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Chapter One



Even the most meticulously planned operation could go wrong. I had surveyed the area previously to identify the optimal position and had found a location that would allow me plenty of warning. As I cycled there across the wide tarmac bridge with two lanes of cars shooting past, I could feel the nerves jangling at my fingers.


According to the calendar it had been summer for five weeks, but only today had the weather in Amsterdam woken up to this fact. Following a miserable couple of months, with limited sunshine, now people could finally sit outside in T-shirts and jeans and be pleasantly warm even though it was coming up to half past seven in the evening. I chained my bike to a lamp post and thought the weather was a mixed blessing. On the one hand I could be situated at my selected spot without attracting any attention – had it rained I would have had to abandon the plan – but on the other hand more people were still outside and the place might be occupied. I walked quickly because a few seconds could make all the difference.


I wanted one of only six tables on a tiny terrace where the city had forgone three parking spaces. The one I preferred was right at the canal’s edge and only protected from falling into the water by a shin-high rusty-red metal railing.


It was still vacant.


I jogged the last couple of steps and sat down quickly with the bridge to my back so that I faced the direction he would be arriving from. My breathing was faster than the little run warranted. I’d managed to stop myself from checking my watch until now. Maybe he wasn’t going to turn up. Maybe this time he wasn’t going to come.


The waitress crossed the narrow one-way street that separated the bar from the terrace. A different woman had served me yesterday. I ordered a glass of rosé and said that it was surely the perfect way to celebrate the arrival of summer. It barely drew a smile. The bar’s door was open and Ricky Martin’s music drifted out to mingle with the hum of traffic behind me and the quacking of a pair of ducks to my right. Everything was in place. A sultry breeze tickled my bare neck where I’d had my hair cut that afternoon. He should get here soon.


My mouth was dry and I took a sip of my drink. This wasn’t a bad place to be. It was the height of tourist season but here you wouldn’t know it. Amsterdam’s canals formed concentric half-circles and, like year rings on a tree, the further away from Centraal Station they were, the more recently they’d been dug. But also the further away from the centre you were, the fewer tourists you found. Here, about ten canals out, Amsterdam was a different city. I threw a quick glance at the menu. They served decent food. If he wasn’t going to turn up, I would finish this glass of wine and order something to eat.


Then I saw his tall shape. He was walking slowly with his hands in his pockets. He wasn’t looking my way. During the minutes that I monitored Mark Visser strolling along the canal, my heart must have thumped a thousand times. I got ready to act.


‘Mark,’ I shouted when he was close to the bar. I waved at him. ‘What a surprise. Good to see you.’ I fought to keep the smile on my face in this instant when failure and success were balanced on a knife-edge.


He hesitated but came over. ‘Hi, Lotte, how are you?’


I stood up and we kissed three times on the cheek like old friends. ‘Have a seat.’ I pointed at the vacant chair on the other side of the table. ‘It’s such a nice evening. Join me for a drink.’


He didn’t refuse. He looked at his watch but then drew out the chair.


‘How are you?’ Now my smile was real.


‘I’m well.’ He sat down opposite me. He stretched out one of his long legs and it touched the inside of mine. For that second, the world shrank until all that mattered was us in this moment. It wasn’t that I didn’t see the street; it just didn’t signify any more.


‘Sorry,’ he said, and pulled his leg back.


I looked down. The tables had been reclaimed from an old school building. I could imagine lifting up the lid and finding space for pens and books. Even the chairs were not that dissimilar to those we had, only bigger. It seemed appropriate, as Mark and I had first met at primary school before losing contact for over thirty-five years.


There was grey in the stubble hugging his jaw, more than there was in his dark hair, and the lines around his eyes were noticeable even behind his round glasses.


‘What’s with the stubble?’ I said.


‘I had to rush out this morning.’ His long fingers rubbed his face. ‘Doesn’t it make me look strong and capable? That’s what I was going for.’


‘Smooth as sandpaper.’ I broke off a piece of wax from the outside of the candle, held the long strip over the flame and watched the molten drips return to their source. ‘Let me get you a drink.’ I gestured at the waitress to come over and ordered Mark a beer.


‘I’ve nearly finished the house,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to put it on the market in a few weeks.’ He pushed his glasses higher up his nose. ‘I still won’t get what I’d hoped for.’


When I had first gone there, three months ago, it had been a building site with just two rooms habitable: Mark’s office and a bedroom. My mind flooded with memories of that time. Of us together.


Before.


‘House prices have dropped again,’ he said.


