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Theo

       

      
Amsterdam

      Love is not necessarily a good thing. You generally end up getting hurt, or hurting someone else. Or both.

      Like last night.

      I’m talking about emotional stuff, just to be clear. Maybe actual physical injury would be a lot easier. Not in a Fifty Shades kind of way, obviously. Just, well, if Kitty had punched me in the jaw last night, I wouldn’t feel so guilty.

      My hangover is making my head hurt like crazy, so the afterpunch would just add to the pain. And I would have a legitimate reason to avoid her today. I have to do it though. Talk to her. Before things develop any further.

      The morning after a break-up is the worst. Trust me, I’m an expert. This is the second time this month. When someone dumps you, it’s heartbreaking and insulting and horrible, sure, but being the one who breaks up is almost as bad. You have all the guilt and shame and embarrassment, and you can’t blame anyone else. You’re the person who killed love.

      It’s especially bad when you’ve broken up with Kitty, who is not just a really great person; she’s a really great person with five thousand subscribers on YouTube.

      I’ve screwed up big time.

       

      Right now I’m lying on a sofa in the living room of a flat in Amsterdam Old South, which is the equivalent of Notting Hill in London or New York’s Upper West Side, somewhere that normal people don’t live, all blingy boutiques and posh restaurants. The flat is huge and cool, packed with stuff designed to show off the wealth of the guy who rents it, my friend Lucy’s dad. He’s an international lawyer, so Lucy gets the place to herself a lot.

      My dad runs a furniture company, so I know that the uncomfortable sofa that I’m lying on came all the way from Milan. I can also predict that Lucy’s dad is not going to be all that happy about the beer stains on his Eames armchair and the splashes of vomit on the Brink & Campman rug. But that’s what happens when you piss off on a romantic weekend in Marrakech with your glamorous actress girlfriend and leave your daughter all alone.

      It’s early morning and the light is filtering in through flimsy curtains. The trams arriving at the stop right outside announce themselves with a clanging bell and their very own distinctive swooshing noise. Sleep is impossible, just as I’m drifting off another tram arrives.

      When the third tram clangs, I accept defeat. Amazingly, no one else has been woken by the noise. There are five other people sleeping in here, and one of them is Ethan, slumped on the floor, right next to my sofa, his long blond hair hiding his face. I think about waking him up. He’s been a good listener in the past. But there’s something unpredictable about Ethan, his mood turns like a windmill. I’m not sure he’s the right person to talk to about Kitty anyway. I’ve never been able to work out their relationship. The first time I saw them together, I thought they were a couple.

      There’s no sign of Kitty, but that’s no surprise: she was avoiding me after what happened. She’s probably gone home, and is sleeping in her own bed. That’s what I should do, but I’ve told the cousins that I live with that I’ll be out for the weekend. They’re newlyweds. They won’t want me turning up unexpectedly.

      And besides, I’ve got a lot on my mind.

      I swing my feet off the cold leather, relieved that I seem to be wearing all my clothes. The room smells of stale beer, sweat and vomit, overlaid with the disinfectant that Lucy used to scrub the rug. I need fresh air, or I’ll be throwing up as well.

      I find my shoes, creep down the stairs, and let myself out into the cold morning. My bike’s chained up outside and I undo it, fingers fumbling with the lock. Then I ride off, bumping over the tramlines, straight ahead, right and then left, down a green, shadowy path into the Vondelpark.

      I love cycling. It’s been the big discovery of my three months in Amsterdam that you don’t need to feel that you’re taking your life in your hands every time you get on to a bicycle, like you do in London where you virtually need full body armour to be safe on a bike. Here, cycling feels like flying and there’s something liberating about getting around without having to wait for buses or trains or people to give you a lift.

      There are quite a few cafés in the Vondelpark, but my favourite one is hidden away on an island in the middle of the lake. It looks like an old-fashioned flying saucer – round and white with blue edges and totally out of place among the trees, as though it’s crashed down to ground and adapted to life on Earth by selling coffee and apple cake. In the summer you sit outside, under the trees. Now it’s frosty November and the café is warm and cosy inside.

      I order a milky coffee – koffie verkeerd, the Dutch call it, or ‘wrong coffee’, presumably because at some point in history it was considered wrong to put milk in your coffee. Now everyone drinks it, so wrong is right.

