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Pieter Posthumus had never seen so much blood.


‘Jesus,’ said someone behind him. He felt a hand nudge him in the back, pushing him into the room.


‘You’re used to it.’


‘We don’t usually see the bodies,’ said Posthumus. ‘Not like this.’


 


The night that Zig Zagorodnii was killed had begun quietly enough. June just over. The smell of linden blossom still hanging in heavy pockets in the air, catching you unawares as you rounded a corner. Muggy. It had been unseasonably rainy. Posthumus had cooked something Moroccan, a new direction for him – chicken and orange tagine. Then a glass or two of wine, sitting in his front window, looking out over the canal. 


At nine he’d decided to go down to De Dolle Hond. The weather seemed to be holding, or at least it would for the ten minutes the walk would take him. There was always a lull between the after-work and post-dinner crowds, even on a Friday. The café would be quiet. He could sit at the bar and chat with Anna before things got too busy. They hadn’t seen each other for a couple of days, had some catching up to do.


The Kesters, from the tobacconist’s around the corner were there. (When not? thought Posthumus.) He nodded a greeting as he came through the door. A few other regulars. The English couple who ran the snack bar near the Dam. The woman from the new boutique down the alley, at the fireplace with a friend. Paul de Vos at the bar, saying something that made Anna laugh. Posthumus gave a sour smile. The Fox Trio didn’t start till ten. He hoped that little fling of a few weeks back wasn’t flickering into life again. What Anna could see in a man whose chief reading was vintage X-Men comics perplexed him. 


‘Howdy pardner,’ said Paul. 


His urban cowboy image extended from the tip of his tongue to the toes of his embossed leather boots. Posthumus gave a dry nod and joined them, taking his usual stool, where the bar counter met the wall.


Paul hung on talking until the rest of the trio arrived, then sidled over to set up at the far end of the café. A couple of tourists came in, surprised at finding a place like De Dolle Hond on the edge of the red-light district. They sat silent over their drinks, bright-eyed, the girl taking photos with her phone – the Delft vases, the carved heads along the wainscot, bric-a-brac that was a legacy of three generations of Anna’s family. Leaning back against the wall, Posthumus settled into the cosy familiarity of it all. Anna poured him another drink, then went to serve a clutch of newcomers. Irene Kester nodded drowsily, almost in a doze. Paul began with a little riff on the piano, then turned on his stool to announce the first set.


‘Hey there, dudes and dudesses, good evening. For those of you who don’t know us yet, we are The Fox Trio . . .’


It was then that they heard it. Not so much a scream, as a wail.


‘Anna! Anna! Anna!’


Seconds later, Marloes from the guest-house next door was outside, banging so hard on the window that she cracked the glass.


 


Posthumus was first out of the café. Marloes stared at him, as if he were a stranger.


‘Zig. Zig,’ was all she said. 


There was blood on her cheek, down one side of her dress.


Posthumus ran. Past Marloes, past the painted-out street windows of the guest-house, and in the door. Straight up to the first floor, where the rooms were. He shot a glance around the small landing. One door open. On the right, at the back. He stepped over to it, and stopped dead in the doorway. A salvo of soles on wood, as others from De Dolle Hond followed him up the narrow stairs. 


There was blood everywhere. A dark pool beneath Zig’s head, where he lay half-on half-off the bed. A lopsided halo with a sticky sheen. More on the radiator at the back of the room, running down in dried dribbles to the floor. Splashes. Crimson smears on the walls, thinning into pale smudges. Scarlet sock-prints on the lino. Blood drenching Zig’s T-shirt, soaked into the bedding. Posthumus reached for his phone. An odd sensation welled through him, a wave of weakenings, of internal stays giving way, as if he had been holding back tears and was about to break down. Someone behind him was gagging. Someone ran back down the stairs.


‘He’s got to be dead,’ a voice was saying. ‘Jesus!’


‘Shouldn’t we check?’ 


‘Maybe we can do something?’ A nudge in his back. ‘You’re used to it.’


‘We don’t usually see the bodies,’ said Posthumus. ‘Not like this. I’ll phone an ambulance.’


‘I already have, and the police.’ 


It was Anna. She was standing behind the others, her arm around Marloes, who was making odd, strangled whimpering noises, still staring blankly. The little group crowded on the landing was hushed, and stood looking at the scene framed by the doorway as if it were unreal, on a screen.


‘But maybe you should check . . .’ Anna went on.


Posthumus nodded to her, paused, then turned and took a step into the room.


‘We shouldn’t touch anything. Don’t they always say that?’ came one of the voices from the landing.


