















CLOSE-UP



ESTHER VERHOEF was born in 1968 and gained recognition for her critically acclaimed action thrillers Restless and Under Pressure. Both were shortlisted for the Golden Noose and Under Pressure was awarded the Diamond Bullet, both prizes for best thriller of the year. She is also the author of Rendez-Vous, which was awarded the 2006 Silver Fingerprint, the Dutch public award for best thriller of the year. Close-Up has also won this accolade.


‘Little by little, Verhoef manages to lead us away from the path we thought we were following and constructs an intriguing morality tale that is a bestseller across Europe’ Mail on Sunday


‘I did enjoy the excellent writing and was interested by insights about contemporary life in Holland and England’


Literary Review


‘If you like your crime fiction suspenseful, erotically romantic, tense and pacy, this is definitely a book for you. It is confidently written, smoothly translated, with a believable, attractive protagonist’


EuroCrime


‘Not one solely for Nicci French fans, but for anyone who prizes sharp intelligent thriller writing, free of many of the usual clichés’


Tangled Web






CLOSE-UP





Esther Verhoef




















Quercus









First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Quercus This paperback edition published in 2010 by


Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS


Copyright © 2007 by Esther Verhoef


Originally published by Ambo | Anthos Uitgevers, Amsterdam


English Translation © 2009 by Paul Vincent


The moral right of Esther Verhoef to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 84916 091 9


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc










I


It made everything easier, knowing each other so well. It meant that she cooperated without realising, making it intimate, almost safe.


Preparations took three months. First I examined the plan from every angle, trying to visualise it for myself. Once I was sure it was feasible, it was no longer a vague idea, but became part of me. It was a wonderful project, right from the preliminary phase, which consisted of talking to her and the people around us, to acquiring the equipment I needed.


Admittedly, I didn’t need much. She herself gave me the idea.


Edith couldn’t cope with having her sleep disturbed; next morning her eyes were always puffy and red. And while she was much more than just a pretty face, what mattered most to her was looking good. If you ask me she always did, whether she was all dolled up stealing the show at a reception or fresh out of bed, apologising for her scruffy appearance as she made me a cup of tea, still in her bathrobe. Sleeping pills were the only way she could avoid being woken up repeatedly by things that went bump in the night.


I was looking forward to it. I felt like a kid queuing up for the rollercoaster; one step at a time, closer and closer. The mounting excitement, which reached its climax on the evening when everything fell perfectly into place like the pieces of a jigsaw.


We’d finished a bottle of wine together and talked about things that fascinated us. Art, and artists who made the impenetrable and incomprehensible world of imagination and emotion tangible for the general public. Painters, sculptors, writers and musicians. She was very relaxed and leaned against me. More than once she said she felt at ease with me, trusted me completely. She was already drifting away—the drug was working remarkably fast.


I hugged her and said she should take a quick bath. She was tired, it had all got too much for her, and after a refreshing bath and a good night’s sleep she’d have a less gloomy outlook. She was bound to feel better in the morning.


I helped her to the bathroom, sat her on the toilet and pushed her body, which was already going limp, to one side, so it could rest against the wall. Then I took the latex gloves out of my trouser pocket and pulled them on. She didn’t even notice, her eyes were closed and her breathing was shallow. I turned on the taps. Hot and cold. I put the plug in and waited. The water slowly filled the tub, an enormous bath designed to take two or three people. I opened a cupboard, found some bath oil and poured a little into the water. Then I put the bottle back. To kill time I looked at myself in the mirror behind the washbasins, which took up the whole wall, and smirked at my reflection. In the background Edith slumped against the tiled wall like a collapsed mannequin. She may have mumbled something, I can’t remember. I was too full of myself, of the whole plan.


While the bath was filling up, my eye fell on the razor in its case. Not the disposable kind, but a handmade cutthroat razor, the sort you sometimes see in Italian barber shops, extremely sharp. My heart skipped a beat, such was the feeling the sharp razor awakened in me and the ideas—new ideas—that occurred to me. Then I shook my head. No. Stick to the plan. No improvisations. There’s always a next time.


Not for Edith, though.
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‘For God’s sake, Margot, pink?’


I look up at Anne and then around me as if I’m seeing my new living room for the first time. Pink, indeed. And that’s not all: red, purple, lilac. Each wall a different colour.


I’m amazed she can be so unobservant. Pink shouldn’t come as a surprise. Or red, or purple. My hands, clothes and hair have been covered in brightly-coloured blobs for weeks.


‘I like it,’ I say—quite unnecessarily, since everyone who’s here lugging the heavy boxes and packages inside knows that no one can be held responsible for the colour scheme except me.


The flat was grey when I found it—grimy almost. It had put off lots of buyers, but not me. It reminded me vividly of my great-aunt’s house, which I visited regularly when I was young. This immediately made it feel personal, and it gave me an indefinable sense of luxury, as well as safety and security.