      I feel a bit better after the coffee. My head has stopped throbbing and it’s taken away that metallic taste in my mouth. But when my phone rings, I wince at the noise. It’s Kitty. I do the brave thing and answer.

      It’s not Kitty. It’s Lucy. ‘Is Kitty with you? She’s not here.’ Her voice is accusing – or am I just feeling guilty?

      ‘How come you’re using her phone then?’ I ask.

      ‘She’s left it here. And her knitting and stuff.’

      ‘She must’ve gone home,’ I say, although it seems really odd. Kitty never goes anywhere without her phone, because she’s always taking pictures and loading them online. She’s got quite a following for her AmsterKit Tumblr and Instagram accounts, and her vlog is getting more popular every time she posts. Am I going to feature on that vlog? She wouldn’t spill personal stuff like that online – or would she? She’s certainly posted a load of coupley pictures of us over the last month or so. Will she feel she has to announce that we’ve split up?

      She never goes anywhere without her knitting either, it’s typical Kitty to have brought it along to the party. You might think it’s a bit of an old person’s hobby, but it’s not, partly because no grandmas I know do knitting – my Grandma Sarah is into Pilates and Booba Dora is big in the world of charity committees. Kitty always says that knitting is calming, and she knits enough to put a normal person into a coma.

      ‘I’m on my way,’ I tell Lucy. A prickle of worry makes me shiver, but I shrug it off – of course Kitty’s OK. She’s probably doing exactly what I am, having a coffee somewhere.

      Except, I don’t remember seeing her at the end of the party at all. And she was pretty upset with me. And why would she leave her stuff behind? I step up the pace, making for the pathway out of the park.

      When I get back to Lucy’s, Ethan is unlocking his bike right outside the front door.

      ‘Hey,’ I say. ‘You OK?’

      He keeps his head down, concentrating on the lock. ‘I’m fine. You?’

      ‘Yeah… bit of a hangover… I must’ve had more than I thought…’

      He gets the lock undone, straightens up and looks me in the eye. I take an involuntary step backwards.

      ‘Kitty —’ I say, but he interrupts. I don’t catch what he says, and we both stumble into silence. He shrugs and gets on to his bike. I stack mine on to the rack and unwind my lock. I can’t help noticing Kitty’s bike next to it. It’s unmistakable, decorated with a string of plastic roses and a pink-checked seat cover.

      ‘See you later?’ asks Ethan.

      ‘Yeah, maybe, I’ll see how it goes,’ I say, and press Lucy’s doorbell. Luckily someone buzzes me in right away.

      ‘Did you find Kitty?’ Lucy greets me.

      ‘No, no sign of her. But I didn’t go far, just to the Theehuis. Do you think she slept here? Or did she go home?’

      Lucy looks at me accusingly, like I should know the answer to this. Fair enough, as far as Lucy’s concerned, I should know where my girlfriend slept last night.

      ‘Maybe she’s just gone for a walk?’ I suggest, feebly.

      ‘In that dress? Those shoes?’

      Kitty’s dress was low-cut, midnight blue, sprinkled with little diamonds. Not real diamonds, obviously, but they sparkled like a million dollars. The dress clung to her so tightly that she’d been taking tiny steps all night. And she was wearing heels too, shiny greeny-blue ones. She was taller than me in those shoes. I see Lucy’s point: Kitty looked beautiful last night – but not half as mobile as normal.

      ‘She must have had stuff to get changed into,’ I point out.

      Lucy hands me Kitty’s bag. ‘You look.’

      All the other girls have big handbags, but Kitty has a khaki backpack, like one a kid would take to school. She’s hung it with multi-coloured pom-poms – a look that got so much social media approval that she posted a pom-pom-making tutorial on YouTube. Inside the bag I find jeans, a T-shirt and hoodie, her make-up and some canvas shoes. Plus her keys, her purse, a box of aspirin, her knitting bag and phone, headphones and gum.

      Lucy gets right in there. ‘You two had a row or something?’

      ‘Or something,’ I say. ‘She’ll come back for her stuff. When she does, get her to ring me, OK? I’m going home for a shower.’ Never mind interrupting the newlyweds. I need to escape Lucy’s accusing eye.

      ‘What something? You’re meant to be the perfect couple.’

      ‘Oh, give me a break, Lucy. No one’s perfect all the time.’

