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have it Writer’s Block Editorial/Text Nora van Arkel and Robert Steltenpool

Message in a Box Poem/Text and photography inge hoonte

The Suicider Short Story
Text berend de burgh\

He sat there on a wooden chair in the middle of an 
empty room contemplating whether twenty mi-
nutes is a long time. It all depends, he thought, on 
the circumstances; for example, if you are solving 
the crossword it might seem awfully short. Howe-
ver, when you’re making love to a girl for the first 
time, you’re hell-bent on making a good impressi-
on, and when after a couple of strokes you have that 
all too familiar tingling feeling in your loins, twenty 
minutes feels like the closest thing to forever. Twen-
ty minutes is enough time to wake up, do all the 
morning rituals and be on the road. Although this 
might mean skipping the morning coffee. Twenty 
minutes of waiting is definitely enough time to get 
bored. He never got bored though. 

The unavoidable question that must be asked 
remains; what was he doing in the middle of that 
empty room? It was a peculiar room. The walls, the 
floor and the ceiling were painted red. His clothes 
were red and even the mask that lay on his lap was 
red. Only the metallic color of the gun, that lay befo-
re his feet, stood out. The man hadn’t moved a single 
muscle since he had taken place in the chair, he had 
barely blinked. He had long, blond hair and looked 
like a heroin addict going through a serious case of 
withdrawal. A stench, similar to the one found in 
the back alleys of the worse parts of town, emanated 
from the immovable man. All these facts made his 
composure even more astonishing.

This person was a man with no name. The peo-
ple that had heard of him called him the suicider. 
This peculiar name was related to his profession of 
choice, he inflicted suicide on people. Depressed, 
desperate citizens of the modern world who were 
afraid to pull the trigger on themselves could count 
on him. Due to the unnatural nature of his business, 
it could not be described as a booming one, but so-
mehow he managed to pay his bills. For a mere three 
hundred dollars, your brains would be splashed all 
over the red room. 

The suicider took great pleasure in his work, but he 
was by no means a psychopath. He just had very 
strong beliefs on the subject of suicide. He was 
convinced that people who see suicide as a realis-
tic option, should in fact end their lives at the ne-
arest occasion. His life had been no easy ride either, 
but he had enjoyed every single moment. ‘The only 
thing there will always be time for, is dying’ he used 
to say to his friends when he was younger, and he 
had always lived by this statement. The suicider had 
alienated all his friends and family years ago. When 
those close to him had learned about his habitual 
use of psychedelic substances and had offered to 
help him, he felt offended and left. He ended his re-
lationship with acid immediately though. Few peo-
ple have the self-control the suicider had and even 
though his body had become heavily dependent on 
the various kinds of narcotics he took in on a daily 
basis, his mind quickly got accustomed to their ab-
sence. After he left his place on earth, he devoted 
himself to the study of humanities, mainly philo-
sophy, and had several jobs in order to pay for his 
necessities. 

During one of those stints, he noticed that a plague 
of depressions was ravishing the working environ-
ments. Nobody seemed capable of happiness and 
the universal zest for life had vanished. It was then 
that the suicider had found himself standing on a 
roof with a colleague who was pondering suicide. 
The man eventually asked the suicider to give him 
the final push. After a moment of hesitation the sui-
cider relieved the desperate man from his misery. 
This experience proved to be liberating and as it 
often happens, one thing led to another. Before he 
knew it, he became a professional depression solver.

The day had started as usual. He woke up, got out 
of bed and ate a bowl of cereal. He got dressed and 
watered the one plant he had before sitting down 
and solving the crosswords for a couple of hours. 
After he finished the crossword, he changed into his 
red clothes and took the bus to work. He entered 

Graffiti can be found in every city and every country, but street art is much rarer. The scene in Berlin is immense: 
street art has become a form of political and social critique there, contributing to a tangible atmosphere of historic 
awareness. Huge pieces occupy the sides of buildings and there are certain characters that you can recognize and 
look for if you know where to look, like Little Lucy (if you see her, there is also a cat on the wall somewhere near 
you) and Mister 6. The British Banksy has gone all over the world placing his work and is one of the first street 
artists that became seriously famous, as you can see in the brilliant mockumentary Exit Through the Gift Shop. 
Even in Amsterdam you can find some instances of the little mosaic Space Invaders, but real street art is not (yet) 
accepted in our city. Beautiful poster-like works are put up sometimes, but are torn off the wall within a few weeks. 
Pieces are not respected as much as in other cities, which is a shame. There is a lot of crappy graffiti out there, but 
keep your eyes open for that one special piece that actually carries a message. Our cover photo was made in Lisbon.

Now back to Amsterdam. The Writer’s Block team has something special to present in this issue. With great 
pride we give you the winners of our Translation and Poetry competition. Not only were we overwhelmed by 
the enthusiasm with which you took up this challenge, but also humbled by the great quality of the submissi-
ons. But don’t rush ahead to the winners just yet, since we have much more that will feed those literary needs. 
With magical ease “Cut” tackles one of the most controversial topics and gets away with it unscathed;  “Message 
in a Box” takes poetic smallness to a new dimension; and there are several drawings spread throughout the 
magazine that should spark some cinematic memories. Be sure to show off to your friends by explaining who 
these “creeps” are. Before I let you alone with your words, let me call upon your talent once again. For our next 
issue we are hosting the Fiction and Essay Competition, and the deadline is set for the middle of April. Don’t 
be shy or humble or whatever and send in your best works! And for all of you interested in a creative writing 
career don’t miss out on the lecture by Seth Abramson on the 21st of March. He will be talking about the chal-
lenges and opportunities of the internationalizing Creative Writing degree.
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the building and descended to the basement. His as-
sistant was already waiting and informed him that 
the client would arrive in approximately twenty mi-
nutes.