A large moth buzzed over our table. I shooed it away from the candle. It should sup from the red hollyhocks flowering along the bar’s wall, not burn its wings in the flame. Then the creature’s hum was drowned out by the unusual sound of a car turning off the main drag over the bridge. An Audi drove past and parked further down the canal, partially shielded from view by the heart-shaped leaves of the plants crawling over a trellis. Two men and two women got out. One of the women went into a side street, probably to pay for parking, and the others took the table next to us. They were about our age, maybe a little younger, and smartly dressed.


A moment later, the other woman joined them. She carried a beautiful orange handbag with a large silver clasp. She put it down on the floor and I could imagine the leather complaining about having to touch the dirty pavement. You could fit a slim laptop in there. It was exactly the kind of bag that I’d been looking for. It would probably be way outside my budget. Also it might not be wide enough to hold a gun. She jolted their table as she sat down and moved her chair forward. ‘Sorry,’ she said.


‘No need to apologise,’ one of the guys said loudly in accented English. He had bronzed skin and his beard was so neat it looked as if he’d laid a ruler along his cheek to decide where to stop shaving. The hairline on the back of his head was equally straight, but hair was creeping up from the collar of his shirt where it escaped upwards from his back. ‘You always do that. For everything. I guess you’re just more empathetic, you … you women types.’


‘Women types?’ I mouthed at Mark with raised eyebrows.


He smiled and shook his head. He enjoyed listening to other people’s conversations as much as I did.


The Beard insisted on ordering a pitcher of cocktails. ‘Moscow mules,’ he said to the waitress. ‘They sound great.’


The women, sitting opposite each other, started talking in Dutch and excluded the men from their conversation.


‘Don’t go,’ the Beard shouted loudly after the waitress. ‘We want to get food as well.’


The woman who had jolted the table translated the menu. At this bar, the menus were in Dutch, as mainly locals frequented it. The outdoor seating area was too small to get the place featured in any guidebooks. The Beard ordered for everybody. When the woman complained in a soft voice that it was far too much food, he ignored her and added another dish. He must be the one picking up the tab at the end of the evening.


‘Is excess food a new way to impress?’ Mark said.


‘It’s never done it for me,’ I said. I stopped watching the table next to us. ‘Do you want to eat something?’


Mark didn’t answer.


‘Did you hear the news this morning?’ he said. ‘That guy got eighteen months.’


I lifted my wineglass and washed down the lump that had suddenly appeared at the back of my throat.


‘The cop who fired at that getaway car and hit the passenger,’ he said.


As if I hadn’t known who he was talking about. I pulled my hair away from my face. I still felt so guilty. And not just about the man I’d shot. It didn’t matter that it had been self-defence. ‘I was cleared.’


He rubbed his forehead. ‘I know. You had no choice. You had camera footage to back everything up. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.’


So why did you, I wanted to say, but I hadn’t planned this evening only to get into an argument. Talking about guilt wasn’t making either of us feel any better. ‘Do you want another drink?’


‘Sure. Same again.’


I could have ordered from the waitress, but I was keen to get up. Mark probably wouldn’t leave while I was buying another round, but if he wanted to I would allow him an easy escape. I carried our glasses inside.


The café was dark and half empty apart from a group of men in yellow T-shirts and a young couple at a table by the window who were deep in conversation. Their voices were little more than a murmur floating above the sound from the speakers. The music had changed to Abba. The woman wore a flowery sleeveless summer dress; she had matched it with a denim jacket that now hung over the back of her chair. Her dark hair was pulled back into a small ponytail and she had a muscular solidity that reminded me of one of the nurses who’d looked after me in hospital. The kind of girl who would have been the goalie in the school hockey team.


The man stared at her like a sniper focusing on a target. It went with his khaki-green T-shirt. Only his white jeans were incongruous. The woman reached behind her and fished a piece of paper out of the pocket of her jacket. Her shoulders were tense as she pushed it abruptly across the table. I craned my neck but I still couldn’t see what it was. Maybe a photo. It was the right size. The man looked down and smiled. He was in his early thirties, but his wide grin transformed his face and gave him a quirky, boyish charm.


The woman’s shoulders didn’t relax and she didn’t return the smile.


Then the Beard arrived next to me with the waitress at his side. ‘No, no, I’ll choose one myself,’ he said. Moscow mules hadn’t kept him happy for long. He got behind the bar and made a show of studying every whisky bottle on the shelf. The barman exchanged a look with the waitress, who gave a helpless shrug. The Beard finally found one he liked and handed the bottle to the waitress. ‘This one. Large measure.’ She poured.


The barman came to take my order.


‘A rosé and a beer, please.’


‘Sure.’ He pulled the pint and then unscrewed the top of a bottle of unknown origin. I didn’t care enough to study bottles. Holding both glasses, I walked back to our table.


