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To the saintly Stroke Unit staff at OLVG Hospital




Authors’ Note 


The city of Amsterdam really does give ‘Lonely Funerals’ for anonymous corpses found within the city limits, with music, a poem especially written for the deceased, flowers and coffee. This book, however, is a work of fiction. Our characters bear no relation to the real-life incumbents of similar posts, and our Department of Emergencies and Internment, its structure and ways of working, are entirely fictional. Similarly, although the Hotel Krasnapolsky and the OLVG Hospital both exist, the staff, procedures and practices described in each case in this story are entirely fictional.




Tuesday


17 April




Chapter 1


Ben Olssen checked the wall clocks for a third time. TOKYO, NEW YORK, AMSTERDAM. After eight o’clock on that one. She wasn’t coming. He reached for his phone, hesitated. He wouldn’t text. Not again. He’d corner her at the conference. Ben put the phone back on the table, and grimaced at the last sip of bitter coffee. The cup rattled as he replaced it on the saucer. His eyes flicked around the room. High ceilings, burnished mahogany, potted palms, dimly lit. More like a movie set than a station café. You half expected an Edwardian touring party to come in through the door; a shiny black locomotive to be steaming alongside the platform, rather than the grimy yellow and blue Dutch Rail train he could see through the window, filling with stragglers from the evening rush hour. He would wait until that pulled out, and then he would leave. 


A waiter – black tie, full apron – passed the table. Ben signalled for the bill. He flipped his laptop closed, rested his fingers on the lid for a moment, then re-opened it and shut the computer down completely. It was running slowly again. He didn’t like that. Maybe that firm the concierge recommended would be able to find out what was up, better than the Helsinki IT guys could. 


The train pulled out. Ben dropped a couple of coins on to the bill in the saucer, and got up to go. As he put on his coat, he caught a man in a grubby grey anorak, two tables away, watching him. But no, that was ridiculous, Ben thought. Nothing wrong with that. People in cafés always glanced up as you came or went. He was getting paranoid: the feeling somebody had been watching him at the hotel, and now this. All the same . . . he was glad he’d been able to get out to the houseboat that afternoon, even if there hadn’t really been time to talk things through. 


Ben left the café, taking the escalator that ran down from the platform to the station arcade. At the foot of the escalator he turned right, towards the rear entrance. For a look at the old Shell building across the IJ, he told himself. For old times’ sake. He knew, though, that he was waiting for a call or a text, that he might even double back and check out the café again, to see if she was there. 


The back of the station was a mess, an obstacle course of holes, hoardings and scaffolding. Pedestrians and bicycles tangled with building works; ferries pushed up against each other at the piers. Across the water, the former Shell HQ thrust up, floodlit, covered in some sort of artsy cladding. It had been the scene of the start of his glittering career. Ben gave a little smile. And of many another conquest. Ben the Bedder, they’d called him. But there were still people who hadn’t forgiven him for hopping from an internship at Greenpeace to a job with the enemy, people who didn’t buy his ‘I’d rather be inside the tent, and fight from behind the lines’ argument. If they only knew . . . His phone chirruped an incoming message. He glanced at the screen. At last.


 


Sorry sorry sorry. Problem this end.


Only got away just now. Forgive me?


Lunch tomorrow maybe? 


xoxo


PS You still so gorgeous?


 


Ben replied with a single ‘yes’, in answer to all three questions, and pushed the vivid image of her that the text had sparked, the smell of her, to the back of his mind. Lunch would work, just. Yes, he could wait that long. He frowned, crossed a bicycle path without looking, nearly colliding with a cyclist, and walked along the waterfront, eyes still down on the pavement. He shrugged off his overcoat. Camelhair. Heavy. Too much with the sweater he was wearing. He hated travelling in shoulder seasons. April was always like this. The weather had been cold, blustery and raining when he set out earlier in the evening, but now the night seemed almost balmy. He felt uncomfortably hot. He decided to go straight back to the hotel, cutting through the subway that ran under the tracks a little further up, rather than doubling back to the station arcade. Ben let out an irritated curse at the ‘No Pedestrians. Use Other Side’ sign at the entrance to the subway. He was buggered if he was going to cross through the arches then over four lanes of traffic just to have to repeat the performance in reverse at the other end of the tunnel. The walkway here was quite wide enough, the sodium orange light that criss-crossed through the shadows of the arches more than ample. Besides, there was already someone coming towards him from the other end. And someone following him in. 


It was only when he was halfway along that Ben began to feel uneasy.


