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			The House in the Josef Israelskade

			The man paced up and down the cell. It was a large cell, he thought, and a good one; clean and bright. Though he had done so several times before, he looked at the furniture with careful interest. He did not know why he should be interested. ‘It’s that I have nothing to do,’ he thought; and then, ‘That’s not so, either.’ He was always interested in such things, wherever he was. ‘Waste nothing,’ he said aloud, and then again, not aloud. It didn’t do to talk out loud. Not that the warders minded; you could stand on your head all day without bothering them in the slightest, but some damn psychiatrist might have told them to write down anything he did, and infer something silly from it. Pretty silly, he thought; all men talk to themselves aloud; they do a lot more, and without anybody calling the witchdoctor. They listen to their own voices, they conduct imaginary orchestras while listening to the gramophone. ‘They look at their faces in the glass,’ he thought; ‘“You’re a smart son of a bitch,” they say – aloud. Means nothing; tension. Nervous trick, like scratching, or picking your nose. Millionaire plans take-over – secretary enters, finds great man picking his nose. “I meant no disrespect, Sir Roderick.”’

			The cement walls were plastered and painted a darkish cream up to waist height. Then came a narrow green stripe. ‘What kind of green is that? Leaf green? What Elsie de Wolfe called lamp-post and park-bench green.’ The top half of the walls and the ceiling were a paler cream. Darkest – but still cream – was the heavy steel door. Damn cream. ‘Am I a cheese merchant? Cheese mite,’ he decided. The ceiling was high, with a shaded neon tube. He counted the steel knobs in the door; nine rows of four, and in the middle row the two inner knobs are missing, because of the little panel. ‘They don’t seem to use that panel; they always open the door; keys, bolts. Not any real trouble – purely automatic movements. Keys don’t tire them or worry them any more; they can find any one by touch, and the time spent is all automatically allowed for. At home they are probably surprised at opening doors so easily.’ The window was ribbed glass, and pretty dirty, but how do you make a good job of cleaning ribbed glass with bars outside? Inside there was plenty more cream. The folding bed, the hot-water pipes, the little corner cupboard, the three coat-hooks, the waist-high wooden screen round the lavatory bucket.

			On the wall hung a little rack for your knife, fork and spoon, a typewritten list of rules covered in plastic, and a vaguely biblical picture. This showed a bearded shepherd, gazing dramatically at a lot of splashy stars and surrounded by a rocky science-fiction landscape. Presented by the Christelijke Vereniging of something in small print – some Prisoners’ Aid affair with worthy intentions. He had a good-sized glass, too; he stopped polar-bearing and stared in it. The face looked a bit tatty and bloodshot; he looked with detachment, and thought the face badly put together, not well balanced. ‘Can’t help it, got to live with it. Hair needs cutting too.’

			He turned back to the table, which gave him especial pleasure. Good, big, solid table, nice and smooth, good height. It was varnished a particular shade of yellow ochre that was somehow familiar, and as he stared he knew why. Convents varnished their furniture that colour. Now why should jails and convents share a liking for exactly that rather hideous shade? Perhaps because it did look clean and bright, and neither jails nor convents are very attached to beauty. Not their job. The table was a good one anyway and that gave him pleasure. Not important, but perhaps it would become important. The wood was hard, and the legs solid and level; there was room for everything; one could work at this table, if one had paper and a pen. He put a folded blanket on his chair, sat at the table and started rolling a cigarette. Half-zwaar shag; he was getting quite to like it.

			Elsa was dead. He had thought it all over many times in the two weeks that he had sat locked up. It was in a way a good thing, since Elsa living was a constant menace to him. The more ridiculous that Elsa dead should also be a menace. Typical of her, certainly. It ought not to affect him, except to content him that the one thing that had ever come between Sophia and himself was now gone. But it was affecting him, forcibly.

			The police were not in the least concerned that he had neither killed Elsa nor ever had such an idea. They had found her killed, and it was their job to find somebody who had probably killed her. He had been sitting there staring at them. Elsa dead meant to them ‘Find somebody to answer for it’. It didn’t worry them that they had no proof; they reasoned that the truth would show itself under gentle but steady, ceaseless prodding, which they were good at. A chess problem, no more. White to move and mate in three. They probably didn’t believe that he really had killed her. He was going to supply what they needed, a reasonable solution to a criminal problem. To them, it was only a problem; and he was just part of it.

			He was sorry that he could not feel sorry for Elsa’s death. He felt sorry for the anxiety and strain for Sophia, but she was his wife. One thing Elsa had never been. She would have enjoyed his being in a hole, and Sophia anxious. She liked him tense and strained, and she had detested Sophia. But simply for the pleasure of pestering him, and causing Sophia pain, she would hardly have gone so far. Not so far as to put four pistol bullets into her own stomach. Otherwise, he would not for a moment have put it past her – to arrange this to look like him. She blossomed on dramas and scenes, loved upheavals, denouncements, tremendous rages, weeping reconciliations. That kind of thing was her daily bread and butter. She would be capable of a most intricate and careful scheme just to get him embroiled with his own wife. She had never forgiven Sophia, nor had Sophia ever forgiven her. When it came to murder, Sophia had a lot stronger motives than he had.

			Had she done it herself? Could it be possible? Suppose she had an incurable disease, leukaemia or so. Revenge suicide, like dear old Rebecca. Whatever had happened, she had succeeded in interfering drastically with his life even after all these years. She had seriously damaged his career, nearly wrecked his marriage, and now she’d got him in jail, and he had a good chance of staying there a lifetime. He had loved her once. She had illuminated his life for many years; she had been his friend and she was part of his life as the past is always part of the present. Influencing decision, colouring opinion. L’ombre de la jeune fille en fleur. Life should still have Elsa in it, and without his hating her; he had only hated her a few months. He had despised her, pitied her, spat on her, desired her (still sometimes), laughed at memories of her, not loved her. Not loving he had had no need to hate. And now she was dead; victim, he had no doubt at all, of one of her involved little treacheries. She was never happy unless her left hand were deceiving her right.