My arm brushed Mark’s as I put his beer down. That he didn’t flinch was a victory.


The evening sun turned the sky the colour of my wine and it would have been absolutely perfect if only the people next to us had left. I tried and failed to tune out their conversation, which revolved around pharmaceuticals of varying kinds. Then the Beard asked his companion how he’d go about scoring some drugs around here. The other man told him to shut up and stop being stupid. I looked over because it annoyed me when people came to Amsterdam for just one reason. I didn’t even try to be subtle about it. The woman who’d earlier apologised for jolting the table now mouthed ‘sorry’ to me. She called the waitress over and managed to bring the focus back to alcohol.


Mark and I chatted about uncontentious topics and ordered some snacks from the waitress. He seemed better than me at blocking out the Beard, who went into the bar a few more times, once accompanied by the woman. I thought Mark enjoyed the evening and maybe even my company.


My glass was almost empty when the couple who had been inside the bar came out and walked along the canal, away from the bridge, turning left into the first sideroad, towards the houses. Stars started to appear in the evening sky and the fat candle in the middle of the table threw shadows on to Mark’s cheekbones.


‘It’s good to see you,’ I said.


My heart pounded as I waited for him to respond that it had been good to see me too.


But before he could say anything, a shout pierced the evening. It was a man’s voice. It took me a few seconds before I identified the source of the sound: a young black man, a Surinamer, with dark-rimmed glasses. He came running out of the side street. ‘Help!’ he screamed. ‘Help!’ He waved his arms above his head but he already had my attention.


Nobody knew I was a police detective apart from Mark. This evening that I’d planned so carefully was going as well as I could have hoped for. Why spoil it by getting up and offering assistance when I could stay here and have another drink? I could just not get involved.


‘Someone’s been stabbed,’ the young Surinamer shouted. ‘Just here.’ He pointed down the side street.


Instead of doing what was sensible, I pushed my chair back. The metal legs screeched a complaint on the paving stones. I got up. ‘You stay here,’ I said to Mark.


He opened his mouth to object but I held the palm of my hand in his direction and silenced him. I needed to concentrate and Mark would get in the way. If there was still a fight going on, he could get hurt. My walk turned into a jog. I automatically checked my watch whilst running. It was 10.21 p.m.


I would have felt better if I’d had my gun with me.


A half-bald elderly man with large facial features and wearing a yellow T-shirt followed me. Nobody else even thought of interfering, and that was a good thing.


I turned the corner and saw a man lying on the ground. He was on his side. I recognised him: it was the intense man in the white jeans. Blood stained his khaki T-shirt a muddled brown. I scanned the street, but it was dead quiet. Cars were parked on one side, with thin white lines marking out each space, but I couldn’t hear any engines running and nothing moved. There was no sign of an attacker. Most flats were dark, with the curtains closed and the lights off. How long ago had this man left the bar? Ten minutes at most.


The elderly man nearly overtook me and I grabbed his arm to stop him.


‘I’m a doctor,’ he said.


I let him through. ‘I’m police.’


The doctor knelt at the man’s side, felt his pulse then started CPR. I dialled 112. The man’s eyes were closed and he was losing blood fast. It was obvious where the wound was. Wounds. Three cuts in the front of his T-shirt. The young Surinamer stood a few metres away. He had taken off his glasses and kept saying, ‘Oh my God, oh my God,’ over and over again.


‘What’s your name?’ I said.


‘Nathan,’ he said. ‘Nathan Derez.’


‘Come over here and help me,’ the doctor shouted. He ripped off his yellow T-shirt, baring a wrinkled torso, and held the garment out.


Nathan didn’t move.


‘Hold this, Nathan.’ Using his name would get him out of his state of paralysis. I handed him my phone, grabbed the T-shirt, knelt down by the young man and pressed the cloth against the wound on his stomach as the doctor indicated. Blood had pooled onto the victim’s skin and now flowed thick and warm over my hands where the T-shirt couldn’t absorb it all. It congealed between my fingers until I felt I was glued to this man. As I heard Nathan telling the ambulance crew our address, the evening became so thick with the metallic smell of blood that I could taste it. What had been a pleasant warmth was now oppressive.


‘We need the police,’ I shouted. ‘Tell them that we are urgently – extremely urgently,’ I corrected myself, ‘looking for a woman …’


Instead of simply relaying my message, Nathan held my phone to my ear as I kept pressing down with the now blood-soaked T-shirt.