Posthumus trod carefully across the lino, avoiding patches of blood. He had no real idea what to do, but if there was still a chance . . . The bed was against the left-hand wall, pushed up into the far corner of the room. Zig lay on his side on the floor, his head on the bed, facing out to the landing. With his marble skin and soft curls he looked like the broken figure of a cherub, crashed to earth from a church ceiling. He’d pulled off the bedding, maybe trying to use it to staunch the blood. Posthumus could not see a wound. It must be on the right side of his face or head, he thought, from the way the blood had pooled on the mattress, run in threadlike lines along its seams. He reached over to place two fingers on Zig’s neck. But even before he touched the youth, Posthumus knew – the eyelids half-lowered, the mouth slightly open, jaw slack to one side. The sense of an absence, of something departed. He returned to the landing.


‘I think it would be best if everyone went back next door,’ he said.


‘Come on, you lot,’ said Anna. ‘Let’s do what the man says.’


They needed no encouragement.


Anna exchanged a glance with Posthumus, and said quietly to Marloes, ‘Come with us. I’ll make you a drink. PP will sort things here. There’s nothing we can do. The police are on their way.’


‘Police, yes.’ Marloes was quieter now – glancing about her, but still not seeming to take everything in. There were tears on her cheeks. Her hair hung loose, grey at the roots. She moved to follow the others down the stairs, heavy, unsteady, hands gripping at the fabric of the baggy, home-sewn dress she wore. 


‘Zig, Zig, little Ziggy,’ she said.


Anna followed her down, touching Posthumus lightly on his forearm as she passed.


Across the landing, the only other resident who seemed to be in remained swaying slightly at her room door. A skinny blonde girl, very stoned, the music in her earphones so loud that Posthumus could hear its sharp tsikka-tsikka from where he stood.


‘It’s OK, I’ll deal with this,’ he said. 


The girl looked at him with glazed eyes, not a flicker of curiosity. One of Marloes’s strange brood. It wasn’t a guest-house, really, more of an informal refuge. A shelter for the lost and broken young souls Marloes took under her wing. And God knows there were enough of them around here. Zig had been one, some time back. He’d been a rent boy, Posthumus thought, from eastern Europe somewhere. He wasn’t sure exactly.


‘Go back inside.’ Posthumus mouthed the words exaggeratedly as he spoke, pointing into the bedroom. 


The girl shrugged, stepped back and closed the door behind her.


Posthumus heard a police siren, but it stayed distant. He checked his watch. Four, five minutes since Anna phoned? They should be here by now. He stood outside Zig’s doorway, facing the landing as if on guard. Who the hell would do something like this? Zig was such a pleasant young guy, hadn’t been on the game for years, as far as Posthumus knew – had some sort of bar job somewhere, and helped Marloes out in the guest-house. He was really kind to her, came in to De Dolle Hond with her quite often for a drink. Posthumus shuddered away the feeling that Zig was staring at the back of his neck. He turned and looked again at the young man, crossing his arms tightly over his chest as he did so, as if trying to hold himself together, prevent his own life-force from flowing away so freely. 


Zig’s room was in complete disarray. Now that was something Posthumus was familiar with. Every week, he surveyed apartments of the dead, of the anonymous and abandoned, of the friendless and depressed, of people disowned by their families, sloughed off when they died to the care (and expense) of the city burials department. And far too frequently came the flotsam and jetsam of the underworld, leaving just such scenes of tumult. Posthumus’s eyes darted about the room. Bedside table awry, broken reading-lamp, half-open sports bag with a pair of trainers poking out. An easel, knocked off balance against the right-hand wall, paint-tubes scattered on the floor. Posthumus glanced at the painting. A copy of a Vermeer, and not too bad at that. So the lad was an artist of sorts. More Old Masters on the wall – postcards, mini posters, pages torn from art books.


Sirens again. This time clearly converging at the end of the street. Posthumus took a step away from the doorway, with a glance back at Zig. This would probably end up being one for the Funeral Team. The call from the police in a week or two, even if they had traced family, handing his department the responsibility of finding someone to pay for the funeral, or of sorting it themselves. He gave Zig’s corpse a sad little smile. Marloes might adore the lad, but Posthumus doubted she’d have five grand to spare. He would make sure the case landed on his desk. The others didn’t care. Posthumus alone checked bookshelves, went through music collections, rifled among private letters to build up a picture of his ‘clients’, to give them a more personal send-off. His colleague Maya called him a macabre snoop.


Blue lights were flashing outside, flicking through the fanlight above the door on to the stairwell. Car doors banging. The doorbell rang. Posthumus went down to let them in, closing the door on the ground floor that led to Marloes’s apartment as he passed.


 


Within minutes, police tape stretched across the road from either side of Marloes’s house. Posthumus ducked under it and elbowed his way through the gaggle of gawpers standing on the other side. Anna had closed De Dolle Hond and pulled down the blinds. He tapped on the door. Anna opened it herself, just enough to let him in.


