and the risen body will only take place at the final judgment. Only then can we take our seats in heaven.”

“When is this final judgment?”, asked Pim.

“When your soul is already in heaven, time passes quickly. I repeat my question for mister  Matthias Weinsteker: what do you think of euthanasie? I prefer a serious answer.”

“Um … Well, I think we’d better not make laws for euthanasia. Euthanasia and palliative care overlap in a large measure. Every case is different. We have to leave it to the physician and the patient, the nurses and the relatives. It’s important there’s a strong personal relation between the doctor and the patient, and good communication between all parties. If we make laws and want to enforce them, parties will worry about the juridical consequences of their acts, and this hinders acting according to the special case they have to deal with.”

Matthias received a big applause. The audience said he should go into politics.

Louise proposed they should take a little walk. Everybody agreed, because there was a hot little sun in the sky. And there was no wind, so they didn’t need a coat. However, the lady of the company should put on sandals, because walking with high heels on the street cobbles was too difficult.

They walked via the Leidseplein to the Vondelpark. Benito and Bernardo were walking at the left hand side of the hostess, Pim and Matthias at the right hand side. At busy places, Benito and Bernardo were walking in front, and Pim and Matthias in the rear. However, the lady was always walking in the middle.

In the Vondelpark there was an Italian ice cream cart. Benito treated them to ice creams with whipped cream. The tastes they chose were (in alphabetical order) banana, chocolate, raspberry, melon and stracciatella. 

Unfortunately, the little ice ball of Louise (raspberry) fell from the cone into her décolleté. She yelled horribly and dropped the cone. A brown pitbull, who happened to stroll by, ate the cone before she could pick it up. The little ice ball fell from under her velvet frock onto the ground. The young lady hided herself behind a tree to sweep the raspberry ice from her belly with a tissue. Then she shone with happiness … for her dress was immaculate.

And now to work again! They spent the rest of the day redacting a contract to shorten the time the competitors would have to pass in purgatory. The four men agreed they would, within five years, consume twenty percent less sweets, tobacco, alcohol, drugs and coffee, and strive to reduce the waste of sperm by at least forty percent. The contracting parties authorized the leader to control the progress by visiting the competitors at home without notice. And she, the leader, promised she would wear fashionable underwear at such occasions.

“Who?”, asked Benito, who couldn’t believe it. 

“Nassim Haramein”, repeated Louise. “He’s a physicist who grew up in Switzerland. But his grandpa leaded moslems to Mecca through the desert. He composed a ‘theory of everything’, so, in fact, he’s a philosopher. But he doesn’t attain to real metaphysics.”

“Never heard of him.”

“No, that’s logical”, said Louise. “He’s passionately being kept out of Wikipedia.”

Our friends had assembled for a new session after breakfast. The hostess told them about two new videos with a total length of three hundred and twenty minutes, which she had seen in the preceding night:

“I think it’s strange that on the one side Haramein speaks about creation, and on the other he laughs off God. His theory is a sort of science fiction, but even if it were pure science, it would have it’s natural limitations. Nevertheless, he has interesting views, and he can tell about it in a captivating way.”

“What does he say, for example?”, asked Pim, drowsily. 

“Our cosmos is a black hole, from which no light can escape. Many more cosmoses could exist next ours. Our cosmos may contain many microcosmoses. It may be a microcosmos itself within countless macrocosmoses. I didn’t realize this before, although it’s obvious.”

“Can I get some more coffee?”, asked Matthias, irritatedly.

“You should listen to Nassim Haramein’s fascinating lecture. His impartial researches into hidden relations between everything he sees will strike you.” 

“Why are these researches striking?”, asked Bernardo, with pretended interest.

“Modern scientists are often deceived by the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. He says we look at the universe as if we had coloured glasses on. According to Kant, we lay our mathematical structure in the cosmos by the way we look at it, and hence we can’t know ‘das Ding an sich’ – the thing itself. But I think Kant’s is a false philosophy. The philosophies of Plato (who starts from mathematics) and Aristotle (who starts from nature and the universe) come together in the ‘sound philosophy’ of the man from Aquino, which Nassim Haramein apparently holds, too, if only unconsciously.”

“Which man from Aquino?”, asked Pim van Zwevegem.

“Thomas”, answered Louise. “I don’t mean the doubting apostle Thomas from the Gospel, but the thirteenth century metaphysician from Scholasticism.”

“Why do you think so much of a medieval philosopher?”, asked Bernardo.

“Because he made a synthesis of the metaphysics of Aristotle and the metaphysics of Plato. Thus metaphysics was ‘complete’. We can’t improve it, unless in some minor details. The First  Vatican Council appointed thomism the philosophy of the Catholic Church.”

“Does Haramein give us any further explanations?”, asked Matthias.

“His lecture also deals with the fractal structure of the universe: mathematical structures like the tetrahedron repeat themselves at ever smaller levels. The dominant ratio between these levels is the golden one, phi = (1+sqrt(5))/2 = 1.618… . If we bisect a segment according to the golden ratio, the greatest length of both parts divided by the smallest is equal to the length of the whole segment divided by the length of the greatest part. This clearly proves that the Creator is a mathematician.”

“Is the Creator not the Universe itself?”, asked Bernardo.

“No”, said Louise. “Because the universe has been composed from parts, so its existence is contingent. It’s ‘intelligent design’.”

None of the four competitors was able or willing to oppose this view. Now the hostess called the lunchroom. After ten minutes a young lady entered with tea and dry biscuits.

With a dry throat, people get more contentious.

“Spinoza considers the components of the universe aspects of the One”, proposed Bernardo. “This One is God – so God is the universe itself.”

“What will become of this your One?”, said Louise drily. “Without a consciousness of itself, and with its defective components, it gets nowhere. That’s why I don’t believe the theory of Teilhard de Chardin, that the universe is evolving into something perfect.”

“Is there no coffee?”, complained Matthias again. “Tea is for the sick.”

“In heaven there’s no coffee”, warned Louise. “And no beer, either. I continue my account of Haramein. It’s fascinating to learn how the macrocosmos of the universe and the microcosmos of DNA have the same mathematical structure. Haramein could understand this because he includes the rotations and the whirls in his calculations. Science found this too complicated up to now, but it can be done in the era of the computer. However, consciousness is far beyond the horizont of Haramein.”

“Nowadays, scientists are already laying consciousness in computers”, thought Pim.

“They can’t”, said Louise. “The new science of artificial intelligence is seeking parallels between structures of neurons in the head of a man and structures of  integrated circuits in a computer. But the intelligence of the computer can only be explained by the intelligence of the people who built the computer. Likewise, we can’t explain the intelligence and finality in the cosmos from things within the cosmos. We need an exterior explanation: intelligent design.”

“So who designed God?”, asked Pim sheepishly.

“You mean: how can God ever exist?”, corrected the hostess. “Yes, there’s of course a new problem beyond our horizont, but we can’t deny the existence of this new problem. Bomans based his novel Erik on a saying of Leonardo da Vinci: ‘We are all exiles who live within the frames of a strange painting. Who knows this, lives in a grand way. The others are insects.’ ”

“Enough about Bomans”, proposed Weinsteker. “And enough about Haramein.”

“The best is yet to come”, promised Louise. “Haramein shows that the pyramids in the world are more than ten thousand years old, and have been built with a mysterious technique that can’t be imitated anymore. This makes me think of the writings of a certain Erich von Däniken, who maintained the gods were cosmonauts.” 

“The book of von Däniken is pulp”, communicated Matthias. “You may find it on the second floor of the second hand book shop of De Slegte. It is just what the association against quackery wants as an example for credulous people.”

However, miss Vogelenzang, went on without being distracted: “Do you remember the boys of Houston once have launched a rocket with info about our civilization, intended to inform extraterrestrial intelligent beings? Then there was an almost immediate answer from space, in the form of crop circles near Cape Canaveral. Apparently, the cosmonauts are staying close to our solar system.”

“Those circles have been fabricated by smart farmers”, thought Pim.

“Then they must be extraterraneously smart”, replied Louise. “The crop circles are abundant in symbols that also occur in the pyramids and the structure of space-time.”

“That’s mere coincidence”, laughed Weinsteker. “Because with hindsight you can always find similarities.”

“Whatever”, resumed Louise, “I only repeat the lecture of Nassim Haramein. According to him, the cosmonauts have given to the pharaos the secret of the mysterious technique they used to build the pyramids. The pharaos kept that secret in the sarcophagus of Tutankhamun. Later on, the writer of the first five books of the bible, Moses, was initiated in the mysteries of the pharao. He was a child of Jewish slaves, but exposed by his mother and found by the wife of the pharao. As a young adult  prince, Moses and his fellow Jews fled Egypt. They marched through the desert for fourty years, on their way to the promised land. Moses took with him the key to the knowledge of the cosmonauts in the Ark of the Covenant, and used it to cross the Red Sea. Afterwards, the temple of king Solomon was built with the same knowledge.”

“And in the end only the Jews had this knowledge?”, asked Pim.

 “No”, answered Louise. “Muhammad stole a copy of it from Solomon’s temple, and this copy is now in the Black Stone at Mecca. In the Middle Ages, nobles sought the solution of the mystery in the Holy Grail. The knowledge has always been passed on to initiates.”

“I think the initiates belong to freemasonry”, said Benito.

“This may be true”, said Louise. “I think the mysterious source of power is nothing else but gravitation in space-time. Indeed, the etymologic meaning of God’s name ‘Yahweh’ is: four- dimensional gravitation. Remember space-time is curved. If you travel through space-time along a ‘straight’ line during a thirty billion years, then, according to scientists, you get back to the starting point. So, in principle, we can do nice tricks with gravitation.”

“So these cosmonauts used the curvature of space-time to manipulate gravitation?”, asked Pim. “That is a strong thing to say. We learnt at school the Ark of the Covenant contained the  tablets of stone, with the ten commandments of Yahweh God ciseled on it.”

“I don’t think that’s a contradiction”, said the hostess. “The commandments were ciseled into the two tablets by ‘a flash of lightning’, weren’t they? It’s probably just another act of the cosmonauts.”

“Is this a scientific discussion?”, protested Matthias. “You keep supposing new things all the time. In fact, if we’re talking both of mysterious cosmonauts and of a mysterious Yahweh God, it’s simpler to suppose there was only one cosmonaut: Yahweh himself. He’s most suited to manipulate space-time, because space-time is his own creation.”

“Good thinking, Matthias!”, shouted Benito, with enthusiasm. It would seem the animosity between both competitors had disappeared. They gave each other a high five.

“I’d like to finish the story of Haramein”, proposed Louise. “Thereafter we’ll talk about the solution of Matthias.”

“It’s a cheap solution”, thought Bernardo. “The well known Deus ex machina.”

“You’re jealous”, smiled the hostess. “Whatever, according to Haramein, the Ark of the Covenant did contain the two tablets of stone, but these had the form of hexagonal crystals. They were symbols of God’s power. As for the Red Sea and similar tricks with gravitation, this power works by means of singularities in space-time.”

“That’s just a modern name of the old-fashioned miracles”, said Bernardo, with disdain.

“But Haramein sees the same solution as Matthias”, continued Louise. “The priests of the temple in Jerusalem gave the power of Yahweh to the Essenes, where virgin Mary belonged to because of her descent from king David. The famous Dead Sea Scrolls bear witness to this. So the power of Yahweh was given to Jesus in a very special way.”

“I doubt it’s all true”, said Pim. “Was Jesus really able to calm down the storm and to walk on the water?”

“I think it’s all true in a sense, but these are images we can’t touch. Indeed, we shouldn’t care about touching it, nor take it too mechanistic. Haramein laid a lot of links and made it a ‘studium generale’ course of lectures. This stuff stimulates thinking. It couldn’t be a course for a specific field of study.”

 “The miracles of Jesus took place in the minds of the seers ”, said Matthias. “I think it’s likewise in the case of the Fatima little shepherds. However, this doesn’t make the apparitions of virgin Mary less impressive. Here God created something, outside the phantasy of the seers, that revealed His supernatural powers.”

“What about the pyramids?’, asked Louise. “They bear witness to a mysterious but touchable power beyond the power of man, don’t they?”

“I prefer to suppose that such a pyramid has been built by a multitude of slaves during many years in accordance with the plans of superior architects rather than that Yahweh God did the job within a second by means of a miracle.”

“I partially agree with you”, said Louise. “If the apostles see Jesus walking on the water, it’s better to suppose it’s a vision. But the mystery of pyramids is we can’t reproduce the technique of the Egyptians in our modern times.”

“There’s much more we were able to accomplish in olden times, but not nowadays”, thought Benito. “For instance, build churches that are really beautiful.”

Right then, Pim saw a UFO, or in plain Dutch a flying saucer. The other four saw nothing. It’s not clear whether it was a miracle or a vision. Was Pim a mere fantast or a braggart? I think it’s improbable that the extraterrestrials should exist and choose this suitable moment to reveal themselves. But there do exist captivating theories about synchronicity. This UFO may have passed our space-time, coming from a five-dimensional space that contains our fourdimensional space-time as a subspace.

Whatever, it didn’t last long. Pim’s companions thought for a moment he could see through them, but it seemed there was nothing wrong with him.

Louise Vogelenzang proposed Benito would speak now. Everybody agreed unconditionally, except Matthias Weinsteker, who wanted coffee first. Bernardo ran into the city for a moment, and bought a thermos flask and a cup at Blokker’s. He let the catering fill the flask to the brim with coffee and he put all necessaries before the nose of Matthias, including milk and sugar and coco cookies. Mister Weinsteker said he needed a little stick to stir the coffee. However, there was no time left to find one, because Benito had begun telling the story of his life.

“I was born in a little village nearr Monterrey in Mexico. My father was an electrotechnical engineer and my mother was beautiful. That’s why my father hired a mariachi band and asked her during a serenade if she would marry him.”

“Whom of your parents do you resemble the most?”,  inquired Louise.

“My mother”, said Benito in a soft voice. “I have her sunny nature. But I look like my father. He had a black moustache and brown eyes like me, whereas my mother was a bit reddish. Her own mother was Irish.”

“You have been a bull fighter”, said Pim, sternly. “How could you be so cruel?”

“My father is still alive”, explained the accused man. “I wanted to make an impression on him. But that was a mistake. On his death bed he said he didn’t like bull fights. I myself love all  animals. Since then, I’m a professional singer.”

“Since then you are crrruel against smokers”, observed Matthias, stirring his coffee with a ballpoint. “Off!”, he flew out at Pim, who was teasing him by touching his cigarettes.

“I like that song Guantanamera!”, said the hostess. “I saw you singing it on youtube, but will you sing a strophe for us, Benito?”

“Wait a moment”, said Pim. He took the guitar that lay next him on the ground and gave it to the speaker. This man put his big white sombrero on, and sang in a somorous voice:

“Mi verso es d’un verde claro y d’un carmín encendido, mi verso es d’un cierv’herido que busca en las montes amparo.”

“Could you translate that?”, asked Pim, in surprise.

“My verse is of a clear colour green”, answered the singer, “and it’s of an ardent carmine; my verse is like a wounded deer who’s taking shelter in the mountains.”

“You do speak your languages”, thought Louise. “It’s a beautiful socialistic text. Do you support Hugo Chavez and Fidel Castro?”

“No”, said Benito. “Being a ranchero, I don’t believe in the socialistic equality of people. My servants show to best advantage under my guidance. It’s of vital importance for me to be a good  master for them.”

“What do you think of the Mexican revolution in 1910?”, asked miss Vogelenzang.

“I think Emiliano Zapata rightly stood up for his suppressed compatriots. Because there were too many bad rancheros. I think he was a good man. However, I won’t go through fire and water for Pancho Villa, nor for the Zapatistas and other guerilla fighters.”

“Bandits are a big problem in Mexico”, observed Mathias.

“Yes, especially because of the drugs traffic. Of course, a bandit likes to become a ranchero, and that’s difficult the honest way. Mexico has a hatred-love relation with Catholicism. There are many faithful, but the faith has been mixed with much superstition. There also is criticism, because the leading bishops often take sides with the rich.”

“The priests themselves have been victims of persecution by the government, haven’t they?”, asked Bernardo.

“Yes, that’s true. In the aftermath of the revolution, Catholicism was almost forbidden. Then a part of the people revolted. It was the movement of the cristeros. Much blood was shed. After false accusations, a holy priest, Miguel Pro, was put before a firing squad. Before the salvo hit him, he shouted: ¡Viva Cristo Rey! – Long live Christ the King!”

“Bravo!”, shouted Louise.

The competitors of Benito Alvares Branco clapped their hands like robots.

At the request of Pim, Benito told about his experiences with the Mexican football team. 

His favorite team was the following: keeper Guillermo Ochoa; defenders Jonny Magallón, Carlos Salcido, Hector Moreno, Ricardo Osorio; midfielders Gerardo Torrado, Pablo Barrera and Israel Castro; forwarders Enrique Esqueda, Cuauhtémoc Blanco (yes!) and Carlos Vela. Star player Blanco was almost forty years of age. His parents named him Cuauhtémoc, after an Aztec nephew of Montezuma. 

Qualifying for the world championships in South Africa seemed difficult at first. They lost matches against Jamaica, Honduras and El Salvador. It was impossible to replace all players, so they replaced the coach Sven-Goran Eriksson. His successor, José Luis Gonzalez, gave the team fresh batteries, and thereafter the qualification went on wheels. They now won a match against Honduras, a remarkable little state that once made war against El Salvador in consequence of a football match. And they also beat the big northern rival: the United States of America.

