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            ‘… He drifted …

         

         ‘… He drifted around on his raft for days, without a drop to drink. He was dying of thirst, because the water of the ocean is salty. He hated the water that he couldn’t drink. But when his raft was struck by lightning and caught fire, he scooped up the hateful water with both hands to try and put out the flames!’

         The teacher was the first to laugh, and finally the whole class joined in.

         Then the bell rang. The children got up from their desks. Henri Osewoudt was half a head shorter than all the other boys. They trooped down the corridor in single file, breaking into a run as they reached the exit.

         Mulling over the teacher’s story, Osewoudt became separated from the others by the arrival of a blue tram. He didn’t bother to catch up with them once the tram had passed. His eyes lit on the no overtaking sign which he read every day as he came out of school. The sign stands at the entrance to the narrow high street. The street is so narrow that the tramlines sidle towards each other until they overlap in a single track. Trams coming from opposite directions have to wait for their turn to cross the centre of Voorschoten.

         The tobacco shop kept by Osewoudt’s father was at the other end of the high street, not far from the point where the tramlines diverge again. Drawing level with the School with the Bible, 8 he saw a crowd gathering by the entrance to his father’s shop: neighbours jostling and chattering and craning their necks to peer inside. Two policemen were standing by.

         Turlings the chemist caught sight of Osewoudt, left the crowd and came hurrying towards him.

         ‘Quick, take my hand, Henri! You must come with me. You can’t go home now! There’s been an accident, a dreadful accident!’

         Osewoudt said nothing, took the extended hand and allowed himself to be led away. The street was choked with people. Turlings pulled him along so quickly that he couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he was sure it was about him.

         ‘Has something happened to Mother?’

         ‘Poor lad! It’s too awful for words! You’ll hear about it later. A dreadful accident!’

         ‘Is Father dead?’

         ‘How could you say such a thing? It’s awful! Awful!’

         Turlings’ shop was close to the tram stop, diagonally across from the tobacco shop belonging to Osewoudt’s father. Osewoudt looked back, but all he could see were the people and the other no overtaking sign, identical to the one at the far end of the high street.

         They went inside, and the chemist took him through to the room at the back of the shop. The chemist’s wife wore a white lab coat. She ran to him.

         ‘Oh you poor boy! What a terrible accident!’

         She kissed him on the top of his head, fetched him a roll of liquorice sweets from the shop and sat him down on a chair by the stove, which was not burning.

         There was a smell of cough drops and chamois leather, even in the living room. 9

         ‘How dreadful! How could anyone do a thing like that? Poor boy! Poor, poor boy!’

         Osewoudt took a sweet from the roll he’d been given.

         ‘Did Mother do it?’

         ‘What on earth …? How does he know?’ the wife said to her husband. ‘And he’s not even crying!’

         Turlings bent down and told Osewoudt: ‘Your uncle will be coming to fetch you in a while. He’ll be taking you to Amsterdam.’

         He went back into the shop and made a telephone call.

         
             

         

         ‘Mama! There’s blood on the street! I saw it!’

         Their son Evert was twelve years old, the same age as Osewoudt, but he attended the School with the Bible.

         ‘Did you see my mother?’

         ‘Hush, the pair of you! Evert, go and wash your hands before you have your supper.’

         It was beginning to smell of potatoes and cabbage in the room.

         The chemist, his wife and their son took their seats at the table, leaving Osewoudt by the stove. He had stopped asking questions, just put one liquorice after another into his mouth.

         The chemist and his wife said grace out loud before beginning; Evert read a passage from the Bible when they got to the pudding. Finally, thanks were given, also aloud.

         It was past closing time when Uncle Bart rang the doorbell. The chemist’s wife let him in. He was clutching his hat in one hand and a white handkerchief in the other.

         ‘How did it happen, Uncle? Tell me. I’m a big boy now, Uncle!’

         ‘Your father’s not well,’ Uncle Bart said, ‘and they’ve taken your mother to the institution, like five years ago, remember?’ 10

         Outside, darkness had already fallen. They boarded the tram to Leiden. Osewoudt looked out of the window, and when they passed his father’s shop he saw that all the lights were out.

         He tugged at Uncle Bart’s sleeve.

         ‘I don’t believe Father’s ill, how could he have got ill at the same time as Mother?’

         ‘That’s enough, Henri. I’m not prejudiced. I’ll tell you everything, all in good time.’

         ‘Mother often said she’d kill Father with the crowbar.’

         ‘The crowbar?’

         ‘The crowbar that’s kept under the counter, Uncle. It’s a crowbar at one end and a hammer at the other.’

         ‘What a thing to say! Your mother isn’t well. Try to think about something else. You’ll be staying with us for a while. You can go to school in Amsterdam. You’ll like that, won’t you?’

         They took the tram all the way to Leiden station, where they caught the train to Amsterdam.

         ‘Teacher told us a story this afternoon,’ Osewoudt said. ‘It was about a shipwreck and a sailor on a raft. He had nothing to drink, and he hated the ocean because the water was salty. But then his raft was struck by lightning and he scooped up the water even though he hated it, to put out the fire.’

         ‘And did he put out the fire?’

         ‘He may have done, but he died anyway, of thirst. We had a right laugh.’

         ‘Does your teacher often tell you stories like that?’

         ‘Hello Aunt Fie!’

         ‘Hello Henri! Poor lamb.’

         She kissed him at length, but she didn’t smell nice.

         ‘Hello Ria!’

         ‘Hello Henri.’ 11

         Ria hugged him just as long as her mother had, but she smelled much nicer.

         Uncle Bart said: ‘He’s looking forward to going to school in Amsterdam. Off to bed with you now, Henri! Ria will show you the way.’

         Ria was nineteen years old. She led Osewoudt up two narrow flights of stairs to a small room with a made-up bed. She showed him where to put his clothes and where to wash. He got undressed and had a wash, but when he lay in bed he couldn’t sleep. He heard his uncle and aunt go to bed, then the door opened a little and Ria looked in.

         ‘What’s this? Light still on? Not asleep yet?’

         ‘I’m scared.’

         She pushed the door wide open and pointed behind her to the landing below.

         ‘That’s my bedroom, down there. You can come to me if you like, if you have trouble sleeping.’

         When he went to her she was in bed.

         ‘Here, get under the covers or you’ll get cold.’

         As soon as he was in bed with her she switched off the light.

         ‘My mother always lets me get into bed with her, too.’

         He began to sob.

         She slipped her arm beneath his head.