      Lucy narrows her eyes at me, but she changes the subject. ‘You’re not going to let us down this afternoon, are you? Ethan’s already upset Alice.’

      ‘What? How?’

      ‘It’s today! The parade!’

      Alice is lying on the sofa I slept on, a towel over her eyes. At this she sits bolt upright. ‘I can’t believe you’ve forgotten!’

      ‘I haven’t forgotten!’ I object, although actually I have. ‘I just thought I’d go home, have a shower…’

      ‘You can have a shower here, we’ve got three bathrooms,’ says Lucy.

      ‘Ethan very rudely told me that I’m insulting Dutch culture by protesting,’ says Alice. ‘So that’s him out. Kitty’s disappeared somewhere. If you duck out on me, Theo, I’ll never forgive you.’

      The thing about being exiled from your home, about cutting off contact with your friends, is that you end up investing loads in new friends that you’ve known for five minutes. Kitty being the main one, obviously, but Alice and Lucy and the rest of them are very important to me, because they are all I’ve got. I had literally hundreds of friends and near-friends back home in London. I’m totally not used to feeling alone.

      ‘Kitty won’t have gone far,’ I say, more confidently than I feel. ‘You know her. She’s probably just gone for a walkabout. Taking pictures.’

      ‘Without her phone?’

      ‘She’s got a camera as well.’

      ‘So she went off with just her camera, leaving the rest of her stuff behind? Including her bike?’

      ‘I’ll go and look for her,’ I volunteer.

      ‘Well, if you see her before we do, tell her she’s got to come to the parade, OK? On the Henrikkade at midday. We’ll hang around in the meantime in case she comes back.’

      ‘I bet she will,’ I assure Alice. Kitty was the main person to share her protest plans, discussing them enthusiastically over mint tea and spice biscuits in the café next to our college. The rest of us backed Alice with varying degrees of commitment. I’ve signed up in theory, but right now I just want to try and find Kitty so we can talk before the parade.

      I cycle twice round the Vondelpark, checking each of the cafés. Maybe she had some money in a pocket to buy breakfast. No Kitty. Then I head east to the Pijp district where Kitty lives with her mum in a modern block, just behind the Heineken Experience. A whole exhibition devoted to beer. Kitty dragged me along there one day after college and made a short film about it, the end of which is her drinking beer and gagging. That vlog got two thousand hits.

      I lock up my bike outside their building and press the doorbell, but no one answers. I stand around, waiting until someone comes out. Then I duck inside before the door slams shut behind them.

      I go up the stairs, all seven floors. There is a lift but I’m too nervy to wait for it. I thump at her door. ‘Kitty?’ I call, cautiously, but no one’s there. Not Kitty, or her mum. The silence feels deliberate, full of tears and hurt feelings, and I don’t stay there long.

      Maybe she was so upset at the party that her mum came to pick her up? Maybe they’ve gone off somewhere? If I cycle around, perhaps I can find her. She might not want to talk to me, but at least I won’t be worrying about her.

      So I embark on a Kitty-hunt, cycling randomly through Amsterdam, looking for a tall girl with dark curly hair cascading past her shoulders. If she’s still wearing her party dress, she’ll stand out immediately. But I guess she at least grabbed some shoes from the stack down by Lucy’s front door, because no one could walk far in those heels. I’m more and more certain that she must have gone home and got changed there. She’ll probably turn up to Alice’s protest after all.

      I check the flea market at the Waterlooplein and the little farm on the Prinseneiland, and I cycle the length of the Singel to the flower market and then down the Spiegelstraat because Kitty loves the antique shops with their amber necklaces and blue and white porcelain and dark wooden carvings all the way from Indonesia. ‘Sometimes I wish I had all the money in the world,’ she told me once, ‘so I could buy all this gorgeous stuff, but mostly it’s enough to know that it’s there and I’m happy just taking pictures.’

      Then I look in her favourite cafés too, the juice place on the Utrechtestraat and the Café de Jaren with its waterside terrace, and the amazing shop on the Staalstraat where you can buy chocolates in every flavour imaginable – thyme, pepper, rhubarb, lemongrass. We’ve got a pact to try every one before we leave Amsterdam.