Mexico had a love-hate relationship with the United States, too. In the nineteenth century, Mexico lost a big part of its territory to the yankees; in fact, this happened only because at first general Santa Anna underestimated them. However, as is well known, America developed much faster than Mexico. In the twentieth century, so many Mexicans swam across the Rio Grande to join their family members in the rich United States that the yanks began to shoot at them. But, nevertheless, before the last presidential elections, all candidates humbled themselves to win the votes of the Latino people.

“Enough about football and politics”, said Louise Vogelenzang. “You don’t think I want to listen to men’s talk in all eternity, do you?”

“We don’t understand women’s talk”, said Pim.

“We don’t understand emotions”, said Matthias. “Nor clothes and fashion.”

“As for us, you put no clothes on”, added Bernardo.

“I know a joke”, laughed Benito, who, being the speaker, should have a feeling for etiquette. “A woman goes to the doctor …”

“Enough!”, said the hostess. “I propose mister Alvarez Branco will now give us his vision on  liberation theology in Latin America. If he can’t say sensible things about this subject, he drops out of the competition.”

“That’s men’s talk”, said Matthias. He poured another cup of coffee in his cup, and prepared to listen. Bernardo expressed his assent and sympathy by patting on the grey curls on Matthias’ head. He clearly was jealous of so many natural hair.

Benito scratched his moustache and adjusted his sombrero. He consulted the gsm in his sleeve, reading a suited page of  wikipedia, and began:

“According to liberation theology, ‘sin’ in the traditional sense is too much understood as wrong behaviour of the individual faithful (in relation with the ten commandments), whereas ‘sin’ according to themselves is to be found in discrimination, slavery, inequality, economical injustice, etcetera. Starting point is the radical liberation as described in the Gospel, especially in the Sermon on the Mount: the love of Christ for all people and his care for the poor, entailing the solidarity within the early communities of Christians. The liberation theology criticizes the settled order and the dictatorships in Latin America. They take up arms to fight the oppressors of the people. So they take the side of the left-wing guerrilla fighters. Liberation theology wants to be applied in practice. They choose the word ‘liberation’ instead of ‘development’. Because ‘development’ is, according to the liberation theologians, a western approach to poverty, which approves of a slow process of reform, whereas ‘liberation’ only wants a radical solution.

In the years 1980, some radical priests, who were trained liberation theologians, participated in the revolutionary government of Nicaragua. In the Colombian FARC, too, there are faithful fighters who advocate liberation theology.”

“Okay”, said Louise. “But look at us while speaking to us. Can you sing another appropiate song, like Guantanamera?”

Benito thought a bit. Then he sang, very melodiously, virgin Mary’s hymn Magnificat: 

 ‘He has brought down rulers from their thrones, but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things, but has sent the rich away empty.’ (Luke 1:51-53).

“What do you yourself think of liberation theology?”, asked Louise, looking at Benito.

“I would never negotiate with those bandits of the FARC”, answered the Mexican. “Reform the world, but begin with yourself. I think a vagabond should be allowed to steal a bread if  he’s hungry, and the authorities to steal from speculators.”

Hereafter the man from Monterrey decided, after a request made by mr Weinsteker, to sing a song ‘to enjoy with coffee’. After some discussion, the wellknown song la Paloma was chosen. Benito moved his fellow competitors with the sound of his melodious voice. Every now and then they brushed away a tear, and nobody dared to disturb the singing ranchero with rustle or otherwise. ‘… Juran qu’esa paloma no es otra cosa más que su alma …’, they heard,  – ‘… People insist this dove is the soul of the deceased lover, and nothing else …’. 

After the song, the listeners discussed the content. Can the soul of a deceased person put up at a dove? Indeed, the soul of a man is the principle of form of his own body, not of some animal’s body. On the other hand, the soul of a deceased person will not be reunited with his body before the last judgment. So this soul may inspire some other body yet, by a temporary union with the soul of that other body.

Mathias thought the phantasy of the observer must be involved. For if we suppose that virgin Mary appeared at the well known locations of her worship with her own body, which by way of exception has already been united with her soul, how is it possible that the seers in Rwanda saw a black virgin Mary, and the seers in Fatima saw a white one? This can only be explained by supposing that the holy virgin, or God himself, didn’t want to confuse the seers with matters of minor importance, although the true body of virgin Mary must be involved in the apparitions as well. 

Whatever, none of those present believed in a reincarnation of the soul like in hinduism or anthroposophy. Because such a belief would be contrary to the sound doctrine of Saint Thomas Aquinas.

Now they all had a mind to walk. However, walking wasn’t possible, because it was pouring. Pim Vermeire turned topsyturvy on a little table. Bernardo and Benito put off all pinching clothes, and began a contest of free wrestling. Matthias set up for umpire. This was necessary, because Bernardo put his knee between Benito’s legs. And Louise … sat down in a quiet corner of the room, so everybody checked every now and then whether she kept to the directives of the purgatory related to winks of the eye and the pouting of lips.

“Suppose I’m pregnant”, said Louise suddenly.

“I’m innocent”, said Pim, while raising his hands a bit.

“I’m afraid I know nothing”, said Bernardo, laughing.

“Therefore I think your name should be Weasel”, said Benito, “Bernie Freiherr von Weasel”. He looked defiantly at his fellow competitor, who pretended he didn’t hear it.

“It’s only hypothetic”, resumed Louise. “So I’m pregnant, but not at all prepared to have a baby. What do you advise, Benito?”

“What do you mean?”, answered he. “You have at least a couple of months to prepare for the baby, haven’t you?”

“But the baby doesn’t have a father”, objected the hostess.

“Find a husband” advised the Mexican. “I myself would propose to you if I knew you were pregnant and the biological father shirked his obligations.”

“Me … too”, said Pim and Bernardo, with wavering voices. 

Subsequently, everybody stared at Matthias Weinsteker. He looked reserved. He produced a cigarette, and went to the window. He lighted the cigarette, and blew the smoke outside. This lasted some minutes. Finally he came back, and said: “Me too.”

“Fine”, said  miss Vogelensang contentedly. “But, fortunately, I’m not pregnant.”

“Why fortunately?”, said mr Alvarez Branco. “Such a new baby would be a splendid gift of God, wouldn’t it?”

Everybody was silent. They heard a pin drop. For Matthias happened to find an old forgotten pin in the collar of his new shirt, which slipped from his fingers and fell on the ground.

“Which is your real surname, Bernardo?”, asked Louise.

The addressee reddened. He whispered something unintelligible. He was urged on to speak louder. “Biermann”, he said in a soft voice.

Nobody laughed. The door opened, and in the doorway appeared a billy goat. He forwardly looked inside. When he perceived Louise, he blinked his eyes. He bent his head to the ground to show his horns, and prepared for a rush.

“Vade retro, Satane!”, shouted Louise. The goat disappeared immediately.

“That was Dirk Scheerzeep?”, inquired Pim. Louise nodded yes. She crossed herself, and she solemnly announced the last speaker:

“Gentlemen, we now await the speech of mr Bernardo Biermann.”

Amidst the cheers of his polite friends, the light brown little man with the black wig briskly went up to the speaker’s platform. He said:

“I was born in Belize City, at the third floor of a house in the Calle de las Flores. My mother was a member of the Mennonite church. She taught us the Lord’s prayer in Plautdietsch: Ons Voda em Himmel … My father had settled in the Argentine after the war. He was in Belize for business. Then … .”

“Was your father … a nazi?”, stammered Weinsteker, spilling some of his coffee.

“I don’t know”, said Biermann, and he shrugged his shoulders. “He never told us anything about the past. He did teach me how to earn money at the stock market. That’s how I’ve become a rich man.” 

“So you’re not a nazi, but a speculator”, said Pim, while cleaning with a paper handkerchief the mess Matthias had made with his coffee. “That’s the other extreme.”

“I’ve never disobeyed the law”, said the speaker. “I invested my money in the media. This way I was elected president of a little country in Latin America, whose name doesn’t matter now. I give all the money I’ve left to the poor …”

“What’s the name of this charity?”, asked Benito. “The Biermann Foundation?” 

“Right!”, shouted Bernardo, surprised. “ Have you heard of it?”

“Sure”, answered the ranchero. “They have a branch office in Mexico. The director’s name is Biermann. Is this man a nephew of yours?”

“I don’t know”, said Bernardo.

“They help the local streetchildren ”, reported Benito. 

“That’s true”, admitted Bernardo. “There are even young mothers among them.”

“Your nephew in Mexico always appears in big charity festivals with music and dance. Then tens of boys and girls in glittering suits are flying about on the stage. I always wonder where he finds all these talent.”

“Perhaps in the streets”, said Bernardo. “They are the youthful shoeblacks and bead stringers on the beaches of the Caribbean Sea. They are irresistible.”

“You can’t resist their charms?”, asked Louise, like a professional inqisitor.

“Not those of the adult ladies”, granted Biermann. “I’m a kind of digital revolving sinner. It’s a four-day cycle: downloading, cleaning up, confessing, receiving holy communion.”

“You are a good Catholic?”, ascertained the hostess. “That makes a difference. Then you still can compete. Try to make it a five day cycle, with a one day pause.”

“I’ll try”, promised Bernardo.

“How did you end up in the Netherlands?”, asked Matthias.

“I was very young yet – some eighteen years. I acted as an entertainer on a boat that visited the island of Curacao in the Dutch Antilles. There I made my accquaintance with this Dutch Miss World. I courted her. We got married, and settled in Rotterdam.”

“Do you have children?”, asked Pim.

“One daughter – Elise. But our marriage ran aground soon. My wife was more interested in the dog and the cat than in her husband. She exaggerated. She wanted to walk the dog on the beach and in the dunes every day. And she needed the whole evening to remove the sand from the pelt. It was a Saint Bernard dog, imagine that … And the cat was much work, too. It was a Siamese with typical health problems.”

“For example?”, asked Benito.

“Mental problems”, said Bernardo. “Allegedly, they need very much care. Well, Belizean husbands need much care, too. Whatever … we already divorced after a year. I have to pay a lot of alimentation, and I’ve never seen my daughter again. If I’m not mistaken, she studies mode in Paris. I think I may visit her now …”

“You surely may visit her now”,  said a bass voice.

“Father Jacobs!”, shouted Louise. She knew the priest from the priorate in Brussels of the Sacerdotal Fraternity Saint Pius X.

“Yes, it’s me”, said the father. He was a big man in a Norbertine habit, with dark blond wavy hair. He always wore spectacles with a thick horn frame. “I stay in this hotel, bound for Rome. And you, are you here to study?”

“I’m trying my comrades”, explained miss Vogelenzang. And, addressing the comrades, she proposed to insert a short pause and hear what father Jacobs was going to do in Rome. They didn’t object.

The father smiled and took his stand next Bernardo on the stage. He even took a draught of his water. Mr Biermann understood the hint, and sat down between his rivals. The new speaker took off his spectacles and made a broad gesture with his arms. He said: 

“Recently I left the Norbertine monastery, because it no longer offers the framework for the lifestyle the Church expects of religious people. Modern monastic life is sterile: that’s why we have so few vocations nowadays. In the Dominican monastery, where I stay now, the monks live as they’ve always  lived. And this does bear fruit, there’s no lack of vocations. Why don’t modern monks and nuns want what might save them? Because traditional monastic life is a sacrifice, and not self-development, as it is now often conceived.”

Pim yawned, but the father continued undauntedly: 

“So what should modern convents do to be vital and fruitful? 

First: return to the Catholic doctrine of grace. With his intellect and free will, man can only attain to natural knowledge (by reasoning) of God as the first cause of all things created, and to natrural love for God as the Creator. Without the sanctifying grace we receive in baptism, lose by mortal sin, and recover in confession, man can’t really attain to God, neither in this life, nor in the hereafter. Therefore it’s very important not to lose the state of grace. Then we would fall  into activism: endless prating about what we should do in the Church to make things run better. We would despise prayer and sacrifice, which are the means to receive God’s help.

Second: return to Catholic faith. By faith modernism understands something different than Catholic doctrine. This doctrine teaches that faith is a supernatural ‘light’, which God must give to the intellect, that it’s able to take for granted what God revealed to us in Jesus Christ. The Christian must believe God ‘upon His word’ when He reveals Himself, as a child spontaneously believes his parents when they teach him something. The consequence of loss of faith is heavy: hell, that’s eternal separation from God. Modernism follows protestantism in replacing the act of faith with ‘religious feelings’.

Third: return to thomistic philosophy, which the popes repeatedly called the right philosophy to prepare for theology. Modernism is a philosophical problem, too: for the doctor angelicus they substituted the ‘masters of doubt’. The result is that objective reality became all strange to them.

Fourth: return to the Catholic worship we always practised. The pre-eminent source of grace  is Mass, wherein we represent Christ’s sacrifice at the cross. Freemasonry has tried to lay down this source of power of the Church for several centuries already.

Fifth: return to the traditional  monastic discipline. Modern religious life is a caricature, isn’t it? Everything is possible in modern convents. Some examples: we may eat and drink whatever and as much as we want, always and everywhere. Fast must be taken ‘spiritual’. The monks walk around as ‘bank directors’ (costume and cravat), ‘clochard’ or ‘playboy’ with perfume. I’ll be silent about the nuns. In short, the modern religious are like reckless adolescents who think they’re proof against all dangers and temptations.

Sixth: return to the traditional concept of the role of the rector. ‘Democratism’ in modern convents leads to the dictatorship of discussion groups, where the biggest criers always are put in the right.

So I’m going to ask in Rome my transition to the order of the Dominicans. ‘But the real Dominicans don’t approve of the alleged Dominican convent where you are staying’. Why not? Perhaps ours is the only Dominican convent where the religious still live according to the rule Saint Dominicus prescribed and the Dominicans have followed until now!”

Matthias Weinsteker shook his head. “It’s not as clear-cut as that”, he said. “It’s not either heaven or hell. The modern spineless people will get to heaven after a short time in purgatory, but somewhere in the rear. The oldfashioned ardent ones will be sitting in front.”

Pater Jacobs shrugged his shoulders, and bowed to the hostess. She wished him success with his request to the pope. The audience politely applauded when he went away.

“Bernardo”, said Louise, “we take a little pause; thereafter I want to hear what you think of contraception.”

“Can I ask you something first?”, asked Bernardo to the hostess, while his comrades were already on their way to the lounge. He stayed with her in the conference room.

“What do you want to ask me, mr Biermann?”

“Drop this formal attitude, dear Louise”, said Bernardo, and he tipped her a wink. “You’re not always clad in a formal style, either, are you? I agree with mr Weinsteker, that things are not as clear-cut as father Jacobs sees them. I like a burgundian life style, following the hints of the well known Greek philosopher Epicurus.”

“Wine, women and song?”, asked miss Vogelenzang.

“Exactly!”, said Bernardo. “As for your question about contraception … we should be silent about that. Technical things are not very romantic. Instead, we should talk about the sword of musketeer d’Artagnan.”

“Yeah, fine!”, said Louise with her Limburg accent. “War and roar of cannons. These things  ain’t romantic, either, if you think of the victims.”

“I don’t think of the victims”, assured Bernardo. “I only put my sword in your sheath.” (Here he took Louise by her waist. However, the ardent lady, who was very kind but not crazy, put her hands under the arms of her assaulter and freed herself. She took the perplexed musketeer by his left arm, laid this arm over her right shoulder, and threw him as a perfect judoka through the air into a corner of the room.)

“What else do you want to ask me, mr Biermann?”, resumed Louise coolly.

“Am I st-still a com-competitor?”, stammered Bernardo.

“If you wish”, answered the hostess. “But your chance of winning is small. Perhaps you may get to some place in the lee side of heaven.”

Bernardo got to his feet, shook the dust from his clothes, and stood perplexed for a while. But he recovered fast. He was a man of the world. Whoever has money, has power. He tried to smile, and said:

“I’ll give you a million euros for a seat next you in heaven.”

“That’s the end of you”, laughed Louise, bitingly. “It locks you out.”

“Two million?”, insisted Bernardo.

“You can’t buy my love, mister. For we are not man and wife. And I’m not interested. I’ll be never your lover, you’ll find out if you test it.”

The flegmatic mr Biermann got irritated. This was shit. Was he not at least as good as his competitors? He began trembling …

“You shall repent it, bitch”, he stammered.

“I only repent I didn’t throw you out yet. Mind you, Bernardo, if you keep annoying us, I’ll  call the police.”

While Bernardo slunk off, the others returned from the lounge. They saw him walking away, and looked at Louise inquiringly. What had happened?

“There’s only three of you now”, explained the hostess. “The fourth has just made himself impossible .”

“It’s a pity”, said Matthias Weinsteker, and he looked pensively at the thermos Bernardo had bought for him. He was still a nice fellow.”

Pim and Benito looked confused, too. But that’s life. We can’t all win. Now they realized one of them had to drop out yet.

“What now?”, asked Pim.

“We go home first”, said Louise. “I’ll call you when time is ripe.”

CHAPTER 5

The little village on the river Vecht was more silent than ever. Louise opened the door of her cottage. There was a strange brochure in the letter box, with sad photos of all kinds of abused animals. The text was in English, on glaze paper. At the back side there was an address of the veganists in Dublin. This reminded her she had written to Animal Rights for info.