‘What’s happening back there?’ she said. ‘I’ve asked those who went next door to wait around a bit. I thought they should, until the police got here.’ 


Posthumus slipped inside. People pressed behind him, trying to peer over his shoulder into the café. He pushed the outer door shut, but stayed with his back to it, in the entrance area.


‘They’ve called in forensics,’ he said. ‘I told the guy in charge we’d be here when they wanted us.’ 


He did not mention Marloes directly, but glanced around the café, recognising faces that had been on the landing, and a couple of stalwarts who had stayed behind anyway: Irene Kester comforting Marloes at a table near the fireplace, Paul and one of the other musicians from the trio dispensing coffee behind the bar.


‘Someone will be over any minute,’ he went on. ‘Good that you got them to stay.’


‘Those tourists left, said they didn’t want to get involved,’ said Anna, turning to rejoin Marloes. ‘They didn’t want their weekend messed up, and I couldn’t do anything to stop them really.’


Posthumus remembered the young man had been on the landing. ‘Can’t force them to, I guess,’ he said.


He walked up to the bar.


‘No, no . . . I need a drink, some wine,’ he said, as Paul slid a cup of coffee across the counter.


But he took a biscuit from the plate that had been laid out. It was bizarre, but the sight of Zig had made him feel hungry. Ravenous. For something homey, substantial – hutspot, the sort of food from his childhood he almost never ate now. What was that about? Some weird sort of affirmation that he was alive? Instinctive preparation to fight, to strike out against whatever was responsible for that broken young body lying next door? Poor, cheery, laid-back little Zig. Why? He looked over to the table near the fireplace. Marloes seemed emptied, completely bewildered. 


Posthumus picked up his wine, and another biscuit, and after a glance to Anna to see whether he should, went to join them at the table.


‘What’s for him in Berlin?’ Marloes was saying. ‘As soon as he’s real, he wants Berlin. And now I have to clean. We can’t stay long.’


She wasn’t making a lot of sense. But then Marloes was a bit of an oddball at the best of times.


‘Good, good,’ said Marloes, looking up at Posthumus as he came closer. ‘He doesn’t like coffee. But not wine, beer. Beer.’


‘Marloes and Zig were going to come across for a drink together,’ Anna explained. ‘That’s why she went up to his room. When he didn’t come down . . .’


Anna noticed Posthumus’s glance. There was no longer blood on Marloes’s face and hands.


‘We helped her clean up a bit,’ said Anna to him quietly. ‘She was in such a state about having it on her. I think she went in there and cradled him when she saw.’


‘Zig, my baby,’ said Marloes. She was rocking slightly, backward and forward in her chair. ‘We must help him. Are they helping him?’


Anna’s face was creased with concern. She looked a little panicked, out of her depth. After nearly three decades behind the bar, she was adroit at dealing with heartbreak and disaster. But with Marloes, she seemed at a loss.


‘Marloes,’ said Posthumus, sitting down at the table. ‘Something terrible has happened. To Zig. You know that, don’t you? What you saw . . . Zig is dead.’ 


‘He wants to go to Berlin. To leave. What’s in Berlin for a boy like him?’


‘Marloes . . .’ 


Posthumus waited until she made eye contact, then continued. 


‘Zig is dead, he is not going to Berlin. I know this is difficult for you, and seeing him like that was a terrible shock, but Zig is dead. I am sorry that this has happened to you.’


He realised that he was falling back on phrases from the training course he’d gone on before joining the Funeral Team, and that they were failing him.


‘The police are next door, and they will be coming here to ask people questions,’ he said. ‘They will want you to remember everything you saw.’


‘No, not now, I am too tired. So tired. I want to sleep,’ said Marloes.


Anna looked across at Posthumus. She had clearly been through all this already. She took Marloes’s hand. She must have known Marloes all her life, Posthumus thought. What was Marloes? Mid-fifties? Not that much older than him or Anna, he suspected, though she looked more. And her family had owned the building next door almost as long as the generations of de Vrieses had been at De Dolle Hond. For a moment Posthumus pictured Marloes and Anna as children, playing together in the street. He wondered whether she had always been so odd. Certainly, as long as he’d known her – a local institution, in her gaudy home-made dresses and beads. Scatty. Her conversation always a bit all over the place. And the guest-house. Taking those people under her wing, like a giant neighbourhood Mother Hen.


Marloes had fallen silent, just sat there shaking her head. Irene Kester patted her on the thigh, with a: ‘There, there. He’s in a better place now.’ 


Posthumus sighed. 


The others who had been up on the landing sat talking quietly round a table in the front corner of the café. Paul was tidying up behind the bar while his fellow musician packed up on the podium. The old clock on the back wall ticked heavily. There was a rap at the window. Posthumus got up to let in the police.
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‘You don’t say. They didn’t!’ Pia Jacobs put down her knife and flopped the thick, glistening wad of steak on to a sheet of waxed paper. 