         ‘I’ve always wanted a little brother. You can stay with me tonight. Nobody will notice. Anyway, Papa won’t mind.’

         ‘He wouldn’t tell me how it happened. Won’t you tell me?’

         ‘I don’t know either, Henri. You shouldn’t think about things like that.’

         ‘I’d like to know.’

         ‘Don’t you think my hair smells nice?’

         ‘Yes, it smells nice, but I’m scared.’ 12

         ‘Try and get some sleep.’

         I can’t.’

         ‘You’re just a little boy.’

         ‘No I’m not. I’m a big boy, I’m just small for my age, and that’s not my fault.’

         ‘Oh? You’re a big boy, are you? Are you quite sure? If you’re such a big boy, then why don’t you give me a kiss?’

      

   


   
      
         
            He went outside …

         

         He went outside with Ria and looked back at the house. ‘It’s such a long time since I was here last,’ he said. ‘I’d forgotten what it looked like.’

         It was a tall, narrow canal house. Beside the door was a black marble plaque with gilt lettering: bellincoff ltd., haberdashers.

         ‘Why doesn’t it say Nauta?’

         ‘Bellincoff’s just the name of the firm.’

         ‘Why does it say haberdashers? Is that the same as birds’ feathers?’

         ‘No, it says haberdashers, but practically the only things Papa sells is birds’ feathers.’

         ‘Can it make you rich?’

         ‘Papa does quite well out of it. A hat with feathers costs an awful lot of money, and not many people wear hats with feathers these days. So Papa’s the only one in Amsterdam still selling feathers.’

         ‘Why is the street along this canal called Oudezijds Achterburgwal? What does it mean?’

         ‘It means that this was a rampart in the old days.’

         ‘Why are those ladies sitting in the windows wearing pink petticoats?’

         ‘They’re ladies who do it for money.’

         ‘What do they do for money?’ 14

         ‘They’re nice to men.’

         ‘Like you’re nice to me?’

         ‘Shut up, will you? Or I won’t let you near me again, do you hear?’

         
             

         

         Uncle Bart thought Osewoudt should go on to university when he was old enough, so he sent him to secondary school.

         Osewoudt proved to be an amenable but quiet pupil.

         Every night he slept in Ria’s bed. When he turned fifteen he realised he found her ugly. And then he also realised why the other boys’ furtive gossip didn’t interest him. Why listen to ill-informed whisperings about things he had been doing for ages, night after night, without any qualms? This wasn’t what worried him, what did worry him was that he was apparently the only one doing these things, and also that Ria was the only girl who would let him do them. He thought of ways of getting rid of her, but getting rid of her was not the main thing, the main thing was how to replace her.

         
             

         

         Somewhere near Landsmeer, not far from Amsterdam, he found a spot quiet enough for his purpose.

         They got off their bikes and lay down in the lee of the dyke. The girl’s name was Clelia Bieland.

         ‘You’re revolting!’

         ‘Revolting? But my uncle says it’s a matter of natural selection!’

         She jumped up, grabbed her bike and rode off as fast as she could.

         
             

         

         The next day he was summoned by the principal. For a secondary-school principal the man was remarkably young. 15

         ‘Look here, Osewoudt, Clelia Bieland’s father complains you’ve been telling his daughter smutty stories.’

         ‘But sir, I only told her what my uncle says about natural selection …’

         ‘I know your uncle very well, as it happens. Bart Nauta. Good man; used to be a Communist. He feels bad about having turned his back on a revolution which, in its pure form, has long ceased to exist. He realises that, but he’s sorry all the same. Puts out the flag on the queen’s birthday, votes and pays his taxes like everybody else, but tries to ease his conscience by clinging desperately to ideals that don’t stand much of a chance in society at large: abstinence from spirits, no smoking, and discussions about sexual liberation. Hard ideals to live up to, at least for anyone who’s addicted to drink and tobacco and lives a monogamous life. What good would they do anyway? Your uncle talks about natural selection, but the books he reads are all out of date.’

         ‘What about anti-militarism, then?’

         ‘Anti-militarism? Germany and the Soviet Union are busy building the mightiest armies the world has ever seen! Hitler wants to conquer the whole world, ditto Russia. Are we to be anti-militarists and let ourselves be killed off as saints? Don’t get me wrong, your uncle’s a fine man, but don’t believe everything he says. Promise?’

         The principal held out his hand.

         
             

         

         After school he saw Clelia Bieland cycling off with another boy, the same age as him but a head and a half taller.

         That same week he joined a judo club. He stopped taking down books from his uncle’s shelves. He did his homework with listless diligence, got reasonably good marks, but he was 16 only really interested in judo. Sometimes he thought of paying a visit to one of the whores along Oudezijds Achterburgwal, but although he knew several by their first names – they were neighbours, after all – none of them ever came on to him. And why put himself out? At night, after his uncle and aunt had gone to bed, he would rumple his sheets and creep down to Ria’s room.

      

   


   
      
         
            Exactly how…

         

         Exactly how his mother had killed his father he still did not know.

         One Ascension Day he went on his own to his childhood home in Voorschoten. First he took the blue tram to Haarlem. There he changed to another blue tram, which took him to Leiden. In Leiden he caught yet another blue tram in the direction of The Hague.

         He got off in Voorschoten, at the north end of the high street. He took in the surroundings as if he were a stranger. There stood the house with the municipal coat of arms on the front: three chewed fingernails. In the same building, or in an annexe, were the school he had attended and the police station. Slightly closer to the centre was the Reformed Protestant church, with its steeple like an upright Zeppelin. Further along rose the medieval tower of the St Willibrord church. He headed towards the narrow high street, his eyes fixed on the no overtaking sign.

         
             

         

         The tram he had travelled on came past, darkening the street. Each house smelled of crime and murder. He looked in all the windows, but there weren’t any whores. He felt as if something awful would befall him. At the tobacco shop he slowed down, but didn’t dare stop. Blinds covered the door and the display window. eureka cigars and cigarettes, it said in silver 18letters on the glass; had the E and K been just as tarnished in the old days?

         
             

         

         Sluimer’s garage, next door to the tobacco shop, was closed. Across the way was a new sweet shop belonging to the C. Jamin chain. The small white building opposite the other tram stop still had a sign saying central shoe repairs. Central, they called it … yet it was at the far end of the high street, by the stop where the tramlines diverged again.

         Should he step into the chemist’s and see how Evert Turlings was doing? But just then a tram from The Hague arrived, and Osewoudt got on, feeling as if he’d shaken off a pursuer. He took a window seat and stared outside. Again he went past the tobacco shop. He now saw, along the top of the display, a yellow sign: north state cigarettes.