My great-aunt used to live nearby, in the same kind of old mansion in the centre of town and within walking distance of the cathedral and the historic fish market. Not because it was trendy or close to bars, restaurants and shops, but because she had been born and had grown up there and knew no better,


To a child’s eyes her house looked like a museum or a temple. Reluctantly I stepped inside, holding my mother’s hand, addressed her as ‘Mrs’ and fell silent, overawed by the high ceilings with their chandeliers, and the creaking stairs, and paintings so dark it was difficult to make out what was depicted in them. For the duration of the visit, I would stare at all the extraordinary objects, like the shiny organ that I was dying to play but was never allowed to touch. Time seemed to have stopped somewhere in the 1920s or 30s and as a child I was fascinated by what I saw, smelled, heard, discovered and absorbed as I sat, on my best behaviour, on the sofa, knees together and a lukewarm glass of orange squash miles away from me on the elegant walnut coffee table.


An old woman used to live in my new flat, too. I never met her. She had already been moved to an old people’s home when her flat was emptied and put up for sale by her children.


I did, though, get to know her a little by cleaning every nook and surface in this two-room flat. I vacuumed up the spider’s webs that had been gathering dust behind the radiators, used ammonia to scrub the greasy tops of the kitchen units. And I painted bright colours over the yellowy walls of the living room. The old carpeting was still down when I collected the keys, beige bouclé stretched over boards, worn in various places but like new in others. Underneath was a wonderful untreated wooden floor, which I sanded but otherwise left well alone. I hid the brown marble mantelpiece with its dramatic brown and white patterns behind silver-painted MDF. And every day, regardless of whether it was raining, I opened the windows and polished and scrubbed and painted and glossed till the smell of wax polish, cigarette smoke and wool gave way to the smell of a new, fresh start: paint, turpentine and detergent.


‘Well,’ mumbles Dick. ‘It wouldn’t be my choice of colour, either, at least not for a living room. More like a teenager’s bedroom.’ Out of Anne’s field of vision he gives me a great big wink. ‘But then our Margot has always been one-of-a-kind.’


I put on an awkward grin and set the box of kitchen utensils on the draining board in the narrow kitchen. Next to the sink are bottles of chlorine and turpentine and thick brushes wrapped in aluminium foil. There are still paint marks on the speckled work top.


As I remove plates and mugs from their wrapping paper and stack them in the kitchen cupboards, I see the blue corrugated roof of Dick’s van below. It is parked with two wheels on the pavement. The open sliding door gives a view of the contents: boxes, a rolled-up carpet, wicker chairs, and an old white electric fan. My stuff. On the side of the van it says in white stick-on lettering DICK HEIJNE ROOFING AND PLUMBING WORK. My brother, four years older than me, used to be a total pest, but as the years have gone by he’s increasingly proved a beacon of light and warmth in cold, dark times.


Very dark times.


Somewhere deep inside I feel a pang, like something is contracting violently. It’s the kind of pain you can’t put your finger on, can’t have surgically removed or treat with medicine—and there’s no end to it.


I take a deep breath and go into the living room. Anne, arms folded, is looking around her. ‘You know what: the longer I look at it, the less awful it gets. Maybe it’s just a question of getting used to it.’


‘It was time for some colour,’ I respond without much enthusiasm. I can still feel the knot in my stomach.


Jan deposits a box on the wooden floor with a thud. ‘You have a ridiculous number of books!’


Without a word, I follow him into the narrow stairwell and down the stairs. It is dimly lit and there are dirty smudges along the wall. The worn wooden steps creak under our weight. I slide my hand over the smooth walnut banister and realise that thousands of people have touched this old wood before me. People who, long before I was born, lived out their lives in this place, filled with family, work, worries and happiness, but who died ages ago.


Downstairs in the hall there are metal letterboxes hanging from the wall, some with names on, others without. I’m one of the latter: there’s been no time to get a name card made yet and maybe I won’t ever bother. I’ve not met the other residents yet -the house is divided into eight flats—though I have listened to them during the hours spent painting and cleaning. Their music, their footsteps in the stairwell and their arguments.


‘Can you take this?’ Jan thrusts me a red cashmere floor cushion that I bought last week at the market. I grab it with both hands and bend down to catch a candlestick wrapped in newspaper that is about to fall out of the van. Then I tilt my head right back. A uniformly grey sky hangs over the city, colourless and opaque. The weather has never reflected my state of mind as well as now.


In the living room Dick gets down off the beer crate he’s using as a ladder. Hands on hips, he inspects the baroque mirror over the mantelpiece as if it were a work of art. The thing is tilting perilously forward. He climbs back onto the crate in annoyance, takes the mirror back off the wall with a great deal of fuss, and starts fiddling with the nylon cord. With the frame balanced on the toes of his trainers, he casts a fleeting glance at his watch. ‘I hope we can wrap things up before five. I’ve got a customer this evening. A repair job.’


‘Just as long as everything’s upstairs,’ I reply. ‘I can handle the rest by myself.’


Jan comes in with two boxes piled on top of each other. All I can see are his fingers and legs. ‘Where does this go?’


‘The kitchen, please.’