He sat there on a wooden chair and stared at the 
door. He heard footsteps on the other side It was 
almost time. He put on the mask, picked up the gun 
and unlocked the safety. The automatic door slid 
open and a silhouette entered the room. The doors 
quickly closed. The sounds of the shot and the doors 
slamming together came simultaneously. The sil-
houette collapsed. 

It was over in the blink of an eye. The suicider stood 
up and approached the fresh corpse, not unlike a 
hunter would approach his dead prey. It was the 
body of a man well past his prime, the body looked 
as if it had been dead for at least a couple of days. 
The beard had not been shaved in months, the skin 
seemed detached from the bones and the five dollar 
haircut completed this pitiful portrait. Upon noti-
cing a paper in the hands of the dead man he bowed 
down, picked it up and started reading. Every now 
and then his clients would leave a farewell note, very 
often blaming the world for their misfortunes. The 
suicider would gladly peruse their last yammering. 
It was a story he had read plenty of times before, 
nothing original. 

The man had been abandoned by the whole wide 
world. There was something that bothered him 
about the letter though, but he could not figure out 
what it was. He read the letter again and again. A 
long trip down memory lane was required before 
it hit him. He had seen the exact same handwriting 
many, many years ago. It was the same as the one 
which appeared on all the absence notes he asked 
his father to write during his high school years. The 
suicider’s heartbeat quickened while he checked the 
body for a tattoo his old man had gotten when he 
was born. Filled with anxiety, he took off the man’s 
t-shirt and looked at his chest. It was there, 29-02-
1976, his birthdate. 

A wave of indescribable emotion suddenly engulfed 
his mind. The story he had read in the note mate-
rialized in his head and his own life flashed before 
his eyes. For the first time in his life he truly un-
derstood his ignorance. He lost his composure like 
never before and his hands started to tremble. The 
world blackened as he collapsed, lay down next to 
the body and wept. He placed his finger on the trig-
ger and put the gun against his temple. 

drawing by Ines severino
#1
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Shell Short Story
Text myrthe duin\

“You know, I did this to you.” 

I spat the words at her. I was so, so incredibly 
mad with myself. With her. Because she knew. 
She said she knew. She knew and she wasn’t 
angry in the slightest. She had never, ever gotten 
mad in her whole life, not even when we were 
kids. She hadn’t gotten mad when I had put a 
frog in her backpack once (said she liked frogs). 
She hadn’t gotten berserk when I accidentally 
broke her favourite antique vase, the one mom 
had given her for our seventeenth birthday (said 
it had been difficult to dust off). She hadn’t gone 
crazy with rage when I lent her Cat Stevens CD 
to a friend of a friend of mine, which subse-
quently was never returned (said she had heard 
it one too many times anyway).  

And now, now, even now she wouldn’t get angry 
with me, now that I had done this horrible thing 
to her.  

“I did this to you,” I repeated, softer this time.

She smiled at me. I know, she said. Yes, you have 
done this to me. But it wasn’t your fault.

It wasn’t my fault.

I wished I could say those words to myself, but 
I couldn’t. I was still too angry. I shook with 
rage. At my side, my hands were balled to fists. 

My eyes turned cloudy. My lips trembled with 
contained monsters inside. Finally, the shackles 
broke. The monsters escaped their cage.

“Can’t you get angry for once in your fucking 
life?! Scream at me! Shout at me! Slap me in the 
face! Do it, do it, do everything but just lie there 
and stare at me with those creepy eyes!”

Two hands on my shoulders. They pulled me 
back, away from the hospital bed. Shook me. 
Wiped my tears away. Hadn’t realized I’d started 
to cry. No, I wasn’t crying. I was wailing. Screa-
ming. Howling.

The hands engulfed me. I disappeared in the 
softness of a thick sweater. It held me until I was 
only whimpering still, hysterically hiccupping 
from time to time.

“She’ll wake up someday. They said this vegeta-
tive state is just until she can properly take care 
of herself again.” The voice that was Dad sighed 
somewhere next to my left ear. “It wasn’t your 
fault, you know. I’m sure she would say the same 
thing if she were awake.”

I shakily let out a sigh too. “I know she would.”

What I meant to say Poem/Text Alex manthei

What I meant to say

is that love is a tiredness that sustains
- it keeps
you awake
I thought cleaning out your mug,

the sponge dirtier than the coffee it replaced.