 


The junkie slipped into an alley off the Warmoesstraat, on the edge of De Wallen. Behind him, the stream of tourists surged, clotted momentarily, flowed again. People out for a festive night in the red-light district. But the alley was quiet: a single, smart restaurant at the far end, the rest back doors and blank walls, leading to a waterfront dead-end. The junkie took a few unsteady steps down the deserted street. Stopped. Listened. He swayed slightly, as if to music no one else could hear, stared a long while at a cigarette butt lying on the paving stones, moved on. He was wearing a T-shirt and a thin blue jersey, with a rip down one side; a black woollen hat. And a heavy camelhair overcoat. He’d had a stroke of luck earlier. And not only with the coat. There had been a thin leather fold-over with a credit card and some cash buttoned in a small inside pocket. Rich toffs often did that: hid away a little something to be safe. He’d traded the card, and a wad of the cash had gone straight away, too. On more than he’d been able to score in a long time. He’d already spiked. Pure. Like kissing the creator.


The junkie headed to the darkened alcove of a fire exit where he often took shelter, warmed by the kitchen on the other side of the door. He leaned against the doorpost, slid down to the ground, and began to fumble in his backpack for his gear. 


The restaurant door opened and momentarily cast a pale, trapezoid shaft of light across the alley as a couple came out: blond, well-dressed, arm-in-arm. They glanced down at the junkie, lying inert in a doorway, then at each other. She arched her eyebrows slightly; he released one of those secret, comforted smiles upright onlookers in De Wallen give as they step by the fallen – in affirmation of their own self-control. The couple continued, joining the flow of the Warmoesstraat, and then turning left into the Nieuwebrugsteeg. They hesitated a little outside a café, looking in at the warm, wood-panelled interior. ‘De Dolle Hond,’ she read aloud, and cocked her head to the lit window, suggesting a nightcap. He bent towards her, whispered something, and pulled her in closer. She giggled, and they walked on.


 


At about the time the junkie in the alley around the corner was becoming the next case for the municipal Funeral Team, Pieter Posthumus was comfortably positioned on his customary stool at De Dolle Hond, where the bar met the wall, beneath a collection of old medals and badges. From the other side of the counter, Anna nodded towards his empty glass.


‘Better not. School night,’ said Posthumus.


‘Go on,’ said Anna. ‘On the house. The place will be dismal if you go, too.’


The last of the regulars had left a few minutes earlier. De Dolle Hond was quiet, even for a Tuesday, with only a handful of other drinkers. A couple, arm-in-arm, paused in the street outside. For a moment it looked as if they were about to come in, but they turned and walked on. Anna dangled a bottle of Posthumus’s favourite wine at him.


‘All right, but just a drop,’ he said, tapping his glass below the halfway mark. 


Anna poured him some wine, then moved away to serve a customer at the other end of the bar. Posthumus watched her go. He didn’t like that ‘dismal’. Since the business with Paul, Anna had put up the barriers. She had made no contact with the man, no longer had musicians in the bar, and never spoke of him. That was her way: total, 100 per cent. After all these years – decades – Posthumus knew that, but he was used to being admitted to her side of the wall. Not this time. That hurt. It made him feel left out, powerless. He’d always been able to help before. He knew not to push it, though. He also knew how to respond to Anna’s subtle signals. Like that ‘dismal’. 


Posthumus got up off his stool, and began to collect glasses around the café. A late night wouldn’t hurt, his work for what people had come to call the Lonely Funerals Team – the municipal department that arranged burials for anonymous corpses found within the city limits, or for those who died without friends or family – was quiet at the moment. There had been only one funeral in the past few days: a woman who had died alone, on the sofa, in front of the TV, surrounded by mounds of fag-ends and empty wine bottles. He neatened some scattered beer-mats back into a pile. The only outgoings on her bank statement were payments to the supermarket, tobacconist and off-licence: a sad succession that told a lonely tale. Cornelius, who from time to time now came with him on house-visits, had used that in his poem for the funeral. Posthumus put the empty glasses he had collected on the corner of the bar, and sat down again. The elegy had been one of the poet’s best so far. Posthumus had been telling Anna about it.


‘Thanks, PP.’


Anna moved the glasses he had gathered to the washing area, and picked up the conversation again.


‘So, did anyone come?’ she said. ‘To her funeral.’


‘Two ex-colleagues, from before she retired,’ said Posthumus. ‘More out of guilt than anything else, I suspect. But she had some beautiful embroidered pashminas in the apartment, and we draped one over the coffin, so there was at least some sort of personal touch.’


‘I hope that didn’t go up in smoke with the rest of her!’ said Anna.


Posthumus smiled. That was more like the Anna he knew.


‘And what is this, anyway?’ Anna went on. ‘A parable? You trying to tell me something? “Reclusive old woman dies alone, and gets eaten by her cats”?’


Posthumus shot her a quick glance to reassure himself she was joking. Perhaps this was the moment to attempt a step behind the wall, to get her to talk a little – but a cascade of laughter came from the small entrance area at the outside door. Anna looked over in immediate recognition.