Anne shoves a mug of coffee into my hands and flops onto the sofa. I sit down beside her and light up a cigarette. What yesterday looked like a lavish showroom has been reduced by the four people walking around in it and the piles of boxes to the thirty square yards it actually measures. Yet it still doesn’t look small, and certainly not poky, thanks to the high ceiling and the large sash windows. The living room looks out onto the rear garden. In the adjacent gardens there are huge trees and their leaves, already fading into autumnal colours, largely hide the other houses from view. When I lie on the sofa and look outside I can easily imagine I’m living in the woods instead of the centre of town.


Dick and Jan join us for coffee, sitting cross-legged against the mantelpiece.


‘I’ve connected the washing machine and dryer, and checked your pipes,’ observes Dick. ‘It all looks in reasonable condition, although I bet your water pressure isn’t very high with that old-fashioned pipework. If it’s a problem, be sure to let me know, OK? If that’s the case we’ll have to set a day aside.’


I nod and take a sip of my coffee. Anne has forgotten to put milk in it, but I feel too unsteady on my feet to get up. My muscles are aching from the heavy carrying and traipsing up and down stairs.


‘I’ll drop by in the week with another tap,’ Dick continues. ‘That thing in the bathroom is out of the Stone Age. I think we’ve got a ceramic tap lying about in the store somewhere that was left over from an order.’


‘Thanks,’ I say.


I’ve been alone again for a few hours when I notice that dusk is starting to fall. I stand on the sofa and turn the light on, a chandelier with red, purple and transparent cones. When I bought it I thought it was incredibly exotic and warm, but now the light from the six bulbs is pretty harsh. I stand on tiptoe and unscrew a couple of them. It makes a difference, but not much. The flat doesn’t feel like me at all yet, there’s an obtrusive smell of paint and every step I take echoes off the bare walls. Restlessly I walk to the kitchen. There’s nothing in the fridge but a tin of evaporated milk. I could go to one of those little restaurants in the area, there are enough of them, but I don’t like the prospect of having to sit alone at a table. A Chinese takeaway, then? Call a pizza delivery service?


I stare out of the window, my hands resting on the sill. The lamps along the narrow canal cast a soft orange glow and puddles of rainwater gleam on the cobbles. Across the canal warm light streams from the windows over the paving stones of the street and the parked cars. People are moving about in the windows. Scooters and a few cars with their lights on are crossing the small drawbridge that links the old town with the wide road to the station.


I should be feeling great. Happy even, liberated perhaps. It’s over. I’ve got my own place. Not some stopgap chalet in a messy holiday park, not some dead-end flat on a new estate, but a beautiful, authentic place in the provincial capital of Brabant, bubbling with life twenty-four hours a day.


Except I’m not bubbling.
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All morning I dealt with the chores I hadn’t yet got round to. Applying for a phone line and an internet connection, for example, and arranging for my post to be forwarded for the next three months. Then I went shopping to fill the empty fridge and store cupboard. As I make a sandwich and listen to the sounds of my new surroundings, it sinks in that two of the four weeks’ unpaid leave are already over. Soon I’ll be back working flat out again.


In the weeks preceding the leave I was operating on a defective auto-pilot, dazed by lack of sleep and a head full to bursting that just went on buzzing and pounding. That didn’t mesh very well with the deluge of complaints I had to deal with. My job is to note customers’ preferences, advise them, take the order and coordinate the various departments in the company so that everything is delivered at the same time and on the date agreed. If there’s a slip-up in this process it’s a complete disaster for the owners of the restaurants, bungalow parks, temporary exhibitions, asylum centres and conference venues. They have to open for business; they can’t wait for a follow-up delivery. And when that happens, guess who they call and who gets it in the neck? It required superhuman self-confidence to face the raging customers, self-confidence I was always able to muster by reminding myself that they had nothing against me personally, just against the mouthpiece—or Wailing Wall—of All Inclusive Project Furnishings.


I’ve always been good at my work, I truly believe that. Sales figures and lots of satisfied customers have confirmed me in that belief. But I know that in the last few months my performance has been well below par. Many incorrect deliveries were a direct result of my mistakes, because my mind wasn’t on the job.


Not so long ago the days dawned like tunnels with no light at the end, where I wandered aimlessly, screaming, crying, exploding with frustration. The hole that John had made in my confidence affected everything: my moods, my self-image and my professional performance, and eventually had a devastating effect on my social life. At the end of the period of mourning, when I crawled from the dark earth, dazed, resting rather feebly on my elbows and blinking at the bright sunlight like a bewildered mole, I found my circle of friends had shrunk to almost nothing. Apart from a handful of people, it had ceased to exist. Most people took John’s side. He’s good company, at least. He has every reason to be cheerful.


My mobile rings. The ring tone, which sounds far too upbeat to me, blares through the flat. It can only be Claudia. She joined the office at All Inclusive two years ago. We were never close; I got the impression she didn’t like me because in her eyes I was free to come and go as I pleased, while she was always tied to her desk. A few weeks ago I was forced to abandon that preconception. One evening when I had some paperwork to finish after closing time, I was astonished to find her in a deserted office, crying. At my insistence, she told me her boyfriend had traded her in for a newer model. This forged a bond. Since we weren’t going to get any more work done, I suggested we go for a drink. After a well-lubricated evening getting things off our chest, we wound up at her place, sitting at her computer where we booked a weekend in London on impulse. Shopping, partying, forgetting.