‘This is Detective Lotte Meerman,’ I said into my mobile. ‘We are extremely urgently looking for a young woman. Probably in her twenties. Dark hair tied in a ponytail. Wearing a floral summer dress and a denim jacket. She’s wanted in connection with a murder. Potentially armed with a knife.’ Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mark standing frozen and staring at me. ‘Put it out to all cars.’ I moved my head away from the phone and concentrated on the man under my hands again.


More people turned up behind me, probably from the bar. I shouted that they should stay back, to keep the crime scene secure, but I continued to stare at my hands, at the creases in the yellow T-shirt and then at the doctor doing his best to keep the victim’s heart going. I tried to keep the man’s life inside him, but the amount of blood pumping out told me I might fail. I was so stuck in the moment that even when the ambulance turned up and the paramedics rushed over, it was hard to lift my hands.


One of them, a young woman, took my place. I rested back on my heels, then stood up. The world disappeared into blackness for a second. I steadied myself against a parking payment machine and left a red print behind. I turned around to look for Mark where I’d seen him last, at the end of the street, but he was no longer there.


The ambulance crew examined the man on the ground. ‘He’s gone,’ one of them said.





Chapter Two



A myriad of blue swirling lights destroyed the last vestiges of a pleasant evening and made the quiet street seem a dangerous and threatening place. Two police cars were parked nose to nose as if ready for a fight. Tape closed off the street at either end, locking in the forensic scientists with the body. A van had carried eight more officers to the crime scene and they were now busy taking statements from everybody who’d been in the bar. The fluorescent yellow stripes on their uniforms stood out starkly against the dark blue. The ambulance was still waiting, ready to leave once Forensics had finished with the victim’s body. At least a blanket now shrouded him from view.


‘I didn’t hear anything,’ Nathan said. ‘I had music on but it wasn’t that loud. Shouldn’t I have heard something?’


I sat with Nathan Derez and the doctor, Gerard Campert, on the edge of the pavement on the opposite side of the road, the three of us like battle-worn survivors. After my colleagues had spoken to us, we were now left alone. Gerard had described the woman in the floral dress in detail. He’d been inside the bar for most of the evening and had a good look at her. I’d filled in the gaps. Nathan hadn’t witnessed anything apart from the aftermath.


His partner, a tall red-haired woman, came over and brought us mugs of sweet tea. She’d also handed me a towel after I’d scrubbed my hands for five minutes at their kitchen sink. I’d even rubbed kitchen roll under the already clean tips of my nails, wanting desperately to wash the thought of blood away. She’d said that we could wait indoors, but until I changed my clothes, I shouldn’t sit on someone’s sofa.


‘There was no shouting? No argument?’ I asked.


‘No, nothing.’


I hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary either until I’d heard Nathan’s cry for help. ‘I saw him and the woman turn into this street about ten minutes before you found him,’ I said.


A few police constables rang doorbells along the street. Maybe I should join them, but somehow it was hard to move.


‘He’d lost a lot of blood in that time,’ Gerard said. ‘We could never have saved him.’


‘It wasn’t until I stepped outside for a cigarette that I saw him. If only I’d heard something, I could have got help sooner.’


Gerard put a hand on Nathan’s arm. The doctor was now wearing a red polo shirt that Nathan’s partner had given him. It was a tight fit. His blood-soaked yellow T-shirt had been bagged up by Forensics. ‘It’s not your fault,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing you could have done. With knife wounds like those – one to the lung, two to the stomach – it wouldn’t have made a difference. I could tell from the start that …’ he rubbed his forehead with the knuckle of his thumb, ‘that he was most likely going to die.’


The young man nodded, his eyes serious behind his glasses. He leaned back against a birch tree. From where I was sitting, I had a perfect view of the crime scene, the dead body, the forensic team moving about and the parking payment machine with the bloody handprint I’d left behind.


Another car drove up and pulled into the spot next to the ambulance. Detective Ingrid Ries got out. She was very tall and her skinny jeans only accentuated the length of her legs. She sometimes reminded me of a plant that had grown without enough light; her limbs were too long, as if she’d had to reach for the sun all the years of her childhood. She’d been at home when I called her.


She hurried towards me. ‘Are you okay?’


I put my hands on my knees and got up from the kerb. Nathan and Gerard also stood, as if I had disturbed our little survivors’ tea party. I made the introductions.


Ingrid put an arm around my shoulders. She did it to comfort me, but it was restraining too.


‘I just watched someone die.’ I said it softly. It would be more precise to say that I felt him die. I’d felt his blood drain out of him. My hands shook with a tremor that originated in my fingertips and I stepped away from Ingrid’s hug. I hid my hands in the back pockets of my jeans. Maybe I was in shock because death was so incongruous after the pleasant summer’s evening, or maybe I’d just had too much to drink.