      

   


   
      
         
            His Aunt Fie …

         

         His aunt fie did not like him.

         She often received women friends, and he began to notice that they stopped talking the moment he entered the living room.

         He therefore often gave in to the temptation to linger in the passage and put his ear to the door when his aunt had visitors.

         ‘Don’t you ever worry about him?’

         ‘Well, what can I say, with a mother like that? It’s a wonder he’s alive at all.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘Didn’t I tell you? He was a seven-months baby. Yes, and do you know, he wasn’t even born properly. His mother just dropped him into the po one day, along with her stools.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Well, he looks it, too.’

         ‘He won’t make old bones, I shouldn’t think.’

         ‘That pale girlish face of his, and the wispy fair hair.’

         ‘Is he really getting on for seventeen?’

         ‘Yes, and still not shaving.’

         ‘What? My boy was shaving at fourteen!’

         ‘Well, it isn’t normal, is it? He got off to a bad start. We’ll have to wait and see whether he grows into a proper man.’

         ‘Does he step out with girls at all?’

         ‘Girls? He’s just not interested!’ 20

         Osewoudt looked in the mirror and touched his cheeks, which were still soft, fleshy and smooth. At school he would glance about in case anyone was laughing at him, prick up his ears when his classmates huddled together, but they left him alone because they all knew he could wrestle any boy to the ground with ease, including the biggest. He was still a regular at the judo club. Doing judo was altering the shape of his feet, which were growing wide and very muscular in the arches so they resembled suction pads, on which he stood fast, unshiftable. Normal shoes no longer fitted him; he had to have special ones made to measure.

         A diminutive freak, a toad reared upright.

         His nose was more of a button than a nose. And his eyes, even when not focussing, seemed forever narrowed, as if he could only leer, not look normally. His mouth recalled the kind of orifice through which the lowest forms of life ingest their food, not a mouth that could also laugh and talk. And then there were his round cheeks, and the pale silky hair he kept cropped short in the vain hope that it would stick up.

         ‘What are you doing here? Why are you looking in the mirror?’

         ‘Oh, is that you? Nothing.’

         Ria grasped his head, saying: ‘Got something in your eye then?’

         ‘No, just looking in the mirror.’

         She gave him a kiss and thrust her groin against him. He now knew that she was too ugly to attract any other man, and also that she would otherwise have dumped him long ago. He also knew that she wouldn’t get pregnant, because there was no way she could.

         There was not a single part of her body that was not hard and bony to the touch. Her hair was the colour of wrapping paper, 21 her chin long and jutting, and her teeth were also too long. Her teeth were always on show, even when she wasn’t smiling, and she never smiled. They overlapped slightly, and rested permanently on her lower lip. Her teeth did not enhance her mouth, nor did they make it look fierce, they merely clamped it shut, rather like the clasp on a purse.

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘It’s definite now …

         

         ‘It’s definite now, isn’t it Papa, that they’re discharging Henri’s mother from the institution next month?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Then Henri and I have something to tell you. We’re getting married!’

         ‘Married?’

         ‘Henri and I have decided to get married, Papa. Henri wants to carry on his father’s business. We’ll take his mother to live with us over the shop.’

         ‘But Henri! Have you suddenly changed your mind about university?’

         Osewoudt said: ‘Suddenly? I gave up on the idea a long time ago. I don’t think I’m cut out for it. I’m eighteen years old and I want to stand on my own two feet. Who else will look after Mother?’

         His voice was still high-pitched, like a child’s.

         ‘But Henri …’

         Aunt Fie began to weep.

         ‘Ria!’ she sobbed. ‘You’re throwing your life away! You’re seven years older than him! And he’s your first cousin!’

         ‘Oh Mother, you can’t talk! You think I don’t know, don’t you?’

         ‘Don’t know what?’

         ‘That I was already two by the time you and Father got married! Took the pram with you to the registry office and left it with the porter!’ 23

         ‘You don’t understand a thing, Ria. Your father was an idealist!’

         ‘Listen, Ria,’ said Uncle Bart. ‘At heart I’ve always been against rules and regulations. And I still am!’

         ‘Oh Father, leave off. Who cares what anyone is at heart? Rules or no rules, you got married all the same!’

         ‘And I’m telling you it’s not going to happen!’

         Aunt Fie stood up and left the room.

         Before the month was out she died from a heart attack.

         Osewoudt and Ria were married on 25 August, 1939. Six days later the radio announced that Hitler had invaded Poland with aircraft and tanks.

         The tobacco shop was refurbished and painted at Uncle Bart’s expense. An electric connection was installed in the door frame to make a bell tinkle each time the door was opened or shut. The sales area was so small that the counter, which was by no means large, left scarcely any room to spare. All the woodwork was painted dark brown. The sliding doors to the back room were fitted with leaded panels of frosted glass. As a finishing touch, Osewoudt screwed a small plaque saying have you forgotten anything? to the inside of the shop door, just above the handle.

         They ate and sat in the back room. Upstairs were three small rooms, one for Ria and him, one for his mother, and the third for a student lodger. Moorlag had started out as a cabinetmaker in Nieuw-Buinen, but had felt so drawn to studying theology that he had taken a room in Voorschoten, from where he could commute to the university. He didn’t want to live in Leiden itself because he hadn’t yet matriculated, which disqualified him from sitting exams. Taking lodgings in the university town at this point seemed to him sacrilegious. 24 He was over thirty, studied day and night, but had failed to matriculate three times.

         
             

         

         Sometimes the three of them would go for an evening stroll, and once in a while Moorlag came along too. They went up the narrow high street, greeting the other shopkeepers left and right, stepping out of the way of the blue tram when it passed. When they reached the north end they sometimes went as far as the silver factory, but never further.

         ‘Mother, isn’t it rather tiring for you?’

         ‘What gave you that idea, my boy? I’m not an old woman.’

         ‘Of course not, but we’re all ready for bed,’ Moorlag would say.

         Then she would give in.

         Moorlag had a soothing influence on her. She sometimes got up in the middle of the night to wander around the house wrapped in a sheet, her face covered by a mask cut from an old newspaper. In a tone as if she were doing the dusting she would say: ‘There it is again, I’ll just chase it away.’

         On such occasions Moorlag was able to get her back to bed again with a few words.