‘Gabi!’ she said, even before Cornelius’s wife had come through the inner door. ‘I’d recognise that laugh anywhere,’ she added as Gabi walked up to the bar.


Posthumus smiled and nodded a greeting. Gabrielle was with a sharply dressed woman, tanned, fit-looking, younger than she was.


‘And it hasn’t changed in years,’ said the woman. ‘Teachers used to say she was doing it on purpose, and threaten dark punishments.’


‘I don’t know if you’ve met Christina,’ said Gabi. ‘Christina Walraven?’


Posthumus shook his head, and Anna murmured something about not quite being able to place her. Gabi did the introductions.


‘You were at school together?’ said Posthumus to Christina.


‘You needn’t sound quite so disbelieving,’ said Gabi, with just a ripple of that cascade again. ‘She’s not as young as she looks, there’re only two years between us. And yes, we were. In London.’


‘Daddy was posted to the embassy while Gabi’s father was ambassador, and she had instructions to look after the new arrival,’ said Christina. ‘Slumming it with the daughter of a lowly attaché.’


‘Oh, nonsense,’ said Gabi, turning to Anna. ‘She was always going on like that. Not true, don’t believe her!’


‘Either way, two years was a big age gap back then, to a sassy teenager with an innocent of fourteen in tow,’ said Christina. ‘Good Catholic girl that I was.’


‘It wasn’t like that for long,’ said Gabi, with a grin. ‘By the way, has anyone been asking for me, or left anything behind the bar? Tall young guy with glasses.’


‘No one’s given anything to me,’ said Anna. ‘You expecting someone?’


‘My new assistant. He was supposed to be with us tonight, but the sweet kid’s been working late to put together some material I need for tomorrow. Never mind, he’ll probably be along in a tick. Meantime, drinks! Piet, come and join us.’


‘Is Cornelius coming in?’ said Posthumus. He moved over to a table near the fireplace, the one he knew Anna liked friends to sit at because it was within conversation distance of the bar. 


‘No, he’s at home with Lukas,’ said Gabi. 


Posthumus nodded. Lukas was a serious little lad, and quite responsible, but probably not yet old enough to be left alone in the evening. The others joined him at the table, as Anna went about getting their order.


‘Gabi told me about this place,’ said Christina, looking around at the heads carved along the top of the wainscot, the old tiles in the fireplace and big Delft vases. ‘I didn’t know bars like this still existed so near De Wallen. This part of town’s so tacky usually.’


She took out her phone, clicked a rapid succession of photographs, and dropped it back into her handbag. (A Hester van Eeghen, Posthumus noticed, and not only that but in a colour that proclaimed it didn’t have to serve for every day, that there were more designer thoroughbreds awaiting outings in the home stable.) 


Christina read his glance. ‘Your shirt’s not too bad, either,’ she said. ‘Zegna? It’s an unusual shade.’


Posthumus coloured slightly. The shirt had been in a half-price sale but even he had winced as he bought it.


‘Touché,’ he said, and Christina laughed. Posthumus let the moment go, and lighted again on De Dolle Hond.


‘The building is 1620s, probably,’ he said. ‘It’s been in Anna’s family a hundred years or so, hence all the stuff.’ He waved a hand at the constellations of old prints, brasses and Toby jugs that rose above the wainscot.


‘Anna’s done wonders. You’d hardly know,’ said Gabi sotto voce to Posthumus, as Anna came over with the drinks.


It was true. The damage caused by the fire a few months earlier had been seamlessly repaired. All that remained was a faint, lingering burned smell. That could stay for a year or so, the cleaners had said. Otherwise De Dolle Hond looked pretty much as it had before. Apart from no longer having a piano.


Anna placed the drinks on the table, and took a seat. ‘It’s a bit dead tonight, so I can join you for a while,’ she said.


She turned to Christina, who had her phone out again, and was skimming through incoming emails. ‘You live in Amsterdam?’ she asked. ‘I know your face, we’ve met somewhere with Gabrielle before, I think.’


‘Greenpeace, maybe? I did a short stint there with Gabi in the nineties. But, no, I live in London. I stayed on for university after Daddy was posted to Brussels, and I’ve been there ever since,’ said Christina. ‘It’s odd, I guess these days I feel more a Londoner than anything. It’s home.’


Posthumus detected a slight creakiness in the way she spoke, an occasional hesitancy or lapse into English that indicated she didn’t exercise her mother tongue very much. It was oddly alluring, a bit like a husky voice.


‘I’m over for Earth 2050, you know, the big economics conference that starts tomorrow?’ said Christina, still multitasking with her telephone.


‘Know about it!’ said Anna. ‘Our finance minister has been trumpeting the “Summit for the Future” and “growth and sustainability” for weeks. Today’s early registration, isn’t it? The trams are packed already, and you can hardly move in town. Still, I can’t complain. I’ve been taking in a bit of the overflow in the guest-house.’