You always left a little cold at the bottom. My fingers
would find your shoulder
turned from me in the bed. I can’t tell
if you’re asleep or faking it like me

and then you mumble - You didn’t have to.
- What?
- You keep forgetting we have
a dishwasher.
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Red Wall short story/Text Noortje de Graaff

Red paused at the threshold and released the 
safety of his gun. He glanced behind him where 
his team was waiting, pale-faced, squeezing their 
own guns with sweaty hands. Red grinned and 
then turned back to the door, praying that Oz and 
Hum wouldn’t accidently shoot him.
This was their first job in weeks and he wanted to 
do it right. Normally Red would never have gone 
without at least the Captain, but he was at the Fort 
taking care of Summer and making sure no one 
would come and ‘take care’ of them. 
He ran a hand though his hair and listened for 
guards. He had recently coloured it black again, 
a reminder of where he had come from, and dip-
ped the edges in red, a reminder of who he had 
become. 
Without thinking, he kicked in the door and stro-
de inside. He paused in the entry hall and grin-
ned at two stunned guards. They were dressed in 
standard issue Force black clothes and their hair 
and eyes were—of course—a matching black as 
well. 
‘Gents,’ he said respectfully.
They moved to attack, but the guard on his right 
already had a bullet-sized hole in his head. Red 
dropped to the floor and a desperate amount 
of bullets flew above his head. He spun around, 
kicking his leg, tackling the second guard to the 
ground. Jumping up, he kicked the struggling 
man in his chest. He fired.
Red swallowed down the bile in his throat, remin-
ding himself that they had to be killed—woun-
ding them would mean screams. 
Hum appeared next to him, leaning over to exa-
mine one of the bodies. Her stealth had made Red 
welcome her on this mission. Oz however...
‘Oz, we’re doing this for your sister, remember?’ 
Red called as soft as he could. Oz appeared in the 
doorway, looking sick, unable to keep his eyes off 
the bodies. ‘Focus. The meds.’
‘Yeah. Medication, Summer,’ Oz murmured and 
crouched down, taking one of the guards’ guns. 

‘Careful it might be—’ 
A beam of pure energy shot past Red; he heard his 
hair frizz and then a thud behind him. He turned 
around and saw a guard, gun ready in his hand, 
lying on the ground.
Red and Oz shared a look and he couldn’t help but 
grin. ‘Never mind then.’
‘That. Was. Awesome!’ Oz exclaimed looking with 
admiration at the device in his hands, swinging it 
around, his old gun forgotten.
‘Yeah well, aim it somewhere else will you,’ Hum 
said ducking when the gun barrel pointed her way. 
‘Take it with you. Come on guys, let’s get—’
‘Red watch out!’
A bomb went off and everything turned black. 

‘Welcome back Mr Springs.’
‘W-what did you call me?’ Red murmured. His 
eyes blurred and watered and his head was a 
screaming painful mess. He couldn’t remember 
what had happened.
‘Mr Springs.’
Now Red’s eyes focused and he looked up, his ears 
ringing. For a moment his vision was black again, 
then he saw two dark eyes, only inches from his 
face. He could nearly see himself reflected in their 
eerie depths, his own pale blue eyes staring back 
defiantly. Red blinked and saw that the man was 
wearing a black leather uniform jacket. Shit.
‘I prefer Red actually,’ he said, trying to grasp what 
had gone wrong.
‘Do you know who I am, Mr Red?’ 
‘Head of the Force, judging by your fashion style,’ 
Red said and he heard a snort behind him. He had 
only turned his head slightly when pain exploded 
behind his eyes, but he had caught a glimpse of 
Hum and Oz, surrounded by guards. 
‘Exactly.’ He narrowed his eyes and moved so 
close that Red could smell his peppermint breath. 
‘And you Mr Red, have caused us a lot of trouble.’
‘On the contrary, Mr Black, I believe I’ve just poin-
ted out a serious flaw in your security system.’

The man snapped his fingers and someone han-
ded him a folder. The commander took out a pho-
to and held it out to Red.
‘I would take it but…’ Red held up his bound 
hands. 
‘Look at it,’ Mr Black commanded. The name had 
stuck. Mr Black it was. 
It was a picture of a wall. Red recognized it im-
mediately. It was next to the large stairs leading up 
to the Mayor’s building. In Red’s memory it was 
stark white—like most buildings in the City—but 
in the picture someone had painted most of the 
wall red, leaving a space for the silhouette of a face 
someone had drawn in black, next to a text, the 
edges of the shaggy hair dripping red. It was un-
deniable: someone had painted him. 
‘City beware, Red is watching. The resistance will 
rise,’ Black read dryly. 
‘Cute, but I didn’t do it,’ Red said. ‘Watching pic-
tures with you is nice and all, but I don’t have all 
day. Is this the part where you kill me?’
‘And release you from the suffering of living?’ Mr. 
Black said with a knowing grin. ‘No. I am going 
to send you to someone who will make you wish 
you had pointed that gun at yourself instead of my 
men. The deputy mayor.’
‘Scary.’
‘Indeed. You might be interested to hear that you 
know the new deputy head. He was appointed last 
week. Elijah Springs. Your brother.’
Red closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His 
brother. 
‘Commander Stone.’ 
So his name was Stone. He would remember that. 
The commander turned and listened intently to 
what the soldier whispered to him. His face con-
torted into a smile. 
‘Elijah,’ Red muttered under his breath. But they 
heard him anyway. 
‘Rumour is that you haven’t seen him since that 
day. Is that true?’ Stone dug his nails into Red’s 
shoulder, making him look up. ‘Is it?’