Marty Jacobs turned his back on his mother, and screeched a piece of shinbone through the band saw. ‘Gossiping old cows,’ he muttered to himself, and again drowned out their voices as blade bit into bone. Irene Kester had been in a full ten minutes, leaning over the counter with news of a gory murder on the Nieuwebrugsteeg, the customers backed up behind her all listening in. On a Saturday morning, too. It was going to be hell later on, with a backlog like this already. Still, he was buggered if he was going to serve anyone, not while he had this to finish. He wiped a puffy, damp palm down the front of his apron. And he’d been up since five . . . well, six, a bit late, while his mother came swanning down as usual, well after eight, expecting everything to run like clockwork.


‘Can you believe it!’ Irene was saying. She pursed her lips in indignation. ‘Poor Marloes. A “formal statement” they called it, down to the station right away. Pieter Posthumus, too, because he’d also gone into the room. Fine for him, he’s used to that sort of thing, I’m sure, but not Marloes. I was furious. Felt like giving them a piece of my mind, I did, after all I’d been doing to comfort her. She was in such a state, poor thing, not making any sense at all.’


‘Never does,’ said Pia. ‘Completely batty, if you ask me.’


‘And,’ said Irene. She lowered her voice. The other customers craned forward. Even Marty found himself pausing at the machine. ‘And, they took all her clothes. Shoes, the lot. There was blood down the front of her dress.’


‘Not that you’d notice it much, those colours she wears,’ said Pia, dropping the wrapped steak into a plastic bag. 


There was a titter from someone near the door.


‘Probably popped the little scally herself,’ Pia went on.


Marty gave his mother a sullen stare. Typical of her, he thought. Saw herself as laugh-a-minute.


‘Pia, you are terrible!’ said Irene. ‘The poor woman went in and held the boy when she found him. You know what she was like with him.’


‘With the lot of them,’ said Pia. ‘Mad as a hatter. The place should be shut down.’


Marty’s fingers closed over the end of the bone like a bloated pink sea anemone. He thumped it on the cutting plate.


‘All that bother. I felt quite sick,’ said Irene, turning to the shop, for the benefit of a few newcomers. ‘And to think it happened in my own back yard! You can see the boy’s window from our kitchen. I didn’t go up myself, of course, stayed down in the café, but my Albert told me what he’d seen. Terrible. Blood everywhere. Anyway, Anna from De Dolle Hond had to go round and find something for Marloes to change into. So there I was, on my own, trying to do my best for her, but you know how it is, what can you do? Not a word of help from the policewoman. And for this we pay our taxes! They took Pieter Posthumus’s clothes, too. There was blood on his shoes and trouser leg. So they said. You couldn’t hardly see anything. He was not happy, you know what he’s like, always so chic. But he had a change of clothes upstairs at De Dolle Hond.’


Irene paused for the significance of this to sink in. 


Marty cut off the final piece of shin.


‘At least the others didn’t have to go in last night, for their “formal statement”,’ said Irene. She gave the phrase a hollow, officious tone. ‘But they have to go in today. Albert, too. I mean, what’s the use of that? To say the same thing all over again. And what would Albert have seen that the others didn’t see? So I’ll be in the shop alone on a Saturday. You know how I hate that.’ 


Marty surreptitiously picked his nose, deposited the result behind the edge of his apron, and wiped his fingers on the side of his shirt. He put the tray of shinbones into the counter cabinet, and turned at last to serve. Stupid bitch, he thought, she really doesn’t have a clue. Selling kitsch souvenirs and cigarettes in that poky little place on the Zeedijk was about as far as she went.


‘All those drunken Brits,’ said Irene, taking her steak from Pia. ‘I said we should just close for an hour or two, but Albert’s having none of it. So, that’s me for the morning. Better get a move on!’


She flashed the customers stacked up behind her sweetest, long-suffering smile, and made for the door.


 


Posthumus swung from the saddle of his heavy black bicycle, flipped down the stand, and was bending over to slide the back wheel-lock into place, when Irene Kester came out of the butcher’s. He felt his shoulders slump. This was all he needed. Last night. His precious Saturday morning disrupted. And now to top it all he was about to be cornered by La Kester. He braced himself. Lack of sleep made him testy, and it had been well after two by the time he’d given his statement, helped Anna with Marloes, and got home to bed. Not for the first time that morning, he felt a surge of rage, as an image of Zig’s dead body pierced his other thoughts.


‘Pieter, Pieter, how are you, my dear?’


For a moment he thought she was about to embrace him, but she didn’t wait for an answer.


‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘I’m quite done in by it all. To think, it could have been Bert and me murdered. Or Anna. You know how easy it is to get around those yards at the back! And now I’ve got to be alone in the shop while Albert goes off to give his “formal statement”. Honestly, such a to-do. And I’m late.’