She nodded back over her shoulder to four men sitting at a table in the corner, Earth 2050 tote bags hanging from chair backs, or propped against the wall beside them.


‘I’ve just hung up my first ever “No Vacancies” sign next door!’ she said.


‘Cornelius said you’d taken over Marloes’s old place,’ said Gabi. ‘He says you’ve done it up marvellously.’


‘The “marvellously” bit is more PP’s doing,’ said Anna.


‘Just a lick of paint, some new furniture, and a tactful retreat behind the screen of “Dutch minimalism”,’ said Posthumus.


Christina laughed.


‘Haven’t you got enough to do as it is, with this place?’ said Gabi.


Posthumus shot her a quick glance. Giving Anna a focus, a project, after the whole to-do with Paul was part of the point. 


‘PP persuaded me to keep on the last of Marloes’s foundlings to work as a sort of cleaner-cum-caretaker,’ said Anna. ‘You’ve probably seen her. She was around quite a bit during that whole . . . time.’ It was just a beat. Within a second, the tough, tousle-haired, can-do Anna was back. ‘Little Tina,’ she said. ‘Just the sort Marloes always took under her wing.’ 


‘That skinny little thing, just out of her teens, who’d been on the game?’ said Gabi. ‘She looked like she was still a user.’


‘Heavens, that’s a risk,’ said Christina. ‘And you’re OK with that? She’s not turning the place into a drug den or a bordello or anything?’


‘Tina is blossoming,’ said Posthumus. And she was. Timid, damaged Tina seemed inches taller, moved with a new energy, and cared for the place with proprietorial pride.


‘Well, we must be doing something right, we’re already averaging four stars on TripAdvisor,’ said Anna. ‘So spread the word if you know anyone coming to town who needs a room for the night.’


As if on cue, three guests from the B&B came in for an after-dinner drink, and Anna got up to serve them.


‘So, you’re still involved with Greenpeace? Or do you work with Gabrielle in Green Alliance?’ said Posthumus to Christina, claiming a spot of undivided attention before she returned to her phone. 


He knew from Cornelius that Gabrielle’s organisation was swimming against the tide, but deeply involved in Earth 2050: part of a vociferous environmental lobby determined to make itself heard among the conservative economists and mainstream bigwigs who formed the majority of delegates.


‘No, these days I’m tigers,’ said Christina.


‘Tigers?’ Posthumus’s brow furrowed. Perhaps it was an acronym. ‘Real, live tigers?’


‘They’re arguably the world’s most endangered species, after rhinos,’ said Christina, ‘so, yes, and the Amur in particular, which you’d probably know as the Siberian tiger.’


She tapped a few times on her phone.


‘Here, they’re beautiful creatures, have a look. There are probably only about 500 left in the wild, in the far east of Russia, near the Korean and Chinese borders. That’s the problem. Medicine and body parts, you know, and the hides of course. At one time they were being poached at the rate of one a day, and the only reason that is dropping is that they’re becoming harder to find. Well, not the only reason. We are having some effect, but what with poaching, and logging eating away at their habitat . . .’


‘Don’t get her started!’ said Gabi.


‘No, I’m intrigued,’ said Posthumus, leaning over for a closer look at the picture on the phone: a female playing with her cubs, a magnificent, glossy animal glowing soft orange against a backdrop of black tree-trunks and snow. ‘What a beautiful creature!’


‘The world’s largest cat,’ said Christina. ‘In the 1930s there were only forty or so left in the world. That was mainly because of hunting for the skins. Things improved a bit after they were made a protected species, but now there’s this other onslaught, as people in China are getting richer and paying over the odds. It’s the same with rhino horn.’


‘And this is why you’re here for the conference?’ said Posthumus.


‘It might seem peripheral to you, but we need to make our voice heard,’ said Christina, with an edge of defensiveness. ‘Issues like this shouldn’t be allowed to disappear in the general discussion of economics and resources. Our profile has been much higher since we’ve had Leo onside—’


‘DiCaprio,’ said Gabi, for Posthumus’s benefit.


‘And we have other major players and payers, but we still have to work hard to make sure the issue remains part of the powwow. Not just the Amur tiger, but the Asian too, and rhinos and all sorts of other animals that are in danger of being drowned out in the clamour of all the other discussions. But for me, here, now, it’s about networking, mainly. I mean everyone’s here.’


‘We’ve just been to this amazing riverside cocktail party out along the Vecht,’ said Gabi. ‘Christina’s helping me land a celebrity for Green Alliance.’


There was a clatter of bicycle handlebars against the window. A tall young man wearing heavy-rimmed designer glasses came striding into the café, walked straight up to Gabi and handed her a box file.


‘Sorry I’m late, it’s all there,’ he said.