			

			He had been at home; it was nearly midnight and in half an hour he should have been in bed, but he was still drinking the last lukewarm cup of coffee. It was very still, and outside on the Fonteinlaan there was only the odd car swishing away into the distance until one heard again the friendly drip and patter of the rain that had gone on, almost continuously, nearly a week now. He was just sitting idly when the buzzer went. They had no speakbox; there was no real need on the first floor and he disliked them anyway. Like a telephone, an invasion of his home. Sophia had answered the buzzer.

			She came back looking annoyed, and he heard strange footsteps. He looked at her, a little ruffled.

			‘Police.’

			‘What on earth do they want?’

			As he went out he changed his frown to the slight smile that was his everyday, business face. Putting on his face. Only Sophia saw his real face.

			Outside were the usual pair of comedians. They stood quietly and had taken their caps off. Ordinary Haarlem policemen in short leather jackets; car patrol.

			‘What’s up?’ he asked.

			The first scratched his hair with his cap. ‘Don’t really know. Seems you’re wanted down at the bureau, that’s all.’

			‘This time of night?’

			‘Night or day, we never have any peace,’ said the second, grinning.

			‘Oh well. I was just going to bed. I have to work in the morning.’

			‘Maybe you won’t need to work in the morning.’

			He didn’t like that. ‘Why, have I won a football pool?’ he joked. They both laughed heartily. Sophia wore the face with which she fought trouble. ‘A quiet, wise face,’ he thought with love, ‘and when there is trouble a ferocious fighter.’

			‘Don’t forget the cigarettes,’ she said. ‘I’m going to bed. I hope you won’t be late.’

			She didn’t like it either, he saw. She kissed him warmly, with a hard hug; his nerves twanged in his stomach with love for her.

			Outside, the two lummels were staring at the coat-rack.

			‘Better take your raincoat; it’s still raining.’ The coat was still damp.

			‘And your hat,’ said the other helpfully, holding it out. He wondered why the hell they should be worried about his hat.

			They had the usual little black Volkswagen. It did not head for the nearer bureau in Heemstede, but back towards town, along the Dreef and into the Houtplein, up to the central bureau off the Grote Markt. It was still raining gently, persisting out of a cool, fresh, clouded sky.

			‘What is all this?’ He could not help asking, guessing they did not know.

			‘Do we know?’ The one at the back was lounging sideways and chewing a rubber band. He had been waved in beside the driver. ‘We like to sit and drink coffee too.’

			‘Couldn’t offer you any,’ he joked, ‘drunk it all myself.’ He lit a cigarette as the driver shifted gears smoothly and made a left turn into the Smedestraat. They stopped outside the bureau, an old-fashioned, crowded-looking and messy building. A brigadier looked up vaguely as they came in, and nodded to the patrol crew. ‘Good evening,’ said Martin.

			‘Good evening to you. Mind coming in here?’

			It was a little office, where a youngish man sat writing at a desk; the lamp made a cheerful pool of light. The man stood up and held out his hand. ‘Van der Valk.’ He repeated his name automatically and sat in the chair offered, a hard wooden chair with arms and a tatty seat cushion.

			Van der Valk needed a shave, looked tired, and was stabbing out a cigarette with abrupt jerks of his forearm.

			‘I am an inspector of the Amsterdamse recherche,’ he said calmly, ‘and I’m sorry to get you out so late. It is important however – wouldn’t be this late myself if it wasn’t – and we think you can tell us the answers to various things that aren’t clear.’

			The man had tiny nervous compulsions; one was to rub the side of his nose with his forefinger. Martin listened with his eyebrows high and no idea at all what was coming. Van der Valk lit a cigarette without looking at it and fanned the smoke away from his face; he took a fresh sheet of paper and wrote a line at the top.

			‘Remember last night?’

			‘Yes. I suppose I might miss a few details.’

			‘What about, say, between nine and ten, and give the details just as you recall them.’

			‘I was taking a walk round about then. I’d been to the cinema; it always gives me a headache. Wasn’t a bad film; gave me some ideas. When I’m like that, been in a stuffy atmosphere and strained my eyes, I like to walk; it rests me.’

			The man nodded and wrote a couple of lines.

			‘Where did you walk? Give me the itinerary if you can.’

			‘Down over the Frederiksplein, by the brewery, Van Woustraat, down into Zuid as far as the Apollolaan, back along Ceintuurbaan to the Museumplein where I’d left my car that afternoon.’

			‘Long walk. Raining pretty hard then too.’

			‘I like walking in the rain,’ said Martin flatly.

			Van der Valk looked up. ‘I’m not saying it isn’t so,’ he said peacefully. ‘I’m just establishing a picture. Go across the bridge at the Josef Israelskade?’

			‘No, I went along to that pleasure-palace affair on the corner.’

			The man nodded, satisfied. ‘What time would that have been, about? That you were there, could you say?’

			‘Don’t know; about a quarter to ten maybe, give or take. Who’s dead?’ he joked.

			Van der Valk did not look up; he was writing slowly, taking pains. ‘We’ll come to it in a minute,’ he said calmly. ‘Do you know a woman named Elsa de Charmoy?’

			Martin felt he was supposed to look surprised. He was sure he did look surprised.

			‘Certainly I do.’

			‘Well?’

			‘Very well, though I’ve scarcely seen her in the last – five years, say.’

			‘How well would that be?’

			‘Seven years ago, as well as you can get. What do you want me to say? It’s a personal affair.’

			Van der Valk’s eyes crinkled with something like amusement. ‘Personal affair for me too, jongen. I’m investigating her death.’

			Very shocked, Martin took a minute to absorb this. He felt automatically for a cigarette and the policeman pushed his forward. Lady Blanche. He took one.

			‘How did she die?’

			‘Someone shot her. Four times. Between nine-thirty and ten.’

			‘You mean you think I shot her?’

			‘Don’t think anything at all. Trying to find out what I know. For instance, that you know where she lived.’

