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Our Sad Children Are the Future

The Prosineckis’ little boy came home from school today with a beaming smile. He was grinning
ear to ear and it’s a shame he lost part of his face in a bombing raid because otherwise he would
have been a beautiful child for as long as that smile lasted. Stipe is the little rascal’s name, he’s as
old as his sorrow, and if I ever accidentally have a son myself, it would be a consolation if he turned
out like Stipe. Preferably, of course, in a version with a whole face.

Stipe’s got talent, even if being suckled in hell increases your chances in that department,
and that’s something I’'m quite willing to believe. Talent is a dungflower. But still. He’s not the only
kid here who, encouraged by the child psychologist, spends his evenings in the activity room
confronting his brief past with a box of coloured pencils. They all draw the same gory scenes with
bombs and knives and machetes — the predictable themes. Stipe’s no different from the others in
that regard. He too reaches for the red pencil more easily than, say, the green. The wounds he
draws, or rather, carves into the paper with his needle-sharp pencil are no more expressionistic
than the little masterpieces of the other kids his age, but I always find his composition slightly
more intelligent. The lad has a feel for perspective too. For someone his age he’s a good chess
player, he’s not bad at table tennis and he’s a keen singer, even if he can’t hold a tune. And when he
sings, he always misses the right notes. Actually, I'd rather he didn’t sing. Little brats who play the
choirboy always make me cry; I'm a sucker for those artistic platitudes. Maybe later he’ll be able to
afford an extra tin of dog food a day by playing tearjerkers on a fiddle in the high street; a busker
with a stuffed-up face can still do quite well. Anyway, I like him, and it did me good to see him
coming home from school with his mouth forming a broad bridge between the perfect half of his
face and the caved-in half.

School attendance is compulsory for our children here in Belgium and as a result they’re
more streetwise than their seniors and quicker to learn dirty words in Dutch. Stipe’s latest
linguistic acquisition is ‘fuck you’ and he’s proud to see his vocabulary growing. Every weekday the
children are dragged out of their beds a half-hour earlier than the adults so they can get their
schoolbags ready before being carted off to the local council schools on public transport by a social
worker. They all go to different schools because of the dispersal policy. Like everything else, this
measure is for our own good. The reasoning is that if the children from the asylum seekers’ centre
were all in the same class, they wouldn’t be so keen to integrate. It’s probably true.

Which leaves Stipe sitting somewhere at the back of the class chewing the end of a biro.
Unless his classmates take the trouble to use simple words and speak very slowly in Standard
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Dutch, he doesn’t understand them. He doesn’t understand them. Playground football is the only
language they have in common and the one thing he’s picked up from his education here is that
Belgians can’t shoot. Stipe has a more graphic take on it, he claims that Belgians kick the ball as if
it’s a person. I told you he has talent.

But he can’t read or write. The lessons go too fast for him and he really has nothing better
to do than sink his teeth into his pen and pass the time until the bell rings gazing at his teacher. It’s
too bad for Stipe, but if I was him I would have demanded another teacher if she’s only there to be
stared at the whole day long. Mr. Prosinecki recently asked me to go to the school with him for
some kind of parent-teacher evening and I got a look at her. If Stipe used his crayons the way she
uses her lipstick, he’d fail art. If you ask me, her hobby is knitting in front of the telly. During this
famous parent evening she didn’t have much to say about Stipe. What did she know, after all? The
boy sat there in the last row under the map of coveted Europe sucking his pen and staring at her.
Drawing, he was good at that. And gym as well. (‘It’s a shame the Eastern bloc’s been abolished, Mr.
Prosinecki, otherwise I'm sure we would have seen your son shine at the Olympics. I love that,
gymnastics. Especially the exercises on the horse.”) He always got an F for reading and writing, but
could just manage the sums. She was sorry she couldn’t spend more time on him, but well, we had
to realise - “...you see, you know, you understand, don’t you, Mr. Prosinecki?’ — there was no point
in teaching the boy to conjugate verbs when it was quite possible, just to pluck a figure out of the
air, that three weeks from now he’d be kicked out of the country and never hear a word of Dutch
again. She had another thirty-four children in her class and although some of them might not have
had the intellectual capacities of a guppy, she could see some point in pounding certain
information into those tiny little heads of theirs.