The last time I had been on holiday with a girlfriend was long before I moved in with John. John didn’t like the idea. ‘It’s not that I don’t trust you,’ he always said. ‘But you shouldn’t set a fox to keep the geese. Marriages where the husband or wife has separate holidays or evenings out are headed for the rocks. Without exception.’ Looking back, it wasn’t me he didn’t trust. He’d been talking about himself. But I didn’t know that yet.


‘Hi Clo,’ I say.


‘Margot? I’m really sorry, but …’ As fast as she starts, she stops.


‘What is it?’


‘God, I’m so pissed off.’ Again silence.


‘About what?’


‘I’ve got a huge overdraft.’


My heart starts beating faster. I sense immediately where this conversation is heading. ‘So?’


‘I know how unbelievably shitty this is, and it’s just not the sort of thing I do, but I can’t come to London with you. I can’t afford it.’


‘Clo, we’ve booked. You’ve already paid for the flight and the hotel.’


‘I’ll have to write that off. Because if I come, Margot, it won’t stop there. Food, drinks, shopping … I don’t like the idea of not even being able to buy myself something nice, or eat out anywhere but McDonald’s … When I go away for the weekend, I don’t want to have to watch the pennies, you know? And I can’t do that now.’


There’s a lump in my throat that stops me speaking.


‘I should have thought about it before,’ she continues. ‘I feel really shitty about this. I might just have been able to afford it if I hadn’t got my electricity bill this morning. I’ve got an extra 400 euros to pay. I just know that if I take off for a weekend now, there’ll be one hell of a mess waiting for me when I get back.’


‘I’ll lend you some money,’ I say without hesitation. I can’t imagine a better home for the last of my savings.


‘That’s very sweet of you, but I really don’t want to … Haven’t you got someone else who’d like to go with you?’


‘Not at this short notice … Everyone’s working. Shit, I’m really pissed off.’


‘So am I, believe me.’


So why doesn’t she sound as if she is? ‘Have you heard anything from Alex?’


‘Er … yes. We went out for a meal.’ She falls silent for a moment. ‘Margot? Are you angry?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Still good friends?’


Without answering, I cut her off. I slam the telephone down on the kitchen table, and then stand staring at the screen for minutes on end.


She doesn’t ring back. No text. Nothing.


Was it childish of me to show my feelings like that, selfish to be angry with her, or do I have every right to be pissed off? In the past I could have answered that easily, and would have been sure of how I saw things. Not any longer. I’m no longer sure of anything.


You get to know yourself by seeing yourself through your friends’ eyes, the responses to how you look, what you do and say. And while I know in my head that I should focus on the positives, day by day, I can’t stop the negative things getting the better of me. Because quite simply they hit you much harder.


Yesterday Anne made a remark about the number of stairs, something like: ‘Won’t do the figure any harm, though, will it, Margot?’ and cast a knowing glance at me. But it wasn’t just Anne who upset me unintentionally. Jan—someone I barely even know, who works for Dick—felt the need to call the number of books I own ridiculous. Dick once again subtly rubbed my nose in the fact that I’m different from the rest of the family: one-of-a-kind - a Brabant euphemism for not quite right in the head.


I clench my teeth and start trembling. A compelling voice whispers in my ear that it’s my fault for taking it so personally, not theirs. That must be true. Dick and Anne have helped me through the last few months, each in their own way. Even when I was completely unreasonable and paralysed with grief, powerlessness and rage, when there was no end to the crying fits, they listened patiently. Yesterday they took the day off to collect my things, which were stored at three separate addresses, and transport them to their new location. They wouldn’t have done that if they didn’t like me.


I’m making heavy weather of everything at the moment. As if that invisible layer that normally surrounds me, filtering things and putting them into perspective, is out of order, so that everything strikes a deep and devastating blow. Every comment, however light-hearted and insignificant, hits me like an incendiary bullet and goes on smouldering deep inside. Not right in the head. Ridiculous number of books. Too fat. I can add to that myself: unstable, touchy and emotional. Oh yes, and rejected, of course. On we go.


Something’s flowing over my face. Wet and warm. My nose is blocked. I lay my forehead on my upper arm and stare at the table top. My vision blurs while the puddle of salt water continues spreading out beneath me.


I’d pictured the first day of my new life rather differently.







II


Edith was far gone, very far gone.


I supported her body weight and lowered her carefully to the ground. The red hair fanned out over her face and the natural stone floor. I took my time undressing her. First her blouse and bra, then her skirt. Her large breasts slumped to one side, the nipples big and soft, and her fleshy hips revealed dimples in the harsh light of the bathroom. She had shaved her pubic area, completely, shaved everything off, and the flesh was pink. I slowly slid my gloved hand over her body. I had seen her naked so often before that there was no physical reaction. Finally I pulled her socks off. Pedicured toenails painted light-blue.