‘Niels!’ said Gabi. ‘That is so good of you, staying in late. Thank you! And you’ve missed an incredible party, too. Come on, sit down, have a drink. Let me introduce you. Love the new glasses by the way.’


She moved her chair to one side to make room for him.


‘Sorry, guys, I’ve got to get on,’ said Niels. ‘And the bike’s not locked.’ He took a few steps back towards the door. ‘But thanks anyway. Cheers, and good luck for tomorrow, Gabrielle,’ he said.


He had mounted his bike and was gone before anyone could edge in a syllable about how daring it was to leave it unlocked, even for a few seconds, in this part of Amsterdam.


‘Quite a whirlwind!’ said Posthumus.


‘He’s only been with us three months, and already I don’t know what I’d do without him,’ said Gabi.


‘Big day tomorrow?’


‘Sort of. I’m on a discussion panel before lunch, and I need to be well briefed.’ Gabi tapped the box file. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be partying, really, but I’ve been on such a high all evening,’ she said.


‘You’ve landed yourself that celebrity?’ asked Posthumus.


Gabi caught Christina’s eye and smiled. ‘Possibly. No names for the moment. Let’s just say Christina managed to fast-talk us into the VIP enclosure, and that went very well. She’s an amazing operator, and she’s been a complete star. She even sacrificed a hot date when we ended up staying longer than we thought we would.’


‘Well, if it pans out how we’re hoping, it will have been worth it,’ said Christina. ‘Besides, it looks like it’s all sorted with Ben. We’re having lunch tomorrow instead.’


‘Well done you!’ said Gabi. ‘Glad to hear it!’ She turned to give Posthumus a playful glance. ‘The tiger lady is having a cougar moment,’ she said.


Christina laughed. ‘Jealousy! Jealousy!’ she said. ‘He’s not that much younger than me.’


‘That sounds exciting, who’s this?’ said Anna, coming back to sit at the table again.


‘Did you ever know Ben Olssen?’ said Gabi. ‘Drop-dead-gorgeous Ben, my intern back when I was at Greenpeace? He and Christina have a bit of history.’


‘It was only a little fling!’ said Christina, pretending to kick Gabi under the table.


Posthumus ran his fingers back through his hair, over temples beginning to fleck with grey. 


Anna shook her head. ‘I don’t think I remember a Ben,’ she said.


‘Oh, you’d remember him if you’d met him!’ said Gabi. ‘He’s clever, too. A bright young economist with his head screwed on right. It seems he’s over for the conference, and desperate to pick up where he left off.’


‘Or so we hope,’ said Christina, once again checking her phone. ‘Maybe he’s gone off the boil, after all. I’ve been trying all evening to pin him down to time and place for tomorrow, but he hasn’t replied.’


Posthumus shifted back slightly in his chair, and suggested another drink. As they were all on wine, he proposed that they get a bottle.




Thursday


19 April




Chapter 2


On the first day of Earth 2050, anti-globalisation groups held demonstrations outside the Stock Exchange and on the Dam. There were violent clashes with police, and an Occupy movement camped out in front of the old Beurs. On the second day, Thursday, there was a midday march from the Dam, along the Amstel and on to the Dutch National Bank. Posthumus watched, standing at the office window, as the last wave swept around the tower of the Munt – all that remained of the seventeenth-century City Mint – and on down the Amstel. Their chanting and the crashing of improvised percussion completely engulfed the delicate sound of the tower’s carillon as it struck one o’clock. Posthumus narrowed his eyes. Time was when he could have read the banners, even from here across the river. Time was when he would have been there, marching and chanting with them. 


Posthumus took another mouthful of the leftover salad he’d brought in for lunch. It always tasted better the next day, when the preserved lemon rind had seeped its flavour into the fat little balls of pearl couscous. Twenty-five years ago, his demo days would have been. More, even. That sounded so long, certainly way longer than it felt. The big anti-nuclear protest after Chernobyl; the riot that broke out when police tried to evacuate the Spuistraat squat. Posthumus stepped back from the window, and half sat on his desk. It certainly didn’t seem a quarter of a century since he was out there on the street, shouting slogans with others from the squat; or here, just around the corner, throwing stones and kicking up such a racket at the opening of the new, scandalously expensive city hall and opera house that the police panicked and ushered the queen in through a side door. Ironic: here he was now, working for the city almost next door to the spot from which they’d blasted Beatrix with heavy metal, through the biggest amp and speakers they could find. Whatever had happened to that wild young man? 