The front page of yesterday’s newspaper lay in the gutter. Geert Wilders’ photo was illuminated by the street lights. ‘Muslims should integrate or go home’ screamed the fat print of the headline.


I pulled myself together. I’d written down the man’s details. We’d identified him from his security card, which had been bagged up by Forensics earlier. ‘Piotr Mazur. Polish national.’ On the pass, the green emblem of one of Amsterdam’s large department stores showed right above a photo of the now-dead Piotr Mazur’s smiling face.


‘A security guard,’ I said.


I’d phoned the store after I’d finished washing my hands. I had spoken to the guard who was on night duty. He told me it was all quiet at their end but he’d call his manager and they might get some more security staff in, just in case the murder had anything to do with them. I didn’t see how it could, but they wanted to be extra careful.


A little breeze cut through the still night. ‘He was in the bar with a woman in a floral dress.’


‘She’s our main suspect then.’


I thought about how they had been when they talked. I couldn’t remember any animosity, but there had been tension between them. He had been staring at her intensely. Still, I’d only seen them briefly. The barman or another of the men in the yellow T-shirts would have more information. ‘Let’s say she’s someone we urgently need to talk to. They left together. If she’s not the murderer, she must have seen something. Witnessed something and didn’t call for help. There was no other call to 112, was there?’


‘No, just you. Come in the car. Sit down.’ She reached out a hand as if to steer me into the vehicle by my shoulder.


I stepped away from the contact. ‘I’d rather not. I’ll wait here for a bit.’


Forensics were doing their work by the body. One of them was examining the bloody handprint on the parking payment machine. It was hard to recognise them in their white Tyvek suits.


‘You don’t have to test that one,’ I said loudly. My voice wobbled. ‘That’s mine.’ The man correctly ignored me and photographed the machine from all angles. It was evidence of our failure to keep the man alive.


‘The woman in the bar probably gave a photo to the victim,’ I told Ingrid. That photo was now with Forensics. It was a photo of a small boy. A toddler. He was a cute child, with blonde curls, smiling broadly, holding a blue and red boat out to the camera with both hands. Not much of the background was visible: some grass, a park maybe. The back of the photo was blank. ‘I saw her give him something from the pocket of her jacket. We found the photo in his wallet.’ The woman had been tense as she’d handed it over and Piotr had suddenly smiled. Their reactions made this photo seem significant to me.


‘Are you sure that was what she gave him? You saw him put it in his wallet?’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘So it was something he could have already had.’


‘Yes, but I think I saw her give him a photo and that was the only one he had on him.’


Ingrid stared at me. ‘He could have handed it back.’


‘Sure. You’re right. But she definitely gave him something and he was happy about it.’The thought of how young and boyish Piotr Mazur had looked at that moment made my tongue clumsy in my mouth. Compared to the death of this man, my ruined evening was of course insignificant. ‘He was happy,’ I said again.


‘You should go home,’ Ingrid said. ‘You’ve done enough for one night. We’ve got it from here. Thomas is on his way. We’ll contact the next of kin.’


‘I asked the department store about his family when I called them. They have no record of a wife or a partner. He’d written down his parents in Poland as next of kin on his employment form.’


‘Great. I’ll get a translator ready. Just in case. The woman he was with, was she Polish?’


‘I don’t know. Check with one of those guys in the yellow T-shirts. They were inside the bar. Talk to the doctor. I was sitting outside and only came in to get a drink.’


The Yellow T-shirts were members of a rowing club. I didn’t know why they had been in this particular bar, but they made perfect witnesses. Apart from Gerard, the doctor, there was a lawyer, a town councillor and a couple of bankers.


An elderly couple walked by hand in hand. Their steps hastened as they came past the blue lights but their faces turned towards the covered dead body on the pavement. Even though they were worried by the flashing lights on top of the police cars and the tape that identified it as a crime scene, they still looked. You could never stop people from staring at the aftermath.


‘I’ll come to the station and give you a description of the woman,’ I said. ‘We need to put that out and find her as soon as possible. She’s either a murderer or a key witness. We need to talk to her.’


Ingrid shook her head. ‘You need to get out of these clothes.’ She gestured at my jeans. ‘It’s …’ she swallowed, ‘it’s too much like last time, isn’t it?’


Last time. I knew she meant the time I’d shot a man. Even though he had been a murderer and I’d had no choice, my own actions still appalled me. I had never killed anyone before.