‘Dear mrs Vogelenzang’, it said in the covering letter. Louise sat down in the easy chair and translated the text into Dutch without a hitch:

‘Veganists avoid, as much as possible, food, clothes, medicine, cosmetics and other products that have been made by using any animal. Exploitation of animals damages their mental and physical integrity and mostly uses them ill. In Ireland, millions of farm animals are killed every year. Usually, they have had a miserable short life. For example, each cow has to calve again and again to be able to give milk. Her ‘superfluous’ bullcalves are butchered. The little cocks are gased or cut into little bits alive. Healthy food doesn’t need any animal ingredients. Varied vegetable food is healthier, and veganist meals taste good. One of the causes of poverty and hunger in developing countries is that enterprises from rich countries grow forage on valuable local fields. Turning vegetable food into meat is an enormous waste. In fact, animals need much more food than they produce in the form of meat, milk and eggs. Furthermore, it’s well known that cattle, via the methane gases they produce, contribute much to the greenhouse effect. Stop right now your contribution to the abuse of animals.’

Hey, there was a leaflet in it. It was an ordinary stencil. What would it say?

‘Pamphlet of the Wicklow movement for immediate liberation of animals, WILAM. Lectori Salutem. The veganists who live in Dublin and surroundings start to take action now. Come to Ireland today, and join our movement. From our base camp in Wicklow, where the authorities don’t control us, we will, after the physical and mental exercise we need, liberate many animals with purposeful actions, and wake up all people. However, we will use no physical violence against our opponents. Bring a good humour, and, if possible, a musical instrument.’

Louise was glad with it. This was an opportunity to test her men. How would they act if they would face a unit of policemen, defending the citizens, for the good cause? Because, she didn’t want to sit in heaven next wimps during eternity. No, they should be fine boys and sturdy lads, and, if possible, well formed and all-round for all waters.

(She knew this expression ‘for all waters’, was originally meant to describe boatmen who were able to navigate all waters.)

Louise meditated about her dog, Snooze. It was a pity he wasn’t with her anymore. He had followed Robin when Robin left the camping Beautiful Bemelen. If the black labrador would come back again, she would take Robin into the bargain, if necessary. This wimp might have become a bit more thoroughgoing.

Now she suddenly was in a melancholical mood. This caused regression to the pleasant years of her childhood. She took her book with old children’s songs, entitled ‘All things in the Wind’.

And this is what she softly hummed:

Green is grass, green is grass, where my feet are walking. I just lost my silver ring, for too much of stalking. Hey, there! Step aside, for this fine young lady. And the cuckoo on the roof, sings a song there quite aloof. Oh, my handsome Augustine! Think this lady shall be mine.

The grass of her childhood was green indeed, thought the young lady, and full of buttercups. But in Ireland the grass would be even greener. 

Wait a bit, this was a nice song, too:

Where the dunes reflect the sunshine, trembling like a silver spray (ah, summer .. !), and the roaring waves like fun wine on the coasts their greetings lay, I’m cheering on the broad flat strands: I love thee dearly, Netherlands!

If I consider emigration to Ireland, thought Louise, then this land should have as beautiful nursery rhymes as Holland. And, yes, there’s Molly Malone.

Outside in her patio landed a bluebird on the window seat. The young spinster set the door to the inner yard ajar, to hear what this bird would tell her. As an encouragement she sang Tweet, Birdie, tweet tweet.

The bluebird flew upward, and sang his own melancholy song from the roof. Perhaps there was a bluebird’s nest somewhere near, where his little wife was sitting on the blue-green little eggs.

Louise remembered there was an old newspaper in the letter box yet. Snooze was absent, so  Louise went to fetch it herself. Then it would stay whole without being crumpled by the dog. She sat down in the easy chair with it. What new misery was there in the world?

‘Burgomaster Zeilings of Waddinxveen congratulates mrs van Oppen with her one hundred and seventh birthday’ – Well, that’s better news than expected. Judging by the photo, she wasn’t ‘mourning and weeping in this valley of tears’, but happy and drinking coffee with her children and grandchildren.

‘Volunteers prepare town hall for golden jubilee’ – yes, that’s a good cause. It’s also nice to see there’s ten of them starring on the photo, together with the priest. Of course, for the priest these ten ladies form a stroke of good luck.

‘Dutch indoor football team wins the cup’ – where is the misery the newspapers are full of evey day? Ah – here on the front page!

‘Taliban use white phosphorus’ – there it is! Louise went to fetch a cup of good coffee first. For there was already enough rubbish in the world.

‘The Taliban may have used white phosphorus during fights in Bala Baluk in the Afghan province of Farah. The Afghan commission for human rights said this last Monday. The local hospital admitted sixteen people who had been wounded in fights between the American army and the Taliban. These patients had scalds that might have been caused by white phosphorus. Spokesmen of the American army say the army itself didn’t use white phosphorus, and now the commission is considering the possibility the stuff might have been abused by the Taliban. According to some reports, one hundred and thirty people were killed by American air attacks. The Americans say the Taliban used citivilians as a human shield. Allegedly, the Taliban drove civilians into bunkers, and then began shooting from the bunkers at the American soldiers, to provoke violent reactions. They intended to make the Americans cause as many civilian victims as possible. The Taliban may have used white phosphorus against civilians to make it appear as if the victims were wounded by the air attacks.’

Violence provokes violence, thought Louise. And in a war, both sides use ruses of war and false propaganda. But she knew the Taliban were no good. They use to beat women, so they are criminals anyway. What else was in the news?

‘Bishops say they’re sorry for the child abuse’ – Yes, that’s in vogue in the Catholic Church: say you’re sorry for something you haven’t done yourself.

‘Bankers get more bonuses’ -  Of course, that’s why you are a banker. Whenever the western countries give money to the developing countries, the local governors use their silver cheese slicers. And when the western goverments are going to save the banks, the top managers use their golden cheese slicers. A man always finds his master!

‘River Zenne is clean again!’ – Come on! Yes, the Brussels installation for water treatment has been repaired. But beyond Brussels, the river is still an open sewer. People shouldn’t throw chemicals in the toilet – nor plastic, sanitary napkins, deep frying fat, etc. In England, every year 855000 mobile telephones are thrown into the toilet.

Prrrr … sounded the mobile telephone on her belly. Her sister gave it to her recently. Let’s see who had something to report.

‘Mi chelle comes always unxpected’, it said. What did that mean? Mi chelle? Unxpected was short for unexpected. Wait … One space too much … Michelle comes always unexpected!

Louise was frightened. She ran upstairs to throw off her velvet frock, put on a whole pair of pants, and a bra, and then the velvet frock again. Her sister was coming, back from Paris! Trrrr … rang the door bell.

She opened the door, and saw her own sister Michelle. The sisters resembled each other, but Michelle wore a dull coat and skirt, French twist hairstyle, and butterfly shaped spectacles. Both were enchanted and they began a first round of hugging …

While drinking coffee (black, with a currant bun), Michelle talked about her trip to Paris. Of course, she mentioned the pickpockets from eastern Europe around the Gare du Nord, the tall street-vendors from the western coast of Africa, and the tiny european breakfast in the hotel. She routinely passed in review the Champs Elysées, the Tuileries and Montmartre. Thereafter she showed the photos she had taken in the symmetrical gardens of the palace in Versailles.

However, this time she had discovered something new, in the suburb of Saint Dénis. There the French kings have been buried in the cemetery next the cathedral. King Louis XV had an  intimate relation with the nuns in the local Carmelite convent. 

This convent is now the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire. The visitors get an excellent impression  of the mortifications in oldfashioned nun life. But there was also a temporary exposition, about the Paris Commune.

The Paris Commune was the revolutionary government of the city of Paris from the 18-th of March until the 28-th of May 1871. At the moment when the resurrection burst out in Paris, the legal government of France stayed in Versailles. This government had lost much of the people’s confidence during the war against Prussia. In fact, the ‘Fritzen’ were still staying in their camps in the neighbourhood of Paris …

In the days of the Commune, radical reforms were carried through: the army were replaced with a guard of citizens, the Church and the State were separated, and the shopkeepers were supported by a remission of their debts. Diverse groups of revolutionaries were participating in the movement, among which anarchists, marxists and republicans. The republicans opposed the remaining monarchical inclinations among the bourgeoisie after the government of the emperor Napoleon III.

The Commune ended in the ‘bloody week’ of May 1871, when the army of the French government struck down the revolution. Tens of thousands of revolutionaries were killed. At the cemetery ‘Père Lachaise’ there is the ‘mur des fédérés’, the wall of the federated, where one hundred and forty-seven members of the Commune were shot dead without trial.

One of the leaders of the Commune was a woman, Louise Michel … 

“That’s striking”, remarked Louise, and she filled the cup of her sister Michelle with coffee again. “Our Christian names form the name of this Louise Michel.”

“Indeed”, said Michelle. “But I think it’s no coincidence! Well then, Louise Michel was a devoted teacher and nurse. However, she was also progressive. During the siege of Paris, she incited fierce resistance against the Prussians, and during the Commune, she proposed radical measures against the well-to-do citizens. She participated in the last fights at the churchyard of Montmartre. She wrote a poem for a revolutionary who was condemned to death, and Victor Hugo wrote one about her. When she herself was lead before the tribunal, she refused to desert the Commune. After twenty months in prison, she was deported to a French isle in the Pacific. There she told the innocent aboriginals the French colonists were exploiting them.”

“Bravo”, said Louise. Her sister nodded assent, and continued:

“She became a teacher on some other little island. After the 1880 amnesty, she returned to  Paris. But her revolutionary spirit remained. She lead demonstrations, spoke to crowds, and became the head of a progressive school. In 1883 she was put in prison for some years again, because she had cooperated in rifling a baker’s shop. Her adversaries wanted to put her in a lunatic asylum.”

“An approved method”, remarked Louise.

“Indeed”, said Michelle. “Her burial in the winter of 1905 attracted many onlookers. There were demonstrations next her grave every year, until 1916. Now she was well known as the ‘red she-wolf’, the ‘red virgin’ and ‘good Louise’. A Paris metro station, a park in Montmartre, and many schools got her name.”

“Are there also stamps with her portrait?”, asked Louise.

“Of course!”, answered her sister. “You can see on the photos she resembles that other social champion, la Pasionaria. The most important characteristic of such persons is her courage in a time wherein women in general are still unemancipated.”

 “I’m much impressed”, admitted the hostess. “But now I’m going to turn you out, because I’ve other things to do.”

“I wanted to help you washing up”, answered Michelle back. However, Louise already came and brought her coat and her bag. She held the door open for her next of kin.

“We’ll call each other!”, called Louise after her sister, and she closed the door.

She took up the phone at once. But not to ring up her sister, who just went round the corner, while wiggling her hips. Then whom did she call?

“Hello, there!”, she spoke into the oldfashioned black telephone receiver. “Here is your captain speaking.”

“Captain?”, asked an unsteady voice at the other side of the line. “Is that you, Louise? I do recognize your voice.”

“Matthias, yes, it’s me. I’m your partner to be in heaven, so I’m your captain. Now I’m mobilizing my men for a training camp in Ireland.”

“Where do I have to join you? And when?”

“Tomorrow at three o’clock in the afternoon, next pole number 34 on the Scheveningen. beach. Bring: a raincoat, and sandwiches and water for one week, and a little bag with travelling requisites.”

“It’s sure to come right. I see you tomorrow.”

Louise scratched her head, where it was itching, and took up the phone again. This time she chose the telephone number of someone in Heilo.

“Hola”, she said, when someone answered the phone. “Here is your captain.”

“Captain?”, asked a sonorous bass voice at the other side of the line. “How is it possible that you know I’m in Heilo, Louise? I’m incognito.”

“It’s me indeed, Benito. Your mother from Monterrey once gave me this number. I summon my men for a training camp in Ireland.”

“Where will we meet? And when?”

“Tomorrow at fifteen o’clock next pole 34 on the Schevening beach. Bring a raincoat, and bread and water for a week, and a bag with travelling requisites.”

“That’s okay. So long.”

Now Louise took from a hook at the wall a plastic scratcher, attached to a long stick, for to scratch a spot at the bottom of her back that she couldn’t attain to with her hands. Because the itching was unbearable. Then she took up the phone again. This time she chose the telephone number of Pim in Zwevegem.

“Hello, Pim”, she said. “This is your captain speaking.”

“My captain on the road?”, asked the racing cyclist. “I didn’t even know I had a contract as a domestique with a cycling team.”

“It’s me, Pim, I’m Louise. There’s no time for jokes. I summon my men for a training camp in Ireland.”

“Where must I go? And what time?”

“Come tomorrow at three o’clock in the afternoon to pole 34 on the Scheveningen beach. Bring a raincoat, water and bread for a week, and a bag with the things you need.”

“Yes, I’ll do that. I’ll see you there.”

Now Louise went to the bathroom to scratch a nearly unattainable spot. For she couldn’t endure the itch. When she was ready, she took the phone again. She chose a telephone number in Scheveningen, which she once had received from her father.

“Hello”, she said, when somebody answered the phone. “Here Louise Vogelenzang.”

“Never heard of”, was the answer from the other side of the line. “Can I help you?”

“I want to rent a boat, to navigate to Ireland, near Dublin, together with a few comrades, avoiding ado with the customs. Can you provide me with such a boat?”

“One thousand euros rent, and one thousand security. I’ll give you on a piece of paper the address in Ireland where you have to return the boat.”

“That’s okay. What’s the weather forecast for tomorrow afternoon?

“There will be much rain and wind, but storm is not expected. You’ll get there with a little outboard motor. I’ll give you on another piece of paper the navigation scheme, and a compass. Where will I deliver the boat? And when?”

“Please tomorrow at three o’clock in the afternoon, near pole 34 on the Scheveningen beach. Do you also have a paper with directions, in case I get bad luck on the sea?”

“Of course, that is part of the service. I’ll even give you an emergency packet and a box with things to repair the boat. Do you bring a gsm yourself?”

“I do”, said Louise, with a big smile. “I just got one from my sister.”

“It was a joke”, said the letter of the boat. “A gsm doesn’t reach the coast. I’ll bring for you a marine VHF radio. See you tomorrow.”

Louise sought the pamphlet of the WILAM. Their phone number was on it, wasn’t it? She would ring up Wicklow right now.

Alas, she was answered by a machine. It was the melodious voice of a woman. The teacher spoke her data into the phone, and began awaiting the answer with her arms crossed. Let’s see how active they were …

It lasted only a few minutes. Rrring!!

She took up the receiver, but didn’t speak.

“Miss Louisa Fowgelzang ...?”, asked the other, hesitating. “Rose Fitzwilliam speaking. Can I help you, please?”

Now miss Louise explained she would like to participate in the liberation actions of the camp in Wicklow. She would bring three ‘merry young men’. The veganist she was talking with, in Ireland, said she was welcome ‘with her followers’, and she could ask the way in the baker’s shop in the main street of the village. And was that all?

Louise thanked for the info and was about to hang up, but Rose asked her to wait a moment. Her doughter had a ‘maths problem’, and asked everybode for advice.  

Miss Fowgelzang sighed. Okay. She took from her desk a pen and a piece of paper, and wrote down: find the positions of ten points on a sphere that are as distant from each other as possible. Jesus! Okay, she would think about it, and call them back.

Well, this would take some time! What was the problem? Ten points on a sphere so that the minimal distance between two of these points was maximal. She could ask Robin for advice, but, of course, he would say women can’t think logically …

There was a globe on her desk, wasn’t there? And there was a piece of chewing gum in her hand bag. She put the chewing gum in her mouth, chewed it, and divided the sticky substance in ten little bits. She could stick the bits to the globe, and pull them off as easily. Now she could quietly experiment with it …

She thought as follows: if I put a point on the north pole and a point on the south pole, then these two points are as distant as possible. The other eight points have to be chosen in turns at x degrees northern latitude and x degrees southern latitude, at every turn fortyfive degrees more eastward. 

Now she only had to estimate the value of x. The distinct distances between two neighbour points must be as equal as possible. Then x is about twentyfive degrees …

Louise was proud of her analysis. She called Rose Fitzwilliam back at once. Rose answered the phone immediately. But her reaction upon the Dutch solution was disappointing:

“No, your minimum distance is about 1.14 times the radius of the sphere, but my daughter says a somewhat greater minimum distance must be possible.”

Apparently, miss Vogelenzang was not the only one who had solved the problem without thinking twice. How to find a better solution? She decided to google with ‘ten points on sphere’ and ‘minimum distance’. Yes, now she found the optimal solution of a certain professor Danzer, who managed to solve the problem in 1963.

‘We can try to improve upon a configuration we already found by shifting some points a bit. If there is in the configuration a pentagon, we may flip a vertex inward, so we get a new pentagon with sides as long as before the flipping, but taking less room.  If we do this procedure with configurations that are very different from each other, we hope we don’t stick fast at a local maximum, but find the global maximum.’

Hmm … yes .. why didn’t she herself get this idea? In Danzer’s configuration, the smallest distance over the sphere between two of the ten points was a bit more than 1.15 times the radius of the sphere. In his Habilitationsschrift, he had proved his solution was optimal. 

Louise called Rose again, to inform her.

“Oh …”, said mrs Fitzwilliam. “This is too difficult for my daughter.”

That was true, answered her Dutch conversation partner. But the problem was too difficult for such a school kid. Well, bye for now, and she would arrive in the camp within a few weeks, together with her three brave companions.

After a few minutes, Rose’s daughter called to cordially thank her new Dutch aunt for the excellent help with her homework. 

Louise had asked the three competitors to bring a raincoat. They had been so prudent as to put on boots. At three o’clock in the afternoon, they were chatting with their leader next pole 34 on the Scheveningen beach. She herself wore a raincoat and boots, too. They all had brought a big bag with travelling requisites. The sun was shining exuberantly, the sky was clear and blue, and seagulls were hovering over the dunes. 

Wide around, there was nobody else to be seen. Where was the letter of the boat?

Five long minutes went by. Far away in the distance, a boat painted green was approaching  over the sea. When the boat was nearer, they saw on it a sailor man with a grey beard and a cap on. He waved to them, and they waved back.