‘Go to hell.’
‘Excellent idea.’ He turned and beckoned some of 
his men. ‘Prepare Mr Red here for transport. I will 
let them know we’ve got him.  Kill the others.’
Red’s eyes widened. Before he could do anything 
he felt something connecting with his skull. Hard. 
Then everything turned black again.

The building was white. Red squinted his eyes, the 
paint too bright in the sunlight, too different from 
the darkness he had just come from. 
He kept seeing Hum and Oz, terrified, tied to their 
chairs. They were gone now. Soon it wouldn’t mat-
ter, but that didn’t stop it from hurting. 
He had always known he would face his brother 
someday. Only in his dreams, Elijah was on his 
knees on the ground and Red had his gun. Rea-
lity was less pleasant. His hands were now bound 
behind him and two of Black’s faceless men were 
roughly dragging him towards a set of impeccable 
white stairs. People going about their daily busi-
ness outside paused and turned to him. 
Their eyes widened, their faces white, nobody 
would look him directly in the eye. 
Red couldn’t help but laugh. Here he was having 
a pretty bad day—maybe not the worst day ever 
but certainly in his top 10—completely helpless, 
and they were still scared of him. Not knowing 
that the one they should be scared of was the man 
pretending to lead them. 
He stumbled and one of the men pulled him up. A 
girl was staring at him, the same clothes, the same 
black hair, black eyes as everyone in the crowd—
only they were wide, staring in admiration. Sud-
denly, Red had to think about the photo Stone had 
shown him earlier. 
He tried to smile, but his face hurt too much. 
Then the doors opened and he was dragged in-
side. They closed again behind him with a sound 
of permanence, blocking out all light. 
Leaving only darkness. 
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drawing by Ines severino
#2
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surviving shakespeare column
Text Roos schiffer\\

Never did it occur to me that one had to be a lover of everything Shakespearian in order to 
be a suitable student of English, but with a big up yours from the big guys, I found myself in 
an obligatory 16 week course called Shakespeare in Focus. I try not to harbor resentment 
for whoever insisted I be force-fed millions of lines in perfect iambic pentameter, but it is 
hard for me considering that I now have words such as ‘methinks’ and ‘cuckold’ in my ac-
tive vocabulary. I was prejudiced, I admit. Reading Macbeth in high school was a traumatic 
experience for me due to a teacher that fit the part of Lady Macbeth way too well. I have 
found a way to appreciate Shakey’s literary value, though, after plowing my way through 
a different play every single week, and I feel very high brow and intellectually competent 
because of it. Admittedly, I ever so often felt a sudden urge to frantically look for our Sha-
kespeare professor and ask him why we could not simply go see Toneelgroep Amsterdam 
perform, but at my cool, collected moments I was pretty fine with the whole situation.
 I have, however, come to a sad conclusion. After countless tendencies toward sma-
shing people in the head with my Shakespeare bible, including the lady on the train who 
asked me whether I was reading the dictionary, I now have a mishmash of tragedies and 
comedies dancing around in my brain like a teasing jester that knows way more than I do 
anyway. Honestly, though, who can blame me? What an idiot was Shakespeare, giving his 
characters names like Edmund and Edgar, Viola and Olivia, Helena and Hermia, whatshis-
face and whatshername? Is it really too much to ask to read one page of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream without wanting to tear the pages out and feed them to my cats? I thought it 
was hard enough to try and figure out what all the Shakespearian mumbo jumbo is about 
in the first place, so why do I have to worry about who is who on top of that? Could it be 
that the whole Shakespeare phenomenon is just one big practical joke to mentally stab all 
English majors in the back? Could it be that this identityless language wizard is just as real 
as Santa and Joseph Smith’s sanity? 
 Yes, it is a cynic you see before you. And I have often asked myself why I am not 
simply fluttering about gaily like Puck, or if I have to be crazy, why I cannot just walk 
around talking to myself in extravagant dress like Lear. On my quest of finding out where 
this deep-seated, pitch-black sarcasm came from, I did not exactly find any answers, nor 
any sources. What I did find was nothing more than a different taste. I did not decide to 
study English because of my desire to be a Capulet. I did not want to be bathed in bigotry 
and blasphemy. True, Shakespeare taught me alliteration like no other, but the people that 
inspired me to go into the Liberal Arts, regardless of the awareness that I might never find 
a job, were Allen Ginsberg, Kurt Vonnegut, and Jonathan Safran Foer. Reading their work 
as a 16-year-old made me feel that words could be larger than life, and that finding yourself 
is merely reading lots and lots of books. Hamlet wonders whether it is nobler in the mind 
to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. I would like to tell him to stop being 
such an emo, because sometimes the only explanation is simply “so it goes”. 
 I am happy, though, that even in a state that is far from sober, I can quote John of 
Gaunt on his deathbed and Macbeth right before his killing spree. Nevertheless I have to 
admit that this is merely from of a semi-intellectual, Woody Allen kind of perspective. I 
mean, no offense, but Midnight in Paris was solely written to please all hipsters wearing 
thick-rimmed glasses, carrying around a worn-out copy of This Side of Paradise (because 
The Great Gatsby is so overrated). What I am trying to say is this: thanks to the big guys 
that made me the pretentious douchebag I have tried so hard not to be, I am now one of 
the stereotypical literature lovers that roam university hallways all over the world. I am 
what you wanted me to be; now please leave me the hell alone while I finish reading The 
Merchant of Venice. 
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P o e t r y Translation
competition winnercompetition winner