			‘I’ve no idea, but I see what you’re getting at. In Zuid somewhere, but she’d moved since I knew her. She left her husband, or he left her – I don’t know exactly.’

			Van der Valk puffed at his cigarette. ‘She lived in a flat on the Josef Israelskade.’

			He stood up, walked over to the door, opened it and said, ‘Hey.’ Martin did not turn round, and heard a mutter. Van der Valk came back and sat meditating.

			‘Stand up a moment, do you mind? Put your hat on. That’s right; look, it’s not a gag, but to get something clear. Stand over there by the window; put your hands in your pockets; imagine you’re in the street and it’s raining.’

			‘Identity parade?’

			‘Yes, but it doesn’t trap you or incriminate you. You’ve said frankly that you were in the Josef Israels.’

			A uniformed policeman came into the room; he leaned against the door and studied a self-conscious Martin for a moment.

			‘Not enough light.’

			Van der Valk tilted the shade on his reading lamp; Martin blinked and frowned.

			The policeman nodded, leisurely.

			‘Quite sure?’ asked Van der Valk sharply.

			‘No doubt at all.’ He had a powerful Amsterdam accent.

			The door shut behind him. Martin took off his hat. ‘Now tell,’ he said.

			‘About twenty to ten some old woman phoned the police; said there was a man loitering suspiciously by the canal. All nonsense of course – old women get men on the brain – but the bureau told a man on a bike to pass by. Remember seeing him?’

			‘Why would I notice him?’

			Van der Valk nodded; that was reasonable. ‘That’s the chap I just had in. He remembers you; says you weren’t loitering; more strolling, staring at the water, up at the lighted windows. That right?’ He grinned; Martin grinned back, rather helplessly.

			‘I dare say.’

			‘Door or so from Madame de Charmoy’s house?’

			Helpless slid towards hopeless. He neither knew nor cared where Elsa lived. Who would believe that? Not this geyser, nor Sophia.

			‘Nobody takes this loitering lark seriously; old women window-peeping. It’s just that you were there.’

			‘Yes.’

			Van der Valk opened a desk drawer and came up with a pistol. Mauser seven six five; a beauty.

			‘Ever see it before?’

			‘I gave it her.’ Whore, he thought bitterly.

			‘Where d’you get it?’

			‘In wartime, off a German. For a few cigarettes. As usual.’

			Van der Valk nodded again. Stop nodding like a bloody cuckoo-clock, thought Martin, unreasonably.

			‘Was she shot with that?’

			‘Why d’you give it her?’

			‘I gave her anything I thought would amuse her.’

			This time it didn’t amuse her much.’ He wrote a line or two more and then got up.

			‘Why?’ asked Martin suddenly.

			‘Why? I don’t know why. Don’t want to know much. Leave that to the psycho-research geyser. I want to know who.’ His voice was tired and irritable. ‘Come on, jongen, bedtime. Tomorrow we go to Amsterdam and talk it all over. Right now I’ve got to lock you up.’

			‘Poor Sophia,’ thought Martin. He did not think, ‘Poor Elsa.’ But just before he slept he thought, ‘Yes, poor Elsa.’

			

			They let him sleep till late; it was nearly nine before he was dressed. They let him hang about in the guard office, where an old policeman sat stolidly with a pipe, instead of keeping him locked in the grim little cell. The old gentleman, his face a compendium of the human mind and human follies, did not speak much, and not at all about dead women; he blew a smoke ring, and said, ‘Patience is what you need most of, here. Play chess?’

			‘Yes; not very well.’

			‘Think of it that way.’

			He got a big tin mug of good hot tea, and bread-and-marge with gingercake; he was surprised to find himself hungry. It was ten when the door opened for Van der Valk, rested and grinning. He carried an overnight bag, which he gave Martin.

			‘You’ve seen my wife?’

			‘Explained what I could; told her not to be nervous.’

			‘Not to be nervous!’ thought Martin. Sophia was nervous of a cockroach, but not frightened of the whole Russian army.

			She had thought of everything; a pen and paper, the salt liquorice he liked and cigarettes, clean underclothes and washing things, aspirin and eau-de-cologne and some snapshots: Sophia’s wise face. He was grateful to Van der Valk. They went out to a little Volkswagen just like the one last night. Van der Valk drove; a uniformed policeman sat in the back, apparently asleep.

			The sun shone cleanly on rain-washed streets; all the housewives in the Amsterdamse Buurt seemed to be cleaning their windows. Nobody spoke till they were nearly past the Phoenix factory in Halfweg, with its famous advertisement for packing-cases. ‘Want a crate, a box, a container?’ thought Martin. ‘Want any coffins?’

			‘I’m in charge of this for a while,’ said Van der Valk suddenly, ‘till it gets interesting, probably, and complex. You need not worry about the examining magistrate; we haven’t decided to charge you. Understand?’ Then they were sliding through the streets which seem fuller of gay screeching children than any other streets; shops full of washing machines and endive and sausage; fat tantes waddling with shopping bags, and salesmen with bright young faces, briefcases full of confidence and sandwiches, and Fiat Multiplas. Very suddenly they were in the Ferdinand Bolstraat and a second later walking into the police bureau.

			The office was like the one in Haarlem but larger; there were two desks and an older, sourer man than Van der Valk was standing trying to stuff papers into a briefcase that would not hold them all.

			‘’Lo Henk.’

			‘’Lo Piet. What you got?’

			‘Bang-bang in Josef Israels. Woman. What you doing there?’

			‘Got to go up to the Singel,’ with deep gloom, ‘and then pass in that file about the hire purchase fraud; the state police want it. And I’ll get asked again about that boy on the bike who snatches bags. If I catch that little stinker I’ll kick his bottom so hard he’ll never face a bike again.’ Henk nodded in a friendly way to Martin.

			‘Mornin’.’

			‘Mornin’.’

			‘’Bye.’ He was gone. Van der Valk shut the window an inch or so and sat down with a sigh of hope. He threw two ballpoints in the wastepaper basket and fussed till he was comfortable. When he was settled he looked levelly at Martin, serious now; a quiet, intelligent man, good at his job.