With that she set off, under full sail, for the Zeedijk.


Posthumus looked in at the butcher’s window. The shop was crammed with customers. He thought he might have escaped that, coming by nine thirty, but no. Pia Jacobs gave him a wave from behind the counter. Marty was serving morosely beside her. Posthumus made a circling motion with a raised forefinger, indicating he’d do his other shopping, then come back. But he couldn’t face it, especially if Irene had just been in there. She’d have been going on about last night, for sure. He’d have to cook something else for Merel. His chicken and fennel standby, maybe? He scowled. He had planned the menu for dinner with his niece days ago, made his lists. She was so full of some big news she had to tell him. And, what with everything that had happened over the past few weeks, it was important that he saw her. He didn’t want to cancel. So, antipasti then fennel chicken? Could work. And at least it would be quick and easy, given the morning that he had ahead of him. He flipped the stand back up and bumped his bicycle off the pavement.


The street was empty, save for a couple of window-girls, each with a big bag slung over her shoulder, one in impossibly high heels. On their way home probably, but who knew – some started this early. A street-sweeping machine chugged towards the far end. There were few other shoppers about. Jacobs Butcher’s stood alone among coffee shops and porn stores, tacky souvenir vendors and cheap fast-food joints, in the heart of the red-light district. It was a part of the life of the quarter that belonged neither to the tourists’ rosy view of the place, nor to the hard world of those girls up ahead, but to a smaller milieu, of the people who lived and worked there – a few, like Anna and Marloes, all their lives. For generations, some of them. A handful, now. It was a way of life that had all but disappeared, as shady conglomerates bought up properties, and businesses aimed themselves squarely at the tourist trade. That, or were simply fronts for money laundering. Posthumus thoroughly approved of the city council’s recent efforts to inject more variety back into what was one of the oldest parts of town.


He remounted his bike. It had rained heavily during the night. The cobbles and gabled façades in the empty street glistened, saturated, almost unreal. The meat in the butcher’s window stood in startling parallel to the flesh of porn mags on display next door. Silence, except for the swish of the street-cleaner brushes, the clip, clip of the window-girl’s heels. It was like a Hopper painting, Posthumus thought, or rather a theatre before the audience came in – void, expectant, waiting for the show to begin. He rode off towards the Nieuwmarkt. 


Saturday mornings were usually sacrosanct, kept devoid of appointments, taken entirely at his own pace – part gentle routine, part spontaneous. Well, mostly routine, he had to admit, but enjoyably so: relaxed preparation for the week ahead, leisurely food shopping. But there would be no stroll around the Farmers’ Market today, only a quick visit for essentials to the Nieuwmarkt, closer to home. Posthumus checked his watch. Just before ten. He had an hour, maybe, then he’d have to be at De Dolle Hond. Anna had taken Marloes back down to the station at eight, for a second go at making a statement. The poor woman had been in no state for anything last night, and the police hadn’t been able to get much sense out of her. Anna had promised Marloes that she and Posthumus would help her tidy up, after Marloes had made her statement, and once the crime-scene cleaners they’d called had been in to remove the blood. Marloes had been so distressed about the blood, going on and on about how she had to clean. Posthumus felt another flash of anger against the person who could have done that to Zig. To Marloes.


 


Anna phoned later than he thought. It was going on for noon by the time he set off for De Dolle Hond. He arrived as Anna and Marloes were walking out of the door, on their way over to the guest-house. Marloes seemed calmer, more together, her hair up in its usual lopsided chignon. Anna was carrying a bag from De Bakkerswinkel.


‘I’ve brought us some broodjes,’ she said. ‘The kind you like. Marloes is going to make us some coffee.’


Marloes came across and took his hand.


‘Thank you, Pieter,’ she said. ‘If you hadn’t . . .’


‘I meant what I said last night. It must have been a horrible shock for you. I’m really sorry this has happened,’ said Posthumus.


‘I hardly remember what anyone said last night,’ said Marloes. ‘Sometimes it seems a hundred years ago, something I saw on TV, and then . . .’


For a moment she looked lost again. Bewildered. Beyond tears.


‘I love that boy, love him. He always . . . Why?’


‘Come on,’ said Anna. Her voice was very quiet. ‘Coffee.’


‘We must clean the room. I really ought to clean . . . so much blood.’


‘That’s been done,’ said Anna. ‘PP and I will help with the rest. But first, we’d like you to make us some coffee.’


‘Yes, coffee, coffee. Of course, then we must start,’ said Marloes. She patted vaguely at her hair. ‘Let’s go inside,’ she said. ‘I used to sing you know.’