The winning entry honours all the precepts of a haiku (in terms of line, syllables, and sound units) and 
certainly achieves the objective of this classic poetic form—to encapsulate a distinct moment, firstly in 
time and secondly within the sonic and literal abeyance of the white page. Here, we have tiny shards 
that blur into a single moment of dispassionate reflection, a whirring frenzy of masochism that settles 
into a dreamlike observation. Most impressively is how the subject mimics the act of writing itself, the 
violence of inscription and how a single stroke made by a pen or stylus can lapse into over-scoring 
and laceration. The audience of the poem looks at another audience who misreads a situation; beauty 
becomes horror and vice versa. This poem deftly and vividly renders the process of error, ironically 
through a masterful and controlled process.

- Jane Lewty

After many meetings and careful deliberation we decided, together with the two jury members (Dr Jane Lewty 
and Dr Rudolph Glitz), that the poetry prize should go to Christian Greer for his “Morimoto-san.”  Further-
more, two other competitors deserve credit by giving them an honorable mention for their outstanding poems: 
“Conversation at Night” by Claudia Daiber and “Asperger in Love” by Maarten van Lummel.

- The WB Editorial Board

Morimoto-san                                                  
   
With a 200 yen box cutter                               
Mr. Morimoto cut himself to ribbons            
it looked like he was dancing    

For the translation competition the competitors were assigned to translate a short excerpt from Allerzielen by 
Cees Noteboom as best as they could, that is, by creating a readable text that is faithful to the meaning and 
style of the original. The two jury members, Dr Imogen Cohen and Dr Theodor Harmsen, awarded the first 
prize to Marjolijn Huiberts for her excellent English translation of Noteboom’s passage. Although it has some 
“surprising word choices,” according to Harmsen, it also had “some good solutions” and was rated as a very 
“promising” translation. Read the winning submission below.

- The WB Editorial Board

Just a few moments after he walked past the bookstore, Arthur Daane realised that a word had 
stuck to his mind, and that he had already translated that word into his own language, making it 
sound less dangerous than it did in German. He wondered whether the final syllable was respon-
sible for that. Den, a strange, short word, not nasty and tart like certain other short words, but 
rather reassuring. Somewhere you could keep yourself safe, or where you would stumble upon 
something hidden. Other languages didn’t have such a word. He tried to get rid of the word by 
walking faster, but that didn’t work anymore, not in this city, which was drenched with it. It con-
tinued to stick to him. He had that with words, lately. Sticking was the right word for that matter; 
they stuck to him, and they resonated. Even when he didn’t say them out loud, he heard them. So-
metimes they actually seemed to reverberate. As soon as you unravelled them from the sentences 
in which they were embedded they take on, if you were sensitive to this, something frightening; 
a freakishness you didn’t want to think about or else your whole world would start to shift. Too 
much spare time, he thought, but that was just how he wanted his life to be. In an ancient text-
book he once read about  ‘the Javanese’, who, whenever he had earned a shilling, would sit under 
a palm tree. In those bygone days, you could apparently get by on a shilling forever, because, ac-
cording to the story, the Javanese only went back to work when his shilling was spent. A crying 
shame, the booklet said, because that’s not the way to a get ahead in life, but Arthur Daane had 
decided to agree with the Javanese.

Christian Greer
Marjolijn huiberts
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cut short story/Text Thijs Brandhof

The minute Emma took off her bra she expected 
him to flinch, like most men except her doctors 
did. She would always take off her pants first, then 
her socks and thong, hoping to distract whoever 
was watching. It was postponing the inevitable: 
removing the remaining pieces of clothing and 
showing her naked chest. Best-case scenario: 
she’d already blindfolded the man if he was wil-
ling and into kinky sex. But in the end, seeing or 
feeling one perfect breast wasn’t enough. Some 
men had tried to fuck her anyway, but couldn’t 
get it up, and, like the others, left. They’d never 
call again. This one was different. There was a 
kindness to him, something she hadn’t seen be-
fore.

She met Karl on the internet, through one of the 
three dating sites she used. Three because it was 
putting exactly the right amount of effort into 
it. Three because this didn’t cross the line and 
did not head into being desperate territory. The 
amount of updates and reactions were also still 
manageable. And it was not like she had anything 
better to do; she had always put her career first 
until the big C left her unable and unwilling to 
work, screwed everything, turned her life upside 
down. The drive Emma had once been proud of 
was gone, had disappeared. And she felt that, for 
now, men were the next best thing. She would 
take what she could get. It just proved rather dif-
ficult with only one boob.

‘So,’ Karl said, ‘how long have you been like this?’ 
He gestured at Emma’s torso, not comfortable gi-
ving it a name, to name the obvious reason for a 
woman to look like this.
‘About a year and a half now,’ Emma answered. 
‘They got to it in time. Luckily.’ She found his 
willingness to talk about it compelling. Or about 
anything, really. Most guys wouldn’t even say 
hello.