She mumbled so faintly I couldn’t understand her.


‘Come on,’ I whispered. ‘You’ve got to get washed. In the bath.’


I put her arm around my neck and pulled her up a little. She weighed more than I expected. She was heavy. Very heavy, a dead weight. Lifeless, drugged flesh.


It took a while, but I managed to lower Edith into the bath without injuring her. She mustn’t get any bruises or marks.


I let go of her, her face, turned upwards, seemed to float by itself, as did her breasts. Strange.


My hand pressed down on her face. My fingers spread and pushed her head under water. She twitched in response, but they were only vague, feeble movements. I sat down on the edge of the bath, took hold of her hair and pulled her head back, further under water.


She opened her eyes, stared at me in horror, in panic, as if she knew what was happening, but scarcely put up any resistance. She was in a twilight zone between dream and sleep. Her knees briefly rose to the surface. Just for a moment. Her mouth opened. And again. Bubbles fluttered from her mouth. It took a long time. Longer than I had expected.


And I enjoyed every second.


I bent closer to the surface of the water. I wanted to see how she slipped away, drew the water into her lungs, to see those eyes staring at me, softened by the layer of water separating us. I wanted to absorb every detail. I can’t remember ever being so excited.


Until she gently slipped away. The muscular tension disappeared from her body, her eyes stayed wide open. I raised her head above water and closed them, and then let her slip back. Her hair billowed in the water, her arms and legs were spread slightly apart. As if she were floating. Peaceful. Dead. She had never looked so beautiful, so serene.


I pulled off my surgical gloves, put on another pair and laid the strip of pills on the bedside table. I went into the living room, picked up my wine glass, washed it out and put it at the back of the cupboard with the other glasses. Then I rinsed out Edith’s glass and half-filled it with the last of the wine from the bottle. I put both the bottle and the glass on the edge of the bath. Then I folded her clothes loosely and put the bundle on the edge of the washbasin.


I looked around. Excellent. No need to do anything else.


It was over.


I didn’t dislike Edith, quite the contrary. That’s why I did my very best to make the transition as fluid and comfortable as possible for her. And I succeeded.


I always get what I want. I never fail. Never.
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My parents’ house is on the outskirts of the village, a modest red-brick semi with large windows front and back, built in the 1950s. It’s small and unpretentious, but for twenty-five years it was my home.


I park the car in the street and walk up the narrow drive paved with concrete tiles. It is to the left of the house and adjoins the neighbours’ with no visible transition. My parents’ Passat is not there.


I grab at the top of the green-painted gate, feel my way towards the hook that keeps it shut, and enter the garden.


Whatever the interior of the house lacks in space is more than made up for by the deep, walled back garden. The front section is my mother’s domain. A terrace of square brown bricks and a small pond with golden orfes swimming around like timid yellow streaks in the greenish water. Next to it is a small lawn edged with flower borders. Behind that my father has constructed a pergola with a lush covering of ivy and wisteria, which divides the garden in two. In that way my mother, on those rare days when she sits outside enjoying the sun and the peace and quiet, doesn’t have to look out on his messy collection of wooden sheds and runs made of chicken-wire which he has linked together with corrugated sheets. These structures are at the bottom of the garden, in the shade of a huge ash tree.


The back door is open. I take a few steps through the half-open kitchen towards the living room, and then towards the hall. I stop at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Mum?’


No response. I go back outside, in the direction of the sheds, where I can hear a radio playing. My father is convinced that his animals become less jumpy if they are used to all kinds of noise, so he regales them with upbeat background music and chimes, from early morning to his last inspection before he goes to bed.


The familiar smell of hay, dust and manure wafts towards me as I pull open the outer shed door, push the screen door inwards and go inside.


My father has bred animals for as long as I can remember. His social life is pretty much limited to the weekends, and more specifically to the headquarters of the regional breeders’ association and gymnasiums in every corner of the country where small animal shows are held. When I was at nursery school, he was still involved with coloured canaries, later he switched to chickens with very peculiar combs, but when the new neighbours started complaining about the crowing of the cocks, the chicken run was converted into a rabbit house. Quiet animals, you scarcely notice they’re there, and though the hutches may be weathered and rickety, my father keeps them clean with military precision. The neighbours stopped complaining.


It’s rather dim inside. This is due to the tree, even though it’s already lost some leaves, and to the small windows, which are covered with a layer of dirt and cobwebs and let in hardly any light.


My father doesn’t notice me. He is completely absorbed in his chore: rinsing out drinking bottles in a bucket. His unkempt hair has started thinning noticeably. And for the last few weeks he has worn glasses, even when he is not reading. The grubby blue overall with which he seems to have fused protects his clothes and on his feet he wears a pair of grey socks and black leather clogs. That’s how I’ve always known him. My father would have liked to be a farmer, but his life turned out differently.


The radio is on a wooden shelf along the wall and is covered in dust. I reach out and turn the volume down a little.


He looks up, with a confused smile on his face. ‘What are you doing here?’


I bend forward and kiss him on the cheek. ‘Where’s Mum?’