The boat stopped at a distance of some thirty meters. The sailor stepped into the water and waded to them. He had leather boots on, and a leather coat. He stretched his hand out to Louise, and said his name was Kees. It turned out, then, that Kees had blue-green eyes, and a friendly appearance.

“Did you bring the money?”, he asked to mrs Vogelenzang.

“Let me see first what you have brought”, she proposed.

The sailor preceded them to the boat, and asked them to get in. They miraculously managed to do that, although Kees had to help Benito.

The boat had a length of about ten meters and a width of two meters. The depth was just a bit more than one meter, and half of it was below the sea level. At the sides there were little seats of  plastic, with buckles to prevent falling overboard. In the middle there were a repair box and an emergency box, and at the front there was a big outboard motor and a barrel with petrol.

The marine radio lay under a sailcloth. Kees demonstrated to Pim and Louise how it worked. Matthias turned up with the compass, which he had found in an other corner of the boat. He and Louise listened to Kees’ explanation .

So all seemed okay, and Louise gave Kees the money. Kees gave some more trip advice, to wit: they could only navigate during ebb; in the Channel they should stay close to the coast of England; and from the little isle of  Bardsey they should contact him by gsm to get some final indications regarding the crossing of the Irish Sea.

“How do we avoid the marine police?”, asked Pim.

“Keep at a large distance from other ships”, advised Kees. “If an English patrol team should surprise you, say in French you have a seasick on board. Since the symptoms of the patient don’t match this claim, they will leave you alone for fear of contagion. To an Irish patrol team you say you are refugees from eastern Europe. They send you back to England.”

It was ebb, and they left the shore. Matthias soon understood how to use the outboard motor and the accessory helm. From the beach, sailor Kees waved to them with the baknotes he had received for the boat.

Louise now began to sing a wellknown hymn, and the others joined after a bit of lingering: ‘If storm's raging over the ship of my soul, my life is in danger of missing its goal, calm down, virgin Mary, the storm by your plea, and lead us to heaven, o Star of the Sea.’

The first part of the voyage was the hardest. They didn’t make headway. Matthias drank half of his coffee supply, and spread peanut butter on half of his bread, whereas the others had only dry bread and water. They couldn’t start the crossing from Dunkirk to Ramsgate before noon of the next day. This crossing took two days and nights. They kept praying the rosary almost all of the time.

During the voyage along the south coast of England they felt much relieved, because Pim had swum to the coast near Ramsgate and come back with ten cheeseburgers and twelve litres of milk. Varied views of white cliffs and ports made them happier than before.

Nevertheless, it was monkish work. Alternately, they proceeded the voyage during six hours, and stayed six hours in a lonely spot by the coast. They slept in turns. Every now and then, one of the guys put down his trousers, and went aiming carefully forward to do a number one or bending backward overboard to do a number two. Three days after the leaving of Ramsgate they arrived on the island of Scilly near Land’s End.

From there they easily navigated to Bardsey at the coast of Wales within a few days. Here Louise could use her gsm to send Kees a sms with the text: ‘Bardsey, what now?’ The answer came almost immediately: ‘Good weather. Cross the sea.’

This was a mistake. During two days and nights, their little boat was floating on the Irish Sea, as if they were floating in a large tub. In the end they were washed ashore at the beach of Wicklow. On the tenth day after their departure from Scheveningen, a walker happened to pass by and found them sleeping in their boat.

“So this is the famous round tower of Glendalough?”, asked Louise to the man who had taken her there in his donkey cart. He nodded yes, and began taking the donkey out and feeding it hay. 

The four kids of heaven had inserted an excursion to Saint Kevin’s domain, because now they were on the green island where nobody was in a hurry. Moreover, Kees had said in a sms to Louise they could leave the boat where it was lying now. His Irish companion was going to pick up the boat before long.

They looked around. The tower, with a height of a hundred feet, stands in a valley between the mountains of Wicklow. In the direct neighbourhood they saw a graveyard with a celtic cross and a little chapel whose little tower looked like a chimney. That’s why this chapel was called Saint Kevin’s kitchen.

Saint Kevin, the Glendalough saint, was a sixth century hermit who lived in a stone cell, but retired into a cave every now and then. Legend has it that he once met in his cell a woman who wished to prepare the fish he had caught, but he threw her into the lake to save his chastity. He was on familiar terms with the wild animals in the neighbourhood, and educated a king’s son. Later on, he and his followers founded a monastery that flourished until king Henry VIII closed it. In the eleventh century, the monks built there the well known round tower with thick walls, to defend themselves against the savage Vikings.

“Glendalough is Gaelic”, explained the guide. “It means ‘valley of the two lakes’.”

“This place is timeless”, thought Benito. He was sitting on a tombstone to get some rays of the pale sun, wearing a raincoat.

“So that’s why we can’t buy contemporary coffee here”, mused Matthias. Pim reacted by spilling a cup of water over Matthias’ head.

“We return to Wicklow”, decided the miss, who had had more than enough of the behaviour of  the competitors. She looked at the driver inquiringly. He nodded assent, and began to put the donkey to the carriage again. 

They did the return to Wicklow a bit faster than the trip out to Glendalough. Nevertheless, they had been marching the whole day. The Dutch lady thanked her Irish guide, and went with her men to the baker in the main street.

It was a snug little shop. They bought bread and cake, and Louise asked the way to the camp of the, uh .. WILAM. The shopgirl went to a back room and returned with a sturdy middle-aged lady who had a white apron on. She had many freckles and reddish curls and introduced herself as Rose Fitzwilliam.

“Louise Vogelenzang”, said Louise, who was both surprised and ravished. She continued in English: “These are my companions: Benito, Matthias and Pim.” The three men bowed in turns to the lady when hearing their names, to show they were polite. Rose left her place behind the counter and gave each of the four a ‘big hug’.

“Have you seen a bit of Ireland yet?”, asked Rose. Matthias answered they had been shaken  all day long on a cart drawn by an obstinate donkey, to join the mind of the Glendalough Saint.

This was heard by three men with beards who had just entered the shop. They looked at each other with sparkling eyes. Then they began singing together the famous song of the Dubliners with the following lyrics:

‘In Glendalough lived an old saint renowned for learning and piety. His manners was curious and quaint and he looked upon girls with disparity. Ri fol di dol, fol di dol day, ri fol di dol, fol di dol laddy; ri fol di dol, fol di dol day, ri fol di dol, fol di dol laddy.

He was fond of readin' a book when he could get one to his wishes. He was fond of castin' his hook in among the ould fishes. Ri fol …

But one evenin' he landed a trout, he landed a fine big trout, sir, when young Kathleen from over the way came to see what the ould monk was about, sir. Ri fol …

Oh, get out o' me way, said the saint, for I am a man of great piety. And me good manners I wouldn’t taint, not by mixing with female society. Ri fol …

Oh, but Kitty she wouldn't give in, and when he got home to his rockery, he found she was seated therein a-polishin' up his ould crockery. Ri fol …

Well he gave the poor creature a shake, and I wish that the Garda had caught him, for he threw her right into the lake, and, of course, she sank to the bottom. Ri fol …’

Rose Fitzwilliam leaded her new guests in a polite applause for the singers of the Irish song, and, next, in a walk of half an hour through sloping fields and meadows to the camping that would be their home in the near future.

She allotted them a caravan with nearly the comfort they had in camping Mooi Bemelen, but they had to share it with three Irish: a sort of book keeper called Paddy, an emancipated t-girl called Maddy, and a bearded ape called Freddy.

However, I need not enter into details about these persons, because some curious system of rotation made that our friends were saddled up with new inmates every three days.

In the evening of their arrival in the basic camp there was a meeting in the central house. It was a large barn with sand on the floor.  Inside, on wooden tables and banks, tens of Irish guys and gals of many distinct sizes were sitting and making noise.

On every table there were standing large glass cups, and big bottles full of whiskey and gin. Every ten minutes, somebody proposed a toast. Then the whole company performed an Irish song, and always in tune.

At one side of the room there was a table on a platform, about eight inches above the floor. Behind the table, a panel of governors were sitting and looking serious. The middlemost of them was Rose with a microphone. When she raised her voice, it was mouse-still at once.

“Ladies and gentlemen”, she said, “today we formally establish our movement. I propose we call ourselves ‘the Heralds of Resistance’.”

She got a thundering applause. Now she handed the microphone to the young man next her, who was clean-shaven, and clad in a neat green costume with a red neck-tie. First he smiled modestly and then he began to speak:

“What do we resist? First the widespread abuse of animals, second the pollution of nature, and third the expoitation of the poor.”

Applause, shouting slogans, thumping on tables. He continued:

“How do we resist? First by liberating animals wherever we can, second by puncturing tyres of cars and the like, third by imitating Robin Hood.”

Somebody raised his glass and sang a hundred years old protest song against the English in Ireland, which still touched deep emotions in the Irish soul.

“How do we defend ourselves against the unavoidable persecutions that are in store for us? First with a ring of info pillars around the camp, second with a campaign of e-mails to educated citizens, and third with a letter to the redaction of the Wicklow News.”

Shouting ‘boo’, gestures of disapproval, hissing. Now Rose took the microphone. She said attack was the best form of defence, but they would see later on what had to be done. Gradually the protesters fell silent.

Now a governer with a round beard in a sailor’s jersey claimed the microphone. He said the government of Ireland consisted of representatives of the settled citizens, with whom ‘we, the Heralds of Resistance’ had nothing to do. It was time for radical action. They had to design a flag and let it wave above the camp continuously. Because the camp was to be: a new free state and a republic!

Deafening cheers.

And the first president of the new republic of the Heralds of Resistance was to be a woman: lady Rose Fitzwilliam!

Those present embraced each other and cried. Numerous toasts were proposed, and countless songs were sung. Benito put in his mite by singing Guantanamera, while Pim accompanied him on guitar.

Matthias designed a flag immediately. It was a beautiful cartoon of a bull who aimed at a bank director with a gun. But his master piece didn’t meet with sufficient approval, and fell into oblivion that same night.

It lasted some busy days before Matthias understood that all his designs fell into oblivion. However, the designs stayed in some drawer, waiting for better days, because nobody wanted to clear them away for good.
When somebody should ever want to clear them away, his humour would have become good enough to carelessly shrug his shoulders over the lack of interest. Because in the basic camp he had no cause for complaint. Breakfast was English with free-range eggs, coffee was served with cakes the German way, lunch was Dutch with peanut butter, and dinner, although vegan, was delicious because of the use of many distinct soy products.

Pim and Benito had no cause for complaint, either. The audience responded with enthusiasm to their singing and guitar playing at night, because all their songs were Irish and Celtic: Eileen Aroon, Rose of Tralee, Wild Rover, Spinning Wheel, etc. However, Rose insisted they should not sing the bad song about ‘three young ladies drinking whiskey before breakfast’.

Meanwhile, Louise was busy with things more important. She talked with Rose and the three men that were a bit more serious. They talked over the training they could give to the others, more than a  hundred idlers and bunglers, and over the actions they might perform in the big bad outside world.

They agreed the training should consist of memorizing slogans and abstaining from alcohol: Nobody should get another glass of whiskey, unless he or she could pronounce a slogan without lisping.

The first action the camp direction organized was: clearing away all litter and dog’s poo in the city center of Wicklow. This already happened in the third week after the arrival of the four ‘Dutch’, and won them the goodwill of the local people.

The second action was a demonstration before the parliament in Dublin, the Dáil Éireann. The three competitors had participated in manufacturing the banners, whereon it said that the authorities should give all tramps a job in recycling the rubbish that had been dumped in nature. One impudent banner, made by mr Weinsteker, incited bank directors to give up all speculating, and accept such a tramp’s job instead. This action was within three weeks after the first.

A national newspaper criticized the demonstration, because many participants thought that in such a playful event public urinating would be overlooked.

The third action rose above the playful level. Actions were getting serious. The world should know that the Heralds of Resistance would henceforth make short work of fishing hooks, calf fattening, fur trade, dog fights, etc. Mind! Louise and the three remaining Kids of Heaven didn’t know beforehand things would go this way. However, since the action had already begun, they thought it would be silly to run away from it.

Rose Fitzwilliam and a crowd of more than a hundred Heralds marched to a Wicklow fur factory. Twelve officers of the garda lined up in a battle array at the entrance of the town, with pistols in their hands. 

Rose was about to speak when one of the officers forgot the professional code and said under his breath, but audibly, she was a ‘red whore’. The direct consequence was that one of the uneducated Heralds made a pass in the direction of the police officer. This man was frightened. He shot, and … Rose fell down.

Louise rushed to her, but she couldn’t help her anymore. Rose spoke a few last words the Irish will remember with gratitude and smart: ‘her poor soul back to God, her corpse to Mother  Earth, to Ireland the heart’.

Within a quarter of an hour, an ambulance arrived with siren and warning light. However, the nurses ascertained the patient had already died. To prevent more problems, Pim and Benito and Matthias turned about and leaded the Heralds back to the camp.

Throughout the evening, the Heralds were sitting together in silence in the central house. They didn’t drink a drop of alcohol nor touch a string of a harp. Matthias wrote the text for the gravestone, which was ciseled into precious marble. On the fourth day after her decease, Rose’s corpse was buried close to the camp, and the text on the gravestone ran as follows:

‘Here lies our beloved lady Rose Fitzwilliam, 1949-2009.

Instead of being a red whore, she’s blooming now for evermore!’

From that day, more than one half of the people of the new republic considered Weinsteker its ‘poet laureate’.

A reporter of the national broadcast, the RTE, was present at the burial. He presented Louise Vogelenzang live on tv, and asked her how she felt. She answered she had to recover first, but she seriously considered to organize with the other Heralds of Resistance a big demonstration in Dublin for human rights and the rights of animals.

Due to faulty communication between the camera operator and the sound technician, tens of thousands of Irish clearly heard on television what the reporter said to a bystander after the interview: he wasn’t quite sure whether this spokeswoman did wear underwear under her velvet frock or not.

So it was no wonder that, on the day of the demonstration, thousands of onlookers had taken up positions along the route, while the sun was burning in the sky. There was a bookmaker’s office where people could bet if any Heralds would be arrested or none (two against one) and if Louise would participate without wearing underwear or not (seven against two).

There was the demonstration! Mrs Louise Vogelenzang was walking in front. She wore a big board whereon it said ‘Don’t beat your kids, don’t beat your pets!’. It wasn’t clear yet what she was wearing under her green velvet frock. However, because there was something swelling in the trousers of the male spectators, it was clear they were confident that their investments in the   betshops would yield a profit.

One hooligan among the public wanted to be sure. He managed to run to Louise and lift up her frock at the back side. It turned out she wore very thin silk underwear. This made half of the public leave the demonstration. The hooligan was arrested, so, after all, many betters did make a profit.

Only now, the public could concentrate on the truths the Heralds wanted to tell. One banner said dogs were better guards of the people’s well-being than bank directors, another said the large scale clearing up of pregnant goats with Q-fever looked like a holocaust, etc.

Benito and Pim participated in the march. Benito sang and Pim played his guitar. Together they performed, among other songs, the well-known song Stewball was a good horse and the rather unknown Had a dog and his name was Blue. Matthias Weinsteker distributed among the public leaflets with the lyrics of these songs. He wore a baboon mask.

So it seemed this demonstration of the Heralds would pass by orderly and peaceful. But suddenly everything changed.

A big black raven descended from heaven, and sat down on the right shoulder of Louise. He looked around triumphantly, and said loudly and clearly, though in a croaking voice: “Father Charles of Mount Argus - Father Charles of Mount Argus.”

Louise stood still at once, stiff as a poker. She watched cautiously the weird black beast on her shoulder. The people around her were perplexed, too, including the public along the road, the followers behind her, and the coppers before her. Then she began smiling. She stretched her arm, and the raven tripped up to her hand.

Louise took a chaplet from her handbag. She proclaimed in a loud voice this raven had been sent by the nineteenth century Dutch priest Charles from Munstergeleen, who had cured many sick people in Ireland with his blessing hands. And why did this father Charles send a raven? To show that God loves the animals!

The public was moved to tears. Louise took from her bag twenty-seven chaplets and began to distribute them among the garda cops. She began to pray: ‘Hail Mary, full of grace’, and the bystanders answered, first hesitating and gradually louder: ‘Our Lord is with Thee. Blessed art Thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of Thy womb, our Lord, Jesus Christ. O Virgin Saint Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at all times, and at the hour of our death. Amen.’

Now there came a countermovement, because the devil stirred up trouble. Someone among the public threw a pussycat between the demonstrators. The cat stretched out her paws in panic to use her nails as a wild weapon. Several cops threw their chaplets far away and raised their truncheons. Some youthful followers of Louise tucked up their sleeves and attacked the garda. Soon there was chaos everywhere.

The raven flew away and sat down in a tree. He quickly disappeared between the leaves. In the end, Louise was arrested and taken away. It was already late in the evening when she finally was set free.

The Irish television reported extensively on the demonstration, the raven, the chaplets, the detention of the leader, and her release. When she left the prison, she made a triumphant V-sign with her right hand, and said that God and Saint Francis and father Charles of Mount Argus all backed her.

That’s why she was considered a heroine, also by her followers. These were cheering behind the iron fence of the basic camp when she returned, and took her to the big room of the central house. 

The board of three wise men, whose names were (in alphabetic order) Séamus A, Séamus D en Séamus V, decided to appoint her president of the republic of the Heralds of Resistance. This required three addresses, lasting one hour, two hours and three hours, respectively, so after the event nobody knew if Louise really had taken the oath on the Gaelic bible of Monsignor Pádraig Ó Fiannachta.