      I wheel my bike down the Staalstraat, checking in all the shops. She’s not in the second-hand art bookshop, or the sweet shop where they have sticks of rock with pictures of flowers and fruit running through them. She isn’t looking at cutting-edge furniture by Dutch designers. She’s not in the toy shop. Kitty bought Alice a fluffy owl from here for her birthday. Today, the stuffed animals stare at me, passing judgement. Where’s Kitty? Why did you make her cry?

      It’s nearly time for the parade, so I’d better get to our meeting point. Hopefully Kitty will be there. I cross over the little bridge, where people have attached padlocks all the way up the chains that lift the bridge if a boat needs to pass underneath. Love locks, they’re called, and each one has the name of a couple written on with marker pen. Theo and Sophie, I’d have written, just a few months ago. Theo and Kitty would have worked in the last few weeks. Now… well… these padlocks are bad for the bridge’s structure anyway. The city council clears them away regularly.

      I pause on the bridge, because Kitty loves the view down the canal towards the church. ‘Of all the canals in the whole of Amsterdam, this is my favourite,’ she says, and then she laughs because its name is the most difficult to pronounce. Groenburgwal, it’s called, pronounced something like Hroonburchvall. The G makes a rough, rasping sound that trips up most English speakers. I don’t find it so difficult, because I learned Hebrew up to my bar mitzvah three years ago, and it has exactly that throat-clearing noise, but Dutch vowels have, so far, defeated me. There’s a sound – ij – which is somewhere between I and ay. I never get it right.

      It doesn’t matter, though, because everyone here speaks English.

      I get out my phone and check Kitty’s Instagram account. I’m kind of shocked to see our selfie, taken at the beginning of the party. She’s so happy, that wide, sweet smile. How could you not love that smile? And I do love Kitty. I do.

      Just not enough.
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      There’s a big crowd already jostling for places at the waterfront when I get there, even though the boat isn’t due to arrive for another hour. It takes me a bit of time to find them, and I see right away that Kitty hasn’t turned up. There’s just Lucy, Alice and a few others from college.

      Alice is arguing with Finn. Everyone knows that Alice will win, because she always does. ‘You just don’t get it,’ he’s saying. ‘No one sees it the way you do.’

      ‘Yeah, because everyone here is whiter than white,’ she retorts.

      ‘It’s not about colour. No one notices that.’

      ‘Oh, please! Can you hear yourself?’

      I interrupt them. ‘Where’s Kitty? Didn’t she come back?’

      ‘No. And she hasn’t turned up either. We thought you might have found her,’ says Alice. ‘Anyway, look, we can’t wait for her. We’ve got to go and join the protesters.’

      ‘Alice, there’s a handful of protesters and about thirty thousand people who think this is the best day of the year,’ says Finn. He’s lived here for five years and Alice suspects he’s gone native, despite his Canadian accent.

      ‘Look,’ I can’t let it go, ‘it’s just that Kitty hasn’t posted any pictures since the party… I think it’s a bit odd…’

      ‘She’s probably just sleeping it off. And I’ve got her phone, remember?’ says Lucy.

      ‘I know, but where is she? What if she’s with someone dodgy?’

      They look at me. I know what they’re thinking. Why would Kitty go off with a stranger when she’s meant to be going out with Theo?

      ‘I’m sorry, but we have to do this protest,’ says Alice. ‘We’ll look for her afterwards. What Finn doesn’t understand is that it’s a matter of right and wrong.’ She’s holding a big carrier bag. ‘I’ve got the placards in here… Well, they’re not placards really. Bits of cardboard, with slogans written on them.’

      Finn looks. ‘Slogans in English. Alice, you can’t do this.’

      Alice purses her lips and glares at him. ‘I’ll do it on my own if necessary.’

      ‘You think you’re standing up for minority rights. They think you’re an American cultural colonialist.’

      ‘Well, that’s kind of ironic!’ spits Alice. She’s African-American and one of those people who knows all that stuff about which words are unacceptable and what you’re meant to think about everything, which is OK, but she doesn’t always get it that British people do things differently. Or Dutch people. Or anyone.

      To be honest, if I’d met her in London I’d probably have avoided her, because I’m not so into politics. It’s actually good for me that I’ve made friends with someone like her: it’s expanded my worldview a lot. Although, as Kitty has pointed out several times, while we seem to be a diverse group, everyone’s either rich or comfortably middle-class. No poor people in our expat world.

      ‘Come on!’ says Alice. ‘The boat is due soon! We need to get in position.’