         What was she chasing away? Osewoudt didn’t ask. He had never discovered how she had killed his father. She was an ordinary fifty-year-old woman with a girlish face covered in wrinkles and a mouth so thin it looked like just another wrinkle. She talked a lot about his father, and always quite matter-of-factly.

         ‘Then your father would say: you only get to kiss the queen if you use stamps costing five cents and over. Because the queen isn’t on the cheaper ones, he said. A kiss on the right, he said, because the left cheek’s on the front of the stamp. Always one for a laugh, your father.’ 25

         Her chortling reminded him of the squeak of chamois leather on a wet windowpane.

         On Sundays he sometimes took Ria and his mother to Ypenburg airfield. In the evenings they would listen to the radio. No one had much to say. They didn’t speak during meals. Shifting around on his chair, Osewoudt lifted the food to his mouth. His mind was focussed on strange visions: across the room there were railway tracks on which he made long trains thunder by. He imagined aeroplanes with roaring engines waiting outside the shop, or enormous field guns with jolting barrels firing non-stop.

         Osewoudt turned nineteen, and had the feeling that everything that needed doing had already been done. All the obstacles that would normally have stood in his way (other people spend a lifetime overcoming them) had already come down: his father, his aunt, both dead. Ria was a woman with whom he had done everything he could think of, including getting married.

         
             

         

         He was turned down for military service: he was half a centimetre too short.

         Once a week he spent an evening at his judo club in The Hague and another on drill practice with the Home Guard. He learned how to load an old rifle, he learned to drive a car, and on one occasion he got to fire an old revolver.

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘Henri! …

         

         ‘Henri! Who can be phoning us in the middle of the night?’

         The alarm clock said quarter past four. Outside it was already light. There was plenty of birdsong but also the drone of aircraft – several of them.

         Now he heard the phone ringing, too.

         ‘How should I know?’

         Osewoudt got out of bed and went downstairs. As he stepped into the shop he saw a big lorry full of soldiers drive past. The phone rang again.

         ‘Osewoudt tobacconists.’

         ‘Osewoudt, this is your Home Guard commander speaking! Get your uniform on and come to the town hall as quick as you can! It’s war! The Germans have attacked, they’re dropping parachutes all over the place. Come at once!’

         From the bottom of the stairs he shouted: ‘Ria! The Germans have attacked! They want me at the town hall!’

         He went to the back room and took his uniform from the cupboard. The uniform was dark green, like a forestry man’s. A German helmet went with it, army surplus from the Great War.

         Walking down the street, he hoped the Germans had adopted a new style of helmet in the interim. If they hadn’t, who knows what might happen to him?

         Three big, black aeroplanes appeared, flying low. Not far off 27he could hear the pounding of field guns. There were a lot of people about, talking and pointing at the sky.

         Until late afternoon he stood guard at the post office, where crowds were gathering to draw out their savings. From time to time the Germans left big white mushrooms behind in the blue, cloudless sky. The people pointed. Dutch soldiers on motorcycles came past on their way to investigate. The blue trams continued to run as usual. All Osewoudt was allowed to do was stand guard with an old rifle, on the sidelines as usual. In the blazing sunshine, to the accompaniment of birdsong, he was obliged to visualise the monstrous guns for himself. No one had any intention of attacking the post office.

         Afterwards, when he got home, he gummed strips of brown paper crosswise over the shop window.

         An army lorry pulled up outside. The soldiers jumped down and came into the shop. Osewoudt gave them everything they asked for and refused to take any money.

         ‘There’s no need for you to do that!’ said a lieutenant.

         ‘Why not? Just doing my bit. What would you like for yourself? Have these cigars.’

         The lieutenant looked at the price and gave Osewoudt one guilder. Then he said: ‘You develop and print photographs, don’t you?’

         He pointed to the cardboard sign hanging on the shop door. The sign had several snapshots pasted to it, and announced that rolls of film left in the letter box would be developed, printed, and ready for collection in forty-eight hours.

         The lieutenant took a roll of film from his pocket.

         ‘Just leave it to me,’ said Osewoudt. ‘I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise the pictures will be ready the day after tomorrow. What’s the name?’ 28

         ‘Dorbeck. With ck.’

         Osewoudt wrote ‘Dorbeck’ on the film, with ck.

         ‘My name is Osewoudt, with dt,’ he said, putting the roll in the drawer under the counter.

         ‘Then our names have something in common.’

         The officer shook hands with Osewoudt, looking him straight in the eye. Osewoudt noted that the man’s eyes were exactly level with his. They were grey-green eyes, and seemed surprised at what they saw. He had never felt anyone’s eyes on him in this way, except when he looked at himself in the mirror.

         ‘You’re the same height as me,’ Osewoudt said, ‘and I was turned down for military service.’

         ‘So was I, almost. But I stretched myself.’

         Dorbeck laughed. His white teeth were so even and close-set they looked like two transverse blades of ivory. His hair was black, and a shadow of stubble tinged his jawline with blue. This made his face look even paler, although there were spots of red on his cheekbones. He had a voice like a bronze bell.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘They don’t need to be ready the day after tomorrow, as I shan’t be back by then. But I’ll be back, you can be sure of that.’ He walked out of the shop and jumped into his lorry.

         Osewoudt followed him with his eyes. When he turned round he saw Ria standing between the sliding doors.

         ‘Who was that?’

         ‘Oh, nobody in particular.’

         ‘He looked exactly like you, the way a photo negative looks like the positive.’

         ‘He was passed for military service and I wasn’t.’

         ‘No wonder. You look as much like him as a pudding that hasn’t set properly looks like a … let’s see … like a pudding 29 that has set properly. What a scream! Did you let them all go off without paying?’

         ‘What business is that of yours? You take money from the till without asking.’

         ‘Yes, I do! It’s my father’s money! I can do what I like with it! Who do you think you are? What would you and your mother live on if you hadn’t married me?’

      

   


   
      
         
            The Germans …

         

         The germans arrived in the backs of dusty lorries. The blue tram service had to stop running. The Germans wore the same steel helmets as in the Great War. They confiscated the Dutch Home Guard’s helmets, as well as their uniforms, pistols and old rifles.

         Soon the blue tram was running to its normal schedule again. Everything returned to normal, only things were somewhat busier for a while.

         Two days later a Dutch army officer on a motorcycle stopped in front of Osewoudt’s shop. When he dismounted, Osewoudt saw it was Dorbeck.

         Dorbeck dropped the motorcycle halfway across the pavement and went into the shop.