‘Yeah, well… I can imagine that this would be 
very difficult for you. And the fear of it, you 
know, coming back?’
‘It is. It really is.’ She took a sip of her wine, fol-
ding her arms in front of her naked chest, in 
front of the scar. ‘But how come you are not the 
least bit scared or shocked by the fact that I have 
this… disfigurement?’
‘Oh, don’t call it that!’ Karl sat up, positioned the 
pillow in between the headboard and his back. ‘I 
don’t judge people that harshly, I’m not that shal-
low. You really shouldn’t look at yourself like that. 
You’re a human being, not your missing breast.’

Still, that’s exactly how Emma felt. Looking in 
the mirror she didn’t see what was there, but 
what wasn’t. Sometimes she’d punch the flat left 
side of her chest, dig her nails into her skin and 
cry. She couldn’t imagine ever seeing or doing 
anything else.

She turned to her right, stared out of the window 
and looked at the city lights before shifting her 
focus to the reflection in the glass. It all looked so 
normal: a woman and a man in bed, talking, the 
woman not showing any signs of having had any 
disease. Emma reached over and pulled a carton 
of cigarettes out of her black leather purse. ‘Do 
you mind?’ she asked. Karl shook his head. ‘Go 
ahead,’ he said while he put his arm around her. 
‘This is nice, isn’t it?’ The lighter made its dis-
tinct sound when Emma rolled her thumb over 
its spark wheel, lighted her comfort stick and in-
haled. A simple word formed in her mouth and 
she pushed it out with the smoke, over her deep 
red lips. ‘Yes.’

Karl dressed without saying a word and Emma 
just watched him. He had a nice muscular body, 
it reminded her of the Greek sculptures she had 
once learned about in school. She was still na-

ked, lying in bed, the covers tucked up to her 
chin, her hands between her legs, warm. He pul-
led his pants up over his white boxers, tucked 
in his shirt before tightening his belt, put on his 
suit jacket and fixed his dark blue tie. Emma felt 
like she was part of the room, just there with no-
where to go, perfectly comfortable just staying 
still until she would disappear into the wallpa-
per. Karl picked up his socks and sat down on 
the chair opposite the bed, looking back at her. 
He kept his eyes locked on hers while he put on 
his grey socks, his shoes and tied the laces. His 
irises, amber with specks of green, took hold of 
her effortlessly. ‘Are you coming?’ he asked.

They left the hotel room together, entered the 
elevator and rode it down to basement level. 
There they entered the parking garage and got in 
his silver BMW. ‘You’re doing well for yourself,’ 
Emma said. ‘I forgot to ask, what exactly is it you 
do?’ Karl stuck the key into the ignition and loo-
ked over with a smile. ‘You’ll see.’

The car moved through the night like a hot 
knife through butter, its tires leaving tracks on 
this year’s first snow. Small flakes settled on the 
windshield. It only took about three seconds for 
them to melt and vanish without a trace. Emma 
felt her heart race when he put his right hand 
on hers and moved it down to her knee and up 
again, touching the pantyhose under her skirt. 
She let him as she watched his face. His eyes were 
fixed on the road, his mouth slightly open, a fine 
film of saliva on his lips. She licked her own and 
closed her eyes.

Every footstep coincided with a crunch, the 
sound of his heels planted firmly in the gravel. 
Karl opened the car door for her, took her hand 
and pulled her to the front door of the house. 

He turned around and pressed the button on his 
transponder key, locking his car with two short 
bleeps. Another key disappeared into the door 
lock and he walked into the dark hallway, Emma 
right behind him. She touched the wooden wall, 
followed it along with her fingertips while she 
walked, producing muffled thuds whenever one 
board ended and another one began. Karl took 
a left at the end of the corridor and then a right, 
her hand still in his. He stopped and turned 
around. ‘I’ll take your coat in a second, but for 
now just stand here and don’t look until I tell you 
to, alright?’ There was a flicker in his eyes, of ex-
citement, something that made him somewhat 
boyish and even more attractive. ‘I won’t,’ Emma 
answered.

When she closed her eyes she heard him ope-
ning a door, moving things around. Even with 
her eyelids shut, she could see that he had tur-
ned on a light. With her left hand she plucked 
at her skirt like a nervous schoolgirl, the other 
she stretched out just a little bit, as if doing so 
would allow her to pick up on what was happe-
ning around her. His footsteps on the wooden 
floor grew louder again, the fabric of Karl’s pants 
brushed past her index finger, as he positioned 
himself behind her and put his hands on Emma’s 
shoulders. ‘Now.’
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clover poem/Text Bram van den Reijen

Gallstones and broken collarbones
Bruised kneecaps make me collapse
A trenched lung cause I’m being overrun

A broken wrist cause death has kissed
Me on my bluish cheek last week
Since then I’ve been trampled underfoot

Now my week is over
And I spit out what once was 
Stuck between my teeth
A lucky four leaf clover

drawing by Ines severino
#3
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Oppenheimer’s price of splice poem
Text Joshua Swart\

We knew the world would not be the same
A few people laughed
A few people cried
Most people were silent

Tree of green turns tree of fire,
Split in two, turns earth to hell
Skies’ limit, perhaps higher
World is all there is to sell

Some people dying
Some people falling
Most people buying

How could we be so misguided?
As to divide the undivided

The Lost novel Review/Text Ruby de vos

In 1999 the publishing house New York Review Books 
(NYRB) set up a new series of books: the NYRB Clas-
sics. This series includes a great variety of books and 
it is called “designedly and determinedly explorato-
ry and eclectic” by the house itself. And an eclectic 
batch of books it is: NYRB publishes new translations 
of non-English masterpieces, both by authors well-
known in the Anglo-Saxon world (for example Euri-
pides and Dante) and those not-so-well-known (for 
example the Hungarian author Kosztolányi); English 
fiction and non-fiction; contemporary work and work 
written centuries ago. Another important feature of 
NYRB is that they republish works which were once 
well-loved and highly acclaimed, but are forgotten to-
day. The endeavour has proven to be most successful: 
since 1999 NYRB has published over 300 books. 