I looked down at my legs. For a few minutes I’d forgotten about the large bloodstains on my trousers. It reminded me of how Piotr’s blood had flooded over my hands and I shuddered in sudden revulsion. I wasn’t sure how it had got all over my clothes. Maybe I’d mindlessly wiped my palms on my jeans or maybe it had dripped there when I kneeled by the victim’s side or soaked up from the pavement while I’d been trying to keep him alive. My hands shook in my jeans pockets, reverberating through my arms and into my shoulders.


‘You look terrible,’ Ingrid said. ‘Go home. We’ll talk about this tomorrow. You only saw her for a second. If any of those guys can give a clearer description of the woman, I’ll use them.’


‘I’ll wait here for a bit.’ I shivered again, as if the July night was really a winter’s evening. ‘I’m on my bike.’ I didn’t trust what my body was doing. That I was cold was probably the down after the adrenaline high. Shock was a possibility too.


Ingrid looked at the officers milling down the street, then back at me as if she was weighing me up. Judging me. ‘Don’t cycle. I’ll give you a lift. Bear with me a couple of minutes.’ She briefly talked to one of the police officers. I saw her gesturing towards me, probably to tell the guy that she was taking me home. The man checked something in his notebook and seemed to give Ingrid a brief outline of what had happened. She talked to one of the younger Yellow T-shirts, who nodded to affirm whatever Ingrid was asking him.


She made a phone call, then walked back towards me. ‘The young guy got a really good look at the woman. Says he remembers clearly what she looked like. Thomas is coming over to take him to the police station.’


She got in the car and opened the door on my side. I said goodbye to Gerard and Nathan. I’d pick up my bike tomorrow.


Ingrid did a U-turn then drove along the canal towards the bridge. I pulled my seat belt closer around me, as if that would keep me safe. Just as we approached the bridge, the traffic lights started to flash and the barriers came down. This was one of the wider canals, which allowed larger boats through. Ingrid switched off the engine. We could be here a while.


‘This must have been hard,’ she said. Her voice in the silence was loud. Now that she no longer needed to look at the traffic, her attention was relentlessly on me.


I was jealous of the boat that managed to disappear out of sight, hidden behind the now-vertical part of the bridge. It was a mid-size sailing ship. It had its sails down and used the motor to get it through the canal. When I’d been a child, it had perplexed me that the road surface would come up and the white lines would point to the sky and I’d wondered if that was what a runway at an airport looked like.


‘I’m okay,’ I said.


‘Did it bring back memories?’


I pulled my eyes away from the bridge and faced her. ‘No, it didn’t.’ I made my voice strong as much to convince myself as her. The only similarity was that a man had died under my hands.


‘I haven’t forgotten what you did for me,’ she said.


I caught my bottom lip between my teeth. ‘Can we not talk about that?’


But Ingrid didn’t stop. ‘It’s because you were covered in blood. When I saw you sitting on the kerb … I don’t know, it immediately brought it all back.’


I didn’t reply. What was I going to say? That I hadn’t needed anything to bring it back to me as it hadn’t been out of my mind? The boat appeared on the other side of the bridge and the road surface lowered again slowly.


‘I want to make it up to you,’ she said.


I shook my head. ‘Plaese don’t say that.’ I swallowed something back. Bile tasted like guilt. How could I explain to her that every time she got me a cup of coffee or did a late-night shift in my place, it reminded me of the man I’d shot dead almost three months ago. Every kindness stabbed the knife in deeper.


‘How much did you have to drink?’ she said.


‘I had a couple,’ I said, ‘maybe three.’ It was always harder to keep track when there was waitress service. I realised I hadn’t paid. Mark must have picked up the bill.


The barriers opened and Ingrid started the engine.


‘Is that why you want to get me home?’ I said. I didn’t like the thought that she was trying to protect me by getting me away from the murder scene.


‘You were slurring your words. I didn’t want to say anything before we got in the car. I didn’t want anybody else to overhear. And you really don’t look too well. Thomas and I have got this. One of the guys had been inside the bar for most of the evening and he’s a much better witness than you are.’


I turned my face towards the window and watched Amsterdam go past. The streets were busy with people making the most of the summer’s night. Only three more turns and I would be home. We crossed a narrow bridge. A group of people coming from the other side had to walk in single file as the pavement was almost entirely taken up by parked bicycles chained to the bridge’s white railings.


We reached my street. My apartment was the top floor of a seventeenth-century canal house. Tomorrow morning the hordes would come past my front door again on the way to the Anne Frank house. Now it was quieter, apart from the sound of laughter that bounced against the houses. On the canal a group of people in a pedal boat saluted the balmy July night with bottles of beer. From this close it was hard to tell that the canal was actually a large semicircle that at one point had protectively embraced the entire centre of Amsterdam. What was now a tourist attraction had centuries ago been the main form of defence.