      The parade is to mark St Nicholas’s arrival in Amsterdam, an annual event. There are hundreds of families here, parents bringing their kids to see the saint disembark from a ship, get on to a horse and proceed through Amsterdam. St Nick, generally known as Sinterklaas, is a bishop in flowing white robes, he has a long white beard, and his horse is white too. He’s accompanied by his friend and servant – ‘slave’, insists Alice – known, not very delightfully, as Zwarte Piet. Black Pete.

      Black Pete looks like those old golliwog toys that kids used to have in England before people realised that they were totally offensive. He has big red lips. The cake shops are full of grotesque marzipan black faces. The supermarkets sell chocolate Piets.

      It’s like those old books in which every Jew is untrustworthy and has a hooked nose, and you’re not meant to be insulted because, you know, those times were different. The 1920s and 30s and before, when anti-Semitism was just part of being normal, for non-Jewish people, that is.

      Today, it seems like no one in Amsterdam got the memo explaining that caricatures of black people are not nice. Black Petes are everywhere – Dutch men and women in curly wigs, boot-polished skin, red lips, as well as brightly coloured satin knickerbockers and jaunty hats sprouting feathers. They’re giving out sweets and biscuits to children. It’s excruciating, it’s eye-popping, and for Alice, one of the few actual, real live black people present, it’s clearly painful. Finn trying to persuade her that Zwarte Piet is loved by the Dutch – ‘My little sister calls him “Smart Pete”’ – only adds to her pain. I totally support her for wanting to protest, but I’m a bit nervous about the reaction we’ll get, as everyone seems to be really happy and enjoying themselves.

      I take a placard and appeal to Alice. ‘It’s just – shouldn’t we try and find Kitty? She wasn’t at her flat. It seems weird that she’s not here either, and she hasn’t come back for her stuff.’

      ‘I think Kitty left the party early,’ says Jane. ‘Did you guys have a row or something?’

      ‘No,’ I say, too quickly. 

      ‘She looked a bit… I don’t know. Upset.’

      ‘We were out on the balcony. Then she went back inside. I looked for her but I couldn’t find her. Look, guys, it was a difficult night. We were talking about… you know, us, and I think… well, it wasn’t really the best conversation… but it wasn’t really a row… not, you know, an argument.’

      ‘So what actually happened?’ starts Lucy, but the music drowns her out and the crowd is shouting and it’s time for our protest to begin.

      ‘Come on!’ says Alice. So we follow her, pushing through the crowd.

      A smiling Zwarte Piet on rollerblades tries to give her some candy, but she stomps past. I accept a handful, because I haven’t eaten anything all day. Mixed in with the sweets are spice biscuits. I can just about see that if you ignored the total hideous racism, this would be quite a fun occasion for little kids. Finn and Jane are quietly walking away from us.

      The crowd is twenty deep at least. The other protesters – a small, proud group – are right over the other side. As the galleon sails in and Sinterklaas waves to the crowd, Alice raises her placard high and shouts, ‘Racist exploitation! Zwarte Piet stinks!’

      But her voice gets lost in the children’s shouts of ‘Sint! Sint!’ and – no less adoring – ‘Piet! Piet!’ and the only response she gets is from a mother in an anorak, who frowns and says, ‘If you don’t understand Dutch cultural traditions, you should stay away.’

      ‘Screw your traditions!’ shouts Alice, and Lucy looks anxiously at me.

      ‘Show some respect!’ says the lady. ‘Go back to America!’

      ‘Show some respect yourself!’ Alice looks like she’s about to explode. ‘This whole parade, it’s an insult! Zwarte Piet stinks! Come on, Theo, come on, Lucy!’

      So, just to show willing, I lift up my placard and yell, ‘Zwarte Piet stinks!’ and unfortunately the crowd shifts at that point and the corner of the cardboard bashes the face of a tiny kid, hoisted on his dad’s shoulders.

      ‘Oi!’ says the angry dad, as the child screams, and everyone’s looking at us; the crowd is turning, children are pointing. The little boy is screaming in his mum’s arms now, his cheek bleeding, and his dad, who is about seven feet tall, is roaring abuse in our direction.

      Lucy squeaks, ‘We need to get out of here,’ but the dad growls, ‘You’re going nowhere,’ and there’s a heavy hand gripping my shoulder.

      ‘What the hell?’ I say.