Posthumus stared out, across the Amstel. Well, Willem, for one. His brother’s death had made him jump tracks. And life itself, he guessed, which managed to dilute ideals in a way that you swear in your twenties you’ll never let happen to you. Not that he’d always been fully committed to whatever it was he’d been shouting about. It just went with the territory: the squat, Amsterdam in the eighties. Posthumus scraped up a final spoonful of salad. Gabi was different. She had stuck at it. Gabi had been quite a firebrand back then. Later, she’d channelled her energies in a more mainstream direction – Greenpeace, and then Green Alliance – but she’d always had a cause, had some direction, and she had stayed with it. Posthumus had lost touch with her over the years, though Anna had kept up contact. It wasn’t until Cornelius started writing poems for the Lonely Funerals that Gabi had come back into Posthumus’s line of vision. And he could see that she had become one of those people who actually make a difference in the world.


Posthumus took his empty lunch bowl to the kitchenette across the landing to give it a rinse. Downstairs, the outside door banged, and there were voices in the entrance hall. Maya and Sulung were back from their house visit. Late. Posthumus smiled to himself. Not that he could expect an apology from Maya for returning the department car after the appointed time. She came thundering up the stairs, with Sulung tagging along behind her.


‘Bloody demonstrators! We were stuck for ages on the Raadhuisstraat,’ she said.


Posthumus put his hand out for the keys. When it was the other way round, and he was late, he invariably had to endure a verbal scorching.


‘I’m surprised you even tried to come through town, what with all the traffic warnings on the news this morning and last night,’ he said to her, with a wink to Sulung as he passed.


Maya stormed into the office without a word. Posthumus pocketed the keys. He hadn’t arranged an exact time with the undertakers, simply said that he would drop by in the afternoon. He’d give it another half an hour. By then the bridge would be open again, the traffic would have thinned, and it would be an easy drive.


 


A few stragglers from the demonstration – who with their dyed Mohicans and slashed clothing could themselves have been beamed in from the eighties – hung about on the corner, as Posthumus crossed the bridge over the Amstel and headed south past the Munt tower. The call had come in from the Salvation Army that morning. An overdose: a regular from their hostel in De Wallen, Frans Kemp, a known user, had been found the night before last in a doorway near the Warmoesstraat – in the little dead-end alley around the corner from De Dolle Hond, it turned out. The caller had sounded kindly, but resigned. The poor chap had nearly OD’d once or twice before, she said. Helpers at the Sally Army had seen it coming, and had done all they could; but sadly, with Frans, it had really just been a matter of time. There hadn’t been much paperwork, the body had already been released, and would be taken to the undertakers around noon. They knew of no relatives. Frans had been a loner, and had left nothing at the hostel. Posthumus had decided he might as well see to the case right away. He had little else to do, and whatever the client had on him when he died was probably all there’d be to work with in putting together some sort of commemoration for the funeral. 


Posthumus drove out through the solid, respectable southern suburbs. On an overcast day like this, the brown brick apartment blocks looked squat and sombre. Over the old Olympic Stadium, Art Deco floodlights stood steely hard against the grey sky; in the Stadionsgracht, the water seemed to absorb rather than reflect light. Posthumus crossed the canal and turned down towards Olympia Funeral Directors. A small group of mourners stood at the main door, waiting to go in to a chapel of rest. Posthumus went round to the side entrance, greeted a hearse driver who was standing smoking against the wall, and buzzed on the intercom to go inside.


‘Pieter Posthumus, municipal Funeral Team, I’m here to pick up Frans Kemp’s effects.’


‘Pieter, hello, it’s Hendrik. I think he’s only just arrived.’


‘No problem. I can come up and wait.’


‘You could bring whatever he had up with you, if you don’t mind. That would speed things along.’


‘Fine,’ said Posthumus.


‘Go straight through, I’ll let them know you’re coming. Then I’ll see you upstairs.’


The door clicked open. Posthumus walked through the loading bay, where wreaths and bouquets of flowers lay, carefully labelled, for the afternoon’s funerals, then down a bare corridor to the underground mortuary. One of the morticians met him at the door. 


‘I’m working on Mr Kemp now,’ she said, holding up gloved hands. ‘Sorry, I’m on my own today. His effects are through here.’


Posthumus followed her through to the icy-cold laying-out room. The lights were hard and bright, and there was a soft hum of machinery. He didn’t often come to this part of the building, but each time he did he was struck by the complete absence of any odour – not the sweet, acrid smell of death, no chemicals, nothing. He guessed it was all sucked out by powerful fans.


There were two bodies. A large woman, one of her legs swollen and blue-black, and the client: skeletal, his skin an unreal white, with red and black sores on his arms and across his belly. Posthumus turned away.


‘It’s all in the corner,’ said the mortician. ‘The hospital inventory’s on top.’


With her chin she indicated two black bin-bags each with a hospital seal, and a clipboard with a sheet of A4 attached.


‘It’s signed in, but the bags will have to be checked and processed through admin,’ she said.


‘Of course,’ said Posthumus. ‘I’m taking them upstairs, I’ll give Hendrik a hand.’