‘Isn’t she in the house?’


I shake my head. ‘The car’s not there.’


‘Then I expect she’s gone shopping. I’ll be right with you, but I’ve got to finish this off first.’


‘I’m not in a hurry,’ I say, distracted by a white rabbit in one of the bottom hutches. I sink to my knees and take the wire-mesh front out of the wooden frame. The animal, clearly still young, is curious and hops towards me, sniffing cautiously at my outstretched hand. Its velvety ears stick up a little from its round head, which, together with its dark eyes, makes him look funny. Almost like an animated figure from the Pixar studio. ‘This is a nice one,’ I say. ‘How old is it?’


‘Born in July.’


I stroke the animal, who obviously enjoys being touched and drops its head a little, slowly opening and closing its eyes. Its pink nose bobs up and down.


‘Its days are numbered,’ my father remarks.


I look up.


My father now has a cigarette in the corner of his mouth. His eyes are focused on the drinking bottles and his hands never stop moving. ‘Its ears aren’t right. I can’t get them to drop. Shame, because the rest is first-rate.’


After a final stroke I close the hutch again and stand up. I look at all the rows of hutches, at all those rabbits in white and black and beige, craning their necks and peering at my father and me, waiting in their dim cages for a clean drinking bottle with fresh water and some greens. An undulating sea of soft, hairy little heads with big brown eyes and floppy ears.


If they’re the same colour I can hardly tell one animal from another. It is tiny deviations that mean one is given a pet name and enjoys my father’s special, personal attention, while the other ends up anonymous in the freezer. As a child I quite often hated my father for that.


I could be found here regularly when, after about three weeks, the young crawled out of the litter for the first time. I was always delighted when there was one with something funny, unique about it. One who was different from the rest. But I learned not to get too attached to the odd-ones-out. The world is hard on pets that deviate from the norm. In a flash I realised that it’s no different for human beings.


Through the window I can see my mother heading in our direction. Her flowery skirt is flapping about her sturdy legs and she has stuffed her hands deep into the pockets of her three-quarter-length coat. I have inherited my figure from her. She has full hips, a large cup size and is generally solidly built. She is also responsible for my hair colour, voice and facial features, to such an extent that more than once my father has wondered aloud whether my mother didn’t discover and practise cloning long before the twenty-first century began.


‘Hi, darling, I saw your car.’ My mother brings a cold wind into the shed with her. She pushes the screen door firmly shut behind her and kisses my cheeks. ‘Have you had coffee yet?’ She shoots a dark look at my father who continues imperturbably with his chore, and supplies the answer herself: ‘No, of course you haven’t. Come on inside with me, it’s chilly out here.’


‘Are you settling in OK in town?’


I tip my packet of cigarettes onto the table top. ‘Not really. I’ve only been there a few days. But I think I’m going to like it. Everything’s nice and close.’ I don’t tell her that I haven’t had time to explore the surrounding area yet. In fact for the last few days I’ve locked myself away and felt really sorry for myself. I didn’t want to see anyone. It was only this morning that I felt the urge to get out and drove without thinking to my parents’ house. There weren’t many other options left.


‘It would have been nicer for Dad and me if you’d come back and lived here in the village. There’s nowhere to park round there and it’s too far on the bike for me. But there you go, you knew that already.’


I just nod and take a sip of my coffee.


‘Dick said you’ve painted everything pink.’


‘Not everything,’ I say flatly.


My mother is doing her best not to make her disapproval sound too apparent, but the message is clear. Scarcely anything has changed in my parents’ house since I moved in with John. It’s simply become more lived in. The walls were originally white plaster. Now they’ve turned beige from the cigarette smoke, as has the ceiling. The same paintings are still on the walls. The brown leather three-piece suite is recent, but the same cannot be said of the dark oak cupboards and sideboards.


‘Have you considered the fact that your place will be more difficult to sell with bold colours like that?’ she goes on.


The Persian rug on the dining table we are sitting at is pricking my bare forearms. With my thumbnail I vacantly trace the angular patterns that stand out grubby white against the dark-red and green. ‘It’s only paint, Mum. You can easily paint over it again. And I’m not going anywhere for the time being.’


‘You never know. When are you going back to work?’


‘In a couple weeks or so.’


‘Do you think you’re up to it?’


I shrug my shoulders. ‘I’ll have to face up to it sooner or later. Sitting at home is no good.’


‘Did you know there’s a fête on this weekend? I just know lots of people would love to see you again.’


What rabbits are to my father, the annual village fête is to my mother. All the shops in the centre open their doors all weekend and put out stalls in the streets with special offers. Bands come and play, children have their faces painted. From all over the village and from miles around people flock to it. My mother is on the committee, so I usually put in a brief appearance. It’s one of those occasions you try to wriggle out of if you possibly can.


‘When is it, did you say?’


‘This weekend.’


My stomach contracts. This weekend I should be in London. I haven’t even bothered to find a replacement for Claudia. In fact all I’ve done is put it off, pretended it didn’t exist. ‘I don’t know if I can make it. I was supposed to be going to London, remember?’