      ‘You’re coming with me,’ says someone in Dutch, and it’s a cop. I see Alice and Lucy being led away by one of his colleagues.

      And that’s how we get arrested at the Sinterklaas parade.
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      Dutch police stations are nicer than the British or American ones I’ve seen on TV, but it’s still boring and a bit worrying – OK, very worrying – being locked up, especially when they separate us. After a couple of hours, a policeman opens the door to my cell and says something in Dutch.

      ‘I don’t speak Nederlands,’ I say. ‘Ik kan niet. Can you speak English?’

      ‘I can speak English, eikeltje, I just choose not to. Right, your friend has apologised for you, so run away and don’t insult the Dutch nation again.’

      I could say something about freedom of speech and the Dutch history of tolerance and all that, but I don’t. Something tells me it wouldn’t go down well. Besides, when we get to the foyer, Alice is doing all that for me.

      ‘Racism and unlawful arrest… restricting our right to protest… I’m going straight to the American consulate…’

      ‘Look, miss, I’d keep that pretty little mouth shut if I were you,’ says the policeman, and Alice is so outraged by his sexism that she actually stops talking.

      Then a side door opens and Ethan comes out, holding some papers. What the hell is he doing here? He looks at us, unsmiling, and shakes hands with the policeman. They exchange a few words in Dutch. I can feel my face burning with embarrassment.

      ‘Why is Ethan here?’ I whisper to Lucy.

      ‘I called him. I thought he could talk to them… he speaks Dutch. I didn’t want my dad finding out…’

      ‘Tot ziens,’ says the policeman, and we’re free to go. Ethan doesn’t say a word until we’re out on the street and two blocks away from the police station. Then he makes his feelings clear.

      ‘What did you think you were doing? Getting arrested? Hurting some kid?’

      ‘It was a total accident!’

      ‘You were lucky the boy’s parents didn’t get involved. The police got you out of there just in time.’

      ‘It was an important cause,’ says Alice. ‘What’s more important: speaking out against tyranny, or saving ourselves?’

      ‘Zwarte Piet is not tyranny.’ As Ethan says it, two six-feet-tall Piets whizz past us on a tandem. I think one is a girl.

      ‘He’s a symbol of slavery!’

      ‘Everyone loves him! He’s a role model! He’s Sinterklaas’s friend!’

      Ethan is avoiding looking at me, that’s for sure. I don’t know if I’m relieved or not.

      ‘Look, never mind all this,’ says Lucy. ‘What about Kitty?’

      ‘Do you think she’s OK?’ I ask. ‘I’m really worried…’

      ‘Where is Kitty?’ asks Ethan. ‘Too sensible to get involved with your idiotic protest, eh?’

      ‘I knew you were an insensitive pig, but I never realised you were actually a racist!’ yells Alice.

      ‘I’m not a racist.’ Ethan sounds bored.

      ‘Just a pig then. I should have guessed.’

      Alice is near to tears. Then a tram draws up, and before we can stop her she’s swung on to it and the doors are shutting.

      ‘Quick, follow that tram,’ drawls Ethan.

      ‘Oh, shut up, Ethan,’ snaps Lucy. ‘Why do you have to be a prick?’

      Ethan rolls his eyes. ‘What’s your problem? I just rescued you from the police. Now you’re calling me names.’

      I wonder if there was anything going on between Alice and Ethan? She did seem more upset with him than I’d have expected.

      ‘Have you heard from Kitty?’ I ask him. ‘It’s just that she left her bag and phone and money at Lucy’s, and we haven’t seen her. I went round to her flat and she wasn’t there. I suppose her mum picked her up or something, but it seems strange.’

      ‘Her mum’s in Paris,’ he says. ‘She’s gone away with my dad.’

      I stare at him and he stares back at me, and Lucy asks, ‘So where is Kitty then?’

      ‘She’ll be OK,’ says Ethan. ‘Don’t worry. She’s a big girl. She’s probably back at your flat, Lucy, waiting for you.’

      ‘What if she isn’t?’ demands Lucy. ‘What do we do then? If her mum’s not around it’s our responsibility.’

      ‘I’ll ring her mum if you want,’ says Ethan. ‘I doubt they’ve seen much of Paris. I’ve got the hotel number. But I shouldn’t think it’s necessary. 