 


There wasn’t much. Hendrik Nieuwenhuis gave Posthumus a coffee, and they ran through the inventory together – for form’s sake, really, in a case like this.


‘Never any harm in keeping the admin all tight and correct,’ said Hendrik.


He spoke in a permanent tone of hushed condolence. Posthumus had never known him put a foot out of place: always perfectly groomed, his tie impeccably knotted, his shirt crisp and new-looking. He carried with him the faintest hint of cologne.


‘My sentiments exactly,’ said Posthumus, as Hendrik slipped on a pair of surgical gloves, and dipped into the first of the bin-bags. Posthumus held the inventory at arm’s length to read it. He had to admit the time had come. He really was going to have to get his eyes tested.


‘Clothes,’ said Hendrik. ‘I imagine we can dispose of these.’


He took out each item in turn, holding it up between thumb and forefinger. His movements were precise, defined: like a dancer’s.


‘Trainers, woollen hat, jeans, black T-shirt, jersey . . . torn,’ he said.


Posthumus ticked off each entry on the list, with a ‘Check’.


‘Good heavens!’


Hendrik was holding up a very smart, full-length camelhair overcoat, which had clearly been lying on the ground, but was otherwise in pristine condition. He checked the inside panel, as Posthumus glanced down at the inventory.


‘Armani,’ they said, in unison.


Posthumus held Hendrik’s gaze for a moment.


‘Stolen, probably,’ said Hendrik.


Posthumus nodded. Café terraces all over town already had tables out under heaters. Nicking a coat left folded on a chair while someone was distracted was a classic.


‘Possibly,’ he said, ‘though it could be from a clothes bank or something. We should hold on to it, anyway. If nothing transpires, I might be able to sell it. Every little bit helps.’


The department had been feeling the pinch of budget cuts. Recently, the director had been making noises about having to find independent funding for Cornelius’s poetry fee.


‘Anything in the pockets?’ Posthumus asked.


Hendrik felt around and shook his head. He put the coat to one side, and the rest of the clothes back into the bin-bag.


The second bag contained a grimy backpack, with a rolled sleeping bag belted on to it. Posthumus read aloud from the hospital inventory: ‘Drug-injecting equipment, a quantity of narcotics and a Nokia mobile phone retained by the police.’ 


‘There’s not much else,’ said Hendrik. ‘Another jersey, a couple of pairs of boxer shorts, a plastic bag with a toothbrush, a few folded bin-bags, glasses . . . one lens missing.’


He unzipped the front pocket of the backpack.


‘And a wallet. That’s everything,’ he said, producing a frayed canvas wallet, with a red cord wrapped a number of times around it.


‘It should contain Kemp’s ID and €161.35,’ said Posthumus, consulting the inventory.


Hendrik unravelled the cord, and dropped it on to the table. The old wallet fell open in his hands, and he began to count the money.


‘All correct,’ he said. ‘Together with the ID. Quite a sum, for . . . a man like Mr Kemp.’ He glanced over at Posthumus. ‘You’d like to check for yourself?’


Posthumus shook his head, and picked up the red cord, with a slight frown.


‘Probably . . . you know,’ said Hendrik.


He mimed putting a tourniquet on his upper arm. Distaste flickered very briefly over his face. Posthumus ran the cord through his fingers. It was a loop of strong cotton ribbon, about a centimetre wide: one of those straps that delegates to a conference wear around their necks. At intervals, all the way around it, was printed ‘Earth 2050’. The fastener that would have held a name tag had been broken off.


‘Not a very warm welcome from Amsterdam to a conference delegate,’ said Posthumus, handing the lanyard back to Hendrik. ‘This, I imagine, belongs to the man who is now missing that coat. As does most of the money.’


Hendrik examined the strap. ‘Do you think we should file a report?’ he said, with a flutter of concern in his voice.


Posthumus shrugged. ‘To say what? Dead junkie steals coat from unknown conference delegate?’ he asked.


He noticed Hendrik suppress a wince at the undignified ‘junkie’. It amused Posthumus to give the funeral director’s formality a wicked tweak from time to time. But he always relented.


‘I’ll be ringing the police when I get back, to see when they’ll release the phone,’ he said, with a smile. ‘I’ll ask about it. Like as not somebody’s reported the theft, but I doubt anything will come of it. They’ll have their hands more than full at the moment, with the conference and the demonstrations.’


Hendrik wrapped the lanyard loosely back around the wallet. ‘Shall we set a date for Mr Kemp?’ he asked. ‘Four thirty on Monday afternoon is still free.’


Posthumus pursed his lips. ‘That’s possible,’ he said. ‘It depends on when the police release the phone. But they probably only want to check the call log for dealers, and from what the Salvation Army officer said, I doubt I’ll find any leads on it for family or friends. So let’s go for Monday. You’ll call a cemetery?’


‘St Barbara’s, by preference?’ said Hendrik.