			‘Okay, now here’s what we’ve got. Man who lives below Mrs de Charmoy – sorry not Mrs, Miss – is manager of an insurance company, not married, eats out mostly, not at home much. He knows a few of the regular visitors but never paid much heed. That night he’s at home. He has a hobby, childish like all business men – one of these high-fidelity maniacs, got a radio diploma. He was playing about with some new gadget he’d just got. Heard a noise, funny noise, like someone breaking up firewood he says, but too quick and regular. That’s shots of course. Immediately afterwards someone running, running quickly down stairs. “Immediately” meaning one or two minutes, perhaps. Front door bangs; quiet. Didn’t think much, walks out on landing, listens, all still, walks back again. Half an hour later thinks funny. Uneasy, he says. Turns radio off. Turns it on again. Fiddles about, makes up his mind and goes upstairs, rehearsing little speech. “Sorry, Mevrouw; ah, please don’t think me inquisitive, it’s just that blah blah.” No answer to door. Thinks queer, goes down again scratching head, puzzled a bit. All instinct to forget about it, but got some imagination and a bit of a bloodhound; been a claims adjuster in his time, you see. Said it kept echoing in his head – he thought the footsteps peculiar too; hurried. Rings doorbell to Mevrouw’s flat, no answer still; worries. Puts on hat and coat; comes here; catches me, just going home as luck would have it. I went and opened the door because I didn’t like the story either. Found her.’ He paused to light a cigarette.

			Martin realized that he had cramped into a hard knot and undid it with a jerk. Surreptitiously he wiped his hand on his trousers. Van der Valk went on as calm as a news announcer.

			‘I got everything photo’d. Nothing disturbed and nothing taken. I got hold of the agent who’d seen you in the street. Then I found this.’

			‘This’ was an envelope.

			‘In the writing desk. I went there first because after she was shot she crawled a way towards it, as though she wanted something there. Heaps of stuff I haven’t had time to go through, but photos one always goes for first. Have a look.’

			Martin had a look. Snapshots. He recognized them all – they were eight or nine years old – except one, which seemed recent. He was standing in the street – looked like the Kalverstraat – gazing open-mouthed in a shop window, looking extraordinarily stupid.

			‘Candid camera,’ said Van der Valk with a laugh.

			‘I’ve never seen it or knew it existed. I don’t know how she got it.’

			‘I could see that,’ grinning. ‘You looked disgusted. Know the others?’

			‘Yes. They’re from the time that we were together.’

			‘The agent recognized it straight away. Said: “That’s the geyser in the street.” I showed him just to see if we were going to be that lucky. Stroke of luck that it was the same pose, so to speak: in the street and sort of absent-minded expression. Person’s not easy to identify when seen in different surroundings. Thing was to find out who it was. Easy. Everything’s easy so far, much too easy perhaps. She was methodical; kept an address book.’ He held up the little leather book that Elsa had always carried in her bag. And on one of the old snaps, in the familiar handwriting and the green ink, below his scribble saying ‘Je voudrais bien vous dire’ (their codeword) – ‘Martin darling, believe it or not, I cried.’ The snap was of the two of them, sitting on the terrace of the Lido, drinking gin from the look of the glasses.

			He felt rage. He had torn up what letters or snaps he still had, throwing them in the stove under Sophia’s mocking, indifferent, secretly commanding eye. But this bitch could never bear to lose or leave anything. She probably had little wax dolls with pins stuck in them.

			‘Tell me now,’ said Van der Valk, ‘why were you in that street?’

			He knew they would keep asking that. ‘I don’t know. I like the street. I like that part of the town. I don’t know why. I’ve walked that way before sometimes.’

			‘But you didn’t know she lived there?’

			‘No.’ Did he? Had he? But he had not – he knew he had not been in the house.

			Van der Valk was staring at him as though he could read him like print. ‘I’ll accept that, for the moment. Let’s get back to the point. We’re checking everybody in the address book, naturally. We’ll check anybody else who isn’t in and ought to be, maybe. These aren’t business addresses. Somebody, could be man, could be woman, shot her and ran down those stairs into the street. Somebody youngish and active; ran down two at a time. That’s clear from what Bouwman says. He’s a trained observer and accustomed to being a witness; I’ve no reason to doubt him. You’ll tell me he maybe made the whole thing up; shot her himself. Maybe he did. But it would have to make sense first. I saw him when he came in here, and after, in his own flat. I smoke too much, but I’ve a good sense of smell. He stank of his radio thing – all new and packed in smelly cardboard; plastic and tools; oil and dust and the sweets he was eating. He doesn’t smoke either; one of these secret toffee fiends. Her room smelt strongly of cigarette smoke, of fumes from the gun, her very distinctive perfume, and I should say herself.’

			Martin could not help shutting his eyes, remembering Elsa’s smell.

			‘No,’ went on the other slowly, ‘I don’t believe in Bouwman. Too like a story, too unreal. Men like that don’t get involved with their neighbours. I don’t wash him out but I need convincing. I attach a lot of importance to that smell. Bouwman hadn’t washed or tidied himself; he was in a stew; he just came round here. It’s not far. I had a good look at his hands.’

			Van der Valk put his elbows on the table. ‘Suppose you tell me when you saw her last.’

			‘I’d have to think.’

			‘Think then. We’ve plenty of time.’

			Martin thought.

			‘In a flat on the Lauriersgracht. Would have been the first year I was married – five years ago anyway. A man lives – lived anyway – there, whom I know slightly, and he invited us for an evening – not formal you know, just a drink and conversation; I’d got friendly with him over a book he was illustrating. When we got there she was sitting drinking coffee and being charming. Man’s name is Pieters and it’s the Marnixstraat end more or less, on top of a café; I can’t remember the number.’

			‘What sort of relationship was there between you then?’

			‘We had parted a year before, in bitterness and rage. I hated her because I was a little afraid of her. What her feelings were I didn’t know or care; she had seemed unable to accept the idea that my life no longer revolved round her.’

			‘What was it like there in this house?’