However, this was the case, and nobody dared to doubt it. On the contrary, everybody was in a festive mood, because Louise had made an exception and decontrolled whiskey for one day. She knew the defence of the republic would not be put to the test on that day, because it was a Sunday.

In the near future, everything would change.

How soft and mild is summer on the green island … For a postman on foot, nothing is more delightful than a dry sunny morning, when the meadows are still glittering with dew and with a few drops of rain. 

Postman Sean appeared in the caravan camp of our republic for the first time on a morning when everybody was sober. He brought at least ten picture postcards from Paris and one from Rome. Whenever somebody asked him something, he would say: “My name is Quail, and I’m as deaf as a quail.” Although this was meant to be a joke, people really couldn’t communicate with the crooked garden gnome except with a pen and a piece of paper.

Louise wrote some notes for Sean. This enabled her to put the events in order in her own mind and find a perspective. What had brought her here? Her love for animals and nature, and the need to test her applicants in praktice. Wat had she found? A loose bunch of drunk poets and  idealists. They had to be restrained, but by a woman. She was a kind of mother for them. What was her target? The ascension to heaven, which would take place without her interference, and the election of the two gentlemen who would be her neighbours in eternity. One out of Benito, Matthias and Pim would have to drop out yet.

The president of the republic of the Heralds of Resistance considered the old postman a messenger from abroad who should be treated with marks of honour. Therefore she gave him a cup of coffee and a wafer, and asked him if he had time for a game of scrabble with her and her advisers. He said yes.

They agreed every word should be the name of an animal species.

Sean began with ‘horse’. This yielded fourteen points. Benito laid ‘dog’, twelve points. Pim couldn’t lay anything, so he got zero points. Now it was Louise’s turn. She laid ‘hen’, which was doubtful. After some discussion, all agreed. Louise got nine points. Now Matthias thought he could lay ‘racehorse’, but this word was rejected.

Before Matthias had time to get angry, an express messenger entered with a message for the president. He was a young man with black lank hair and a feverish face. Louise was frightened. Apparently, he brought bad news.

“How now, how now, my bully boy”, the president said, “what news bring you to me?” And mister Weinsteker murmured: “How pale are the spindle-legs of this boy! I think his message is nothing good. See Isaiah 52, verse 7.”

“A pa-patrol of sol-soldiers on horseback is approaching”, panted the boy. And, indeed, they soon heard horseshoes getting closer.”

“I have to go”, said the postman, while producing a watch, attached to a little chain, from the inner pocket of his jacket. “Is there a rear-exit?” 

Pim directed the garden gnome to a hole in the hedge behind the central house. But the beard of the postman stuck fast in the hedge. Pim had to go for a pair of scissors to cut him loose. He was only just in time, for the patrol was already entering the camping.

Seven cavalry men on horseback turned up. These might have come in a tank as well, but thought this would be exaggerated. They rode until they nearly got to the entrance of the central house. The Heralds of Resistance flocked to the place and stared at the seven men in green uniforms, each on a snorting brown stallion.

One of the soldiers blew a horn. There fell a silence. He took an envelope from his saddle bag, produced a light yellow letter, and read it out:

“In the name of the Irish republic, I’m going to inspect your camping. Please admit me to all your rooms and grounds. You may review the corresponding documents next Monday, at the Department of Defence in Dublin.”

The soldier now raised his eyes from the letter and fixed them on an arbitrary listener. He took a deep breath, and asked  in a harsh voice: “Who is the boss here?”

The addressed happened to be Séamus V, a big man with broad shoulders, a bald head, and a long white beard. He answered with great dignity:

“You are in the territory of the free republic of the Heralds of Resistance. In fact, I need not answer, because you have entered our territory without our permission. However, I assume you did’t know this. That’s why I will answer. Our president is mrs Louise Vogelenzang. I don’t know if she has time for you. I myself am the minister of logistics. I’ll take you round. What do you want to see?”

The inspector was all confused. Should he assert his authority, or behave like a guest? He chose for convenience’ sake the latter, and said affably:

“Then show me your logistic provisions.”

Now Séamus began his tour of the camp, while the cavalry men on horseback followed at a foot-pace. He showed them the letter box, the shed, the shop, and finally the tram-stop. Here a little man and a thick woman were waiting.

“Is some tram approaching?”, asked the inspector.

“The tram will arrive soon”, answered the minister of logistics, after consulting his pocket watch. And, yes, there came the creaky cart rocking on, drawn by a donkey.

It lasted a few more minutes before the cart had arrived at the bus stop. Séamus explained the donkeys were never forced up in this country. The coachman came down from the cart at his leisure, looked at the seven horses with Irish soldiers on them, scratched his ears, and shrugged his shoulders. Then he took a balance from the back of the cart . 

The little man who wished to travel on the cart, stepped quietly onto the balance. “Dublin”,  he said. “And my weight is fortyfive kilograms.”

“Nine hundred Herald doubloons”, said the coachman.

Now the thick lady stepped onto the balance. “Dublin”, she said. After a bit of hesitation she added: “one hundred and thirtyfive kilogram, I think.” 

“Two thousand and seven hundred doubloons”, said the coachman, without compassion.

The passengers climbed onto the cart, which soon left the camp at a snail’s pace. The cavalry men gazed after them, and the captain shook his head.

“This is against the law”, he ascertained. “In Ireland we don’t calculate the price of a ride on a donkey tram per kilogram. So I close this camp.”

The Heralds came nearer. At a sign from Séamus, they formed a circle around the horse of the captain. Meanwhile, Benito and Pim had joined them, while Matthias had left them to call in Louise.

Benito, who knew a lot about horses, took action in a surprising way.

He pricked into the posterior part of one of the horses with a toothpick. The animal reared on his hind legs and bolted. Subsequently he did the same with five other horses. The beasts gallopped through the camp like crazy, three of them with the horseman still on it, and three without the rider, because half of the six molested riders were lying at distinct locations of the Herald territory. At last, only the captain’s horse stood still, with the captain on it and some of the Heralds of Resistance around him.

“Come back another time”, proposed Pim. Apparently he was laughing at him.

The captain took his horn and sounded the retreat. The circle around him dispersed, and the horse trotted out of the camp in good order. The six other stallions, each of them with the rider on its back, followed the example one by one. 

“We won’t see them again”, laughed Pim.

“Let’s bet!”, replied Louise. “One day they will come to us with an ultimatum.”

And that’s what happened. All Heralds where watching television in the central house. There was a Scotch clergyman on it, answering the question of God’s existence. His liberal answer was typically protestant. He asserted God exists only ‘if you admit Him in your heart’. In the prehistory, people may not yet have been thinking of God, so in this case He didn’t exist yet. This was a perfect example of the protestant subjectivism that pope Pius X had rejected in his encyclic Pascendi.

Louise switched the television off, because she wished to explain her objections against the reasoning of the clergyman. Nobody protested against this bossy behaviour. At the very moment entered a representative of the Irish government, without knocking at the door.

It was a neat man in a blue suit, with a trimmed little beard. He modestly presented himself as Eamon McFinley. All kept staring at him, as if he were a Martian. He slyly made use of the attention and silence.

“Compatriots”, he spoke, “your game is over. In the name of the Irish government, I beg you to leave this camp tomorrow before noon. At twelve o’clock, a company of mounted soldiers will burn everything that’s still standing upright. Any questions?”

“I have a question”, said Séamus V. He stood next Eamon, and turned out to be about twice as large. “Do you want to be tarred and feathered, or do you prefer an ordinary drubbing?”

“Don’t touch me!”, cried the little man. “I have to report progress tonight. If I don’t turn up, all of you will be arrested tonight.” 

“Can we think about it?”, asked Benito, to win time.

“No”, said McFinley.

Now Louise Vogelenzang stepped forward decidedly. She presented herself as the president of the Republic of the Heralds of Resistance. She advised Eamon to consider if God wished that people would fill sheds with hens in battery cages and streets with coughing fits on four wheels. Meanwhile she repeatedly pricked her forefinger in the breast of the representative.

The little man was dumbfounded.

Then the president of the free republic laid a hand on his shoulder, and said her land would not surrender. When the Irish cavalry would come, her men would be prepared for the fight. This was what he should tell this to his superior when reporting on his visit to the camp.

Mister McFinley made his bow, and disappeared from the stage, holding his head sidewise.

Now the fat was in the fire. The republic was in a crisis. Of course, Louise took measures to make head against the invasion. Three pitfalls were digged, and some weapons were distributed: pointed sticks and firecrackers. However, everybody knew resistance was chanceless. 

To pass the time until the ultimatum would expire, Louise organized an open discussion next morning about the question why God admitted suffering. Was it to make people free to reject Him or love Him? But what freedom of choice has a child that’s buried under rubbish during an earthquake? For the president it was a new opportunity to demonstrate heaven must exist. Otherwise, life would be senseless.

By and by it had become five minutes to twelve, almost High noon.

At three minutes to twelve came a reporter of the Irish television, with a camera.

At one minute to twelve, the Heralds of Resistance heard trampling horse shoes and they saw a cloud of dust at the horizont. They silently drew up in battle array, with the pricking sticks in their hands. Louise was in the front row between her men, wearing jeans. Pim and Benito were  close to her. Matthias was standing in the rear, with a thermos full of hot chocolate milk at the belt of his jeans.

There were the horses and their horsemen! The foremost fell in a pitfall, and the Heralds began cheering. But the other two pitfalls stayed empty.

Three or four Heralds got run over and trampled on. The other Heralds threw a rider from his horse, and pricked their sticks in his body. The sand became red. Louise made the sign of the cross, that the dead man would go to heaven …

The captain of the company saw the president of the Heralds make the sign of the cross, but he wasn’t satisfied yet. He took his mobile phone and sent a text message to his boss, the general of the Irish cavalry, which said someone perished in the Wicklow veganist camp. And the victim was one of his own horsemen!

The general thought this was the limit. He couldn’t disregard the Wicklow republic anymore. Its territory should be destroyed, its leaders judged. He rang up the Department of Defence, to ask for backing, and sent a tank to the camp to begin with.

Dark clouds gathered above the camp in Wicklow of the Heralds of Resistance and their free republic.

The tank went right across the gate and some ten caravans to the central house. He went through the concrete floor and the kitchen ranges of the central house to the other side of the camp, making a lot of noise. Thereafter he rode nicely home on the street. The driver didn’t know some flesh and blood still stuck to the tank. Six witnesses, and three kids among them, are still being attended by a psychiater.

The Heralds of Resistance either were dead or wounded, or fled to the Wicklow churchyard. Among the refugees were the president and the three men who followed her to win a seat next her in heaven. However, the refugees were seen from the air by some soldiers in a helicopter.

The general waited till all fleeing Heralds were in the churchyard. Then the churchyard was surrounded by a hundred soldiers of the Irish infantry with pistols and truncheons. Their task was to break the resistance and take the band of rebels to the prison in Dublin.

However, this wasn’t that easy. Some veganists had a pointed stick yet, others had saved some firecrackers. When the soldiers came nearer, armed Heralds hid behind trees. It turned out some of them were equipped with advanced pyrotechnic weapons and bamboo sticks. So the soldiers withdrew to the borders of the churchyard. But then, in a well coordinated action, they drove the veganists to the statue of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in the center of the cemetery.

There, when no clouds hid the sun for a moment, it would appear Louise wore no underwear, so most of the soldiers got problems with the very receding foreskin that should have protected their swelling sticks against rude assaults on their sensitiveness. 

Now the three applicants formed a circle around the president of the late free republic, so she could adjust her mini-panty behind their broad bodies.

Whereas most of the revolting Heralds were transported to the prison in Dublin, Louise and her three musketeers were led to a lonely place at the Irish Sea, where the Irish Secret Service would put the foreign plotters through their paces.

This was a serious blunder. Later on, the captain had to pay for it: he was made a lackey at the office of the general. Henceforth, he had to make coffee, clean toilets, and stand still with an apple on his head during shooting practice.

What had caused his degradation?

Benito had saved a Devil Air Siren, and Pim a little box full of matches. Matthias handed the captain a cup of hot chocolate, and Louise scratched herself right in front of him on a secret spot under her frock. When the Devil was flashing through the air, making the sound of a psychotic ambulance, Benito spilled the chocolate on the uniform of the captain. Pim stretched out his right leg before the left foot of the military man and made him stumble and fall on the ground. Louise pilfered from him a pistol and a long apprehension chain, kept him in check with a knee, and locked him on the chain. They fastened the other end of the chain to a tree and put a cloth in his mouth. Then they walked to Dublin at leisure.

They didn’t want to see more of Ireland, and decided to look for a boat to travel to Holland. However, this was a problem. They had very little cash, and thought it wasn’t sensible to go to public places, like post offices and custom houses. And … they were in a hurry!

In the harbour of Dublin our friends agreed each of them would return to Holland by himself. They were going to reassemble on the first Sunday of September, three o’clock in the afternoon, at the front door of the cathedral church in Utrecht. 

“Shall we drink a Guinness together?”, proposed Matthias. “Dublin is crowded with pleasant pubs, and I think they have also something to eat.”

“Do you pay?”, asked Louise. She knew none of them had much cash. “It’s cheaper if we buy food in a supermarket.”

“We may also take a walk through the city center of Dublin”, remarked Pim. “I want to see Trinity College, river Liffey, Saint Stephen’s Green, …”

“No”, said Louise decidedly. “We will attract to much attention if we stay together. I’m sure they are already seeking us. We’d better find a good ship and embark as stowaways. Let’s hide on board a ship bound for Holland.”

“So in the end I am a stowaway …”,  grumbled Matthias. “My poor paternal grandmother would turn over in her grave if she knew it.”

“It hurts me that we’ve killed that soldier”, sighed Benito. “Was that necessary?”

“Our hooligans did it”, soothed Louise. “The army was about to use excessive violence, and we’ve justly defended ourselves.”

“We should have known it would end like that”, thought Benito. “So we should have stopped it. I’m afraid we’re guilty of that soldier’s death.”

“Let’s confess”, proposed Louise. “The priest has to keep the secret of the confessional box. I can already see a little church with a presbytery.”

They did accordingly. The four friends knocked at the door of the priest. He himself opened the door. He was a cheerful thick man with a bald head and a red nose. He invited them to enter. So they confessed in the kitchen, one by one. The kitchen was closed for the occasion, because the maid could suddenly return with the errands. After the confession they received a big glass of Guinness and a sandwich with ginger jam, all into the bargain. Furthermore, the priest knew a boat with a broadminded captain where they could embark together.

The priest was partly mistaken. The captain of the ‘Mermaid Molly’ needed only a kitchen  maid. Louise insisted he should engage Matthias, too, as a cook and chaperone. This boat was to go via Liverpool and a series of canals through England to Hull, and from there across the sea to Hook of Holland. At the customs, both Dutch passengers could hide in a secret supply room under the cabin.

Louise knew for sure Pim and Benito would find a job somewhere on board a ship. Or else they would find a room on a ship to hide in as a stowaway.

And so it happened. Benito hid under a large sail in the sloop of a ferry to Dunkirk. The ferry spent two days on crossing the Channel via Swansea and Plymouth to the Flemish town in the far north of France. Benito was not discovered until they left Plijmuiden, which is the Dutch name of Plymouth. But with his charms and sailors’ songs he managed to mollify the captain, a rude fellow with a glass eye and a leg made of wood.

Meanwhile, Pim had entered a pub in the harbour of Dublin to drink a pint of Guinness. He overheard a conversation between two fishers who were about to go to the Aran islands with a boat. One of them accidentally dropped his cap, a kind of alpino beret with a red plume. Pim picked it up unseen, and kept it in safe custody on the quiet. He followed them in the dark night. When their boat left the pier, he dived into the water and swam up to them. From the water, he waved to the fishers with the lost cap. They pulled him on board, and agreed he would go with them to Inishmore. There he got another stroke of luck: a nephew of the fisher with the cap was about to fly from Galway to Soesterberg in his own little airplane.

This way our four friends all returned unscathed to the fatherland, avoiding troubles with the police or the customs. I don’t know exactly what they did during the rest of the summer, but I’m sure they didn’t stain again their recently white-washed souls.

What I do know is the following: after the return home, Louise paid a visit to the priest of her village, whom she now esteemed even more. The priest told her that her former friend Robin and his black labrador, Snooze, were desperately seeking her.

For the present, Louise pretended she hardly noticed this news. 

CHAPTER 6

Utrecht is a very old city, that’s beyond dispute. Where the tall Dom tower stands nowadays, the Romans built a fortified camp at the frontier of the Roman Empire where they could cross a branch of the river Rhine that’s much smaller now. After the Romans abandoned this castellum, the germanic tribes of the Frisians and the Franks fought each other to get it.

The germanic world worshipped heroism. The rights of the strongest prevailed. Superstition was everywhere. They thought their supreme God, Odin, would admit the slain fighters to the germanic heaven, Walhalla. Henceforth, these enjoyed pork meat and whine made of honey. If they beheaded each other, the heads would immediately return to the necks. The weak went to the grim Empire of Mist, to serve as slaves forever. These ideas have not yet disappeared: they are surviving among hooligans and white supremacists.

However, man is Christian by nature. Wise people have reflected on creation and concluded the almighty Creator must exist. The Romans brought with them to our northern lands the story about Jesus the Redeemer, who shows God loves all people. From England, where the storm of the wandering nations had calmed down a bit earlier, anglosaxon missionaries came to the continent to establish civilisation, with Christian charity and a Roman talent for organisation. Later on, the missionaries founded numerous abbeys and monasteries. These became centers of  Christian civilization.