We saw, we knew, we understood.

Stipe can really drag his feet after one of these days at school. Sometimes when I go to pick him up
from the bus stop he gives the impression of being about to collapse under the weight of his own
superfluousness. But not today. He was smiling. And that came as a relief because it was his
birthday, his sorrow had just turned ten. He’s all his fingers old.

The displacement of air during the bombing attack in his drawings sucked the right eye
out of his skull. Apparently that’s not too bad when it happens, the pain comes later. Stipe has, or
had, brown eyes, but the only glass eyes in stock were blue. Although possibly fashionable,
something like that does tend to spoil the appetite of table companions and makes dawdling in
front of the mirror fairly uninviting. This morning at breakfast the management of the asylum
centre presented him with a brown replacement eye. It doesn’t always have to be a comic book or a
teddy bear. Stipe couldn’t have been more pleased and things only got better. At school his class
made it into in the final of the football competition and he scored the winning goal. The other boys
carried him round on their shoulders. And after that, after that, he celebrated a traditional Belgian
birthday. I'm not that familiar with Belgian traditions, but Stipe told me about it: everyone gets to
write a birthday wish on your body with a thick greasy felt-tip. Once they’ve all written their wishes
on you, they stand around in a circle and applaud. He had wishes all over his stomach and all over
his back, did I want to see them?

Stipe pulled up his jumper proudly and I read, ‘Go back to your own country you filthy
wog.

‘Well? Well? What's it say?” he asked. ‘Can you translate it for me?’
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‘Stipe football champion!” I said and his grin grew even wider. It was the best birthday he’d
ever had. For he’s a jolly good fellow.

And so
say all

of us.

A Swastika That’s Pointing the Wrong Way
Was Probably Drawn by a Fascist

Magsood has found it, eureka. After studying his file and combing through half the laws of Belgium,
he has come to the conclusion that becoming Belgian is unbelievably easy: you just have to marry a
Belgianess.

A Belgische.

All he needs is a woman, preferably with the full quota of ears and limbs, and then he can
get his papers in order. No more bothersome interrogations at the Aliens Registration Office,
where you queue up for three hours for an interview of a maximum of five minutes in which the
interpreter mistranslates everything and the answer’s decided before they ask the first question.
Magsood was so overwhelmed by the realisation that it was possible for him to acquire legal status
in bed that at dinner he couldn’t eat a bite. I'm always glad to see Magsood upset, it means I get
enough to eat. The cook insisted that it was tuna with rice, both on my plate and in the bowl
Magsood gave me.

Until it starts growling again, I decide to concentrate on my stomach and enjoy. Afterwards
I’ll point out to Magsood that his gut has been ripped open and his eyes are in such a state that it
looks like someone’s plonked two scoops of strawberry ice cream down in his sockets and that men
like that aren’t exactly in demand. For the time being though, the poor sod is living in the delusion
that he will soon be marrying a Flemish wench who will fry herring for him on Fridays and cut up
six or seven potatoes to make home-made chips every Sunday. He’s already asked me to be his
witness at the town hall. Gladly.