         ‘Sorry, your film isn’t ready yet,’ said Osewoudt. ‘I don’t do the work myself, it’s done by somebody in The Hague, but he hasn’t called – because of the war, I expect.’

         ‘Doesn’t matter.’

         Dorbeck sat with one thigh propped on the counter.

         ‘Is there anyone back there?’ he asked, glancing at the sliding doors.

         ‘No, my mother’s in bed and my wife is out.’

         ‘Good. I thought of you because you’re the same height as me. I need you to lend me a suit. I want to get rid of this uniform. I can’t go and give myself up as a prisoner of war. I 31 know Holland has capitulated, but that doesn’t mean to say I have. I’ll capitulate in my own good time.’

         Osewoudt went to the room at the back where the wardrobe stood. Dorbeck followed him, already undoing the buttons of his tunic.

         ‘There was some trouble. What happened was this: I’m on my way to Rotterdam. There’s a bunch of sodding German paratroopers blocking the road. Shots are fired, vehicle kaput, my whole division incapacitated. The Germans make me hand over my pistol and take me with them. But then the bombs start falling and I escape. I flag down one of our trucks and get to Rotterdam. I walk down a street, don’t hear any more bombs, but what do I see? One house after another bursting into flames, just like that. I ask myself how this can be. Great crowds everywhere, people pushing prams loaded with bedding, people with pushcarts and bicycles. Everyone running and shouting. I spot two men in brown overalls. I know right off what their game is, and I stop them. Krauts, of course! They give me a long spiel. Say they’re paratroopers, that they were captured two days ago by our marines and taken to an ordinary prison, for want of a better place, where they were stripped of their uniforms and made to wear those brown overalls instead. When the bombing started the prison governor opened the gates, which is how they came to be walking the streets again.

         ‘Do you know what I told them? I said: what do you take me for? For an idiot who never reads the papers? The pair of you were smuggled into the country on some freighter before the invasion began! You’re saboteurs! You can start saying your prayers if you’re that way inclined, because you’re about to meet your Maker! 32

         ‘I happen to see three of our soldiers carrying rifles, and I get them to finish off those two jokers pronto. If I’d had my service pistol I’d have done it myself!’

         The wardrobe was still open. Dorbeck reached inside for a pair of shoes. His boots thudded to the floor. He knotted one of Osewoudt’s ties around his neck and went back into the shop.

         ‘Hey!’ Osewoudt called after him. ‘Don’t you want an overcoat? It gets cold on a motorbike.’

         ‘No need, and thanks a lot. Hide the uniform. I’ll send your suit back as soon as I can.’

         Dorbeck righted his motorcycle and started the engine.

         ‘Where did you get that motorbike?’

         ‘Commandeered it!’

         He laughed, the engine roared. As he rode off he threw Osewoudt a look over his shoulder.

         Osewoudt gathered up the uniform and the boots and took them down to the cellar, where he hid them beneath a pile of old packing material.

      

   


   
      
         
            Evert Turlings …

         

         Evert turlings returned from the prison camp with a deep suntan.

         ‘Fine chaps, those Germans, Osewoudt! Another three months and they’ll have beaten England too! It’s the strongest army in the world! Hitler’s a genius! Who’d have thought he’d let all the POWs go?’

         The chemist’s son helped himself to a packet of cigarettes without asking, and tore it open.

         ‘I’m completely converted,’ he said. ‘They’ve taught us a lesson and we’d better take it to heart! We’ve seen what a rotten democracy is worth. The whole lot packing off to London, leaving the fighting army in the lurch. It was criminal to make us fight the Germans without weapons, without aircraft, without anything. And then running away the moment things go wrong! I’ve got the message. It’s the dawn of a new age, all the little states will have to go. We’re heading for a united Europe. A Europe led by Germany, of course. The Germans have shown what they’re worth, they’re entitled to take the lead. The more we Dutch get together with the Germans, the better it’ll be. Hitler’s good-hearted. The Germanic brother folk, that’s what he calls us. He praised the Dutch rank and file for their bravery, he’s released the POWs. There’s work to be done, he said, and he’s right.’

         ‘I’ve no head for politics,’ said Osewoudt. 34

         ‘You’re not the only one here in Holland. Did you read about that officer?’

         ‘What officer?’

         ‘In the paper last night. While Rotterdam was being bombed, a Dutch army officer ordered two innocent German POWs to be shot in the street, just like that. The very idea! Hitler’s too good-hearted, I’m telling you! That officer’s got a lot coming to him when they catch him. Shooting harmless POWs! Only a Dutchman would do that. Turns tail on the battlefield at the first shot, but doesn’t think twice about shooting defenceless POWs. He’d better give himself up as soon as possible. Otherwise the whole Dutch nation will be made to pay.’

         ‘Perhaps we’re not a very manly nation,’ Osewoudt said, lowering his eyes.

         Turlings slipped the cigarettes into his pocket and reached for the handle of the shop door.

         ‘I’ll be back! Bring you a couple of interesting articles from Volk en Vaderland, good plain-speaking stuff. It’s a month now since the capitulation, and it’s time to take a stand. Stop and think – that’s the watchword these days!’

         The door opened, setting off the electric bell. Evert Turlings left and the bell tinkled again.

         Just as Osewoudt turned back towards the counter, the bell tinkled for a third time.

         There stood Dorbeck. He wore a pale grey summer suit that looked brand new. He did not give the impression of being as short as Osewoudt. He came in, leaving the door open. He deposited a large parcel wrapped in brown paper on the counter.

         ‘Morning, Osewoudt, I’ve brought your suit back.’ 35

         ‘Dorbeck! Do you know they’re looking for you? There’s a bit about you in the paper.’

         ‘They can look wherever they like. If I don’t want them to find me, they won’t.’

         ‘Do you want the uniform back?’

         ‘No, never mind about that.’

         ‘That’s easy for you to say, but I don’t know what to do with it either,’ muttered Osewoudt, heading for the sliding doors.

         But when he returned with the uniform over his arm, Dorbeck had gone. The door was still open.

         Osewoudt dumped the uniform on the counter and went out into the street. Just then the blue tram slowly came past, blocking his view. He didn’t see Dorbeck in the tram either, but that didn’t mean to say he wasn’t on.

         The sun shone. It was a fine day. There were people walking about, including some unarmed German soldiers. It was almost as if nothing had changed, as if things would stay the same for ever. Maybe Evert Turlings had a point. And maybe even now Dorbeck was on his way to give himself up. Osewoudt took the uniform, put the shop door on the latch, and went out into the back garden. He used the coal shovel to dig a hole in the ground, wrapped the uniform in newspaper and buried it.

