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‘One can’t go back to a country that no longer exists.’ 

Joseph Brodsky 
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The Hague, 2017 

 

 

Since he’s no longer there Adam can certainly talk about it 

now. In the cell the bulb pops, threatening to snap. A flickering reality, 

a droning sound; in a few minutes his eardrums will explode, his 

thoughts will cease. 

He hadn’t seen the news but, like everyone else, he froze when 

he heard the report. The waitress dropped her tray on the floor and 

asked him: 

‘Wait, isn’t that your brother’s school?’  

At that moment he’d already picked up his phone to call 

Kirem, heard the ringing echo in the void, let fear seep into him. His 

fingers were trembling. How many dead? Notifications were posted 

on cell phones. State of emergency, maximum alert, get out of the 

street, find refuge in the nearest store. The waitress made the 

customers on the terrace come inside and double-bolted the door. His 

nerves on edge, the boss decided to offer coffee to all customers. 

Everyone went by his own rumors, frantically consulting social media, 

which declared that the police had found several bombs in the trash 

cans at Parliament, while at that very moment an entire tram was being 

swept. They kept talking so they wouldn’t hear the silence in the 

streets. Frenziedly, Adam kept texting Kirem, his mother, and even 

Makhmoud. He was imagining the worst. He was beginning to accept 

the worst. 
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Then the police arrived. They kicked through the lovely glass 

door with their monstrous boots, then forced the waitress, the boss, 

the customers to lie down on the ground. Adam, too, lay down, hitting 

his knees and elbows but they quickly yanked him back up. They 

called out his other name, Oumar, and an arm under each armpit 

hoisted him up to their level. One of them grabbed his wrists and 

handcuffed him. They ushered him out of the café. The police van 

made its way through the deserted streets. The Hague was beautiful 

and sunny, radiant like a young girl in love.  

  



5 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hendrik couldn’t take his eyes off the phone for a moment. The 

notifications followed one another in rapid succession. An 

attack. In The Hague, his city. He put his head in his hands. A 

bomb. In the high school where Alissa worked. 

His first reflex was to look for her. Just a second before 

she was there, in the living room. He felt a rush of panic, as if it 

were conceivable that she could have left without kissing him, 

head off to school to give her classes, and find herself in the 

middle of a field of carnage. The sound of the shower in the 

bathroom at the end of the hallway reassured him. Alissa was 

washing her hair. She’d told him she was going to. He imagined 

her pouring shampoo in the palm of her hand, spreading it 

methodically through her hair and, for a second, he hesitated to 

disrupt her blissful state of ignorance. 

Again his phone vibrated. A friend was asking him for 

news about his cousin Maud who worked in the same school as 

Alissa. Hendrik, his hands shaking, Maud, are you all right? He 

sent it hastily. The response came right away: I’m alive. We’re 

in the gym with the students. Air filled his lungs again. Maud 

was alive, Alissa was in the shower. The worst had been 

avoided. 
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The worst for him, he thought with a twinge of guilt. His 

phone didn’t stop ringing: social media was out of control. The 

attack had only just taken place and already the Internet was 

saturated with video clips. Crouched under the bleachers in the 

gym, Maud was nonstop posting photos on Facebook. Some of 

the children’s clothes were blood-stained, their eyes flashing 

with fear. 

Unable to restrain himself any longer, Hendrik went 

toward the bathroom and, forcing the handle, opened the latch. 

 

 

In the shower, Alissa gave a small muffled cry. He 

wasn’t allowed to come in. Alissa shared her nights with him 

but in the bathroom she insisted on being alone with her body. 

Alone to watch her twenty-year old self fade away and her 

thirty-year old self assault her. To see the traces of the past 

gradually grow blurred. Hendrik knew the curves of her breasts 

only by feel, as far as what the bed sheets were willing to reveal 

to him. 

‘Alice, there’s been an attack at the school.’ 

‘What are you saying?’ she mumbled, efforts to hide 

herself behind the transparent shower curtain were futile. 

Hendrik’s eyes floated over her dripping body, her hair 

flattened by the water: it seemed even blacker and more 

sprawling. He noticed scars on her right flank forming a 

sporadic circle. She tried to cover them up with her hands, 

unsuccessfully. Sensing her embarrassment, he turned his eyes 

away and waited until she shut off the water and wrapped 

herself in a towel.  

Once she sat down on the edge of the bathtub, he showed 

her one of the videos on Twitter being most shared. 
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‘Apparently, a bomb exploded in the cafeteria of your 

high school.’ 

‘In the…’ 

On the video, the cafeteria was filled with smoke, 

students were running, screaming, while bodies lay on the floor. 