‘So have you found someone else to go with you?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Well, see what you decide. It would be lovely if you could come. By the way, I hope we get a chance to drop in and see you next week. We haven’t managed it so far, we’re so busy at the moment. You know how it is.’


My father comes in, puts his clogs on the mat and turns on the kitchen tap to wash his hands. He clears his throat noisily a couple of times. ‘Any coffee?’


My mother gets up and rummages in the kitchen cupboard for a coffee cup. ‘I was just saying to Margot that we must pop in next week and see how she’s getting on.’


‘I heard from Dick that all those garish colours were driving him up the wall.’


Normally I would giggle at this, but my face is frozen in a wry grin. I can’t help reacting. ‘I work with interiors every day. I think if you see too much of the same thing, you get jaded. I wanted to try something different.’


‘That’s nothing new in itself,’ says my father, as he pulls his chair up to the table and my mother puts his coffee in front of him with a plastic mat underneath. ‘Even as a child you were always different. Do you remember the kind of clothes Margot wanted to wear to school?’


My mother nods in agreement. ‘A golden princess’s dress and wellies. My dear, you won’t believe how often I protected you from yourself. You’d have been a laughing stock if I’d let you make your own choices.’


I was anyway, I think, regardless of what I wore, but I don’t say it.


‘You were always painting too, do you remember? You haven’t done that for years, have you?’


‘No, no time these days.’


‘You see, you grow out of it eventually,’ my mother says, totally missing the point.


‘Just act normal, that’s crazy enough,’ mutters my father in agreement.


I get up and kiss my mother on both cheeks, walk around the table and give my father a hug.


‘Are you off already? We’ve got some cake.’


‘Sorry, I really have to go. I’ve got so much on,’ I lie.


‘Can I expect you on Saturday?’


‘Maybe,’ I call out, but I’m already outside.


I’m going alone. The realisation that I’m actually going to do it, that in a few days’ time I’m going to board a plane to London, where I know no one and no one knows me, fills me with excitement. I feel positive for the first time in ages. This is good, I tell myself. This is the first step towards regaining my old self, the person I was or wanted to be before I met John. Or towards discovering the new Margot. At any rate this is something I have to do by myself.


Dick told me yesterday he’d love to go with me. He was fitting the new tap in the sink. I looked into his eyes and read something totally different. He didn’t feel like going at all. He probably didn’t even have time.


The only reason he suggested it was because he had the idea that brothers should be prepared to look after their unstable, damaged sisters. Sweet, of course, but the old rebel stirred deep inside me. I’m not a child anymore, not a spotty adolescent with gangly arms who needs protecting from the wicked outside world. I’m thirty-two, grown up, with a first-class education and job, and OK, I may be a little overweight—but I’m definitely not ugly. What’s more: I’ve never got myself into a mess and I’m not going to start now. I’m just going through a bad patch at the moment, which is pretty normal given recent developments. And I have a strong feeling that the deepest, darkest days are already behind me.


I’m going alone. I can’t wait.







III


It wasn’t so much the murder itself but the ease of it that surprised me. It’s not difficult to kill someone. I suspected as much all along, but now I know. It’s child’s play. I’d thought through every detail and worked on the assumption that if there were such a thing as a perfect murder, I had committed it on that particular booze-soaked evening. Still, I remained alert.


Murderers who are caught usually have only themselves to blame. Arrests result from carelessness: a tiny oversight, a flaw in the plan or its execution, an impulsive improvisation.


The razor blade on the ledge by the mirror, which drew me irresistibly to it and seduced me with its sharp, gleaming edges, might have given me away. The use of a knife would have said something about me, and nothing about Edith. The short-lived pleasure of indulging a whim would have rebounded on me, since it didn’t square with the picture I wanted to leave behind, the image I wanted to sketch. The cuts would have represented an anomalous piece of the puzzle that could eventually have put the police on my trail.


Rule number one for the perfect murder: make sure the forensic puzzle fits, and that all the pieces are to hand and, with a bit of brainwork, fit together seamlessly. Then everything falls into place, clear. But don’t make the mistake of making things too easy for the police, since that, too, awakens suspicion.


No, what really surprised me was the aftermath, or rather the complete absence of one. A couple of personal interviews at home, with detectives who looked at me with tired eyes, wore shabby suits and fired off their all too predictable questions. Routine.


I replied meekly, flatly, frequently rubbing my eyes. Yes, Edith had sometimes talked about death. When asked if that had happened often, I answered affirmatively. What I withheld from my interviewers was the plain truth that only a few people around her knew: for Edith such conversations were purely analytical, fooling around—she loved abstraction. But for the outside world her statements could easily be interpreted as a cautious expression of latent suicidal thoughts.


I looked sad. My eyes were red and swollen, my hair uncombed. It didn’t take much effort. I did feel sad, I had cared about Edith and now she was dead. Suicide. Awful that I hadn’t seen something like that coming, and hadn’t been more alert. Then perhaps I could have done something to prevent it, and she would have still been alive.


I played my part well and got away with an ease bordering on the improbable.