      ‘I don’t think you’re taking this seriously enough,’ says Lucy. ‘No one’s seen Kitty all day. We’ve got her house keys and her money and her phone.’

      Ethan gestures in the direction of the police station. ‘Want to tell your new friends about it?’

      ‘No,’ she says, ‘I’m going back to the flat first. You’d better come with me.’ I’m relieved that Lucy doesn’t want to revisit the cops.

      ‘I left my bike at Centraal Station,’ I say.

      ‘OK, go and pick it up and then meet me at home,’ orders Lucy. ‘You coming, Ethan?’

      ‘I’ve got things to do.’

      I’m completely convinced that Kitty is there, upset and angry, sitting on Lucy’s doorstep, waiting to tell me what she thinks of me. And she doesn’t even know the worst of it. I can think of a million places I’d rather be. But I suppose I’d better go back to Lucy’s, just to reassure myself that nothing terrible has happened.

      ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it,’ says Ethan, already astride his bike.

      ‘Where are you going?’ says Lucy.

      ‘What’s it to you?’

      ‘We might need you. To ring Kitty’s mum or –’ Lucy swallows. ‘Hospitals or the police or something.’

      Ethan sighs. ‘I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll be at home. Call me, or come over if you want to. Theo, you know my house, don’t you?’ He’s acting all unconcerned, but he’s frowning, and I suspect he’s a lot tenser than he’s letting on. Ethan’s so difficult to read though. Maybe it’s because he’s sort of Dutch and sort of English and sort of American as well. Or maybe he’s tense about something else altogether.

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, avoiding Lucy’s eye. ‘I’ll go and check her flat again, if you want. Maybe a neighbour had some keys.’

      ‘Come to mine first and then we’ll go together and if she’s not in either of those places we’re coming straight over to yours, Ethan, OK? And you’d better be there.’ Lucy’s voice is a little shaky. I don’t blame her. It’s just so unlike Kitty to go to ground, to stop communicating, that it feels as though she’s died. I wish I hadn’t had that thought, but now I have it won’t go away.

      ‘OK,’ says Ethan. ‘Hopefully I won’t see you.’ He rides off, before we can even double-check his address.

      ‘I can’t stand him,’ says Lucy. ‘He’s really sneery and I never know what he’s thinking. I always get the impression he’s laughing at me behind my back. And he’s really working that sexy, long-hair messy sort of look, but I’d hate to get involved with him. You could never trust him. Honestly, if it weren’t for Kitty, I wouldn’t have invited him.’

      I feel that I should stand up for Ethan. ‘He can be nice,’ I tell her. ‘He’s a good listener.’

      ‘Is he? Do tell,’ she says, but luckily her tram comes then and I walk to the station thinking about Ethan and Kitty and all the rest of it, until I find my bike and unwind the chain and cycle south towards Lucy’s neighbourhood.

      Kitty isn’t at Lucy’s. And when we go to her flat again there’s still no answer.

      ‘Let’s go to Ethan’s,’ says Lucy. ‘It’s near here. Just round the corner.’

      Neither of us knows the Pijp, apart from the street market that runs through it, but Lucy has GPS on her phone and remembers the street name. She wants to take Art History at university, which gives her a real advantage in finding her way around Amsterdam because most of the streets are named after artists, and if you know one, say, Italian painter, then you can guess the basic direction to cycle in to find another. The Pijp, Lucy tells me, is full of seventeenth-century Dutch artists and at least one of them specialised in pictures of cows. The one that Ethan’s street was named after painted those gloomy dark portraits of people in white lace stick-out collars around their necks.

      I know Ethan’s house once I get near. I’ve only been there once, but it was memorable. We chain our bikes to the rack and consult the name on the brass plate by the door. Melinda McCafferty, Ethan’s mother. Lucy rings the doorbell, and I breathe in and out and try to stop the shaking feeling inside me.

      ‘Hey.’ Ethan appears on the step. He’s got changed into black jeans and a black T-shirt, with his hair pulled back. Put a ruff around his neck and he’d fit right into an old masterpiece. ‘Managed to stay out of trouble? Didn’t get arrested again?’

      ‘Have you heard anything? From Kitty?’ demands Lucy.

      Ethan stares at me. His mouth is a straight line; his arms folded. ‘You didn’t find her.’

      ‘If we’d found her we wouldn’t be here,’ says Lucy. ‘You’re going to have to call her mum.’