‘The police say there are dozens dead.’ 

 

 

Perhaps it was the shampoo dripping down her forehead 

and coming dangerously close to her eyelids, but nothing of 

what Hendrik was saying was registering with Alissa. 

‘That’s not possible,’ she said as she got up. 

Hendrik handed her a smaller towel that she wrapped 

around her long hair still dotted here and there with white foam.  

‘No, that’s not possible,’ she repeated in a low voice.  

Images that she thought were destined to fade, like the 

marks on her body, were coming back to her in waves and, 

suddenly unsteady, she almost slid to the floor. Hendrik made 

her sit down again on the edge of the bathtub.  

‘You all right?’ 

No, she wasn’t all right but she mechanically nodded her 

head. 

‘Perhaps it’s a false alarm,’ he began, and felt his voice 

crack slightly. ‘Perhaps it isn’t true, just a firecracker, a 

practical joke by some kids.’ 

He looked at her as if he were waiting for a response, 

then she nodded her head again, yes. 

After a brief silence, he said to her: 

‘Children. Fuck, who does such a thing to children?’ 

Suddenly a shadow that Alissa knew all too well passed 

over Hendrik’s face. 
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She had seen it on her mother’s face, on her own when 

between two bombardments she’d catch her reflection in the 

fragments of a mirror. Incomprehension mixed with fear, in the 

face of the unthinkable flirting with what’s real.  

For a moment Hendrik sat down beside her. He wanted 

to hug her but her long hair was still sopping wet and would 

leave damp spots on his shirt.  

‘I’ve got to get to work, I’m going to be late,’ he said. 

‘Don’t think about it too much, there’s nothing you can do 

anyway. Try to relax. Make yourself some tea.’ 

Looking in the mirror he tightened his necktie, then 

added: 

‘Don’t forget tonight, we’re meeting at the restaurant at 

seven.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

He kissed her forehead and disappeared down the 

hallway. Alissa listened as he buffed his shoes with short 

vigorous strokes, put them on with a shoehorn, and left, 

slamming the door behind him. 

The shampoo began to sting her eyes. She rushed over to 

the sink to rinse her hair and face. An attack. A man who bursts 

into the cafeteria between the tables and fires at children. He 

plants a bomb and leaves. No. Sitting on the corner of the sink 

her old cell phone wouldn’t stop ringing. Making the most of 

the open door, her red cat Frikkie, belly brushing the ground, 

was watching the object move a little closer to the edge with 

every vibration, patiently waiting for it to fall. 

Alissa wrapped her hair into a terrycloth turban. 

An attack at lunchtime, kids’ faces covered in Bolognese 

sauce. No, it wasn’t possible. Hendrik was right. It was a false 

alarm, a hoax, a rumor. 
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The phone fell and Frikkie immediately slapped at it with 

his paw, then vanished with it underneath the chest of drawers. 

She dressed hastily. She had to teach in an hour. A class 

of twelve students, their faces increasingly anxious as the year’s 

final exams approached. Some of them barely knew their 

Russian declensions and Alissa had told them she would 

question each of them in turn this Monday. No escaping from 

that. 

Not even for Kirem. 
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of course I know them those Russian verbs of motion of yours 

but they serve no purpose here 

no need here to leap, jump, run until you can no longer breathe 

there’s nothing to flee from the people are calm airplanes pass 

noiselessly the earth shakes but it’s only a tram 

and when they say we’re going down to the basement, it’s to 

bring haram alcohol or books already read 

they don’t need to burn doors here because the radiators work 

in the winter 

I tell you, verbs of motion are easy to learn in times of peace  

I would like to teach them to go without going for a walk  

to walk without knowing where to go 

to stop without breathing 

to hear a noise, an explosion, to flee and never again come 

back  
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Her car’s headlights flashed twice, and the tires screeched a 

little. Alissa was driving instinctively, hardly noticing that the 

streets were empty and the trams weren’t running. In the sky 

over The Hague helicopters were circling, seemed to be 

following her, ready to swoop down on her, as they used to over 

there. Perhaps because of them, or because of the radio 

repeating in a continuous loop attack cafeteria dead high 

school, the route seemed longer than usual.  

She accelerated when she saw the school building in the 

distance. She had to teach in less than twenty minutes. Hendrik, 

the radio, the helicopters were all wrong. The students were 

slumped at their tables. They were taking advantage of her 

absence to chat or, at the last minute, to review their work. She 

was sure of it. It had to be true.  