The Outward Room (1937) by Millen Brand is an 
example of such a forgotten book. While it sold over 
half a million copies in its day, the novel and its author 
were soon forgotten until the book was republished in 
2010 by NYRB. Peter Cameron phrases it perfectly in 
his afterword: “It’s somewhat frightening to learn that 
good books – even books heralded in their time – can 
disappear so quickly and completely.”  

Brand’s novel tells the story of a young woman who 
has been living in a mental hospital ever since her bro-
ther died in a car accident. Her doctor’s psychoanaly-
tical therapy does nothing to cure Harriet’s “cyclical 
insanity” and so she escapes one night to New York. 
She arrives in the middle of a hot summer in a city 
hit by the Great Depression with no money. There she 
meets John, with whom she slowly falls in love.

The Outward Room starts out a bit slow, but picks up 
as Harriet decides to escape. Still, there is hardly any 

plot to this book. It is introspective and written in a 
descriptive but clean and clear style that makes the 
heat tangible and the sorrow oppressive. Brand has a 
tendency to go somewhat overboard with the stream 
of consciousness he uses when Harriet is in the hos-
pital, leaning towards the melodramatic. However, 
when he is in full command of his language – and he 
often is, especially as the story progresses – Brand’s 
sentences shine with a peaceful simplicity.

Some readers might want to shake Harriet for being so 
passive, but that is exactly the point Brand makes with 
his novel: this is what Harriet’s illness and her hospi-
tal experiences did to her. The poignant scene where 
she feels how “blackness move[s] up her body” again 
after its long absence is terrifying because the reader 
feels that there is no escaping from depression. John is 
convinced that Harriet will get better but she isn’t: her 
depression has always returned – why would it be dif-
ferent this time? The question of whether love and life 
can cure Harriet remains throughout the book.

Harriet’s hopeful quiet story is supported by a cast of 
secondary characters who all have their own stories of 
survival to tell. And in the background there is New 
York, sweltering in the sun. 

Do you want to know which other long lost novels NYRB has rescued from obscurity? Here are some suggestions:

Stoner - John Williams: One of NYRB’s most popular publications about a man whose life is determined by “a 
succession of disappointments”.
The Long Ships – Frans G. Bengsston: Translated from Swedish, The Long Ships is an adventurous story set in 
the tenth century full of battles and blood feuds.
The Pumpkin Eater – Penelope Mortimer: “A surreal black comedy” about a nameless woman struggling with 
motherhood, love affairs, depression, and daily life. 

The Outward Room
Millen Brand
NYRB, 2010

240 pages
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on the train short story/Text Florian blom

I saw she was crying. Softly, but intensely. Wha-
tever it was, it certainly wasn’t crying over a lost 
object or a failed exam. She had buried her face 
in her collar, her shoulders jerked with every sob. 
Should I talk to her?

The train conductor entered the compartment. 
He got to me first.

“MORning. Tickets pleasssse,” he announced. 
Exaggerated high-pitched ‘MOR’ and an extended 
‘zzz’ at the end of his sentence. I showed him my 
ticket and the man turned towards the girl.

“Miss, please remove your feet from the seat. I 
could fine you for that.”

Typical: annoying, heartless jerks were clearly 
most welcome to work at the National Railways. 
But then the man shifted his stance and produ-
ced an audible “oh…” sound  when he saw she was 
crying.

“I apologize, miss. Is there anything wrong?”

“No,” I thought, “she is perfectly happy and those 
are tears of pure joy. Can’t you see?” The girl loo-

ked at the conductor and muttered that she did-
n’t have a ticket. Shit. She was in trouble. As the 
eternal hero that I am, I  told myself to get up and 
pay the ticket for her – and the fine, should the 
conductor decide to give her one – but I hesitated 
too long.

The man sighed first and then started in the kin-
dest voice: “You know what,  miss, do not worry. I 
don’t know what it is that makes you sad, but I’m 
certainly not going to add to it. Sometimes feet 
need to be off the ground to see things in perspec-
tive.”

The man wrote something on a piece of paper and 
handed it to her.

“If anyone asks you for your ticket, show them 
this. And if you need any form of help, please do 
contact a Railway employee.”

He gave her a smile and proceeded to the next tra-
vellers.

“MORning. Tickets pleasssse.”

drawing by Ines severino
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Vanina Röling’s Bookcase Interview
Photography Ines Severino Text Ruby de Vos\

Vanina Röling, a twenty-six-year-old first-year stu-
dent of English, has some very impressive and well-
filled bookcases. She tells Writer’s Block all about 
her shelves and favourite books.

