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The Rider 

by 

Jan van Mersbergen 

 

I stood sleeping. 

 Just a moment of dozing and dreaming and snoozing until those little wheels trrr-trrr 

came hobbling over the cobbles, a loud rattling sound prised my eyes open and I saw a man 

and a girl approaching along the path. There they go. 

 She’s pulling a suitcase behind her but it also looks as though the suitcase is pushing 

her over the cobbles, hop hop. The thing is grey, just like her coat and her tight trousers, her 

hair firmly tied in a ponytail. 

 Close behind her the man, his hands in his pockets, his steps big and slow. Straight 

on, hop. 

 Next to the railings some way down the road a car is hiding between the leaves of the 

bushes and the low branches of trees, everything still in full leaf. The man keeps on following 

the girl. 

 Somewhere between the chicken coop and the barn they stop. 

 The suitcase silent, the girl still has hold of the handle, the case stuck to her hand like 

a twig covered in resin. 

 Then the boss appears from behind the barn. He dries his hands on a rag. 

 The man doesn’t shake hands with the boss, he just says: Hello. 

 The boss clears his throat, shrrch, shrrch, and coughs: It’s been a while. 

 The man says: Yes, that’s true. 

 You said that on the phone too, says the boss, and the man nods and the boss looks at 

the girl and says: Sandra, you’re all grown up. 

 The girl says nothing but her face changes.  

 Then the boss looks at the suitcase and says: That’s the ugliest pink I’ve ever seen.  

 He often does that, calling grey red, or purple, or pink or whatever. 

 The man walks through the grass to the high fine chicken wire, one hand against it, 

fingers through the mesh. 

 Given up keeping chickens? he says 

 The boss says: No, I still do. 

 And immediately the chickens start scratching and clucking behind the door; they 

hear everything and react like dogs, first quietly and then when the boss moves the door 
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handle they cluck more loudly, as if doing it for the visitor. 

 The boss clacks his heels together and says: They’re not allowed out. 

 That’s sad, the girl hisses. 

 Not really, says the boss. 

 The girl sets the case upright, the handle high, and finally she lets go, the glue 

depleted, dissolved, the resin old and no longer sticky and strong. 

 The man swallows, then takes a deep breath, his chest pumping up like a tractor tyre. 

 He turns to the boss: So it’s okay? 

 Nothing’s changed here with me, says the boss. 

 The man breathes out and with his breath the words: She needs a bit of peace. 

 Fine, the boss says to him, and to the girl, a bit louder: Come. 

 That’s the way I know him: come, hop hup, clack clack with his tongue. 

 And again her fingers curl round the handle like birds’ feet and she pulls the suitcase 

behind her and walks with the boss; trrr trrr the wheels say again and when they get to the 

stone slabs the sound becomes slower: t-r-r-r. 

 Then the girl stops and says: Is that him? 

 That’s him, says the boss. 

 They both look at me. 

 He’s big, says the girl. 

 Her eyes bright and small. Everything grey about her, but those eyes are beautiful and 

strong and hard. She turns to one side and at her throat I see a flower and just behind her ear 

some curlicue markings: J&N – the leg of the first joined to the spur of the last. Scratches in 

her skin but dark and neat and very thin. 

 The suitcase isn’t making a sound now. Only her mouth moves, as if chewing the cud. 

 She says: Those chickens aren’t allowed out and he has to stay outside? Even when it 

rains? 

 The boss says: That bit of roof is enough. 

 And after a brief silence she says: So is it true what dad says? 

 What does he say? 

 That they’re special. 

 The old boss says: I don’t know what your dad’s been saying, but this one is certainly 

special. He listens. 

 The girl nods, as if listening is a special characteristic. The boss forgets to say that 

listening always starts with another who speaks. He was the one who spoke to me endlessly 
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from my first day here, and could tell I was listening. 

 What I do is indeed listen. Especially now the girl is here. I listen to the story of the 

old boss and the girl because no one else will. I listen because I hear more than the old boss 

and more than the girl and more than the two of them put together.  

 Just like the way the girl walked here, I trudged to this place a long time ago and then 

too someone asked if I could stay and then too the boss said yes. 

 Listen, but above all smell – that’s at least as important. There are two things I can 

smell very precisely: odours and fear. 

 This girl doesn’t carry any fear with her and her odour is like sugar, like willow bark, 

like the apples that bend low the thin branches of the apple trees on the far side of the mesh, 

apples the wasps devour. I can only smell her – the mesh keeps me at a distance. 