The sun warmed the car through the windshield, while 

through the half-open window the breeze of the first day of 

summer caressed Alissa’s cheeks. It was the kind of day to go 

to Scheveningen, to sit on the long golden-sanded beach, time 

to order coffee to digest the midday meal. But the Netherlands 

had closed its doors, shuttered its windows. Despite the heat, 

the hearts of the people were frozen. Their children had been 

killed.  
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‘I am a teacher, let me through!’ 

The soldier examined her for a moment then, with the 

barrel of his gun, signaled her to park on the left. His eyes had 

already turned to the next car. 

A roadblock obstructed all access to the school. The kids 

had abandoned their bags as they fled. Near the walls Alissa 

noticed little islands of red, green, blue fabric, binders turned 

upside down and gutted pencil cases. The bomb squad experts 

had cordoned off the area with small white ropes. They’d blow 

a whistle, plug their ears, and a thud would follow. 

With all her might Alissa would have liked to honk her 

horn to force the soldiers to shed their rigid look, take their 

hands off their weapons, recognize it was just an act. There were 

no bombs in the schoolbags. They were in The Hague, in a 

country at peace. It was some kind of training, a false alarm, a 

bad joke. 

From the parking area parents numbly watched their 

kids’ bags being turned into dust and debris. Some had sat right 

down on the white-hot asphalt. Others remained standing, 

motionless, arms crossed, fists clenched, their faces 

impenetrable.  

A woman, her braided hair held together with a brightly 

colored scrunchie, was praying out loud. 

 

Mary I beseech You  

protect Lars and Johan 

bring them home for their afternoon snack 

Mary Mother of us all  

I’ve made them waffles the way they like them 

Mary I beseech You 
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Alissa turned her eyes away so that the mother wouldn’t recognize 

her. She’d parked between a purple Kia and a white Renault 

Kangoo, covered with traces   of mud whose owner was pacing 

back and forth, the phone glued to his ear. He passed in front of 

her without noticing her, then stopped short and yelled: 

‘He’s not answering, I’m telling you he’s not answering. 

I’ve tried calling him a hundred times, he’s just not answering.’ 

Then, speaking very softly, he added in a whisper: 

‘The only ones here are parents whose children aren’t 

answering.’ The last time Alissa had seen him, he’d come to 

complain about his son Vincent’s bad grades: 

‘How is he going to pas his exams if you’re unable to make 

him understand such simple things?’ But there was nothing simple 

about Russian. And maybe she’d been too stringent. Suddenly 

nothing seemed as abhorrent to her as the severity with which 

she’d graded her students until now.  

‘Madame Zoubaïeva!’ 

A woman was making broad motions at her from about 

twelve meters away as she approached her. Her face was waxy and 

swollen. Alissa recognized her right away: she was a persistent 

mother, always present at the parent-teacher meetings, 

systematically raising her hand to explain the very special case of 

her completely unremarkable son. 

Fine veins kept time at her temples. Her neck was covered 

with red blotches. 

‘Do you know anything? Do you know where the children 

are?’ 

‘No,’ Alissa said, ‘I just got here.’ 

The woman’s mouth twisted in disappointment. She lit a 

cigarette, holding it at the tip of her fingers, a tiny mound of ash 

about to scatter across her canary yellow dress. 
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Alissa tried to remember her son’s name. David or Daniel. 

Or Dadou? A somewhat plump boy, smaller than the others, whom 

she often threatened with extra homework, so he’d stop messing 

around. Slanted eyes like his mother’s, bushy, expertly tousled 

brown hair, and an insolent look that concealed his fear of bad 

grades. He didn’t like Russian. 

She would know how. She’d know how to make Dadou 

love the Slavic consonants of her language, she’d know how to 

convince him to listen in class. Tomorrow she’d be less strict. It’s 

a promise. Stop this circus, stop transforming the school into a 

mine field, move on, there’s nothing to see here, nothing has 

happened. We’re in the Netherlands. These are not the sort of 

things that happen here. 

She must have been speaking out loud, for Dadou’s 

mother’s complexion grew even more cadaverous and her features 

tensed up. 

‘Go talk to the police,’ she ordered. ‘You’re a teacher, 

they’ll be willing to tell you more.’ 

She pointed to a small crowd of cameras and microphones 

surrounding a man in a blue uniform. 

‘Ask him where our children are. Your students. He won’t 

tell us anything.’  

Alissa looked at the woman whose yellow dress was now 

tainted with ash. She’d seen that look before somewhere. In her 

mother’s eyes, perhaps, when she’d come home late from school 

one day. A pinched look, strained with the urge to bite, to howl. 

An opaque filter on the unimaginable. Hope sustained on the edge 

of eyelashes. 

She quietly moved away, the way one moves away from a 

bleary-eyed dog. There wasn’t much chance that the man in 

uniform would be willing to speak with a woman he didn’t know, 
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a woman whose words were coated with an undefinable accent. 