			‘Horrible. There wasn’t a row or anything; nobody else noticed any tension and the evening would have been pleasant enough, I suppose. I felt that I couldn’t handle the situation as competently as I wished – I wasn’t sufficiently detached. It bothered me to see her; I was hostile and embarrassed and she was laying herself out to be winning. She was still a bit under my skin and I knew she felt that. Maybe she expected me to say, “Come on, let’s go!” – she put enormous force into persuading me that nothing mattered but her. I don’t doubt that when I didn’t roll over with my paws in the air she went home in a black fury, ready to bite the carpet. She couldn’t bear to lose anything. I had left her for a woman she despised and thought a trivial fancy of mine. When I married the woman she couldn’t accept it. – What the hell am I telling you all this for?’

			Van der Valk laughed, rubbing his nose.

			‘You’re telling me because it relieves you and still pleases you to talk about her. You see that she’s still important to you.’

			Martin laughed too, unwillingly. ‘Only because she’s dead. And because you’re digging at my emotions. I haven’t thought about her more than casually above twice in the last five years – since that episode in fact. I never saw her again consciously.’ Directly he spoke the word he knew Van der Valk had noticed it. But he made no comment; he was staring at the wall.

			He seemed to make up his mind.

			‘I’m not charging you with this. Not yet anyway, and possibly not at all. It’s like this. I can charge you formally with murder, because frankly I’ve enough to do so, and then the examining magistrate takes over the depositions and interrogations. You won’t get out of it in a hurry then, even if you’re as innocent as Joan of Arc. I’m holding you on a reasonable presumption that you are the probable author of a grave criminal action. Whether I believe that’s immaterial. You could refuse to answer, demand a lawyer, hold out on me; in that event I’ll charge you so quick you’ll be on the magistrate’s desk like a telegram. But I would prefer not to charge you, but hold you for a little, because I think you can tell me a great deal I want to know. Help me, and I might be in a position to release you in a week, instead of your riding the circuit on the parquet.

			‘On the other hand, suppose you’re guilty. Likely there are all sorts of extenuating circumstances and hanky-panky. Once I charge you, you can get your lawyer and fight it out and refuse to answer me. So you’ve a choice. Tell me everything as freely as you did just now, as though I were one of those psychiatrist idiots, and I’ll break this, and clear you in the process. Or clam up – I’ll charge you today, it’ll take six months to come to trial, and even if you get off half the country will still say a smart lawyer got you off. I’ve given you good advice; please yourself. Here, have a cigarette.’

			‘I don’t want a cigarette,’ said Martin crossly. He got up and looked out of the window, jingling the keys in his pockets. He knew he was being had, had the classic police way, à la chansonette. Lulled into a sense of security he would give himself away. Suppose he was schizophrenic – suppose he had really killed Elsa? They would have him anyway. A simple order would jump him straight into the examining magistrate’s arms. He could just see that lipless, joyless, rimless-glasses smile they all had. He made his choice, and wondered whether it showed him sane or the contrary.

			‘I’ll trust you; I’ll go along with you on this.’

			The other was staring again, tapping his pen on his teeth.

			‘Don’t have any illusions. If this still points to you, not overwhelmingly but just whelmingly, I can still charge you. I throw the cards on the table and go where they point. Get it?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Understood.’ He spoke with genuine friendliness. ‘You aren’t getting sacrificed. I’ll go a long way to break this one, with newspapers buzzing round like wasps already. I’m a naughty policeman, you think. Threaten people, lead them on, trick them, beat them up sometimes. All just for credit with my boss, you think. Not quite. I want simply to understand this woman, because I have an impression that if I do I’ll know why she was killed. I know why, I’ll know who. That’s all. Now I’ll give you as much latitude as I can. Books, food, anything like that; you can see your wife every day if you like in someone’s presence. Means the man on guard duty. And if I take you out, no policemen and no handcuffs; break from me and you’re cooked, you know that.’

			He threw the pen down; it rolled off the table on to the floor. ‘Verdomme!’ he said, stooping. On cue, the phone rang. He straightened, red.

			‘Van der Valk. Yes. Good. A second … I’m listening, shoot.’ There was a persistent quacking mumble. The pen travelled steadily over paper. ‘All right, thanks. You’ll have a transcript for me when you can? Thanks again. ’Bye.’ He put the phone down, leaned back and studied his paper. ‘Taking you into my confidence like this is against all standard police procedure. I might give you some information that helps you build a false picture. You risk my paying out a lot of line, and lassoing you at the end of it. Right? We’re quits.’

			‘Don’t talk so goddam much,’ said Martin.

			Van der Valk stuck a cigarette in his mouth, lit it and pointed with the burning match at Martin. ‘Just before she was killed she’d made love. You see what that means. Some information and some interesting presumptions. A man killed her. A woman did not leave that evidence behind, not even one of these rubberglove queens in a white overall that play with bulls on breeding farms. A man killed her, very shortly after making love to her. And it was a man who knew her because it was her gun. Based on your knowledge of her, how does that fit in? Presumption one, was she a whore?’

			Martin felt sick. The policeman’s bad and crude joke had had the effect, probably intended, of detaching him from the unwilling tenderness he had still somehow felt for Elsa. He felt nothing now, except the wish to be sick. The voice pursued him down a tunnel of nausea.

			‘I should have explained,’ it said quietly, reasonably. ‘That was the medical report. Doctor did a quick check on the spot of course, but next day in detail. I should have had that yesterday but that I was running after you. She isn’t a person any more, you know. An exercise, medico-legal; that’s all.’

			Martin thought hard, gripping words to stop being sick. ‘No, she wasn’t a whore – not when I knew her that is. Capable of it, yes. She had a good upbringing, but that doesn’t stop anyone. Kept from it more out of economic reasons than by character.’ ‘What’s important in her is gone,’ he thought, ‘and what I say will not affect her and cannot hurt her now. It is now without importance.’