Western women are still won in discotheques. At least, according to Magsood, the playboy
of Kashmir, and the usual procedure is apparently to select a girl, march straight up with an
expression of complete confidence on your face, ask her for a light or the time, then buy her a
drink. The most expensive one on the menu, sweet and bubbly, with a slice of lime and a straw. And
alcoholic. Until they’re boozed up, Western women tend to act like Western men. You wait
patiently for a slow number - those in a hurry can request one of those cloying songs in the
meantime, after all, a deejay’s only purpose in life is to bring people together — and then, while
shuffling over the dance floor with your hips swaying, one hand on her shoulder and the hand of
God in her trousers (not too deep, just a couple of millimetres under the elastic), you politely ask
her to marry you. The most important thing with Western women is to convince her from the word
go that she won’t have to wear a burqa, you won’t hit her, you won’t insist on her having more than
five children, and you’ll help with the washing up. Her answer will be a firm no, but you should
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never forget that when they say no, Western women almost always mean yes. And once you've
crossed that threshold, you can set a date and get measured up for your wedding suit.

Thanks to this solid theoretical basis, Magsood succeeded in getting beaten up on his first
campaign of conquest. Still, it can’t be proven in black and white that his broken wrist was a direct
consequence of his strategy, he simply failed to ascertain that his target was already in possession
of another — unfortunately more muscular — man, the kind of guy who builds up his circle of friends
at the gym. The first steps are always the most difficult.

Nowadays Magsood breaks the ice by asking women to sign his plaster cast. And he’s come
to value my company during his hunting expeditions. After all, we only get one evening off a
month, one lousy chance to flout the curfew and venture out into the testosterone-drenched
Flemish night, after handing in a signed promise that we won’t come back drunk. Vamos!

Picking up a woman in a disco is not the biggest problem. The biggest problem is getting into a
disco in the first place. Invariably there’s a brick shithouse on the door - ten to one in sunglasses,
even if it’s three in the morning, even if it’s fifteen years since the sun last shone on the bruiser’s
head - and he stands there glibly insisting that it’s a private club or full up or you’re wearing the
wrong shoes or you need a moustache to go inside or it’s a theme night and everyone has to be
dressed as a giraffe or that admission costs 800 Belgian francs (being 20 future euros) and 1,200
francs for non-members (being 104 Lithuanian litai, being 108,250 Rumanian lei). And meanwhile
he’s waving in gorgeous potential fiancées who don’t hand over a penny and on closer investigation
aren’t even disguised as giraffes. Without a moustache between them. The only place in the whole
neighbourhood where we can get in past the obligatory brick shithouse is the one club Magsood no
longer dares to enter. He’s scared of getting his other broken wrist as well.

Thanks to his stubborn refusal to lose faith in humanity, Magsood has spent his entire life
being fucked up the arse by the entire human race. He’s a total innocent — and therefore perfect
husband material - but the road to a wife is paved with dangers he is always completely oblivious
to. If we pass a pub in which, theoretically, his future flame could be sitting bored at the bar puffing
away at a cigarette, constantly racing off to the lady’s to touch up her lips, always grinning sweetly
at the barman, who is too busy pouring beers fast enough to make sure his customers keep
grinning... then Magsood is convinced that all the people in the pub have been awaiting his arrival
for years. ‘Look, there, friendly people!”

That’s not something you see every day, so I ask where.

‘There, at the door of that pub, they’re waving to us.’

‘Keep walking, Magsood, that’s the Hitler salute.’

And since there are thousands of different salutes and people in the asocial Western world
usually just ignore each other, Magsood returns their attentions with a friendly Hitler salute of his
own. And a smile. I also Hitler salute your mother and all your sisters. And then we get to test our
aerobic fitness, pursued by fourteen single-minded skinheads. The pub in question was called the

Welkom.

But a man who wants a wife-cum-passport is not easily deterred and Magsood had vowed
to get himself a woman before returning to the asylum seekers centre. In the end we found an
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establishment without any sunglasses on guard duty. A poster on the door said, ‘NEW WAVE
PARTY".

New Wave, unless I'm very much mistaken, is the exact English translation of Bossa Nova,
being sultry Brazilian music that sounds as if for centuries there’s been a universally affordable
cure for cancer, the kind of dance music that makes you want to swing your hips. You keep an
invisible Hula-Hoop in motion while giving testosterone-drenched looks to a Hula-Hooper of the




