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I could begin this narrative as follows: 
“You can write my story if you want,” said the woman who took a seat across from me at the 

small round table in the station café. She tucked her fingers into the sleeves of the men’s shirt she 
was wearing and looked at me hesitantly, as though she’d got our interview off to an overly 
enthusiastic start. I set my folded newspaper next to me on the tile floor and tried to suppress my 
annoyance at my editor, who had changed the title of my column. 

The woman’s name was Hennie Zeeger, even though (she’d explained in her e-mail) her identity 
card bore a different name. She had responded to the final announcement for the series in they 
People & Society section of our newspaper, to which I contributed a bimonthly column. 

She ordered chamomile tea and a chocolate croissant, the specialty of the house loudly praised 
on Le Royal Café’s menu that stuck out of its holder on the table and which was promptly delivered by 
the older of the two waiters alongside my still-steaming cappuccino. 

The informality in the woman’s speech presumably had to do with my being relatively well-
known—I’d been writing for Metropole for some four decades; it was one of the country’s few quality 
newspapers and I was at the foreign affairs desk—but probably also because of the familiarity my 
column had fostered with readers over the last two years, as well as the series’ specific aim. 

At the end of each column I always stated that the names and locations were either fictional or 
altered, and that interviewees were free to relate their stories in as much detail or depth as they 
wished, uninhibitedly, as though we were childhood acquaintances or longtime friends. In the course 
of my long career in journalism I had learned that people are always looking for a sympathetic ear, 
regardless of their story and no matter what intense, unforeseen turns their life has taken. 

Hennie Zeeger was wearing a cream-colored winter coat with a double row of brown buttons, 
one of them missing. She had on a pleated woollen cap and had draped a long scarf around her neck, 
so it took a while for her to unpack herself and get seated. There was a tear in one of her gloves, 
which she nonchalantly shoved, together with the cap, into one of the coat pockets. She wore denim 
overalls and hesitantly patted down the open collar of her oversized striped shirt. 

She was not at all unattractive. She had a taut, almost angular face with full lips and fine 
eyebrows above engaging, chestnut eyes. Her straight hair hung symmetrically over her shoulders. 
She had a small, barely noticeable scar under her left eye, and in her left nostril was a small nose 
ring. I put her at forty, tops. 

I thought: she could also be my daughter. 

Incomplete 
Gie Bogaert 

An extract

Original title Onvoltooid Translation Dutch into English

Publisher Uitgeverij Vrijdag 2022 Translator Jonathan Reeder  

 

© Gie Bogaert/Jonathan Reeder/Uitgeverij Vrijdag/Flanders Literature – this text cannot be copied nor made public by means of (digital) print,  copy, internet or in 

any other way without prior consent from the rights holders. 



 
 
 

 

 
02 

In the middle of the café was a Christmas tree decorated with balls, tinsel streamers, and cords 
for the fairy lights; the miniature ornaments were of wooden locomotives and train carriages. Around 
the base of the tree, dozens of brightly-wrapped boxes lay as though intended for a group of unknown 
customers and waiting for an as-yet undetermined moment to be unpacked. Along one wall of the 
establishment, a decorator with window markers was putting on the finishing touches. On one of the 
mirrors above the wainscoting he had drawn a fir tree and a smiling snowman, and just now 
squeezed the last letters of the word Happy in between them. 

Most of the chairs were unoccupied. The morning rush had passed, and as the last hurried 
commuters boarded their waiting trains the station took on a quietude that was also palpable in the 
cafe. Three tables away, a couple of late breakfasters sat bent over their coffees. Two women on the 
sturdy leather banquettes under the marble against the side wall quietly discussed their vicissitudes. 
The bald gentleman at the last table before the bar was polishing off the sandwich he had ordered 
with his espresso. His dog lay under his chair, looking at something only he seemed to see. 

The second waiter leaned against the cloakroom door, his arms crossed. Bing Crosby crooned I’ll 
be home for Christmas through the loudspeakers above the glass shelves behind the bar, but no one 
appeared to be listening. I noticed that some water that melted off Hennie Zeeger’s shoe had seeped 
into a corner of my newspaper. Whenever the café door opened, I could feel the draft from the 
winter terrace and the platforms further along and was reminded of what I had read in the science 
pages of the newspaper: that shrews shrink in the winter to be able to survive the frost. 

 
I was baffled by the editor-in-chief’s decision to call the new series La solitudine, as if Italians have a 
monopoly on loneliness. The intention was to give the P&S section of the newspaper a boost. The 
supplement’s logo consisted of the two initials in red, in the style of the capital M of Metropole, the 
gigantic rotating letter on the roof of our offices. 

The impetus for the series was the solitary death of a young woman in her flat near the botanical 
gardens. The police found her half dressed on her bedroom floor. There were fourteen empty single-
serving packages of ravioli on the kitchen counter. The coroner concluded that the woman had died 
of natural causes four months earlier. No one had missed her. 

I was given the assignment for the new series. “If I’m not mistaken, you’ve been alone for some 
time too,” the editor had said. He added that I should take it as a compliment, but to me it sounded 
more like a judgment, or at least a reprimand, as though the misfortune that had befallen me was my 
own doing. A week later, an announcement appeared in the paper urging readers with a unique story 
about their own loneliness to contact the newspaper. 