			‘If she was a whore we’ll soon find out,’ said Van der Valk comfortably. ‘These semipros who do it for fun aren’t easy to keep a file on, you might say, but that call girl stuff is known to plenty of people. Probably find out easy in the Josef Israels. Presumption two, was she a nymphomaniac?’

			‘Yes. Not indiscriminate; she didn’t go about seizing men and jumping into beds with them. Don’t know if a type like that exists,’ meditatively. ‘Never met one myself.’

			‘Nor have I,’ said Van der Valk pleasantly. ‘Stop lingering over happy memories.’

			‘She couldn’t live without men. I think she was a bit masochistic physically. She liked to be abused, sworn at, ordered round, punished, deprived for a day or two. She liked being beaten. That’s physical. Mentally, she developed complete power over her men. Not only me; I saw it with other men. They no longer lived unless she was there breathing life into them. Like puppies, looking up with sad eyes for a pat. She made them do ridiculous things to satisfy her appetite for domination. I think she liked sex for that reason too; it didn’t give her much pleasure, it was the feeling of mastery that was better, sucking all the guts out of a man. She was simply a witch. She could take all a man’s will and substitute her own, leaving him a zombie. She called him and he came; she wanted something done – the poor sufferd went and did it. He felt resentment, so he would drag her all limp and unresisting to a divan and thrash her; make him a man again for half an hour.’

			Van der Valk was sitting upright, eyes wide, like a man whose team has just scored a brilliant goal.

			‘Lovely. What I’ve missed!’ He brought his palm down on the table with a slap. ‘Lunch-time, jongen. Canteen grub for you, but your wife can bring you things when she comes in. I’ll give the guards all the necessary instructions about you; you won’t have a bad life. No office to worry about. A holiday,’ he added with facetious ferocity, ‘more than I get. You can write a book about it maybe when it’s all over. Come on. I’ve a few jobs, after eating; then, jongen, you and I are going to take a little ride.’

			

			Van der Valk had the car ready; without speaking he threw it into gear and headed towards the town. It is not possible to avoid the mid-afternoon traffic in Amsterdam; progress is fitful. The lights on the Muntplein were against them; Martin stared at the bell tower and the corner of the Singel with a new eye. Being in the half-world of the police gave a new definition to people. All these people, staring at Vroom’s window display by the ant-heap where the Kalverstraat begins; all those others heading with an alert, expectant look towards the other ant-heap of the Reguliersbreestraat, as though in the Rembrandtplein they would be given a lovely present; who were they? People with no idea in their head except business – for if the motto of Germany is Befehl ist Befehl (Orders are orders) that of Holland is quite surely Zaken zijn zaken (Business is business). And some innocent little pleasures too – coffee and a nice big creamy chunk of tart in Doelen or Polen. What about the people taking a quick connoisseur’s sniff at the weather – cold now and lowering from a yellowish leaden sky? Snow soon, doubtless, and ice perhaps, and the children asking for their skates. Were they thinking only of pea soup in ten thousand homes, and curly kale with boiled sausage in ten thousand more? Looking forward to the days soon when Sinterklaas would be coming with his knecht, and the bakers would all be displaying initials made of puff pastry stuffed with frangipane?

			There were murderers among them, frauds, perverts, thieves, souteneurs. Psychopaths, many of them, no doubt: poor old men who followed little girls in parks. But many too were criminals, who enjoyed seducing virgins, who poisoned their wives, who would as soon steal from the poor as from the rich, especially as it was generally easier, who lived unworried and secure on the profits from the nasty little follies and meannesses of all the mass. Parasites, gamblers, pornographers. Victims. Van der Valk’s professional eye was upon them too. Was Elsa’s murderer here as well, more concerned at the moment with the traffic policeman in his little steel tower than with the featureless rechercheur in the featureless little Volkswagen?

			Van der Valk turned right past the Hôtel de l’Europe, wound round and into the courtyard of the Binnen Gasthuis, the big hospital that is the outpost of Amsterdam’s last old quarter. Martin always felt pleasure here in these narrow old streets alongside the canals, which have not yet been all filled in or chewed away by the ceaseless friction and vibration of traffic. They walked quickly down the cool antiseptic corridor. Van der Valk seemed to know his way; his soles tapped round corners, taking bearings without hesitating. Martin knew now what was on hand and breathed deeply, filling his lungs as full as he could of an air already corrupted. He was not going to let them make a fool of him, leading him by the nose to a surprise that was perhaps supposed to make him give at the knees. He strode like a free man, and gripped himself firmly in front of the ghastly door marked ‘Department of Pathology’.

			There was a warm cheerful little office, with a pretty young woman drinking tea, an impassive woman typing, with too much experience in her quiet, kind old face, and a lean, dark young man in an overall, standing in front of an open filing cabinet with a bunch of cards in his hand. A faint disgusting reek – was that formaldehyde he wondered? – possessed every heart in the little office. The young woman looked up. Her smooth blonde hair lay high and sculptured above a forehead like a pearl. Her smile was fresh and untouched by formaldehyde or the terrible filing cards. Her teeth were too large. Van der Valk spoke in the important low chatter of someone with an unimportant errand.

			‘Oh yes,’ she said. She had a gentle, hoarse voice. She gave a semicircular, meditative look; nobody paid the least heed. She got up, showing a fragile figure, legs a tiny bit too thin, hands and feet a tiny bit too big. She flipped her starched white skirt into place with an automatic, unselfconscious gesture.

			The head of the department is out,’ nodding towards an inner office with a curt plastic plate on the forbidding panel. ‘I know about the business more or less. Will you come please?’

			A corridor, full of doors. Two or three obvious laboratory technicians glancing incuriously as they went on accustomed, undramatic errands. The smell of formaldehyde was stronger. Another door, swinging on bronze hinges with an effortless, noiseless lunge like a huge mouth opening.

			A hum of refrigerating machinery. Light flicked on from daylight neons, incandescent and chilly on the opal tiles. The pretty girl walked to an office table and flipped a pop-up file like those for telephone numbers. Find-it-quick, thought Martin. She looked in a day-book then, biting her thumb absently. With a nod she walked quickly towards the wall of countersunk filing cabinets and slid one out, seven feet of corpse-container, unconcerned as a croupier when the player says ‘a card’. Martin stood by her, smelling the faint kind scent of her hair.