Posthumus nodded. They both liked the old cemetery out west.


‘It doesn’t give Cornelius Barendrecht much time for the poem,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure he’ll come up with something. Not that he has a great deal to work with.’


Posthumus handed over the inventory, and witnessed Hendrik’s signature on it. He would drop in to brief Cornelius before going back to the office. It was on the way.


‘I’ll take the wallet and the coat, if you’d like to draw up a receipt,’ said Posthumus. ‘And you can make specific mention of the lanyard, if you want. I’ve no real interest in the rest.’


Hendrik dropped the coat into the bin-bag that the backpack had come in, and moved to a computer to type out the receipt. Posthumus put the wallet into a brown envelope from a pile on the table, picked up the glasses with a lens missing, and slipped them in, too.


‘You might as well add in the glasses,’ said Posthumus to Hendrik. ‘You never know what might inspire the Great Poet’s mind.’


 


Down in the car park, Posthumus took the coat out of the bin-bag again, to fold it more carefully. He held it by the collar, and gave it a shake. It certainly was a fine garment. And there was nothing wrong with it that a good dry-cleaning wouldn’t put right. Even tight-fisted old Bart in the Waterlooplein flea market would pay well for this, and every little bit helped the Funeral Team budget. Posthumus felt the fabric between thumb and forefinger. He’d buy it himself, come to that: why bother with Bart? Posthumus held up the coat so that the shoulders were parallel to his own. He felt a twinge of conscience: he couldn’t bluff himself that this wasn’t stolen property. He really ought to make some sort of an effort to find out if anyone had reported the theft, or whom the coat might belong to. Automatically, he ran his hands through the two empty inside pockets, then noticed a third, smaller, button-down pocket, a little way further down the right-hand inner panel. He felt inside. It was just large enough for a discreet billfold. Nice idea. The pocket was also empty . . . though not quite. Posthumus’s fingers picked up a change in texture. The flap that would normally button over the top of the pocket had been pushed down inside. Behind it was something rougher and stiffer than the silk lining. Posthumus curled a finger around it and pulled it out. A business card. He held it at arm’s length and read:


 


FUTURA CONSULTANTS


Strategic Planning and Development


 Ben Olssen


A phone number: +1, the US. Maybe it was a mobile. Posthumus hesitated a moment, and rang it.


‘Hello, Ben Olssen here. Sorry I can’t—’


Voicemail. Posthumus hung up. He wasn’t going to waste a fortune on transatlantic calls to strangers. But the name. Hearing it rather than reading it brought familiarity. Placing it didn’t take Posthumus very long. He tapped into his address book, and made a call


‘Cornelius, hello,’ he said. ‘Are you at home? We’ve a client for Monday afternoon, if that’s enough time for you. There’s very little to go on, but I can be with you in five to ten minutes . . . and is Gabrielle there, by any chance? I was hoping to get in touch with Christina.’


 


An hour later, young Lukas was standing beside his father at the front door, as Cornelius said goodbye to Posthumus.


‘And you’ll get Christina to phone me?’ said Posthumus to Cornelius, taking the three steps down to the pavement in two hops.


‘As soon as they’re finished at the conference,’ said Cornelius. ‘Such gallantry! Every inch the gentleman!’ 


His blue eyes were bright over the tops of his half-moon glasses. As Posthumus walked over to the department’s diminutive Smart car, parked a little further up the road, he heard Lukas ask, ‘Papa, what is gallantry?’


 


Posthumus had driven for barely five minutes when the phone rang. He glanced at it: Private Number. Posthumus smiled, rapidly ducked the Smart car into a space between two parked cars, cleared his throat, and answered the phone just before it went to voicemail.


‘Hello,’ he said, hoping his voice sounded low, relaxed, with just the hint of a smile.


‘Pieter Posthumus?’ said a male voice. ‘Detective Inspector Flip de Boer.’


A prickle of panic condensed in the top of Posthumus’s gut. Why, after all this time, did a surprise encounter with police still catapult him back to his years living in the squat, and the arrest? The hours of heavy questioning, after police thought he’d been one of a group who had set light to a tram, until Anna stepped in with a good lawyer to get him off the hook . . .


‘Mr Posthumus? Are you there?’


‘Yes, sorry, good afternoon. I’m parked in the car. Just switching off the engine. How can I help you? Is it something to do with Zig Zagorodnii?’


Back in February, de Boer had given Posthumus the nudge that had helped him work out the story of poor Zig’s death, stepping a little beyond official boundaries to do so. Posthumus had found himself warming to the man, despite himself.


‘No, I’m calling you this time in your professional capacity,’ said de Boer. ‘I’m glad I caught you. I’ve just spoken with Olympia Funeral Directors. Apparently you have the coat that the deceased Frans Kemp was wearing.’
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