         Not until evening did he get to open the parcel Dorbeck had left behind. It turned out to contain more than his Sunday suit. There were also two metal canisters, a ten-guilder note, and a typed message: Osewoudt, develop these films asap. No need for prints. Cut them into strips, put in an envelope and send to: E. Jagtman, Legmeerplein 25, Amsterdam. Post them tomorrow night at the latest.

         Osewoudt examined the canisters and saw they were not ordinary films but so-called Leica films. Not that he was an expert. 36

         That same evening he went to The Hague, to see the man who had given him the cardboard sign about developing and printing for his shop. But when he arrived at the address there was another name on the door, and nobody answered when he rang. Try a different photographer? He didn’t know any, and besides they would be closed by now. In Voorschoten there was only Turlings the chemist who knew anything about photography. Ask him to do it? But what about his son?

         
             

         

         And so Osewoudt decided to have a go himself. He’d developed the odd film or two back at school. In the cellar he found a red lamp that had belonged to Uncle Bart, and a couple of bowls in a crate. All he needed now was the chemicals. He didn’t dare buy them from the chemist. So the following morning he cycled over to Leiden, having asked his mother to look after the shop as Ria was in bed with flu.

         When he returned half an hour later, the shop was closed. Even the blinds over the window and the door had been lowered, which he never did in the old days. Since the invasion, though, he had been obliged to lower them after dark because of the blackout. His mind went back to that Ascension Day when, aged fifteen, he had come to scout around Voorschoten for clues to his father’s murder, and had seen the shop looking exactly as it did now. He was overcome by a sense of all being lost – what he had lost he couldn’t tell – as he put the key in the lock. His mother opened the door, saying she had heard him coming. In a rage, he fell to raising the blinds, but the cord of the blind over the door snapped, so it stayed down.

         His mother declared that she had let the blinds down to keep out two men, two men who had a message from somebody called Dorbeck which they wanted to pass on to Osewoudt in 37 person. She had said he didn’t live here any more, that the name on the shop meant nothing. After that she had locked the door and lowered the blinds. ‘Clever of me, wasn’t it, my boy?’ She was greatly excited. He almost had to force her to go back to bed, and on the stairs she burst into tears, saying she had felt it coming and that it had to be stopped, stopped.

         ‘You won’t help me! Packing me off to bed like this as if I’m ill! You’ll come to grief if you don’t listen to me!’

         She ranted on, but nothing she said gave him any idea of what the two men might have wanted to tell him from Dorbeck. When they did not return in the afternoon, as he had hoped, he decided they had probably only come to ask if the films were ready. Straight after supper he went down to the cellar, dissolved the developer and the fixing salt in tap water and lit the little red oil lamp. Muddled visions of German defensive works, artillery positions, airfields, photostats of secret weapons and other classified material flashed across his mind as he took the first film from its canister. His heart raced, he could scarcely breathe imagining everything that was about to be revealed thanks to a bit of simple chemistry, pictures that would be pored over by the Military Command in London. But when he started unrolling the film he broke out in a sweat. He gauged its length to be two metres. The celluloid was very stiff; it kept slipping from his fingers, coiling around him like a snake.

         He struggled on; no images appeared. He tried holding the strips up to the red light. Nothing happened, other than that the films, which were milky white to start with, turned completely black. Finally he hung them up to dry and went to bed. When he looked at them again in the morning all he could see was dark smudges. He cut the strips into sections 38 and put them in an envelope, which he laid in the drawer under the counter. But because he assumed they’d be no good and didn’t want to appear totally inept, he did something that could be interpreted as a deed of desperation: he withdrew his working capital (600 guilders) from the bank, went to The Hague, stepped into a camera shop and within five minutes had bought himself a Leica, which he paid for in cash. He took the tram to Scheveningen in the hope of photographing German military installations: anti-aircraft batteries, army encampments and vessels being fitted for the invasion of England. But when he got there he saw very little of potential interest. There were indeed a few ships in the harbour, but he had no idea whether they had anything to do with the impending German offensive against England. He photographed a few lorries on the off-chance, and also took a picture of the German sentry outside the prison. This was seen by the German. Instead of raising the alarm, he stood yet more stiffly to attention. Osewoudt returned home having taken no more than six photos, none of which he thought would be of any use. He was supposed to have sent off Dorbeck’s films the day before. As a last resort he took the envelope containing the botched negatives from the counter drawer, wrote E. Jagtman, Legmeerplein 25, Amsterdam on the front, stuck a stamp on it and dropped it in the letter box. For the next few days he left his mother in charge of the shop, only returning home at night to sleep. He wandered around taking photos at random, for what purpose he did not know. No Germans took any notice of him, which strengthened his feeling that he could not have photographed any location of significance, simply because he was so ignorant about military affairs. But in any case he would be able to show Dorbeck he had tried 39 his level best not to let him down. After three days he felt he had sufficient grounds for a reprieve, should he be called to account. Besides, he had run out of ideas about what to photograph (the first film still wasn’t used up). If they came again and said: what’s going on? We send you two rolls of film for which people risked their lives and all you do is ruin them – he would be able to prove he had spared neither money nor effort to repair the damage. He went back to running the shop. No one came. One evening a week later there was a storm. In between thunderclaps he heard a ring at the door. He crossed to the front but couldn’t see who it was. He decided to take the chance and unlocked the door, turning the light switch at the same time. But the light didn’t come on.

         It was Dorbeck, in a long raincoat, dripping wet.

         ‘Dorbeck, the photographs—’

         Dorbeck placed the flat of his left hand against Osewoudt’s chest and pushed him backwards. Tight-lipped, he barely looked at Osewoudt. He shut the door behind him and strode to the darkest part of the shop, at the back by the sliding doors.

         ‘Where’s your wife?’

         ‘Upstairs, in bed with flu. The photos—’

         ‘Is there anyone else around?’

         ‘No, but listen—’

         ‘I’m sorry you went to all that trouble for nothing. The films were worthless. They were put into our hands by a German provocateur. There was nothing on them, of course. I sent two people to tell you, but your mother wouldn’t let them in. Did you know that?’

         ‘Yes, but—’

         ‘I haven’t much time. I need your help. I want you to be in the waiting room of Haarlem station next Tuesday at 2.45 p.m. 40 Look out for me. I’ll be sitting at a table with someone else. Here …’ Dorbeck took Osewoudt’s hand and pressed a heavy object into it. ‘Here’s a pistol. Bring it with you.’