			The face was not shrunken, nor yellow, nor horrible. It was absolutely neutral. There was no look of peace nor faint smile nor any cliché at all. Dead bodies are not frightening, nor are they communicative. There is simply nothing there. The hair, blonde still but greyer than he remembered it, lay in soft waves behind the rather heavier jaw. He glanced at Van der Valk, who was studying the face as though he expected to see a name written there; at the girl who stood quietly looking at nothing, her hands in her overall pockets. Martin stared slowly at the naked body, neat and soldierly. The breasts were still firm; the stomach, punctuated by four little dark marks in an irregular quadrangle, was not much wrinkled. The remembered deep, gay hollow under the hipbone was unchanged. The face was still beautiful, the coarse skin set in remarkably firm contours over the high intelligent bones. Elsa had always looked her best by artificial light. Martin felt a last glimmer of tenderness move in him.

			‘Did she take long to die?’

			‘Don’t ask me, I wasn’t there,’ said Van der Valk with his brutal joviality.

			The girl answered detachedly, looking at neither of them. ‘Not so very long. Time enough to have brought her back, perhaps, if they’d found her at once. Pretty dim perhaps, with four bullets, but possible. But she didn’t have very much pain, probably. She would guess she was going to die.’ With no emotion she made a sign of the cross. ‘Ready?’

			The little glimmer of tenderness vanished as the file sighed home. Finally, Elsa was gone. Martin felt no more emotion than the girl. Van der Valk put a cigarette in his mouth, and took it out again. He looked at Martin with little wrinkles of gaiety in his eyelids.

			‘Wait for me in the car. I won’t be five minutes.’ As Martin left he heard, ‘How long for a full path. breakdown? Everything on the book.’

			Outside, Martin lit a cigarette with a deep breath of relief. Van der Valk drove back to the bureau without a word. When he was pleasantly settled again at his table he put his elbows on it and rubbed his nose thoughtfully. Then he got up and went to a steel cabinet, dragged open a drawer and came out with a brown paper parcel. He undid the string leisurely.

			‘This is what she was wearing. It tells me nothing. I can have it sent to the chemist’s, but I’ve a very strong opinion that it would be a waste of time. This is not to my mind a question for someone looking at dust with a microscope; it is more psychological. Smell these clothes; they smell of her. That jade signet ring was on her hand. Always was, wasn’t it? The gold is very worn, and has been mended, maybe more than once. There’s nothing missing that I would have expected to find. Admitted, so far I’ve only been over everything superficially. Tomorrow, jongen, you and I are going to walk as far as the Josef Israels; reconstruct the crime maybe. You,’ he guffawed, ‘can hold the gun. No use shooting me, I’m insured. Right now … ’ He was handling the clothes like a textile buyer, pawing them, thought Martin, as though there were still a woman in them. He felt the texture, holding everything to the light. He threw them aside contemptuously. ‘It’s nothing. Tells me nothing I didn’t know.’

			Martin watched him sullenly, sour disgust sitting on his face, deliberately obvious. The man was playing with Elsa’s shoe like a bloody pervert; did he get some obscure pleasure out of fiddling with these rags? His eyes rested on Martin and became absent.

			‘The anatomy lesson of Dr Tulp. How did you like Dr Tulp? Nice looking, isn’t she? Bit thin, but better looking than your girl-friend. We’re going to have a little lesson now, on your anatomy instead of hers. Pity I couldn’t bring Dr Tulp with me; she might have livened you up.’

			Martin snarled like a teased leopard. ‘You’ve got one dead whore; want another one live? Stop making one out of me then; quit this mucking about, taking me to places where I’m expected to scream and faint or something. What do you expect to get out of breaking it off in me? Start me sobbing, and saying, “Oh please, please; I’ll tell you all”? I know what she smelt like; you don’t have to shove her underclothes in my face.’

			Van der Valk was laughing heartily.

			‘So I looked at that bloody woman doctor in the hospital. That doesn’t mean I wanted to take her to bed.’

			‘Why not? I did,’ said Van der Valk equably with his damned confident, cagy, sympathetic grin. ‘You’re coming on, learning now. Did you think it was all guaranteed painless? No anaesthetics in the police department, jongen. No nice nurse to comb your hair. I’ve got to take your skin off, and the quickest way; I’ve got to find out what you know. You know too much about this business. Some of it maybe you don’t know you know; I’ll have it just the same. You really think you’re not involved? “All right,” you think, “so I was outside the house; that doesn’t put me inside, that doesn’t put the gun in my hand.” You believe me; you’re in deep.’

			‘Klets,’ said Martin, ‘that’s all bluff. Why the hell am I in deep? You can’t get any judge or any court to say I killed her just because I knew her once and I was outside her door. You can hold me here for ever, but you aren’t getting me to say I killed her when I didn’t. Not even by beating me up. Are you going to beat me up?’

			‘I’m going to let you beat yourself up, jongen,’ said Van der Valk sunnily. ‘Nobody’s talking about courts and judges, though you might be surprised to know what they could make you say. I’m just demonstrating what would be obvious to anyone with any sense. You’ve brains enough but you’ve no nous. You’re involved with a woman. That woman is dead. She was killed. Someone killed her. Now I’m not giving you this crap about society, and the protection of it and the duties owed to it and so on – that’s all baby talk for the electorate. This is a plain thing. Some actions are simply wrong, morally. Death by violence is a grave wrong, the more so because you destroy something that cannot be replaced or rebuilt. You can’t detach yourself from that as a whole, in general. But here, in particular, even less. You – you’re part of this crime. You loved her, lived with her and were part of her. You’re involved and I don’t care whether you were outside the door or in a café in Purmerend. If you killed her I’ll find out – you’ll tell me. You’re going to start right now by telling me what you were really doing in the street, and don’t begin that pretty fairy story either about admiring the pretty moon like a pretty cheese in the pretty canal.’