Anna smiled. Now that sounded more familiar. A typical Marloes non sequitur. One of the enigmatic little mind-leaps she made, that so often left people floundering in conversation with her. Anna was used to them.


‘Yes. I remember.’


‘Every day. Every day. My mother, too. I’ll make you some coffee.’


She led the way, past the painted-out windows and in through the guest-house door.


Posthumus glanced up to the room on the first floor, standing behind Marloes as she fumbled with the key to her apartment downstairs. Again, that flash of an image of Zig. And then, uninvited and equally unwelcome, an image of his own brother – bleeding, uncontrollably twitching, mangled with his bicycle on wet tarmac. Not quite as young as Zig, but young. Too young. And, like Zig was now, stuck at that age for ever. Willem hadn’t invaded his head quite so much of late. Was that good? A sign that he was finally getting over it, sorting himself out? Meeting Merel again, after all these years, had helped. Maybe he was taking his niece’s advice and no longer beating himself up about Willem. About all of it. 


Posthumus realised the others had gone in. He was standing alone in the narrow hall. He followed, and took a seat at the kitchen table, as Marloes banged about, making coffee. A pale light filtered in from the street, through the blanked-out glass. Anna looked exhausted. She tore open the Bakkerswinkel bag. Posthumus got up to find some plates. The kitchen was chaotic. Unwashed crockery beside the sink, in the sink. And there was Marloes going on about cleaning the room, seemingly oblivious to the mess downstairs. Gingerly, he selected three plates that seemed clean enough from the drying rack, looked for a cloth to give them a wipe, thought better of it, and carried them back. 


Anna improvised a bowl from the torn-open paper bag, and pushed the broodjes to the centre of the table. Smoked beef and horseradish on rye, cheese on mustard-bread. Marloes brought over three mugs of coffee on a tray, her chunky necklace clanking against the china. Her dress today was purple, with large red flowers, big and baggy as ever. She wore a thin green cardigan over it, loose, open down the front, and trainers with little white ankle socks.


‘I do need to clean,’ she said. ‘I know I’m bad about it. Mama was always going on at me that I had to clean.’


Posthumus wasn’t sure whether she was apologising for the kitchen, or was still stuck on the blood. They each took a bread roll, Posthumus spreading a paper napkin over his plate as he did so. Marloes almost immediately pushed hers away.


‘No, I can’t.’


‘Try something,’ said Anna. ‘You had nothing at breakfast.’


‘He is so good to me,’ said Marloes. ‘An angel.’


Posthumus wondered whether she had still not taken it on board that Zig was dead, but then it was a common slip, carrying on talking in the present tense.


‘He was,’ said Anna. ‘And you were very good to him.’


Marloes turned to her abruptly. ‘Oh, they were evil. Evil.’


‘And if it weren’t for you, he would still be mixed up with them,’ said Anna. ‘Or sent back to Moldova. You gave him back his life. Remember that.’


‘They’re all my children,’ said Marloes. ‘But Zig, my little Zig . . .’


Marloes shrank into her chair. There was something of the child about her, Posthumus thought, of a timid child – small, submissive, despite her being such a big woman.


‘But an angel now,’ Marloes went on.


‘Is there anyone we should tell?’ said Posthumus. ‘Any family? Anyone he was close to?’ 


Marloes shook her head.


That image again. Like a sheet of lightning, but red. Zig’s head on the bed.


‘Do you have any idea—’ Posthumus began.


‘PP, not now,’ said Anna.


Marloes seemed not to be listening. She prodded at her bread roll again, then pushed the plate further away, to the centre of the table.


‘Oh, Anna, Anna, I’m so tired.’


‘And aren’t we all.’ Posthumus almost said it, but checked himself. It must be worse for Anna. Marloes had spent the night at De Dolle Hond. That couldn’t have been easy.


‘Why don’t you have a little lie down,’ said Anna. ‘PP and I can start upstairs. I think that would be best.’


‘I should clean.’


‘There’s no need. You’ll feel better after some sleep.’


‘I can’t. I can’t leave it to you.’


‘Just a little rest,’ said Anna. ‘PP and I will make a start, and we’ll come and call you when we need help.’


Marloes sat silently for a moment, then rose.


‘If you’re really sure,’ she said.


Anna nodded. Posthumus did not answer.


‘Thank you,’ said Marloes. ‘Pieter, Anna, both. So much.’


She trailed off towards her bedroom at the rear of the apartment.


Anna waited until Marloes had closed the door. Her shoulders slumped. She sighed, and began to clear up the remnants of the broodjes and paper bag. Posthumus carried the plates back to the sink, hesitated, then placed them carefully on top of the pile of unwashed dishes.


Then they both went upstairs.


 


‘Don’t close the door.’


Anna stepped to one side as Posthumus followed her into Zig’s room.


‘I’d find it a bit creepy, being shut in here,’ she said.