Saint Willibrord, apostle of the Netherlands, understood very well he had to cooperate with the pope and the Frankish kings, who already had been converted to Christianity, and not with the pagan Frisians. As soon as the Franks were master of the abandoned frontier town Utrecht, Willibrord built there a spiritual center with two little churches. The Vikings destroyed the little churches in the ninth century. Two medieval bishops of Utrecht built on the same spot a larger cathedral church in romanic style.

In the thirteenth century, Utrecht was destroyed by fire. Most buildings were made of wood, and burned like torches. Now the romanic cathedral church was gradually replaced with a gothic church, dedicated to Saint Martin. During the reformation, this church fell a prey to the image breaking or iconoclasm, which was in fact a short-lived revival of Odin’s wild hunt. The city of the bishop became a stronghold of the reformation, and the cathedral church a protestant church, mostly called ‘the Dom’.

Nevertheless, climbing the Dom tower, brings you closer to heaven. From above in the tower you can see miles around, if the weather is bright. And what do you see?

If you look down, you can see at the foot of the tower the old canals and the Biltstraat, or, if you look in the wrong direction, the large shopping center Hoog Catherijne. Far away you can see at the horizont: to the east the woods and hilly landscapes of the province of Utrecht, and the city of Amersfoort; to the north the river Vecht and Amsterdam; to the west the meadows and boglands before the town of Woerden, and to the south the little city of Culemborg on the main branch of the river Rhine .

The first Sunday of September brought hot summer weather. The old song about three little toddlers probably applied to the province of Utrecht, too, because wherever in the province three little toddlers were sitting together on a fence, crickets and blue cornflowers were ideal to chat about. 

It was so hot that the sparrows fell from the roofs. Tourists preferred sitting on a terrace next a pond and drinking a glass of Trappist beer to jogging through the Railway Museum or the Museum of Musical Clocks. 

On the other hand, very many people had entered the convent of Saint Catharine, which gave an exposition about the anglosaxon missionaries. They could see the bible that Saint Boniface held above his head when the Frisians tried to hit him with swords in Dokkum. In the cover of the bible they saw a cut that had been caused by a sword. 

The Saxon formula of baptism is impressive, too: ‘ec forsacho allum dioboles uuercum and uuordum, Thunaer ende Uuöden ende Saxnote ende allum them unholdum the hira genötas sint’ – I forsake all works and words of the devil, of Thor and Odin and Saxnot and all demons who are their companions. 

The anglosaxon missionaries identified the supreme god Odin with Satan, the devil. But in German folklore, Odin continued to be the god of fertility. This tells us an old song whose lyrics were written down by the Grimm brothers: … Vulle Kruken un Sangen hät hei, upen Holte wässt manigerlei: hei is nig barn un wert nig old. Wôld, Wôld, Wôld! He has full pitchers and cans. In the wood grows many a thing. He never was child, and never grows old: Wôld, Wôld, Wôld! 

One of the many visitors of the convent of Saint Catharine was Louise Vogelenzang. It was early in the afternoon, so she had time enough left to meet her applicants at the foot of the Dom tower.

The competitors took no risk. Exactly at twelve o’clock, three hours early, Pim already dashed into the Mariaplaats on his racing bike. He was nicely clad in a light blue suit with red stock. During the summer months he had grown a neat little beard. He was prepared for the final audition. In order to pass the waiting time and to save his face, he began to potter at his little racing bike.

At half past twelve a white helicopter came flying above them. People who happened to look up to see the top of the Dom tower, saw a parachutist jumping down. It was Benito, clad in a nice green suit with light brown stock. His moustache had curls at the ends, and a big smile completed his outfit. For a moment it seemed he would be caught in some spot half down the tower, but in the end he landed safely on the Dom square. Pim was already awaiting him, and helped him with packing up the parachute.

About one o’clock arrived a neat gentleman with grey curls in a black suit. His bow-tie was yellow. He looked a bit like the late Johnny Jordaan. It was Matthias. At the railway station Utrecht Lunetten, he had entered a cab of the firm Brokken. This cab had taken him to the  Mariaplaats. There he had first drunk a cup of coffee, and gone to the gents’ toilet. He was very nervous, you know, but he wished to  camouflage this. 

As soon as his competitors saw him, they stepped up to him. Both gave him a big hug. After these ceremonial events they asked a Japanese lady who happened to pass if she would take a photo of them three, because Benito had brought a digital camera. She took three photos, but only one of them was good enough. Matthias urged his friends to destroy the other two photos. Pim and Benito agreed only reluctantly, for they looked much less ridiculous on them than mr Weinsteker.

Three Moroccan boys had observed the photo session and the discussion that followed. They laughed, and one of them made a ball bounce. They asked our friends if they had a mind to play football. Although none of the three applicants wore football clothes, they couldn’t resist the defiant glances of the Africans, either. What the deuce! They would teach these boys a lesson they would never forget.

The Moroccans preceded them to a little square where on a wall the contours of a goal had been painted with chalk. Furthermore, somebody had chalked in the goal, with slanting letters: FC Utreg. Before the wall there was a rectangular pavement with a length of forty meters and a width of thirty, which could serve them as a pitch. There was hardly traffic: only some parked cars. 

Now they only needed one impartial goalkeeper.

The keeper they wanted came passing by soon. It was a creole boy from one of the former Dutch islands in the Caribbean, some twenty years of age. He was as scantily clad as the three boys from Morocco.

“Hey, man!”, shouted Pim.

The adressed man looked up frowning, but when he saw the ball, he understood at once what they wanted. One of the three Moroccans pointed at the goal, and looked at him inquiringly. He went to the goal willingly, and claimed the ball.

The goalkeeper made the ball bounce on the ground three times, and brought it into the game by shooting it up perpendicularly to a heighth of perhaps some twenty meters. So it lasted quite a while before the ball returned to the earth, and there stood Pim and Achmed, awaiting it a bit impatiently.

Pim got a sound push, but he had already taken a firm stand. He saw the ball coming to him from above, and squatted down to catch it on his breast. Mohammed made an unsuccessful attack on his ankle, and Pim managed to kick the ball to Benito by using the back of his foot. Benito kicked it sideward to Matthias who stood apart. A split second later, Benito was jostled upside down by Ali.

Matthias had time enough to prepare his shot. The goalkeeper spread his arms and ran up to  Weinsteker. This poor man tried to shoot the ball, but missed it. The consequence was that the goalkeeper and the Moroccans were all lying on the grass, because they had thrown themselves before the ball to stop it.

Now Matthias finally recovered his usual calmness and shot the ball in the empty goal: 1-0. 

At that moment, Louise happened to pass the square where they were playing, on her way to the meeting spot agreed on …

“Hey, Louise!”, shouted Pim presumptuously. He took the ball in his hands to stop the game for a moment. The Moroccans got angry. They ran up to him, and claimed a penalty. Benito explained with big gestures that the ‘grand lady’ had arrived, and therefore the game was over. Pim and Matthias cringed and crawled to their mistress, bowing to her excessively, to illustrate Benito was right.  

The goalkeeper said the penalty should be taken yet, and ‘the queen’ should be the referee. Thereafter the game should be considered over. Everybody agreed.

The goalkeeper took the ball from Pim. He made eleven strides from the goal into the pitch, and laid down the ball. Achmed took his stand behind it. He looked slightingly at the keeper who was jumping up and down in the goal and pulling faces like a chimpanzee, and prepared his shot in silence. Now the goalkeeper stood still, too …

Louise whistled on her fingers. Achmed took a run and launched a stone-hard shot … but  missed the goal by half a meter. The Moroccans made gestures of disapproval, while the Dutch jubilated and the goal keeper shrugged his shoulders.

“We have beaten the Islam”, established Benito.

Now Achmed, Ali and Mohammed walked up to him threateningly, and they all looked into his eyes at the same time from a distance of some thirty centimeters. The game was in danger of degenerating into a jihad.

Louise brought relief.

She whistled on her fingers again. To everyone’s surprise, she had tied a red handkerchief around her head, as a diplomatic headscarf.

“Islam is a peaceful religion”, she said.

“Yes!”, flared Matthias up. He counted on his fingers: “We have a few peaceful projects of Islam right now: to wipe Israel off the maps with nuclear weapons from Iran and noise makers from Palestina; to support propagation of Taliban fundamentalism in Afghanistan; to introduce sharia and oppression of women in Europe; to back Al-Qaeda’s sudden attacks on America and England and their allies …”

“Quiet, man!”, said the creole soothingly.

“About the past I’m silent”, concluded Matthias.

The Moroccans looked at each other. One of them came to the front. It was Achmed, I think, but it may have been Mohammed, too, or Ali. They all resemble each other. He bowed kindly to the European adversaries, rubbed his hands, and invited them to a reception at his own home.

Louise consulted her applicants. Pim argued this was an excellent chance to get acquainted with Islamic culture. Such a thing could be done within an hour.

The creole excused himself, and pulled foot.

The Moroccans lead them to a house at the Oudegracht Canal, and then to a room at street level. There were colorful cushions on the ground, around a low table. A lady in western-style clothes, except for a headscarf, invited them to take place. After a few minutes, an old man with a long white beard entered. He introduced himself as Ibrahim.

Louise got up to shake hands with him. He nodded kindly to her, but then he shook his head with a smile. The three competitors kept squatting around the table.

A veiled young lady entered with tea and dates. She wore colorful garments, but her navel was naked. She poured a glass of tea for each of them, and invited them to eat the sweet dates.  Matthias had already begun.

“What do you want to know about Islam?”, aked the old man.

“Can you peacefully live with the unfaithful?”, asked Benito.

“Yes, we can”, answered the man. “We would prefer that everybody convert to Islam. But it’s not always possible to impose this to everybody without damaging society. Circumstances like these demand tact. We are especially lenient to Christians and Jews, because, in fact, they believe in Allah, like we do. Jews and Christians and Moslems acknowledge together the great prophets Ibrahim and Jesus.”

“Then why do we get so much Moslem terrorism?”, asked Matthias, with a full mouth.

“The Jewish and Christian speculators corrupt everything”,  explained Ibrahim. “With their greed, they make the world a refuse dump. Then some Islamites become impatient.”

“You are surely right!”, admitted Louise, frankly. She consulted her watch, and continued: “Alas, we can’t stay longer. Many thanks for your hospitality. The dates were delicious, and the tea was excellent.”

The wise old man nodded approbation. When our friends left his house, he pensively looked after them.

“What else can I do, miss Vogelenzang, to definitely convince you of my qualities?”, asked Pim Vermeire with a laugh.

The four of them were deliberating on a pavement near the Domtower.

“I propose you sit on a pole, man”, answered Benito Alvarez Branco on her behalf. “If you can sit on a small platform high in the sky for thirty-six years, like Simeon the Stylite, then you can also sit next our mistress forever.”

“He would look like a pole himself”, shouted Matthias Weinsteker, enthousiastically. “Dogs would use his pillar as a pole to pee against.”

“I don’t know”, said Louise. “Let’s climb the Domtower first. The next visit is in a quarter of an hour. I will pay the tickets.”

Matthias looked suddenly afraid. Pim inquired with pretended concern if he needed a pole to pee against. Benito thought that Matthias had drunk too much coffee, ‘and he had to excrete it somewhere’. However, Louise was the only one who really saw through Matthias. She laid an arm around his shoulder, and said:

“Come on, Matthias. There are only four hundred and sixty-five steps, and then you have a splendid view on the city and the province.”

“I have a fear of heights”, confessed Matthias. “On a high place I’m dizzy and my knees are trembling. Please take this cup from me, Louise; yet not my will, but yours be done. I dedicate my suffering to God.”

“Good!”, said Pim, while rubbing his hands. “Let’s climb!”

Louise bought the tickets. The guide introduced herself. She was a neatly dressed young lady with a blond ponytail. Together with twenty tourists she began to climb. Fortunately, Louise had jeans on, so nobody could look under her frock.

Half-way there was a carillon. The guide explained the monumental clocks weighed thirty-two tons in total. Her little speech gave the climbers the opportunity to recover. However, for  Benito this pause was too short. He kept panting like a thirsty deer that just now had escaped from the hunt (see psalm 42). Matthias seized the stroke of good luck to withdraw from the climb to even greater heights. He pretended mercy on Benito and took him back to the ground level of the Dom square.

Pim and Louise watched the two sillies descending. They didn’t like it, but it was a splendid occasion for Pim to make an impression. As soon as he got to the panorama, he swiftly jumped upon the balustrade. He balanced there, upright with the hands above the head, whereas Louise stood with her back and shoulders against the wall in mortal fear. Her sympathy for cowards like Matthias was even greater now.

The guide brought relief. She resolutely seized Pim by his coat and pulled him backward. She had to catch him, otherwise he would have broken his back. Now she told the perplexed tourists the following story: Once a man from Utrecht climbed the Domtower at the outside. The confused man climbed to a height of seventy meters and stayed there at the outside of a balustrade. By way of precaution, the police and the fire brigade closed the surroundings and placed a tampoline. Assistants managed to get the man from the tower after three hours of talking. The man was taken to a psychiatric hospital.

Since Louise spoke in favour of Pim, he wasn’t persecuted nor taken to a lunatic asylum. But Pim’s mistress couldn’t prevent he got a scolding from the guide, and had to endure taunts from the other tourists while they were descending from the tower.

Matthias and Benito looked a bit sick yet. However, the story about Pim’s pottering brought colour to their cheeks again. A bit later on, there were even tears on the cheeks of Benito. He split his sides with laughing when Matthias balanced on one leg on a bank in the park.

Louise cheered up the remaining three competitors with a dry account of the rejected ones: William Evendom was schizophrenic, Sabine Appelboom a wiseacre, Antonius a hermit, Jean-Paul Bronk a leftist, Dirk Scheerzeep a criminal, Bernardo Biermann a playboy. They still knew the last two! Louise added she appreciated they weren’t lacking initiative.

It was time for a city walk! But the boys refused to follow Louise like sheep. They wished to show they were guides and leaders. Everybody did it his own way. Pim did it the humble way,  because he had been put in his place on the Domtower.

On the contrary, Benito flourished. He made a show of taking a siesta sun-bath in a street corner. As a Mexican, he had laid the sombrero on his face. From under his hat, he saw ever more feet, and heard ever more voices of people standing around him. When there were some twenty, he suddenly stood up. He laid the sombrero on the street, upside down, and began to sing: ‘Yo sé que soy una aventura más para ti, que después de esta noche te olvidarás de mí’– I know I’m only another adventure for you, and you will forget me after this night. He sang the song again and again, addressing at every turn an other lady among the public. In the act, he pulled sad faces, like the Mexican comic Capulina. He had some success, for the people laughed loudly. Gradually his hat was filled with coins and even banknotes. 

His comrades observed the scene from a safe distance. They had their doubts about this act, although they didn’t exactly know why. But this became clear at once. A police car arrived with creaking brakes, right in front of the singing Mexican. Two police officers got out. They took Benito’s name. He had no permit. He got a fine of a hundred euros, and he had collected only sixtyfive euros. 

Now Louise had only one applicant of blameless conduct yet: Matthias, who was absorbed in thought. The mistress was worrying: what was the curlyhead brooding on? He might indulge in some stunt soon, like the others. They shouldn’t attract the attention of the police again. Or else they might be banned or detained.

“I hope you’ll do nothing, Matthias”, she said to him, after pulling at his sleeve. “Behave in the usual way, then you’ll behave oddly enough.”

He was startled and scratched his ears. He only said “yeah”.

They got to the point where the two canal streets named Oosterkade and Ledig Erf meet each other. At both sides of the water there were nice restaurants in old houses. So Matthias got an appetite. He was about to propose a lunch, when a black labrador knocked the legs from under Louise. They were perplexed. It was Snooze!

The mistress lay on the street. The dog licked her face as if it was on fire and the fire had to be extinguished. Meanwhile he wagged his tail as if he were fencing with it against a musketeer. He had a dog leash on, but the person who had been leading him had let him loose because he couldn’t retain him.

Louise sat upright. “Stop it!”, she shouted, up to ten times. Slowly the dog calmed down. Now Louise saw next her a pair of legs she had seen before. She measured them with her eyes from the feet to the small of the back. And she recognized … Robin!

“Robin!”, she shouted. “I missed you so much!”

“I missed you too, my darling!”, stammered Robin, with trembling voice. “Only by dreaming of your heavenly figure I could bear my cross without wetting my handkerchief … with tears, I mean.”

They embraced each other with a passion they never felt before. The three gentlemen who were still in the race for a seat next her in heaven watched it passively. But the kissing and courting was so embarrassing they felt the dog shouldn’t see it. One of them held the leash, an other caressed the head of the dog, and the third diverted the animal with friendly words.

“How are you?”, asked Robin at length.

“I’m fine”, was the answer. “But these gentlemen don’t help me very much.” She pointed at the cyclist, the singer and the philosopher. “Whatever … And how are you?”

“I can’t complain”, answered Robin Hoedemakers. “I’m erring through the fields of the Lord at a loose end. At least, during my summer holiday.”

“Do you want to come along with us?”, asked his girl friend, while caressing the dog. “We are going to a restaurant to eat a sandwich.” Robin nodded assent. The company began to move, and Louise held the dog leash firmly.

Walking along the Oosterkade canal they passed a houseboat whereon a man was hanging up the washing, wearing an apron and with a cloth around his head. He was a wally. A bit later on, they saw a woman in jeans turn up from the cabin. She dragged a cable to the deck, with a cigarette in a corner of the mouth. She was clearly the boss on board.

At that point of the street along the canal there was a coffee house with outside a couple of  plastic seats and tables. On a blackboard behind the window it said there were also sandwiches available. The door was ajar, and the company sat down on the seats outside. Snooze jumped onto Louise’s lap.