			Martin gave an unwilling grin.

			‘You’re making me feel guilty, a fool and a bastard.’

			‘Ha!’ shouted Van der Valk happily, ‘for all I know you’re all three. You knew she lived there, didn’t you?’

			‘I must have been told, I suppose, some time. But I didn’t realize … ’

			‘You didn’t realize. It wasn’t real. You just went there with a vague idea, hoping to sort of accidentally run across her. You would rather have liked to be in a position to hurt her – Don’t interrupt. Look, this is the way it happened. Doesn’t bear any sign at all of a perverted, psychopath murder. Someone – I neither say nor have any firm idea it was you – got into a sudden blind rage, saw red with anger, jealousy, pain, humiliation – call it what you like. Could have been you; fits, or could be made to fit. Gun looks like premeditation, but I don’t see it that way. I prefer to think that at some time a man had been playing with that gun, as a toy, and had slipped it in his pocket, make him feel tough. Then he got a sudden onrush of sheer, vicious rage, and suddenly the gun was in his hand. He’ll try temporary insanity when I get him.’

			Van der Valk was studying him carefully through a fan of smoke. ‘Won’t wash. A woman throws you off course, maybe, puts you in the wrong gear, races your motor. Doesn’t make you mad. Then everyone in the world’s mad. Jesus, what a speech! You stew on that; I’m up to here. Go on, buzz off and tell them to lock you up. Simmer quietly and in the morning cough it all up; I’ll be there with a basin.’

			Martin felt tired; so tired that he could scarcely stand on his legs. He stood feeling nothing but exhaustion and a sort of dull ache. He walked through the still guardroom and into his open cell, collapsed on the mattress and fell instantly asleep.

			When he woke, an hour or two later, it was still quiet, and quite dark; he lit a cigarette and lay thinking, not getting anywhere with it; his ideas were vague and shapeless. He saw at some moment the guard in the doorway, with the pipe in his teeth.

			‘Come on and eat – don’t let the coffee get cold. Sour herring tonight. While you eat you can talk to your wife – she’s out here waiting for you.’

			Martin jumped off the bed with vivacity.

			In the shabby guardroom Sophia looked like a bird of paradise. Her perfume gave life to the stale air; her smile illuminated the world of policemen. She pushed a parcel forward on the table.

			‘What’s in it?’ he asked, like a child.

			‘Smoked eel, cigars, the French history book, Chance, and a big bar of chocolate.’ She smiled as one does to a child. He kissed her with absorption and lit a cigar with pleasure; the coffee in the big enamel mug was hot and surprisingly good. Sophia watched him with love, sitting elegantly on the corner of the table. The guard took his pipe out of his teeth, brought a chair forward and was buried deeply, instantly, in a fearful book with vampires on the cover.

			Sophia crossed her knees and said, ‘Give me a cigarette then.’ She screwed her eyes against the smoke and asked abruptly: ‘Did you kill her?’

			‘Ah, darling. Leave it a while. I’ve had Van der Valk being clever with it all day. Of course I didn’t kill her. They’re hanging on to me simply because I knew her. She’s dead now; you ought to be glad.’

			‘You’re talking like a child and a fool. “Ought to be glad!” – aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Van der Valk will take you to the cleaners if you persist in being so stupid. I’ve seen him; he told me straightforwardly that he, personally, emphasized, did not believe you’d killed her. I’m by no means so sure. How often had you been to the Josef Israels when you were supposed to be working on some scheme in Amsterdam?’

			‘You aren’t still jealous? The woman’s dead and I know nothing about it. How many men wasn’t she involved with, for Christ’s sake?’

			‘I’m jealous of her dead and alive where you’re concerned.’ She threw her cigarette in a fast sparkling arc into the coke bucket.

			‘I never saw her; I never went in the house; I never spoke to her.’

			‘Yes, I know you’re telling yourself that, but are you quite certain? Did that witch throw a spell on you again? I can’t bear it if you won’t tell me the truth. You were mooning still after her and she’s been killed. Killed. To Mr Van der Valk that’s just a job, and to you perhaps it’s a great relief; maybe you’ve dodged a responsibility. You had one to her, I think. I don’t remind you of your responsibilities to me, to your home. Certainly I hated the woman, but she was shot in the belly and crawled over the floor bleeding inside and then she lay and died, while you were taking a nice walk in the street. My husband, sitting in prison. No, I don’t believe you killed her. If you had I’d wait twenty years outside a prison for you. But I think you’re hiding part of the truth. You tell me, you hear? Not now; I can’t stand here watching you trying to hold firm and deny it. I’ll come back tomorrow.’

			The policeman raised quiet china-blue eyes from his vampires. ‘Goodnight, Mevrouw. Here, let me open the door for you. Happy to see you. Till tomorrow.’

			Martin felt as if he had been struck by lightning. He made two big careful sandwiches, one with herring and the other with chocolate, took the French history, and said to the guard in as acid a voice as he could manage, ‘Be a friend and lock me in. The next visitor will probably be the Minister for Social Affairs, worried about my morals.’

			‘Sleep well,’ said the policeman without irony. The door shut with a clank; the keys fell on the floor and the guard cursed, mildly and unemotionally.

			

			Van der Valk’s pocket was full of keys; he fiddled and muttered before finding the right one. The flat in the house on the Josef Israelskade smelt stuffy and dusty, and was cold. The policeman put a match to the stove like a housewife.

			‘Crafty, see. I was here last night in my overcoat, stiff as an old plank. Stove had been cleaned out; damned policemen thinking they’re going to find bones or buttons or something. All I had to do was lay it.’

			Smoke curled aromatic at the top as it started to draw. Van der Valk looked triumphant as though he had done something extremely clever. Martin could see that he had gone solemnly round with the dustpan and the vacuum cleaner. ‘Only a Dutch policeman would have done that,’ he thought, amused. ‘At home he probably has to take his shoes off before his wife allows him in the living-room.’ The room was comfortable now, welcoming, and rapidly growing warmer.
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