Did you arrange your bookshelves in a particular 
way?
I don’t really like to colour code them, but there is 
some sort of system in there; they are mostly arran-
ged by my association with books, certain writers 
and shared themes. For example, modern, British 
writers like Richard Milward and Alexei Sayle are 
next to each other, and my collection of campus no-
vels is put together. 

What do you do with books you don’t like?
I don’t throw them away, I couldn’t bear that. Some-
times I give them away and sometimes I sell some of 
my books about music on flea markets. But paper-
backs that don’t have any special meaning attached to 
them I might give away to charity shops.

Could you tell us a bit more about all those books 
on music?
As a teenager, my great love was music – Brit pop, and 
especially the Manic Street Preachers, who also influ-
enced my taste in fiction and films - and I just loved 
reading about how they came to be. I’ve always been 
automatically drawn to bands that are really open 
about what influences them. So if I buy one record I 
immediately buy ten to see if I can find traces between 
them.

And do you also do that with books?
Yes, but that is more in terms of themes. Writers obvi-
ously have their particular writing style, so you cannot 
as easily assume that one writer is as great as the other 
one is.

Do you judge books by their cover?
I don’t dismiss books because of their cover. It’s more 
of a philosophical thing: if the inside is good, it deser-
ves a nice cover!

Do you have a favourite author?
Yes, a couple, actually. J.D. Salinger is one of them 
– I read the Catcher in the Rye when I was twelve or 
thirteen years old and I liked it, but Franny and Zooey, 
which I read when I was twenty, just blew me away. 
I really enjoyed that, and everything relating to the 
Glass family. The way he writes the thoughts and the 
emotions of his characters is just beautifully done; no 
one does that quite like him. I like E.M. Forster. Alexei 
Sayle is a British comic, but his short stories are sort of 
like Roald Dahl’s and have the same humour he uses 
in his stand-up work. But I tend to think in favourite 
periods or genres as well. The onset of the First World 
War with the Trench Poets is really interesting, and at 
the moment I am reading a lot of campus novels.

Dear Writer’s Block,

I wrote the following poem in response to the mail by the dean to the Faculty of 
Humanities, UvA. A mail in which he addresses the students as soldiers, to me, an 
image that seems to resonate the idea of the carceral society as described by Fou-
cault in his Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Feel free to publish it in 
your magazine should you find it interesting enough, as long as credit is given to my 
authorship (by merely writing down my student number, because I feel that fits the 
topic rather well).

0210862

Bottled knowledge, I’m indulging myself
With surgical precision, 5.6 lines per minute
Drunk from a night at the Opera House
Puked up atonal black notes
Washed it away with amber brown liquid,
water from the Brontë’s graveyard
Dense acrid fumes from Coleridge
intoxicate my veins, heart and brain
Like Blake, lost in Milton’s Paradise
A product, molten and poured into a mould
An intellectual gear of the academic machine
I’m your soldier moving with minute precision
All in honour of our Big Brother, our glorious Ford
Our Benefactor, our dear Dean
“Increase production, less drinking”
Yes, sir!

The Humanities as docile Robotics
In the Penal Colony, 0210862 carved in my skin

0210862 Letter/Text 0210862
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SV Etcetera is for all English Language and Culture students at the University of Amsterdam. We 
off er an exclusive discount of 18% on all of your study books for the school year and we organize 
fun events for our members:

• Book Club 
• Parties 
• Monthly drinks
• Memberweekend
• Study trip at the end of each school year to an English speaking country

For a membership fee of 25 euros for 4 years (only 6,25 per year!) you can take part in any of 
these undertakings: fi ll in the registration form on our website: www.sv-etc.nl and we will 
keep you updated on all of our endeavors. 

facebook.com/svetcetera

drawing by Ines severino
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B l u r b s
Thijs Brandhof is 24 
years old and 
loves needs to 
write. He holds 
a Masters degree in 
editing, reviews mo-
vies for Up Magazine 
and is always loo-
king for inspiration, 
among other things.
//16

Noortje devours books from any gen-
re, loves writing, usually several 
stories at the same time and has a soft 
spot for anything cute and weird.
// 10

Joshua swart: I am 
a first year 
English stu-
dent born and 

raised near Amster-
dam. My ambition is to 
one day be a publis-
hed author of short 
stories and novels

//21

I am Florian Blom. I 
like to laugh, love and live. That's 

all you need to know. //22

The name’s Myrthe! 
I have studied En-
glish for three 
years and am cur-
rently majoring in Asian Studies, 
which may or may not have to do
with my love for Haruki Murakami.
// 9

Alex Manthei is Edi-
tor in Chief of Two 

Words For, an online 
creative literary 
and arts publica-

tion. He writes poe-
try, takes photos, 

and is based in Paris, 
France.

// 8

Inge Hoonte is a writer, 

performance, and sound 

artist with an interest 

in how notions of pri-

vacy, identity, and beha-

vioral routines shape 

the tension between reaching out 

and keeping one’s distance in in-

terpersonal communication and 

physicality. She currently explo-

res this terrain through Bottle 

Dave and the Sliders, an improvi-

sational audio collaboration with 

Dave Young. dvyng.com/bdats.php
//4
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