 Apples make the air sickly and heavy, especially in this season as long as the air is 

still warm, and she too smells warm, sweet, juicy, and suddenly I feel it pass through my 

body, that strong sweet odour that comes out of all her pores and hangs in her flanks in that 

grey shirt, unmistakably the odour of mares, hot and steaming. There they are again, they’re 

ravishing, and for a moment they trample my hearing and sight. That can sometimes happen. 

 Slobber. I feel it fall in long threads. That happens too. 

 

The boss and the girl walk past the window of the barn; she gets smaller but I can smell her 

still, a mare, fresh and high on her legs, her head majestic and cocksure, the snout straight. I 

sniff the air powerfully, pulling it in through my throat and neck, along my back and then 

down. It tingles in my balls. 

 The flies smell her too, and they’ve found her already and zoom and buzz around her 

in the warm air. She doesn’t flap them away, her head is still, her mouth now too. This girl is 

immune to flies. 

 The boss shows her the door, has her go ahead and holds the door open for her, then 

holds the strings with wooden beads aside too and then they’re out of sight. 

 He says: Just find a place, there are two unused rooms. 

 Two flies manage to follow her in through the bead-strings. The scent of honey and 

gleaming golden-yellow apples and finely crushed bay leaves and sage, nettles too, resinous 

as pine needles, moist and yet dry, all of that flutters across from the path that she didn’t 

deviate from and over the cobbles and low over the grass. It’s slowly evaporating, but a tail 

end is still there. 

 Just find a place. 
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 Again step-step but now the familiar steps with a slight drag to that one leg. Ssstep-

step, ssstep-step. The boss comes to stand next to the man, in front of the barn, silence all 

round. The flies don’t buzz, the curtains don’t move. 

 The man nods at me and says: So he’s still here? 

 He is, says the boss. 

 From the riding school, right? 

 The boss nods. That’s exactly the story, the old boss took charge of me then. 

 I recognize the white stripe on his nose, says the man. 

 He comes slightly closer. Not apples, not pine needles, it’s something anxious. 

Something that hangs around him like a far-too-thick scarf and buzzes about him like a 

persistent slow blowfly, impossible to shake off, impossible to chase away. However firmly 

the man stuffs his hands into his trouser pockets, however slow and sure his steps may be, he 

is afraid. 

 A blaze, says the boss and he raises one finger, directly in front of me. It’s called a 

blaze, that stripe. 

 I know that, says the man. 

 The boss’s hand approaches from the left to just in front of my nose and I smell 

freshly cut timber, he’s eaten something with peanuts this morning, and bread. A strong 

odour, stronger than the smell of fear. And then the hand disappears and the man says: I once 

read that they can’t see anything there, right in front of the blaze. They can see almost 

everything ahead and behind them but in this little bit here right between their eyes in front of 

the blaze they see nothing at all. 

 The boss nods, but not wholeheartedly. More to bring an end to the sermon, and I 

don’t blame him. All fabrications. It’s not about looking. Everything I see is blue and green 

and yellow and brown and grey and dun, so the difference between that blind spot and what I 

can see isn’t so great and the flies muddy the picture, constantly buzzing around that man. 

 It’s not a matter of what I hear, either, that’s just an alarm, nor about what I smell, 

which is mainly that bread with those peanuts. 

 It’s about touch, said the boss. The coat, those are countless stiff rough little feelers, 

all over. That’s how it is. Exactly. Touch me and I know all about you.  

 That’s how the boss spoke to me; he said not a word but he told me a lot. A hand 

against my flank or my throat, or against my mouth, above my nose, a few seconds is enough. 

The tip of your finger will do. 

 The man with his hands in his pockets; he thinks he knows it all and he’s still going 
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on about it. 

   I’ve also read, he says, that if you go horse riding, that it would be good for her, just 

what she needs. That’s why she’s here now.  

 As well as fearful this man is gullible and he needs a lot of words. 

 The boss wisely bites his tongue then says firmly: That does indeed strike me as good 

for her. 

 The curtains open again and the window too. She shouts: Christ all-fuck, I saw an 

animal. 

 The man says nothing. 

 The girl disappears again and the window slams shut. 

 The boss says: A mouse. I’ll just go and look. 

 He walks to the barn, where the mice have their crawl space, warm and low and 

sheltered. You catch one and two take their place. Just like flies. The boss has put traps out 

but I reckon there’s no bread left in them. 

 The man shuffles behind him a short distance. 

 Then he walks all the way to the drainage ditch and I can’t see him anymore but I do 

hear something plop into the water. Glubs and bubbles. The sound of a stone that first hits the 

surface with a dull noise and pushes the duckweed apart and is then swallowed up, both of 

them engulfed, the stone and the sound. 

 Afterwards a silence that I know so well and that’s much more exciting than that 

sound: the wait for another sound. In the silence it thrums. 