Now they had a nice view on the relations in the houseboat. The man served tea while the woman was talking into a portable telephone. A little boy turned up, then came a red tom cat, and in the cabin a dog was barking.

Where was the waiter? Matthias farted loudly, as if he wanted to call the waiter this way. He excused himself, but a bit later on there welled up a loud burp from his stomach. Then came the waiter. They all ordered coffee and a sandwich. The waiter wrote down the orders on a piece of paper with a pencil he produced from behind his ear. When he went away, the pencil fell onto the ground. Robin picked it up, and gave it to his dear girl friend. Louise began playing with it, absorbed in thought.

“Has some philosophical idea burped up to you lately, Matthias?”, asked Robin. He didn’t intend to be cynical, but he knew his girl friend felt embarrassed by the sounds produced by mr Weinsteker. Indeed, in her thoughts she crossed out the name of this candidate.

This would have finished the selection procedure, if Pim could have avoided making a fool of himself again. But he climbed one of the tables and made a handstand. From the houseboat suddenly sounded a horn, and Pim, the acrobat, was frightened and fell on the ground. There he lay moaning, for he had hurt himself badly. In her thoughts Louise crossed out Pim’s name, too, with thick pencil stripes.

The waiter brought the sandwiches. Miss Vogelenzang sat upright to watch everything with care. Who of the candidates had the worst table manners? Benito put his sandwich under his moustache and swallowed it at once. He was sitting lazily in his seat, and Louise could see his naked belly. Benito Alvarez Branco, too, got a pencil stripe through his name.

Okay, but now there were no candidates left. Louise realized that God in heaven would take all imperfections away. She should judge the three candidates according to their ambitions and positive properties, because these would be completed in the hereafter. When the waiter came back to take the empty cups away, she also gave him the pencil back. Moreover, when paying for the food and drinks, she gave him a twenty percent tip. And she tipped him a wink. The man wrongly thought he got this piece of good luck because of his charms.

Meanwhile, a strange scene unfolded on the houseboat.

The married couple on the boat began quarreling. According to Benito, the quarrel was about ducks and drakes the woman made of money, but Pim thought the spouse had been cheating on her with a red slut. The toddler began crying and the dog kept barking all the time. A shoe flew right over the head of the man. He seized the woman by her waist and threw her overboard. But she swam without problems to the quay, using breaststroke, climbed the quay, and ran to the gangway to enter the boat and teach him. 

Matthias bet Robin she wouldn’t reach the boat. Robin bet for ten euros she would, because he thought the man had unlocked the gangway too late to draw it up.

Robin was right, but Matthias won the bet. When the gangway had been untied from the hooks, it was too unstable to bear a running woman. It inclined to the left and the woman fell into the water again. So Robin, being a good sportsman, gave the ten euros to the proud winner without delay.

What should they do now? The woman didn’t emerge from the water. Louise was aghast and put a hand on her mouth. Pim already put off his shoes to jump into the water. But the spouse of the drowning person was quicker. He kept his nose shut with thumb and forefinger, and jumped into the canal. The question was now: had he practised rescue swimming? Well, no, he couldn’t swim at all.

Finally, Benito and Robin drew the married couple up the quay, and the waiter gave each of them a large towel.

However, the woman wasn’t grateful. She called her husband a coward, a gay, a stick and a nitpicker. But the waiter and his guests had to pay for it, too. She called them a lackey (the waiter), a fatty (Benito), a skinny (Pim), a wobblebutt (Louise) and a peeper (Matthias).

So far it was admissible yet. Some persons are more emotional than others. However, she should never have called Benito a clown. The Mexican demanded an explanation, and this had desastrous consequences.

Benito laid his sombrero on a little table, strode up to her with his head down, and put himself in front of her with the shoulders backward and the breast forward. Thus he looked at her, frowning, with the hands behind his back.

The boatwoman considered this cocky behaviour a challenge, directed to the male side of her personality. She bit her little lady’s moustache. Suddenly she spread her arms and beat Benito on his left ear. He grabbed at his ear, all upset. He staggered to a chair and plumped down on it. Moaning softly, with a hand on the ear that had been struck, he complained of dizziness. After a minute or so, he fainted …

Benito regained consciousness in a bed with sheets white as snow. Around him there were: a man who looked like a doctor, with spectacles and in a white coat, a nurse, an unknown young man who diligently made notes, and behind them his friends of the heavenly club. He could see them rather well, but he had a splitting headache.

Apparently the doctor tried to ask him something, but he didn’t hear it. Could that man talk a bit louder? Benito put a hand behind his right ear, to make clear he didn’t understand the words. In his left ear he heard a murmur and a whistle.

“You ..ill  be ..tended to .oon”, said the doctor.

“What?”, shouted Benito. He looked at Louise. She tipped him a wink.

“Ever…ing ..ill .e all .ight”, she said.

Benito got into a panic. “I’m .eaf!”, he cried with a trembling voice. “I .on’t under..and you. I .on’t under..and myself.” His friends looked down at him with compassion.

“Is he all deaf, doctor?”, asked Matthias. The doctor shook his head. He explained that the patient’s hurt left ear would stay deaf forever, but the right ear would recover. But he didn’t know that Benito’s right ear had been rather deaf from his childhood up. In fact, he didn’t hear  anything now.

Before long, the friends noticed he was really deaf. Matthias tried to explain to him that the boatwoman had been arrested, but he heard ‘above two men had been a rested’. Pim was talking about an ambulance that had arrived with sirens on, and poor deaf Benito thought he said ‘Am a lance at a wife with sighing on’.

Louise and the two men who were still fit looked at each other with wide open eyes. Then they observed the unfortunate fellow competitor again.

Now the nurse walked up them with a pen and a piece of papier. Bit by bit they informed the patient about all things that had happened. And that the man and the woman of the boat were still quarreling, even though the police were present. 

But Benito couldn’t explain how he felt. He was a musician and a singer, wasn’t he? That Beethoven as an old man was deaf, too, didn’t interest him now. At last he sighed, and seized his hurting head once again. The nurse said to the friends the visiting hour was over. They all waved to the patient, and left the room in despair.

“How is it possible?”, said Matthias. “Why does God let this happen?”

“It’s a test again”, explained Pim.

“Benito is out of the competition”, thought Matthias aloud. “Because Louise doesn’t want to sit next a deaf one in heaven. However, I prefer winning in another way.”

“Wrong!”, said Louise, raising her little forefinger like a teacher. “First, I have no objection whatsoever against a deaf person sitting next me, and, second, Benito will hear in heaven as much as everybody. Because we will rise according to the idea God created us with, that is, with a perfect body and soul.”

“So the knock out competition continues”, sighed Pim. He was tired with it.

Whoever thinks the deaf Benito couldn’t sing anymore, is wrong. His breathing and singing technique were still perfect, and he felt the vibrations of the song in his throat and in his thorax. He had to stay in bed for a while and practised his whole repertoire with closed eyes. The nurses came to the door of his bedroom to listen what he was singing. It made them happy.

He sang: Lara’s song from doctor Zhivago, Edelweisz, Am Brunnen bei dem Tore, Mein Herr Marquis, Rote Orchideen, Der Musikant vom Königssee, Mei Glück is a Hütterl in Ost-Tirol, Poor old Joe, Little Liza Jane, Do you know what it means to miss New Orleans, Haiti Chérie and finally in Dutch Bring me home just one more time.

A young lady came in with the daily drinks for everybody. She smiled to the deaf singer, and poured out a cup of coffee for him. Of course, he couldn’t hear what she said. However, it was clearly a jest, so Benito restricted himself to a short smile and a wink. She winked back at him, swayed her hip once, and continued her round.

Now the Mexican sang: My Juanita, Colinda, Quand le soleil dit bonjour aux montagnes, I love you because you understand me, He’ll have to go, Home on the range, Sailing on a boat and drinking tea, Good night aunty Betty, Steed Bayard, Tolling bells, Limburg only, Under mother’s umbrella, Guten Abend gute Nacht and I’ve got a bonnet trimmed with blue.

The doctor and three of his students visited the patients in their daily round. At Benito’s bed, the doctor gave a long lesson which the patient couldn’t understand exactly without subtitles. However, since the doctor included beating and kicking movements, to demonstrate what had happened to mister Alvarez Branco, he did understand the essence of the story. But he didn’t appreciate that the students laughed over it.

They disappeared again, and Benito continued singing: I get a peculiar feeling inside, Regina Caeli, In Lourdes on the mountains, To love virgin Mary, Credo in unum Deum, O cross of the Fleming, The Song of Roland, Sur le pont d’Avignon, Mama son tanto felice, Monsieur vous êtes jeune homme, Marina, Alma Mater, and I love Holland.

A male nurse entered with dinner. Since he himself had been raised with hotchpot, he wore a bald head, an earring, and under his white uniform a red T-shirt. This reminded Benito of his career as a bullfighter. The nurse read a form on which it said the patient was vegetarian. So he gave him a cup of onion soup, a plate full of chick peas with wraps of melted cheese and baked potatoes, and a bowl of chocolate pudding.

After dinner, the patient had a nap. His friends of the heavenly club woke him up together at the visiting hour.

The competitors brought three oranges and the Panorama, which they probably had found in the hall of the hospital. Robin was present, too. He had brought flowers, but these had to stay outside, together with Snooze. After half an hour, Robin would take the dog watch from Louise and she would visit the patient.

The thirty minutes passed slowly. Robin asked Benito if he couldn’t read lips. This was the case, but only if the conversation was in the Andalusian variant of Spanish. Pim and Matthias said to each other a few sentences in Castilian, to see if he understood it by reading lips. The deaf man put his hands on his ears and pulled a painful face.

Louise brought a mouth organ for the patient. He began practising with it immediately. At first the music was rather unsteady, but soon many merry notes were frisking through the room.  After a minute entered a nurse who said the musician could go home tomorrow if only he would take his instruments along with him.

Life is cruel. Today you may be a torero, ranchero and cantante, tomorrow you may be deaf. However, the later you become deaf or blind before you are, say, sixty, the less you will be dependent on good friends and assistants.

Supper consisted of semi-skimmed milk and three slices of white bread with jam.

Benito dozed half an hour, and then he sang the following songs: Tombe la neige, The night they drove old Dixie down, Once I had a sweetheart, Just like then, How can I face tomorrow, All kinds of everything, Poor The Hague, The girl from Ipanema, Buona Notte, Bengawan Solo, Das Schwalbenlied, Don’t come home a drinkin’ and Rosemarie.

Next morning he got up at peep of day. Louise had waked him up with the vibrator of his portable gsm, which he kept holding in his hands as much as possible. Louise had sent him a text message with one short instruction: ‘Come to my home’. There was only one nurse present. She saw him leave the floor in a hurry. The sister warned the doorkeeper via de intercom. This man saw the deserter get into a city bus outside. From the bus, Benito waved to the hospital to say goodbye. After an hour, he rang the doorbell of Louise’s house in her church village by the river Vecht.

Robin opened the door. However, he was about to leave the house again. He had only taken Snooze to his girl friend for a while, because he had to go to school for a meeting of the theatre club. The dog came running up to Benito through the open kitchen door, and jumped up on him enthusiastically.

His comrades were there, too. They received their deaf friend kindly, with bells and whistles. Although he couldn’t hear these instruments properly, he could see they were making a lot of noise. Benito didn’t understand everything anymore, but the message was clear: he still was one of them. Louise put him in her easy chair before the television, and gave him coffee with apple pie. Then she informed him about the last decisions, using pen and paper: The three knights were going to stay for a few more days in the house of the maiden at whose side they wanted to stay for ever. 

Alas, when it rains it pours. On that same day, Benito had to give up his easy chair and the accessory attention of the dear hostess to the companion whom he silently respected most: Pim. What happened?

Pim had put on a training suit, and gone outside to jog. He ran across the bridge and along the river Vecht on the tow path. At the spot where the hostess in her beige velvet underwear had once bumped into a dead lady, the runner heard something strange.

From the road parallel to the tow path along the river there came up to him over the bank a loose cannon with a lot of noise. It was a motor with sidecar. The driver had lost control of the wheel. After a few seconds, he dashed against the jogger.

Pim saw his own legs in pieces, with the gym shoes still on. There was a lot of blood, and he didn’t like it. The driver of the motor had been launched and lay in the river. Only the helmet was still above the water. The motor and the side car had come to a standstill against a tree. It reeked of benzine. Pim lost his conscience.

There were no witnesses. Only after noon his comrades took action. Louise began to worry and asked herself why the sportsman wasn’t with them. Where was that boy? She made Snooze smell at a stick that was lying about on Pim’s bed, and the dog leaded them faultlessly to the place of the accident.

They were frightened to death. What a disaster! The labrador lay down next Pim and began howling. The friends walked to and fro in panic, with the hands on the head. Their unfortunate comrade was in coma, and the motor driver was food for worms.

Of course, now they should call the police and an ambulance. However, in the consternation nobody had brought a portable telephone. What now?

Benito put his arms under the arms of Pim, who was lying backward on the floor, and began to lift him up. Matthias didn’t think this was a good idea, but communication with the deaf was impossible. Matthias looked at Louise, who shrugged her shoulders. Now they both lifted up a leg of Pim, and they carried him to Louise’s home together. The dog trudged after them with his tail between his legs and his ears along his head. On their way home they didn’t meet anybody. 

At the front door of Louise’s house, they laid down the patient, because the hostess had to find her keys. A man passed by on a bicycle. The friends were startled, as if they were caught doing something illegal. However, there was no need to be afraid, for it was only Jef, the fool of the village. He looked at the wounded with much attention, and asked a light for his cigarette. Matthias produced a matchbox from his pocket.

After a quarter of an hour, Pim was clean and lying before the television in the armchair. But he was still unconscious, and his legs were blue and pale. Finally, Matthias called the police and the doctor.

The doctor was furious. They should never have moved their wounded friend! The patient was almost dead now. His legs should be amputated. Both of them? Both of them! And it was urgent.

It was a chaotic afternoon. First came a cop who rang the doorbell. Louise talked with him. This caused no complications, because it was clear no crime had been committed. But the dog didn’t appreciate that the police officer laid a hand on the shoulder of his boss. He barked as if he had run mad. Benito took Snooze outside in the garden for a game of ball catching. At that  moment an ambulance arrived with a blue flashing light and a blaring siren. After a feverish  discussion with the hostess, Matthias Weinsteker accompanied the patient to the hospital.

In hindsight, this was not a good idea. While the surgeons were sawing off Pim’s legs in the operating room, mr Weinsteker in the waiting room next to it got a nervous attack. He shrank. A nurse who came to give him coffee found him on the ground in a fetal position with a cramped face.

One hour later on, the telephone rang in the house of miss Vogelenzang. She just had begun to explain to Benito, first with words and gestures, in the end with pen and paper, she was about to go shopping. But before the Mexican understood it, she suddenly walked away to answer the telephone. Benito first thought she was fed up with the laborious chat, until he saw she was at the telephone.

Her eyes were bulging, and her mouth was wide open. What was up? Louise laid down the phone, and began to write a short letter to the deaf Mexican with the tongue out of the mouth. She handed it to him with trembling hands.

‘Pim in recovery’, he read. ‘Operation a success, legs cut off, condition stable. Now Matthias is being operated, too. Perforation of stomach. They will make the stomach smaller. If you stay with the dog, I go to the hospital.’

Benito nodded assent. He was speechless. He sat down on the bank next the labrador, and began to caress him. The animal lay down on his back. He accepted he had to stay with the deaf Mexican today.

But this was a rash conclusion, too. After two hours, Robin suddenly entered the room, to replace Benito as a dog guard. He wrote on a paper that Louise wished to meet him, Benito, in the hall of the hospital. Together they would visit the two dear patients who had got problems  because of God’s unfathomable decrees. 

A week of worries may pass quickly. 

We find the four friends again in a small hospital room. The two visitors had little space to stand, and they had thrown all their coats and bags on one plastic seat. 

“How did you manage to get this situation?”, asked Benito to his mistress. “I already thought it odd that Pim and Matthias are lying in the same department since yesterday, but now they are also in the same room and watching the same ceiling.”

“I had to push the chief of the ward for it”, explained Louise. “It was helpful that I was airily clad. However, what turned the scale was that Pim, without legs, fits in a child’s bed.”  

(From his little child’s bed Pim smiled gratefully to the noble lady who had reunited him and Matthias.)

“Plus …”, continued Louise, “Pim agreed with the request from the kitchen that he would eat the remainders of his room mate: in the morning semolina porridge, at noon brinta porridge, and in the evening oat bran porridge with prunes. Since in a hospital there are no dogs, the kitchens don’t like remainders, left alone remainders of porridge.” 

(Matthias was sitting upright in his adult bed, with an ungrateful face, and grumbled he had a mind for black pudding.)

Benito had not understood Louise’s explanation, and looked at her with a dumb face.

Miss Vogelenzang screamed in despair. She had forgotten that mr Alvarez Branco was as deaf as a speech computer. She took from her cleavage a pen and a sheet of paper, and wrote down everything. With a deep sigh she handed the sheet to the deaf man.

“We are three blocks of concrete now”, remarked Matthias. “One block at your right leg, that’s Pim. One block at your left leg, that’s me. And one block with a hole in it around your neck, that’s Benito. You’d better go for a walk with Robin and Snooze.”

“I think I’m going to do that!”, reacted Louise. “What happened to you, enervates me, too. However, I  rely on you. You won’t sit down in despair, so to speak. In fact, there’s no reason to do that. The earth may be a valley of tears, but it’s also a front porch of heaven. Goodbye, sirs! That means: God be with ye.”