      ‘OK, no sweat,’ he says.

      Ethan leads the way through to a kitchen – all old-style wooden cupboards but the fridge is big and modern – and asks if we want a drink. I haven’t seen this part of the house before, and I look around curiously. There’s a spiral staircase in a corner, leading up to a big hole in the ceiling.

      ‘No alcohol,’ says Lucy. ‘I had enough last night. Have you got any coffee? Or maybe some herbal tea?’

      ‘Take a look,’ says Ethan, pushing a wooden box towards her. Inside it’s divided into sections, each with a different flavour of tea bag. He puts on the kettle, rinses some mugs, looks in the fridge. ‘Beer?’ he asks me.

      ‘No, just water,’ I tell him.

      ‘You OK?’ he adds, his voice deliberately casual. Or just casual. Whatever.

      I nod again, avoiding his gaze. ‘Yes. And you?’

      ‘Not too bad.’

      ‘That’s…’ I search for the right word, ‘good.’

      Ethan fills a mug with hot water and puts it in front of Lucy. He opens a plastic box and produces some biscuits, big, crumbly cookies that taste of spice and ginger. They look homemade. My mum makes something similar. I wish I were at home. Amsterdam’s gone wrong.

      ‘I know you all think Amsterdam is just a village, but you can’t really search the entire city by cycling around. Kitty’s probably got some friends you don’t know about. Or she’s gone to the movies or something. Maybe she’s got a secret lover.’

      My mouth is dry. ‘Thanks for that,’ I say.

      He glances at me. ‘Yeah, well, we all have our private lives. She was on fire last night.’

      I prickle with jealousy, but it’s true. When someone who usually wears jeans or leggings and DMs turns up to a party in a skin-tight dress, you notice. Although anyone would notice Kitty any time. She just draws the eye.

      ‘Did she bring a change of clothes?’ asks Ethan.

      ‘Yes, but she left them behind,’ says Lucy. ‘All her spare clothes were in her bag.’

      ‘Maybe she borrowed some of your stuff?’

      ‘I’m half her size.’

      Lucy is one of those scrawny, tiny girls, so that wasn’t half as bitchy as it sounds. Kitty would just laugh anyway, and pat Lucy on the head. Kitty has no problem with being six feet tall; in fact, she’d told me she felt slightly cheated of her special status when she realised that the Dutch were the tallest nation on Earth.

      ‘Your dad lives with Saskia Albers, doesn’t he? She’s around the same height as Kitty. Maybe Kitty got changed in their room, borrowed some clothes from Saskia? Her dress and shoes are probably under the bed.’

      ‘How do you know Saskia?’ asks Lucy.

      ‘Everyone in the Netherlands knows her. She’s famous.’

      It must be a bummer being a Dutch celebrity. If the Dutch had hung on to America then people like Saskia would be world-famous. But New Amsterdam turned into New York and Dutch became kind of useless. And I’m thinking about this so that I don’t have to imagine Kitty getting in a car with a stranger or hitching a ride somewhere on someone’s bike, and then having an accident. Maybe her mum already has bad news about her? She wouldn’t tell us, would she?

      ‘Calling Kitty’s mum should be our last resort,’ I say. ‘We don’t want to worry her unnecessarily.’

      Ethan stretches, arms up high. ‘Oh, I’m sure she won’t mind us interrupting whatever’s going on. She’s probably regretting going away with my dad. He’s quite dull, you know.’

      ‘It’s not a joke,’ snaps Lucy. She looks at her phone. ‘It’s 3pm. Kitty’s been missing all day and possibly most of the night.’

      ‘We need to call the hospitals,’ I say. ‘Kitty might be there. She’s got health problems.’

      ‘What problems?’ Lucy’s frowning at me.

      ‘I once had to take her to hospital,’ I admit. ‘She was fine, but she said she had this thing… something to do with asthma.’

      Ethan frowns. ‘I think my dad said something about her having check-ups on her heart. You know, because of her dad.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ I tell him. ‘What check-ups?’

      ‘It’s probably nothing,’ he says. ‘Just in case. I don’t know the English word. Voorzorg.’

      I can’t put the thoughts together. I don’t want to say it out loud. Kitty might have had a heart attack. She might have had an asthma attack. She might have fallen in a canal. She might be dead.

      And if she is – it’s my fault.
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