But Alissa felt the terror of helplessness rise inside her. What was 

she doing here? No child would come rushing into her arms. She 

was simultaneously worried about all of them and about no one. 

She jumped at every bag being detonated. Hendrik had told her 

not to come. To finish shampooing and drying her hair, to stay 

home on this unexpected day off. ‘Make yourself some tea,’ and 

you’ll feel better. 

She’d made no tea. She’d convinced herself none of it was 

true, that the boundary between over there and here was still 

intact. Or else what? Would she have to flee again? She drove 

those thoughts away and approached the man in uniform, 

elbowing the journalists aside. When she stood in front of him, she 

said: 

‘Where are the children?’ 

Alissa had been very careful to articulate so as not to 

stumble over the treacherous consonants. Her voice had carried 

farther than she realized. The man stopped talking and she 

blushed, forcing herself to hold his gaze. His eyes were blue, a 

reassuring commonplace blue. His cheeks were cleanshaven, his 

nose had a touch of sunburn, his chin was strong. On the right side 

of his chest a small triangle displayed his rank and name. No first 

name. The cameras wouldn’t move away from his handsome, 

impassive face. 

‘The students whose condition was too serious were 

operated on right here or helicoptered to the hospital. The others 

were regrouped in the gym, they’ll be reunited with their parents 

once the bomb squad has finished.’ 

‘And the dead? En de doden?’  

She felt the d’s hit her palate like t’s, her accent soften 

the final consonants and she saw the officer frown. 
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‘I said that already. The latest report mentioned twenty 

dead.’ 

The cameras immediately moved forward a step, unless 

it was Alissa, numbed, who backed up. She got lost in the 

scramble, shoved from every direction, and found herself left 

teetering on the sidewalk. She’d been asked to get information 

about the children who were alive, whose parents were waiting 

for their return. Why had she asked that last question? The 

number of victims was already known, it filled the air like 

whiffs of decay. But that’s how it was: she always needed to 

have someone tell her personally. Face to face. Over there, too, 

Alissa refused to believe the rumors, the radio, the neighbors. 

Over there, too, she’d only enter the fray when the bullets were 

knocking on the door. Nothing ever seemed real to her unless it 

was from first-hand experience. 

She had accomplished her mission, good little student 

that she was, now she had to report back to the woman in the 

yellow dress. But with every step she took she was trembling. 

Twenty children killed. A man who plants a bomb at lunch hour, 

to kill schoolchildren in a country at peace. It was possible, it 

had happened, Alissa finally grasped it. Again, she would have 

to flee. She felt like throwing up. 

She walked to her car, opened the door and collapsed in 

the seat. She turned on the air-conditioning, the inside was 

stiflingly hot. Next to her, Vincent’s father appeared to be 

asleep, his forehead stuck to the steering wheel of his white 

Kangoo, yet jumping with each exploding schoolbag. She 

switched on the radio and forced herself to breathe slowly, with 

her abdomen, the way her mother had taught her during the 

bombings. One… two…  

After ten minutes the nausea abated. 
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On the radio the steely voice of the man in uniform was 

twisting the words to remove their emotional effect. The 

journalist hadn’t had time enough to cut off the interview and 

one could hear Alissa asking: ‘And the dead?’  

She froze with the insensitivity of her question. She had 

translated it, she now understood. It wasn’t a phrase the Dutch 

would express that way. In Dutch they didn’t mention the dead 

as a quantifiable commodity. They were surrounded with a 

sense of propriety and with a respect filled with sadness. Only 

in her language could one be this familiar with death. 

Her gaze wandered across the brick walls of the high 

school, embellished with incomprehensible tags. The windows 

were wide open welcoming the summer into the classrooms. 

Alissa would often get up to close them; the students spent too 

much time watching the seagulls chasing each other in the 

washed-out sky. 

The next time she will leave them open. She won’t 

reprimand Dadou for his chatter and she’ll let Vincent sleep in 

class. She closed her eyes to summon up her students’ faces.  

Monday, 1:30 PM, room 404. Twelve students, right 

after lunch, with drowsy minds. Each time it was a struggle to 

make the kids listen to her. She’d prepare herself for the class 

like a boxer getting into the ring: she’d go to bed early, take a 

long shower in the morning, and devour a complete lunch 

without skipping any courses. 