She left the sickroom with a broad wave. Benito stayed. He didn’t understand why his lady left the stage. But, since his two bedridden comrades didn’t look surprised, he thought there was nothing special going on.

In the passage, Louise typed a text message to Robin into her portable phone: ‘I need your support right now. I’m on my way home.’ The answer of Robin, who was lying on the sofa next the labrador in the house of miss Vogelenzang, came within two minutes: ‘We’re awaiting the bossy. R & M’

On her way home, the female teacher reflected on the fact she could get along so well with her former colleague. Although she couldn’t seduce him to sleep with her, he was the ideal man to sit on the bank with.

When she entered her house, it was clear again that Snooze was much more energetic than Robin. The dog ran up to her and jumped up against her, whereas the colleague only greeted by stiffly moving his fingers.

“Snooze!”, said Louise tenderly, while looking askance at Robin. “You are the first man in my heart.” And she kept romping with him for a while.

But now mr Hoedemakers slowly got going. He declared it wasn’t becoming that she put a dog on the first place. If she allotted the first place to a male dog, he would leave the field for good. It was bad enough that she wouldn’t reserve for him a seat next her in the hereafter. But he knew his place in the present: at her side, and nowhere else!

“Robin!”, exclaimed miss Vogelenzang. “Is this an offer of marriage? Then I’ve got news for you: Yes! But you should be content with your seat in heaven, right before me. For you are my forerunner whom I sent to prepare my way and make my paths straight.”

Robin’s eyes filled with tears. He never hoped his girl friend would consent so fast. In the sky he saw a vision of his future life at her side. The dog lay on the floor with his head between his paws. Apparently he accepted the situation.

This changed quickly when Robin suddenly took action. He leaded his fiancée with a bit of pressure to the sleeping room and helped her to put off her violet velvet underwear. She didn’t wear many clothes, that made it easy. The labrador had followed them into the sleeping room, although he was a bit irritated. 

Snooze lay down there as a guard, with his head between his paws. But he couldn’t close his ears, so he must have heard some hanky panky. In the pauses, the two rowdies talked about the legs that Pim once had. The whole event didn’t last longer than a few minutes, but it were the longest minutes in his dog’s life. When it was over, the lovers directed their energy to him. They heaped him with wet kisses and clammy hugs. So how could his name be Snooze?

Meanwhile, a new witness had entered the sleeping room, silently. It was the deaf minstrel, Benito. At first he was confused when he saw the dog lying on his back with the two nude lovers on top of him. But his experience of life was large enough to understand what was going on. He tipped each of the three a wink and began to sing a Mexican song of David Bisbal: ‘Silencio – Silence’:

‘Ya no tengo palabras, de todo y de nada. El tiempo se las llevó, solo queda la noche en mi interior’… – I have no words left for anything, time has taken them away. Just the night inside of me stays …

The sound of the deaf bard had become different: more uncertain, more fragile and tender. All machismo of the former bullfighter had disappeared. Neither did he look at the three others. He looked through the window at some spot outside: perhaps a bird or a cloud …

The two turtle doves put on some clothes. They made a lot of excuses, until they suddenly realized the deaf troubadour didn’t hear them. Louise wrote on a piece of paper: ‘I am engaged to Robin!’

Engaged! And in love. Then time flies.

Therefore, we pass the last days of Louise Vogelenzang without dwelling on details. We skip most of the period until the wedding of Robin and Louise. We have no permit to spy upon the two lovers to see whether they keep to the precepts of the Church. Indeed, we can’t change their conduct anyway.

In the hospital, the two pretenders to the throne recovered a bit. During the last three weeks, they had been asking themselves why there came no visitors. Then the head nurse put Pim into an old wheelchair, and Matthias wheeled him out of the hospital. Near the main exit they met  Benito, who told them in short about the last developments.

Matthias was not allowed to drink coffee anymore. He transformed his anger into a positive booklet, entitled ‘What shall we eat with a broken stomach?’. 

He wrote this booklet with a lick and a promise within a few weeks. Nevertheless, we can  have a closer look. It has seven chapters, entitled: groat porridge with currants, bread porridge with raisins, gruel with prunes, semolina with cinnamon, flour porridge with sugar, rice pudding with honey, and custard pudding. There are also many clever tips in it. It all amounts to the fact it’s better for stomach patients to eat the pap without currants, raisins, prunes, cinnamon, sugar, honey or custard. Publisher Pereboom sells the booklet at the price of 27.50 euro. (But de Slegte will shortly sell it at the price of 4 euro.)

The wedding was solemnly blessed by bishop Punt at the third of November in the cathedral of Saint Bavo in Haarlem. It was registered next day in Amsterdam before burgomaster Cohen. The feast was at the fifth in the Brabant Halls at ’s Hertogenbosch.

The feast program was as follows: at noon a photo session for all, at one o’clock a lunch for the family, at two o’clock the start of the games for all, at four a reception, at six the results of the lottery (otside next the bicycle storage). The games were: cyclocross (arbiter Pim), cake snapping (leader Matthias) and a singing contest (with Benito as presenter and president of the jury). The profit of the lottery would be used to buy gruel for traumatized children of disabled soldiers in Africa.

The just married couple went to Congo Brazzaville immediately after the wedding, with the money they wanted to deliver to the right person in Congo Kinshasa, that it wouldn’t stick to the fingers of officials. And of course, it was a honeymoon trip they could swank about at parties and among friends.

We have to dwell a bit upon this trip. While the dog in Louise’s house was sleeping on the wheelchair against Pim’s belly, or, during the dog walk, pulling at the dog lead that Pim held between his teeth, Robin and his wife, clearly in love, strolled through the streets of Kinshasa. But they weren’t careful of pickpockets.

The Congolese pickpockets were even cleverer than their colleagues from Oliver Twist, and had an even more ingrained receiver. Two of them asked the married couple with a big smile if they were allowed to take a honeymoon photo of mr and mrs Hoedemakers-Vogelenzang, using Robin’s digital camera. How did they ever know the surnames of the just married couple? This mystery will never be cleared up. It shows that the receiver of these pickpockets knows tricks Dickens’ Fagin could have profited by.

As soon as the little thieves got the camera, they ran away fast. Robin could have run after them, but they would have thrown the camera at each other. The bridegroom followed another little scoundrel instead. From a corner of his left eye, he had seen this boy belonged to the group but didn’t come to the front. It was a mere follower. But he didn’t notice Robin followed him. Meanwhile, Louise did follow the camera. She thought she would surely see her husband in the hotel again.

The mere follower took Robin through alleys and shops to a dead end street. At the end was a shed. The European knew enough. He walked back to the hotel and warned the police in the office opposite to it. After half an hour, he and Louise saw from the window of the hotel room how two police officers in blue uniforms arrested a bandit with a white chin tuft. After another quarter of an hour arrived a third police officer with seventeen little scoundrels, among whom three girls. They passed hopping and laughing, like a school class making an excursion. But the camera was gone.

Whereas the dusty capital of Congo Kinshasa was sultry and hot, the sunlit mountains of British Columbia were cold and rarefied. That’s where Pim participated in the Paralympics in the sport of luge. 

Luge is a dangerous sport. You’re sledding down a winding ice track, supine and feet-first, with a speed of more than a hundred kilometers an hour. We all remember the fatal accident of a luger who stuck in a sharp winding and was launched like from a catapult. While preparing for the 2010 Vancouver Winter Olympics, he flew out of the track and his head dashed against a pillar. He broke his neck.

Is luge a suicidal sport, especially for men without legs, like Pim? Yes and no. You have to reckon with the fact without legs you are less stabile on the sled, and using straps is prohibited. On the other hand, the half men don’t attain as large a speed as the whole men. They race about as fast as the fastest women in the real Olympics.

From the platform on the North Coast Mountains where the lugers start their races, one has a wonderful view on both the Pacific and the outskirts of Vancouver. Looking in the opposite direction, one sees the volcano Mount Baker, covered with snow.

Pim had thoroughly prepared his imminent descent over the luge track. However, he had done this with booklets and brochures only, because, in order to ‘keep the track in a good condition’, only the Canadians were allowed to physically practise on the track. 

But Pim knew there were seven windings in the track and the fifth was the sharpest and the most dangerous. This winding had the nickname of ‘fifty-fifty’ winding, because half of the lugers flew out of the track here. But these were mostly the same inexperienced bunglers, because you have to make the right moves at the right moments.

There were only seven competitors: three without legs, two without arms, and two whose lower extremities had become paralyzed by a spinal cord injury. The bosses of this sport didn’t acknowledge a mere limited sight or hearing as a handicap, but one of the seven participants was blind, too.

The first luger, Arturo Brand from Chile, had a fantastic start, but he passed the fifty-fifty winding with too much speed, and flew out of the track. Fortunately, the high guard rail saved his life. But he is still in the hospital.

The second luger, Adrian Faulschreiber from Switzerland, fell from his sled right at the start. Ever since, he’s the laughing stock of the Swiss team. Many cartoons and youtubes present him as a crock.

The third luger was Pim Vermeire from Belgium. He started with the intention to get to the finish, anyhow, and he succeeded in a miraculous way. At every winding he caught the sled at the inner side of the winding and pushed against the wall of ice at the other side. After the fifty-fifty winding, his speed was so low he expected to come to a standstill, but fortunately he got to the point where the track went steeply down. Here he held on to the sled with two hands, and this way he attained to the finish. So the time he needed to go from start to finish was for the next competitor the time to beat. However, nobody thought that anyone of the others would go slower than Pim.

The fourth luger was the top favorite, Sven Lindsted from Sweden. This blind man slid down the track without legs, in a time the professionals of the ‘real’ games would be proud to match. After the race, the Canadian paparazzi bombarded him with questions about the race, the track and his private life. In the end he became angry, since a reporter wanted to know ‘how he did it’ with his girl friend, beautiful Anneliese Baumgärtner (lame).

The last three competitors withdrew from the competition. They themselves said they didn’t master this luge track, and everybody knew they didn’t. The big question was why the cowards had enrolled themselves. Perhaps they thought they could try the track before the competition. We blur their names.

After the whole event, Lindsted was disqualified because he had extended his middle finger to the public immediately after the start of his race. Thus Pim won the gold medal. He figured among the paralympic winners in the Holland House in Vancouver. Back home in Holland, he shook hands with queen Beatrix, and Erica Terpstra tipped him a wink.

It was difficult for the winner of the gold medal to stay down to earth, even without legs. The fame had made him a cocky. This happens often to beginning invalids. They cut out a feeling of inferiority, and rightly so. But overcompensation causes a flattered self-esteem.

This was clearly the case with Pim. As a racing cyclist, he had reached the top with his talent and many years of hard training, but as a paralympic luger mere coincidence had brought him success. He was not half as good as top lugers like Tommy Buck. Once Tommy asked him, out of compliment, how for heaven’s sake he managed to get going, lying on his sled without legs. Ever since, Pim sent him e-mails every day, with advice concerning the windings, even though, in fact, he had no knowledge of winding techniques at all.

His friends Matthias and Louise soon had heard enough from the energetic sporting man. Yes, moving was healthy, they knew that. And, indeed, Matthias was a sad stay-at-home with mother Louise. In the end, Benito was the only one to whom Pim could tell his strong stories. The top sporter would sit next the deaf Mexican, talking rot to him for many hours, forgetting his speech found no hearing.

One day Louise announced she would decide right now on the applications. One of the three applicants for a seat next her in the hereafter was to drop out yet.

She began with praising the three musketeers in alphabetic order. (Matthias wrote it all down for deaf Benito in telegraphese, and let him read it every now and then. They were all surprised about how fast he could write neatly.) She spoke as follows:

Benito had given up his fame as a torero, because he loved animals so much, and spirited up with his sweet voice the loneliness of many an aged person who could only sit on the bank and watch tv.

Matthias was a pure philosopher. He loved virgin Mary, as she presented herself during her apparitions in Lourdes and Fatima, so tenderly that everybody readily forgave his preference for black pudding.

Pim was a hero in his own dreams, and also in Louise’s dreams. She would never forget how the racing cyclist once had done his utmost in a cycling race to win the prize as a noble knight for his noble young lady.

She really didn’t know who of the three should leave the field, but she finally had to take a decision. She would give the loser special attention in heaven.

Consequently she formed a circle with herself and the three men, and started the decisive procedure – a counting out rhyme: Pot! Eeny, meeny, miny, moe, catch a tiger by the toe. If he hollers, let him go, eeny, meeny, miny, moe ...

She ended at Pim, so Pim was out. He immediately appealed to Louise: First, why did she begin the counting with the superfluous word ‘pot’? Second, why did she begin at Benito? Third, why did she count clockwise? Fourth, why didn’t she put Matthias and himself in reverse order in the circle? She counted each syllable, and perhaps she knew there were twenty-eight syllables without ‘pot’, which is a multiple of three plus one. Then she knew she would end at the one who is counted immediately after ‘pot’.

Louise asserted she had never thought of such details, and that the result had surprised her, too. We will never know whether this is true or not …

Benito and Matthias embraced each other. They embraced Louise. They gave Pim a pat on the shoulder to comfort him. Louise gave him a big kiss on his head. However, it lasted seven weeks before he got over the disappointment.

Now began a time of melancholy. The four kids of heaven were still young, but longing for the completion of their lives on the earth. In the beginning, this revealed itself by nostalgia for their childhood.

They told each other stories about the time they were kids. They would silently cry together when hearing a record of Corry Konings, at the age of eighteen: ‘My silent grief …’

How did they die? I’m not sure. I inquired after it with the Utrecht detective force. They say they don’t know anything, but a charwoman from Pakistan, who happened to hear my inquiry, told me after a few days on the street what she had heard the detectives say to each other in the office. (They didn’t know she understood Dutch.) I promised her to keep it secret, so don’t tell it to the detectives. It amounts to the following:

One beautiful autumn day, our friends were walking through the heath near Brunssum in southern Limburg. Heaven opened, and an Orion rocket fell down. Whereas Robin and the three applicants saw the American space capsule approach, and ran away, Louise and the dog got the thing on their heads, and died at the spot.

Within an hour, men in white suits with gloves and masks came to clear away the rubbish. They were employees of the NATO. 

The four friends of Louise, found alive next the crashed spacecraft, were in a shock. The clear away team gave them an injection ‘to calm down’. Ever since, they sleep ’neath the green turf somewhere in the heath.

So far the report of the charlady. She returned to her mother’s poppy field in the mountains of Pakistan.

We can imagine that the three invalid applicants didn’t protest against the injection, although they probably suspected it would be lethal. They felt useless, and wanted to join the mistress as soon as possible. Likewise, old people will ‘choose’ euthanasia as soon as it’s legal. However, Robin probably fled. I think the NATO must have chased him and murdered him. He probably fought back, but in vain …

How is the actual situation in the hereafter? The deaf postman of Wicklow gave me accurate info about it. He explained he had a lively contact with the spiritual world. And when I inquired after the situation of our friends in heaven, he went into a trance. He stared at the clouds in the sky, and said:

“Well, I see the sun. Wait a moment, please, I have to find my sun glasses. Or else, I will become blind. I see the sun. Behind the sun, I see a Man. The sun is his navel. Wait another moment, please, I can’t stand the tension. There’s a big crowd around Him. They all shine like stars. I focus on one star, I can zoom in on it. It’s a woman … Wait.

I’m perplexed. It’s a splendid woman. It’s mrs Louise Vogelenzang who lived here in the camp. She is wonderful. Her body is perfect. Think of Raphael’s Graces. She’s floating on a cushion of brocade.

At her left side, a man is floating. It’s an athlete. Think of Michelangelo’s David. His face is like the face of mr Matthias Weinsteker. Is he really Matthias Weinsteker? Yes, there’s no doubt about it. It’s the beautiful young man he must once have been.

At her right side, another man is floating. I recognize mr Benito Alvarez Branco, although  he has no moustache nor a chin tuft. Think of Adam whom Albrecht Dürer painted in 1507. At his feet, I see a fine black labrador.

I can’t stand it any longer. If I don’t go back to the earth, I can’t stay there anymore. Then I’ll die here at your feet. But my time has not yet come …”

A young man is striving for the perfection of his body and his mind. He wants to dedicate himself to a woman who is as splendid as he. It soon turns out this is an illusion. During the rest of their lives, they are trying to maintain and transform  themselves …

Can your children achieve what you have striven for? That’s an illusion, too! It is not exactly what you want, either.

Not even Nietzsche, the prophet of mischief, could get round it: ‘O Mensch! Gib acht! Was spricht die tiefe Mitternacht? Ich schlief, ich schlief, aus tiefem Traum bin ich erwacht: Die Welt ist tief, und tiefer als der Tag gedacht. Tief ist ihr Weh. Lust, tiefer noch als Herzeleid: Weh spricht: Vergeh! Doch alle Lust will Ewigkeit, will tiefe, tiefe Ewigkeit!’ That is: ‘O man, take care! What does the deep midnight declare? I was asleep, from a deep dream I woke and swear: the world is deep, and deeper than the day had thought. Deep is its woe. But joy is deeper yet than agony: for woe says only ‘die and go’, but all joy wants eternity, and only deep eternity.’

This might make us crazy, like Nietzsche. But our Creator, whom we know from nature, has given Himself to us through a Child, who said ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in Me, though he will die, yet shall he live. And everyone who lives and does believe in Me, shall never die.’
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Dr HFH Reuvers (Maastricht 1951) was a reacher of mathematics, but now he is too deaf.

He solves maths problems and writes articles and stories.

He is married, and father of four children of about forty years of age.
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