         Outside, the storm intensified, the shop grew even darker than before.

         ‘All right? I must go now,’ said Dorbeck.

         The pouring rain made a hissing sound. A flash of lightning lit up the interior, but not Dorbeck’s face, which was in Osewoudt’s shadow.

         ‘Hadn’t you better wait for the rain to stop?’

         ‘No time. Catch you later.’

         Dorbeck went round the counter towards the door and out into the street. Just then the electric light came on of its own accord. A long slab of light fell across the black asphalt paving.

         Osewoudt put his head round the door to look for Dorbeck, but couldn’t see him anywhere.

         ‘What’s the idea? Don’t you know there’s a blackout?’

         A policeman with a bicycle stood in the next doorway, water pouring from his cap.

         ‘So sorry, officer, I was just showing someone out. I tried turning the light on five minutes ago, but the current was down. And now it’s suddenly come on again.’

         Osewoudt turned the light switch.

         ‘I don’t think I’ve seen you before. Posted here recently, were you?’

         ‘Yes, not long ago,’ the policeman said. ‘Don’t let it happen again, sir.’

         
             

         

         The tramlines were still flooded with rainwater, but the sun shone. Osewoudt was halfway up a stepladder behind the door fixing the broken cord of the blind. Evert Turlings came past, 41 and pointed to the cardboard sign with the snapshots on it. He asked: ‘Get much call for that, do you?’

         ‘Not much. I don’t do the work myself, actually. I ought to take that sign down, because the bloke who did the developing for me has given it up.’

         ‘Good!’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I’m starting in the developing and printing business myself. So if anyone comes asking, just send them on to me. I’ll make you a present of some shaving soap! But you wouldn’t have any use for it would you, ha ha!’

         Osewoudt came down the stepladder, and asked: ‘Is it difficult to learn? I don’t know the first thing about it. Doing all that stuff in red light, don’t you get exhausted?’

         ‘Red light, did you say? That was how they did it in your grandfather’s day. Modern films are sensitive to all kinds of light, including red.’

         ‘So what happens if you develop them in red light?’

         ‘They go black, of course. They’re ruined.’

         ‘Is there no chance of getting them to turn out right after that?’

         ‘None at all. Why do you ask?’

         ‘Just wondering. What with everything they can do nowadays. What I mean is—’

         Evert Turlings squeezed his arm. He was almost a head and a half taller than Osewoudt.

         ‘We’re living in great age, in every respect. You’ll see. I was saying so to Ria only yesterday. How is she, anyway? Still in bed?’

         ‘Her temperature was down this morning.’

         ‘I’ll just pop in and say hello.’

         Evert Turlings squeezed past the stepladder into the shop.

      

   


   
      
         
            Tuesday, 23 July …

         

         Tuesday, 23 july was a sweltering day.

         At 1 p.m. Osewoudt locked up. He changed into a white shirt, white shorts and tennis shoes.

         In this outfit he walked along the high street, a rolled-up towel under his arm containing his swimming trunks wrapped round the pistol.

         He took the tram to Leiden, and there he took the train to Haarlem.

         At 2.45 sharp he entered the waiting room at Haarlem station. Dorbeck was occupying a table beside a tall potted palm; there was another man with him. Otherwise the waiting room was empty. Dorbeck laid his lighted cigarette on the ashtray, half rose from his seat, and signalled to him.

         Osewoudt went to the table, passing the towel from his right hand to his left. The other man, who had remained seated, looked up.

         He had a large, despondent head oozing perspiration. His black hair was slicked down from a centre parting. On the table in front of him lay a small briefcase.

         ‘This is Zéwüster,’ Dorbeck said.

         Osewoudt shook hands with him, but did not mention his own name.

         Zéwüster was at least thirty-five years old. He wore a thick suit of brown serge. 43

         ‘The address we’re going to,’ Zéwüster said, ‘is Kleine Houtstraat 32. Just follow me. Better stay a few paces behind. There’s a fish shop near there where I’ll wait for you. We go inside together. As soon as we’re in the living room, you shoot. Shoot whoever’s nearest to you. Mind you don’t make a mistake, because if we both shoot the same man the other one’ll take us out.’

         Dorbeck called the waiter and paid the bill.

         They all shook hands deliberately, as if they were saying goodbye for a long time, then left the waiting room. Dorbeck in the lead, Zéwüster following some ten metres behind. Osewoudt brought up the rear.

         When he emerged from the station, Osewoudt didn’t see Dorbeck anywhere. He could still see Zéwüster, though.

         Walking on opposite sides of the street, they went down Kruisweg and then on in a straight line. Osewoudt was in the shade, Zéwüster in the sun. How light Osewoudt felt in his tennis shoes, compared to Zéwüster! It was like being on another planet, where the force of gravity is only a fraction of the earth’s.

         Zéwüster’s wide body lumbered forward under the oppressive sun. The buttons of his jacket must all have been done up, for the thick fabric strained across his back and his pockets gaped. His left hand gripped the handle of the worn black briefcase. He held his arm pinned to his side, as if the briefcase contained dynamite that might explode at any moment, which gave him a strange, jerky gait. He did not look back.

         They came to the side street where the terminal for the blue trams to Zandvoort, The Hague and Amsterdam was. Zéwüster stopped outside a fish shop. He still didn’t look round, seemingly engrossed in the window display. Osewoudt crossed the 44 street and joined Zéwüster in front of the window. Walking side by side they came to a tree-lined square.

         ‘The public swimming pool’s over there,’ Zéwüster said. ‘You can take a dip as soon as we’re done. Was that what you had in mind?’

         ‘No, I just took the towel to make the folks in Voorschoten think I was going to the beach. The son of the chemist across the street is a Nazi.’

         Kleine Houtstraat 32 was on a corner. While Zéwüster rang the bell, Osewoudt looked in all directions, but didn’t see Dorbeck. The door opened almost at once, and a spongy, bald man with a red face stood before them in the hallway.

         ‘May we come in for a moment?’ Zéwüster said.

         Introductions and handshakes were apparently not expected. They filed down a cool but stale-smelling corridor. Zéwüster in front, then Osewoudt, and finally the man with the red face.

         The door at the end of the corridor was ajar. Zéwüster paused by this door for Osewoudt and the other man to catch up. The man with the red face pushed the door wide open and they went in.