Sometimes she’d eat in the cafeteria. At noon, when the 

refectory is swarming with people and the children are pushing 

and shoving to get in, groaning if a teacher passed them without 

getting in line. Most of the students brought their lunch, 

something like grilled cheese sandwiches, but the school also 

had a system whereby it offered subsidized meals for the 



18 
 

poorest ones or for those whose parents didn’t have time to pack 

a lunch. On Mondays they almost always served ground beef 

and steamed vegetables, with chocolate custard for dessert. It 

was also the meal at which Lotte and the other cafeteria ladies 

looked weighed down by fatigue: the week had only just started 

and the weekend seemed so far off. On Mondays, they slapped 

the arms of the kids extra hard when they tried to nab two 

desserts. Alissa, on the other hand, always got a double portion. 

‘You’re nothing but skin and bones, you’d let yourself 

waste away if I weren’t here to feed you!’ 

Lotte’s voice would fade into her mother’s. They were 

the same broad size, falsely emphasized by the apron string that 

was too tight, a slightly oily, yellowish skin at the elbows, and 

a wobbly quavering chin. Where was Lotte when the bomb 

exploded? 

Perhaps that was why Alissa had a stomachache. She had 

forgotten to eat. The thunderous detonations continued to reach 

her ears, this time coming from inside the school. She imagined 

hallways full of notebook confetti and pencil pieces. A revolt of 

schoolchildren organized by a terrorist.  

Which of the students were still alive? Again she 

summoned up their faces as if keeping them alive depended 

solely on her. There was Lucie, a girl with Slavic cheekbones 

who, to justify her good accent in Russian, said that her family 

had fled the Revolution of 1917. In reality her parents were 

Polish, having left Krakow to start a plumbing business in The 

Hague in the 1990’s. 

Then there was little Jasmijn, with her not very 

intelligent look, her inability after three years of Russian to 

differentiate between the letters of the alphabet. Max, the boy 

who sat in the first row, who received each new rule of grammar 
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with a look of shock. Gustave, who loved to talk about his 

Russian grandmother and who thrust out his chest as soon as 

Alissa mentioned a culinary dish, as if it were his babushka who 

had invented it, and not the intermingling of appetites from the 

East and the West. Vincent, who anxiously took note of 

everything the teacher said, and Sofie, Lars, Jasper, Dadou, the 

rowdy ones in the back row. 

And Kirem. Always sitting as close to the door as 

possible, like his brother before him. 

During the very first class, in front of everybody, he had 

asked in their language, that guttural language that Alissa had 

promised herself never to use again: 

‘Madame, are you Chechen?’  

She had denied it, in a voice that was a bit too strident. 

And had added in Russian:  

‘This is a Russian class. Either we speak Russian, or we 

don’t talk.’ Kirem never uttered another word. 

He was a strange child, an inverted copy of his brother, 

Oumar, whom she’d had in class two years earlier. They might 

well resemble each other like two drops of water, but their 

personalities were diametrically opposed. As much as his 

brother was sunny, affectionate, always ready to participate and 

help distribute papers, so Kirem had very quickly made himself 

forgettable and hateful, his eyes shifty and furtive. Like slots 

from which one prepares to draw, even if Alissa had soon 

understood that he preferred to save his ammunition. Only once 

had she caught him asleep during class: with his face suddenly 

peaceful, he looked like his brother. His curls had slid to the 

side and on his left temple she’d glimpsed a white scar on dark 

skin, a demarcation line set off against a pinkish no man’s land. 

The still slightly blistered skin seemed swollen with hatred. 
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Kirem dressed in black, every day, no exceptions, in 

loose shapeless clothes as if he wanted to disappear inside them. 

The other students didn’t talk to him and refused to sit next to 

him. In words thrown in paper wads that Alissa intercepted, 

they called him schizoid, autistic, blocked. They’d also tell him: 

‘Go back where you came from, we need no Muslims here,’ and 

when she read that Alissa shivered.  

Yes, he was a mystifying boy. He’d hand in the 

homework written in perfect Russian but when it was a matter 

of a surprise quiz refused to answer the questions. He’d hand in 

entire pages that had no rhyme or reason, written in a spidery 

scrawl and in Chechen.  

‘This is a Russian class. You are to write in Russian.’ 

She’d preached to him repeatedly, then gave up. She felt 

as if she were witnessing a voluntary shipwreck conducted in 

stubborn silence. To keep a cool head, Alissa decided not to 

read his quizzes anymore, but to make do with putting a red zero 

on his work as soon as she read the first words in Chechen. She 

tried not to compare him to his brother Oumar but all it took 

was his smile in the hallway for her to remember her favorite 

student. How could a same family produce two such different 

children? Had Kirem survived the attack? 

She briefly saw herself stare at empty seats in a class. 

Call the roll and skip some names. 

She felt the need to retch and got out of the car to throw 

up on the asphalt. 

 