The room was still in disarray. The crime-scene cleaners’ visit had been swift and functional. They hadn’t tidied up. The bedding and mattress were gone; there were faint smudges on the walls and floor where the blood had been; only the radiator looked completely free of stains. Grey light seeped in from a small skylight and the window above the bed. A sharp, chemical smell gave the air an unpleasant edge.


‘What happened? I mean, Zig of all people. Who could do a thing like that?’ said Anna.


Posthumus simply shook his head. Anna leaned back against the doorpost, eyes closed. 


‘Oh . . . what . . . a . . . night.’ 


It didn’t sound as if she had an ounce of energy left in her.


‘You OK?’ asked Posthumus.


‘Are you?’ Anna turned to look at him. ‘At least I didn’t have to come in here.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Posthumus. He didn’t mention the flashbacks, or Willem. Anna had had to listen to enough about Willem over the years. There was a pause. She’d guess, anyway. He didn’t need to say anything. Posthumus reached over and brushed one of the more unruly locks of hair off her forehead.


‘You don’t mind I sent her to bed?’ said Anna. ‘I thought it would be easier to do this without her.’


‘No kidding?’ said Posthumus. He leaned a little closer. ‘Where does she get those dresses?’


‘Ssh, PP. Stop it!’ Anna’s face relaxed, and she gave a conspiratorial giggle. ‘She makes them herself.’


‘Five minutes a piece, I bet. Fabric from the curtain shop, zzzip up one side, zzzzip down the other, cut a hole for the neck.’


‘PP!’


Anna pulled herself away from the doorpost. ‘C’mon then, we’d better get to it.’


Posthumus glanced back towards the landing. ‘Did Marloes say if anybody else is around?’ he asked.


‘Only a girl called Tina. One of those rooms over there.’


‘Yes, I saw her last night. Somehow I don’t think she’ll be dropping in to help.’


Anna had brought a roll of heavy-duty bin-bags across from De Dolle Hond.


‘Where do we start?’ she said.


‘We can tidy up, first off. I’ll check for any papers, and we can pick out whatever looks valuable, or that Marloes might want. Or for family – you never know who might suddenly crawl out of the woodwork. Clothes can go into bags for Humana. Chuck everything else, or at least bin the real rubbish, we can bag other stuff and keep it till after the funeral. Just in case someone does turn up.’


‘Mr Professional. And you’re sure that’s all right? With the police, I mean.’


‘They wouldn’t have OK’d the cleaners otherwise. Forensics will have removed anything they needed, taken samples all over the place, photographed everything how it was.’


‘So that’s what the little numbers are all about, that you see on telly?’


‘Partly. So they know what sample is from where.’


Posthumus looked briefly about the room, then went to the bedside table, and opened its small drawer. Anna began to straighten up furniture.


‘His first name was Stefan, did you know that?’ said Posthumus. He was flipping through the small pile of papers he’d taken from the drawer. 


‘Only ever heard “Zig”,’ said Anna.


‘Brand-new Dutch passport,’ Posthumus continued. He held it up. ‘All of three weeks old.’  


‘Marloes sorted that,’ said Anna. ‘He got his citizenship a couple of months ago. They came in for a drink to celebrate. She sorted his asylum, too, you know, paid for lawyers, all sorts of stuff. Years ago, after she rescued him.’


‘Yes . . . what was that “evil, evil” all about earlier?’


Anna picked up an upturned box from beneath the easel that had been knocked back against the wall, in Zig’s painting corner beneath the skylight, and began to fill it with paint tubes scattered around the floor.


‘You know he was a rent boy once?’


Posthumus nodded.


‘She got him out of that,’ Anna went on. ‘There was some horrific background in Moldova, I can’t remember now exactly, but he’d been smuggled here by people traffickers, and they had some sort of grip on him, forced him into it. Marloes was really very brave.’


Anna carried the box to a cluttered table near the easel.


‘That makes sense of this, then,’ said Posthumus. He was holding a sheet of paper that had fallen from the back of a notebook, just the touch of a smile on his lips. ‘An odd thing for a lad in his twenties,’ he said. ‘“Last will and testament of Stefan Zagorodnii”. It’s quite touching, really. “I hereby leave everything I own to Marloes Vermolen, who is my mother, my saviour, my all.” Handwritten. He’s signed it, no witnesses. Not much legal standing, but nice for her to know he felt like that.’


‘Oh, I’m sure she already does,’ said Anna. 


She was looking at the painting on the easel, a copy of Vermeer’s The Milkmaid, not quite finished. Posthumus put Zig’s passport and the more important documents on the bedside table. He tore off a bin-bag, and dropped the other papers into it.


‘This one’s for recycling,’ he said, holding up the bag, and putting it against the radiator.


‘Maybe she’d like this,’ said Anna, lifting the painting off the easel.