         They found themselves facing a conservatory where, indistinct against the light, two figures rose from their chairs. Before they were fully upright Zéwüster said: ‘Aunt Amelia sends her regards,’ and immediately shots rang out. Osewoudt could no longer see a thing. He had his right hand in the rolled-up towel, which he held with his left hand to his chest like a muff, and through the towel he fired three shots at the red-faced man standing next to him. The man opened his mouth wide as if about to vomit, reached out to grab Osewoudt’s shoulders, but missed and fell to the ground. 45

         In the room hung a grey vapour that stank of cough drops.

         Osewoudt ran into the corridor with Zéwüster at his heels.

         Once outside, they saw Dorbeck across the street, bending over someone who was clinging on to his leg. Osewoudt saw Dorbeck kick the man’s head. That was all he saw. He ran back to the square, slowed down, and walked calmly to the swimming pool.

         The entrance hall of the swimming pool was crammed with maybe more than a hundred smelly German soldiers. Osewoudt leaned forward to the girl behind the ticket window.

         ‘Do you have a Wehrmacht card?’ asked the girl.

         ‘No.’

         ‘The pool is reserved for the German Wehrmacht today. Always is on Tuesday afternoons.’

         He walked evenly out of the building, glanced around and strolled in the direction of the tram stop at the junction. A tram was just moving off, to the accompaniment of long-drawn-out whistles. Osewoudt broke into a run and jumped on. Not until the conductor approached him did he notice that the tram was going to Zandvoort.

         He bought a return ticket to Zandvoort and headed for the ‘Smoking’ section. How could this be? There, sitting by the window, was the chemist’s son. Evert Turlings was looking outside, unaware of Osewoudt. Go up to him and start a conversation? No, better get off at the earliest opportunity. But Turlings was on the right-hand side of the car, and people sitting there tend to notice passengers getting off. So he would be bound to see Osewoudt.

         Osewoudt turned back and stayed in the ‘No Smoking’ section for the remainder of the journey. He had picked a seat as far away from the door as possible. At the Zandvoort terminal 46 he waited for everyone to get off. When at last he left the tram there was no sign of the chemist’s son.

         He would have preferred to return by the same tram, but didn’t dare. He might be recognised by the conductor, who would wonder why he had come to Zandvoort with a towel but hadn’t gone for a swim. Just the kind of detail that would come back to him when the police started offering a reward for his capture.

         So Osewoudt went down to the beach and sauntered along the seashore without bothering to take off his tennis shoes. He saw ships on the horizon; he also saw the black streaks his sweaty hands were making on the towel, and felt how tired they were from carrying the heavy object rolled up in it.

         After an hour he turned his back on the sea and returned to the tram terminal. There was Evert Turlings, coming towards him. Evert’s hair was sopping wet and plastered down on his head. Like Osewoudt, he carried a towel.

         ‘Henri! I saw you!’

         ‘No need to shout.’

         ‘I saw you having a fight with someone in Houtstraat!’

         ‘I didn’t have a fight in Houtstraat. I wasn’t there.’

         The Nazi son of the God-fearing chemist looked down on him for a moment or two, raising the corners of his mouth. Then he began to whistle.

         ‘You got changed quickly!’ he said. ‘You don’t fool me, you know.’

         ‘When would I have changed my clothes? Don’t be daft! I haven’t been anywhere near Houtstraat.’

         ‘You got changed. You were wearing a grey suit before, with long trousers.’

         ‘But I’ve been here for the past half-hour!’ 47

         ‘Liar! Otherwise you’d have been on the same tram as me coming here, and I didn’t see you.’

         ‘What does that prove? Trams take a lot of passengers.’

         ‘You only just got here. Your hair’s dry. You haven’t been for a swim.’

         ‘I was not involved in a fight in Houtstraat. You must have seen someone else. Where could I have changed, anyway?’

         Evert slapped him on the shoulder and laughed.

         They travelled back to Voorschoten together.

         
             

         

         That night Osewoudt could not sleep for the cramp in his left hand. From the moment he ran into the chemist’s son he had not dared transfer the towel with the pistol in it to his other hand.

      

   


   
      
         
            For a whole week…

         

         For a whole week he thought almost continually of Dorbeck, hoping to hear from him. But Dorbeck did not turn up, nor were there any messages or notes. Not a word about the incident in the newspapers either. He racked his brains for some way of getting in touch with Dorbeck, but couldn’t think of anything safe enough to try.

         One Sunday night he finally had an idea. He remembered the roll of film Dorbeck had given him when they first met, that day in May when the Germans invaded. It was still in the drawer under the counter, undeveloped. He went down to the cellar and fetched out the developer and the fixing salt left over from his first attempt. It was a film that could be developed in red light, the label said, so this time it worked. All at once pictures appeared on the wet celluloid. He saw:

         
            a big snowman with a helmet and a rifle

            three soldiers wearing gas masks, their arms round each other, in pyjamas

            a blurred image of someone who had moved during the exposure

            a bare-chested soldier manning an anti-aircraft gun

            another botched photo – several superimposed images.

         

         49 The last one was a snap of Dorbeck standing in a street with his arms around two girls. It was so sharp that he could make out the number of the house behind them: 32. Naturally he thought of the address Kleine Houtstraat 32. He held the film up to the lamp for a closer look.

         kleine hout he read at the edge, with some difficulty as the letters were in reverse. But it was the same house on the corner, there was no doubt about it.

         
             

         

         He cut the film into manageable lengths, laid them in the fixing bath, and was still holding the section with the picture of the house when the door opened and the electric light was switched on. It was his mother, in one of her strange get-ups. She gave him such a shock that he did not call out, only went up to her with the negative still in his hand. She stood half-way down the steps, draped in a sheet, with a hat folded from newspaper on her head. She said she could feel it again and had come to scare it away. She pointed to the red oil lamp and asked what he was holding. ‘Nothing,’ he said, looking down at the negative, and then he saw it had turned quite black. He put it in the fixing bath, switched off the light and took his mother up to bed. He lifted the witch’s cap off her head and screwed it up into a ball. When she was under the covers she began to sob, saying she couldn’t do anything for him now. Then she had an attack of the hiccups. He tried giving her water, but that didn’t help. Ria called ‘What are you up to?’ but didn’t venture upstairs. Moorlag was out. The doctor came, but achieved little. All night his mother was kept awake by the hiccups. He crawled into bed beside her. As he couldn’t sleep anyway, he got up every half-hour to look at the negative, in case something of an image had been saved after all. But the 50 next morning, inspecting it for the last time, there was nothing, not even when he held it up to the sun; no house number, no Dorbeck and no girlfriends. The other shots were all right, and he made a set of prints of them.
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