Ingrid left the car in the middle of the road with the door wide open. She walked me to the front door and made sure that I could get the key in the lock.


‘What were you doing in that bar anyway?’ she said.


My hands were shaking so much I had to have a couple of goes before the key slid in. A silver-grey Volkswagen pulled up. The street was narrow with the canal on one side and the houses on the other, and Ingrid’s car blocked the road. The driver made a hand gesture at Ingrid. She ignored him and kept looking at me.


I finally managed to unlock the door. ‘What difference does it make?’ I pushed it open.


‘Bit out of the way for you, isn’t it? It took us what, twenty minutes to drive here. With so many bars within walking distance, why go to the west side?’


‘Avoiding the tourists.’


‘The waitress told the other officer that you were there with a man.’


I rubbed my hand over my face. ‘I met Mark Visser.’


‘Really? I didn’t know you were in touch again.’


I made a non-committal humming sound. ‘I just bumped into him.’


‘I didn’t see him,’ Ingrid said


‘No, he’d already left.’


Volkswagen man rolled down his window. ‘Are you going to be long?’


‘Shut up,’ Ingrid said. ‘We’re nearly done.’


‘Some of us have homes to go to.’


I looked Ingrid in the eye. ‘I’ll get his statement for you.’


She nodded. ‘Great. We’ll talk tomorrow. Try to get some sleep.’ She put a hand on my arm and then got back in her car.


I waited until both cars had driven off and then went through the front door. Get some sleep. As if that was even possible.


The chandelier in the communal hallway was comfortingly familiar, shining as if nothing had happened tonight. I slowly took the stairs up to my floor. My mobile rang when I was nearly at the top. I read his name, hesitated then answered it. ‘Hi, Mark.’With my other hand I unlocked my front door. Pippi greeted me with a loud meow. I bent down to scratch the little black-and-white cat behind her ear.


‘Lotte, hi. I’m sorry I didn’t stay.’ Mark’s voice was low, with an odd echo to it. ‘I know I should have but I saw you covered in blood and it all got too much. I’m really sorry.’


I shook my head. It was just like talking to Ingrid. ‘It’s okay, I understand.’


‘Did the man survive?’


‘No, he died.’


‘I’m sorry.’


I waited to hear if he was going to say anything else, but he was quiet. ‘I need to get your statement at some point,’ I said.


‘Sure. Okay. But I didn’t really see anything.’ His voice was abrupt.


Only a few hours ago there had been rapport between us. Even if we wouldn’t be lovers again, I’d thought that we could at least be friends. ‘It will be brief.’


‘I prefer not to come to the police station. I’m sure you understand.’


‘Yes.’ He didn’t want to come there because it would bring back too many bad memories. I preferred not to go to his house because it would bring back too many good ones. ‘We can go somewhere else. I’ll be in touch.’


‘Sure. Let me know.’ He ended the call.


I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. I folded up my clothes and put the bloodstained jeans and T-shirt carefully in a bin bag. Maybe they’d want them for evidence of my proximity at some later point. If Forensics found any fabric fibres on the body, they would want to check them against what I’d worn to rule out that they’d come from me. My DNA would be all over the victim’s body.


All this time I avoided looking in the mirror. In the shower, the warm water embraced me as I shampooed my hair three times, as if massaging soap into my skull would also wash away the memories of the dead man. Make me forget how his blood had flowed over my hands. How we hadn’t managed to save him. At the thought, I grabbed the shampoo again and washed my hair for a fourth time. I bent my head back and let the water stream over my face like a flood of tears.


I put my fingers on the circular scar on my right shoulder where I’d been shot seven months ago. Now a man had bled out right under my hands. With loofah and soap, I scrubbed every centimetre of my body until my skin felt alive again. I still didn’t feel clean, because I couldn’t feel clean. I gave my hands one last scour before turning the water off.


When I opened the shower curtain, Pippi was sitting on the bathmat, looking at me as if she understood the insanity of her owner. As I dried myself, her green eyes followed me. She started a meow that was no more than a rumbling in her throat, as if to ask whether Mrs Owner was okay.


‘Did I forget to feed you, sweetie? I’m sorry. Would you like some food?’


At the word food, Pippi dashed into the kitchen. I followed her. She stared longingly at the cupboard that held the Felix. The Felix cat looked just like Pippi but without my cat’s cute black nose. I tore open a packet and emptied it in her food bowl.


Cat fed, I sat in my front room but didn’t turn on the lights. In the dark, I stared out over the expanse of the canal, wider than the roads on either side. The houses at the opposite side, with their gabled roofs, were all slightly different, some with curls, others with steps, as if someone could use the gable to climb up the roof. All an illusion, of course, to make the houses seem taller. I liked to imagine that someone on the other side of the canal was looking back at me.