‘We had that up on the wall when I was a kid,’ said Posthumus. ‘My father loved Vermeer. Even at the very end, Vermeer was one of the few things that got some sort of spark out of him. And could calm him down.’


Anna held the painting at arm’s length, and tilted it slightly beneath the skylight.


‘I can understand that,’ she said.


‘It’s not badly done, is it?’ said Posthumus. ‘There’s something about it that’s not quite right, but yeah, maybe she would like it.’


Anna took the canvas out to the landing.


‘No need to play the art critic,’ she said. ‘She’ll like it because Zig did it. Not because there’s anything good or bad about it.’


‘Of course. I know. Sorry,’ said Posthumus. ‘Something personal, a nice memento. I didn’t even know he painted.’


‘Well, he never exactly gave up the day job, but being an artist was his big dream. He wanted to go to Berlin – that’s where it’s all happening now, apparently – Marloes was really upset.’


She came back into the room, and began clearing the cluttered table near the easel. 


‘I get to hear it all, behind the bar,’ she said. ‘Anna of the easy ear.’


‘Not that easy,’ said Posthumus.


Anna was a good listener, but would cut straight to the core the moment she detected wishful thinking or self-pity. Posthumus walked over to the wardrobe behind the door and started taking out clothes. ‘The doyenne of tough love.’ It was one of the things he admired about her. He felt lightly through pockets, folding the clothes neatly and putting them in piles on the bed-frame behind him as he finished.


‘Oh, PP.’ 


Anna’s voice was shaking. Posthumus leaned back and peered around the door. She was holding a soft toy, an ancient brown dog, rubbed bald in places, spattered with paint.


‘Just look at me,’ said Anna, wiping her eyes with the back of her free hand. ‘Zig’s body, Marloes, the police, last night, everything, and I’m fine . . . then I see this and kerpow. He must have had it since he was a kid.’


Posthumus walked over and put his arms around her.


‘Anna.’


‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ said Anna. ‘Really.’


She pulled back slightly, patted him on the chest.


‘Long time since you’ve seen the waterworks,’ she said.


‘Look, it’s been a long haul for you,’ said Posthumus. ‘Even more than for me,’ he added quickly, before she could object. ‘Why don’t you call it a day? I can finish this, there’s not much to do.’


‘Really, I’m OK,’ said Anna. She put the stuffed dog back on the table, hesitated a moment, then picked it up and dropped it into a bin-bag. ‘See? Tough, no-nonsense Anna after all.’


She frowned slightly, looking over Posthumus’s shoulder. He turned. The girl Tina was standing at the door, her skinny body rocking slightly, in time to the thin beat buzzing from her earphones. Not quite as stoned as the night before.


‘Zig gone?’ she said. She had a high voice, with a touch of a whine.


Posthumus resisted the urge to tear the earphones out of her ears. ‘He’s dead. Didn’t you see last night?’ he said.


‘So he’s gone,’ said Tina. She turned, and walked down the stairs to the street door.


Posthumus made as if to call something after her, but Anna touched him lightly on the elbow.


‘Where does she find them?’ he said.


Anna smiled, folded Zig’s easel, and propped it sideways against the box she’d put the paint tubes into.


‘No, I mean it,’ said Posthumus. ‘What is it with her? Where do they all come from?’


‘All over. Bars around here, people tell her, send them on.’


Posthumus turned back to emptying the wardrobe.


‘It’s always been like this?’ he asked. It had as long as he could remember. He tried to picture Marloes, back when he first knew Anna, when he and Anna were still together. Relationship-together, that was. But he couldn’t. For as long as he could recall her, Marloes had simply been the peculiar woman next door. He’d never really taken that much notice of her.


‘Her mother ran this as a proper guest-house, but that all stopped when she died,’ said Anna.


She walked over to the wall in Zig’s painting corner, and began taking down the posters and postcards of Old Masters.


‘You don’t remember her? Old Mrs V? It was in ’86 or ’87, I think. You were around.’


Posthumus shrugged, and looked back across the room at Anna.


‘Marloes let the place run to seed at first, couldn’t really cope,’ said Anna. ‘Then she started this. All her broken souls.’ 


She gestured, half out to the landing, half towards the staircase down which Tina had disappeared. Posthumus slipped the last pile of shirts into a bin-bag, and turned back to the wardrobe.


‘But how does she survive?’ he said. ‘I mean, there can’t be any money in it. It must be a real struggle.’


‘I guess after all these years she owns the building outright, like I do,’ said Anna. ‘And I know the kids pay a little for their rooms. Those who can, anyway. And she gets some sort of grant from the council. Got. It was stopped a few months ago, with all the cutbacks. Maybe that’s why there’re only Tina and Zig here at the moment. Were only Tina and Zig. Poor thing.’
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