The response was overwhelming. My inbox was flooded with missives about infidelity, farewells, 
nostalgia, disillusionment, failure, and various other forms of heartache. I read about thwarted 
dreams, the unfulfilled desire for children, fruitless quests and irrevocable mistakes—the clear 
upshot being that, as a rule, we do not learn from our errors and shortcomings, and that the lives of 
quite some readers consisted of a succession of trying, failing, and trying anew. 

My first task was to pick out those cases most likely to touch or gratify the readers. There was 
always the possibility that I mistakenly overlooked a more compelling story, or that I overestimated 
the appeal and journalistic value of another. 

I would drive to meet the interviewees, either at their home or at a neutral location, if they 
wished. If they lived in my city, I would suggest one of my regular haunts: Le Royal Café, in the 
corner of the mezzanine of Central Station. 

I always asked permission to record the interview, promising to erase it after publication. I also 
encouraged them to tell their story chronologically; experience had taught me you often couldn’t 
make sense of it otherwise. At times the narrator would veer off into lengthy monologues, replete 
with vivid memories that would trigger even more heightened emotions, but which were entirely 
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unclear to me for the simple reason that I hadn’t been there to experience their perceived reality. 
They would get caught up in images buried in their past and assumed I could follow the meandering 
storylines of these personal and painful events and circumstances. In many cases I was unable to 
distinguish cause from effect. 

One interviewee, an optometrist, later refuted some of the things I quoted her having said about 
her mother, but rescinded her complaint after I played back to her the not-yet-erased recording of 
our interview. 

We aren’t always in complete control over the words we use. Sometimes they take on a life of 
their own and make us say or write things that, in the folds of our expressivity, end up coming out 
weightier than we intended them. Language can be an abyss or a lethal weapon, and we always must 
be on our guard for what it can evoke, and that the consequences are often hard to imagine or 
understand. 

 
Hennie Zeeger’s message in my inbox at the end of November had piqued my curiosity, perhaps 
because of the turn my life had taken in the previous eleven months. She wrote that while she 
officially had two mothers and two fathers—which was legally impossible—she had always felt lonely. 
I wrote back that I wanted to meet her, and so here we sat across the table from each other on that 
freezing December morning in the station café. 

I tapped the button of my cell phone’s voice recorder, slid my coffee cup to one side, and picked 
up my pen in order to take notes. 

Hennie Zeeger looked at me as though she didn’t believe she had just said she wanted to entrust 
me with her story. 

“Go ahead,” I said. 
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This story could also have started a year earlier, in precisely the same setting, under nearly 
the same circumstances, but with a different woman. 

Her name was Marit Lepelaar and I hadn’t heard from her for forty years. She had sent 
an e-mail to my address at the paper a few weeks after the first announcement for La 
solitudine. I recognized her name at once, and although her letter was vague enough that I 
couldn’t determine its usefulness for my column, I made an appointment with her at Le Royal 
Café. She lived in the suburbs, she wrote. 

I didn’t notice her amongst the other customers when I entered the cafe. Had she not 
waved conspicuously, I would have waited at a table near the door. I was startled when she 
pulled me close, planted a wet kiss near my mouth and said she thought it was wonderful to 
finally see me again, as though she’d been anticipating it for years. 

She looked a bit dishevelled. And she was showing her years. Her hair had greyish roots 
under an older, dark rinse. She had put on weight; her hands were pudgy and her chubbiness 
gave her cheeks dimples. She was wearing a faded, low-cut winter dress that revealed too 
much skin. I doubted this was meant to impress me, because she had otherwise not gone to 
any trouble to make herself attractive. She’d become an older woman that no man would give 
a second glance and was convincing proof of how merciless time can be as it repaints us, 
almost to the point of making us unrecognizable. 
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[…] 
 

I recalled her face from back then much differently than the one on the photograph that lay 
before me. In my memory, it was much more open and friendly than the subdued smile, the 
thin eyebrows, and the curved mouth in the picture. But memories are unreliable. They are 
ephemeral and never nestle permanently into our brain. They fade or discolour, only to 
reappear unannounced and catch us off guard. I often remember something I’m sure 
happened in a different place. Sometimes the proportions are wrong, sometimes the period, 
and at times the age and the girth of the person who flashes through my memory are unclear, 
so that as I get older what I believe to have happened becomes at first vague, then doubtful, 
and finally nearly improbable. 

What I do remember clearly is that one evening, shortly after announcing her 
engagement, Marit made an unusual proposal in our kitchen. I was busy stacking the just-
washed plates in the cupboard, and it took some time for me to register her silent presence at 
the Formica table. 

“Sleep with me,” she said suddenly. 
Not sure I’d heard her correctly, I put away the dishtowel that I’d slung over my 

shoulder, approached the table and stood looking at her. 
She said it again. 
“Sleep with me, Bernard. While we still can.” 
 
[…] 
 

She took out another photograph and held it up to me. I saw a blonde woman in sunglasses 
posing in front of breaking waves. She too had dimples, but not from being overweight. She 
smiled broadly at the camera and I noticed her small teeth. Behind her, a few seagulls 
hovered in the air like kites in flight. 

Marit laid the photo on the table in front of me and pressed one hand against the 
wrinkles on her neck, as though feeling something that didn’t belong there. 

“I’m not sure if it’s wise to tell you this,” she said. “I also doubt it’ll make it into the 
paper.” 

She hesitated, as if afraid to utter a terrible judgment for which there was no appeal. She 
stared at me longer than I felt comfortable with. 

“Toni is yours,” she said. 
 