Pippi-puss jumped on my lap. ‘You won’t believe what happened this evening,’ I told her. She meowed softly, as if she wanted to encourage her owner to tell her the whole story. I rubbed her behind her ear. My reward for stroking exactly the right spot was that she gazed at me with a look of undying devotion in her big green eyes.


A sightseeing boat came past, cutting through the water. Earlier in the evening, they would have served dinner and drinks. I’d been on one of those, many years ago. You had to eat quickly or they would dock before you’d finished.


I went to bed, even though there was no chance of sleep with this much going on in my head. The thought of the stabbing kept me afloat in consciousness rather than letting me sink into slumber. I wondered who the child in the photo was. I wondered what had happened to the woman whom Piotr Mazur had been in the bar with. Had she killed him? Had she seen everything? Was she the reason he’d been attacked?


I tossed and turned until even Pippi got off the bed. I checked my alarm clock; it was just after 3 a.m. I was too warm and covered in sweat, even though all my windows were open. I got up and took the duvet out of the cover. I lay on my back, covered only by the sheet, unmoving like the dead.


I could see us in sharp outline as if we were in high definition. I stood with Ingrid and a masked man in a field, the three of us forming a triangle of people in long black coats with guns pointed at each other. The knee-high grass swayed slowly and made an incongruously pastoral setting for the cinematic armed stand-off. The wind made my coat flap against my boots. It was louder than my breathing. Louder than my heartbeat. Even though the man’s face was concealed, I knew who he was. He wasn’t looking at me. He was facing Ingrid. His gun was pointed at her.


But she and I both had the man in our sights. Two against one. I could feel the extreme weight of my gun in my hand. My finger was glued to the trigger and I had to battle not to pull it. Ingrid, please shoot, I thought, please shoot so that I don’t have to.


Instead Ingrid lowered her gun and just stared at the man. Did she know something that I didn’t? Was she confident that she wasn’t going to be harmed? I was sure the man was going to kill her. It was now entirely up to me to save her life. I had to neutralise him. The word seemed right. I looked along the extended barrel of my gun. Only if I killed him would Ingrid live. That was the trade-off. I exhaled and allowed the movement of my finger on the trigger.


It didn’t fully register that the masked man had lowered his gun. I didn’t even really notice Ingrid’s face, relieved that it was over. Instead I was so in the moment that I continued to pull the trigger. The bang was deafeningly loud, like a close thunderclap. The recoil jarred my shoulder. Part of me realised that my gun didn’t normally make that sound. That it wasn’t normally this heavy. That there was something very wrong. Through a cloud of smoke I saw the masked man slump to the ground.


Ingrid kneeled by his body. I turned away from him and looked into Mark’s eyes, staring at me in judgement. Like he had stared at me when I’d held a T-shirt to Piotr Mazur’s stomach. I looked down at my body and saw that I was covered in blood splatter.


I woke up with a start. My heart was racing. ‘That wasn’t what happened,’ I said out loud into the dark room to scare the dream away. ‘He didn’t lower his gun. He was going to kill her. I had no choice.’ I tried to laugh at my dream for turning a traumatic work situation into a Tarantino movie. It sounded more like a sob.


At the sound, the cat meowed at me from the bottom of the bed as if she agreed with me.


Ingrid had said that seeing me covered in blood had brought it all back to her. The incident had been declared legal by the official review committee, but it had damaged us both.


I was afraid to go back to sleep and I was relieved when the morning light started to peek over the top of the curtains.


My hair this morning was sticking out in all directions, as if last night had turned me into a hedgehog. If I hadn’t had it cut yesterday, I could just have tied it back. Now I had to splash water on my head and dry my hair straight. My eyes were small compared to the dark circles underneath. I had a thumping headache and looked every day of my forty-three years this morning. Every wrinkle was etched deeply into my face. I made some coffee, took a couple of paracetamol tablets and sat at the kitchen table. I should have eaten more than just snacks last night. Or had less to drink. I sipped from my coffee in the hope that it would make the painkillers kick in and chase the hangover away.


I finally got dressed and put on some make-up to brighten my face. I had to remember to pick up my bike at some point. Now I had to walk to work. Tiredness stung my eyes like grit and I put my sunglasses on. I was probably the only one who didn’t welcome the morning sunshine. My route along the canal was a slalom course of early-morning tourists. I skirted past a large group of Italian people following a woman carrying a red umbrella, on their way to the Rijksmuseum. I narrowly avoided a man who stepped in front of me to take a photo of a picturesque furniture shop.
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