Because everything fitted in the picture.
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I sit at the window staring outside where, in the pouring rain, a succession of fully-laden wagons to and fro across the asphalt delivering suitcases for loading into the hold of the aircraft. Further off, planes are taxiing towards the runway. It’s dusk and barely any light is passing through the grey cloud cover. I drove with my lights on the whole way to Rotterdam Airport. October is not being kind to us this year: it’s more like January.


I take a magazine from the back of the seat in front and flick through it absent-mindedly, without absorbing the English words. It must be at least six years since I was last on a plane. That was with John, a weekend in Barcelona. Back then life was still fun, we were smitten with each other and there was still no question of the estrangement that cast such a shadow over our last few years.


I look up from the magazine. The seats next to and in front of me are still free. I wouldn’t mind at all if the seat next to me stayed empty, but I doubt I’ll be that lucky. Passengers are still flocking into the cabin, boarding pass in hand, looking for their seat.


The fête is tomorrow and I won’t be there. I knew I wouldn’t the moment my mother mentioned it. Even if I hadn’t been going to England I would have made up some excuse. The breakup with John is still too fresh. I’ve no wish to provide nosy village people with juicy background information. It’s ten to one that everyone knows exactly what’s happened. They just want to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth. I can really do without pitying looks and good, or other, intentions. So I rang Dick just before I left to say I was going to London after all. I’d already paid for the ticket, the hotel was booked, and anyway, I’d have to get used to doing that sort of thing on my own from now on. I could tell from his reaction that he was relieved. He would pass the message on to our parents.


That call was a downright cowardly act on my part. I could, should perhaps, have rung them myself, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I love them both, but we’re too different—always have been. Dick is their dream son. He lives three streets away, and his wife Anne drops in for coffee with the children at least twice a week. In contrast I’ve neglected my parents over the past few months, because I didn’t want to confront them with my anger and at the same time I didn’t feel much like being frank with them.


They mean well, I know that of course, but I quite often find their comments hurtful, whereas I would never criticise their decisions or attitude to life. My hands start itching when I see the interior of their house: with a few tins of paint and some off-cuts from the market it could be transformed into a more modern, much more spacious and welcoming home. But I don’t even dare offer, scared I’ll offend them. Live and let live, it’s called. They like it, what we dismiss as ‘hackneyed rural-chic’ in my line of work. But then why, I wonder, don’t they let me live? Just act normal, that’s crazy enough—I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve heard that put-down from my father’s mouth. My mother expresses herself less forcefully, but she could never appreciate my naïve paintings and she still thinks she ‘protected’ me from my choice of clothes.


Basically I haven’t changed at all inside. I still express an inner urge to convert emotions into something tangible—it’s just that over the years I’ve changed the way I express them into something that pays the bills: a nice respectable job.


Nevertheless, whenever I enter an empty room where a restaurant or exhibition is planned, in my mind’s eye I colour everything in. It takes no effort, the ideas come by themselves. An empty space has so much potential. Sometimes I manage to talk a client round, rouse their enthusiasm for my tentative suggestion to go for chairs with a tiger print in combination with bright red walls. Far more often I don’t. Your average client doesn’t want to get his fingers burnt and plays it safe. Just like my parents and almost everyone I know, John most of all. I can still see his face when he got home from work and I took him to our new apple-green bedroom. I’d spent my whole day off on it and wanted to surprise him. His shocked, almost angry reaction made it clear I couldn’t have been quite right in the head to undertake something so idiotic without his permission. How could I slap that cheap green over patterned wallpaper? But that anger paled beside the shock wave that greeted my cautious hints that I was considering having dreadlocks and maybe even a tattoo at the base of my spine. ‘You’d better find a new man while you’re at it,’ was his cold reply. ‘I’m not going to bed with a woman with a spoiler and fake hair.’ And he didn’t stop at that by a long way.


In retrospect I should have left that same day. But I stayed, and in the years that followed I closed off, hid away, put the lid on those undesirable aspects of myself as well as I could. Until he eliminated me from the game.


Was that really the end of the world, I wonder now? For months I went around tormenting myself, screaming at the walls, cried myself to sleep and felt rejected, ugly, fat, ridiculous even. But now I’m on my way to London. Alone.


Perhaps the break-up with John is the perfect moment to steer my life in a direction that suits me better. I could even retrain as a stylist, a window-dresser or an interior designer—or something like that. Why not?


Something is fluttering around in my stomach, tumbling and giggling and my face breaks into a smile, the first of the day. You see, Margot, you’ve not even taken off yet and the future no longer looks pitch-black, but bright red, fuchsia and screaming yellow.


The plane has filled up without my noticing. Two men have sat down next to me. I give them a fleeting glance and then pretend to be engrossed in the magazine. Establishing contact, certainly with men, is still a problem. I worry that if I strike up a conversation myself I’ll come across as a naive chatterbox, and the way I feel right now the slightest rejection would be enough to plunge me back into the well I’ve been thrashing around in for months. But if I go on staring stiffly into space, it’s bound to turn into a couple of very lonely days. That’s not what I want at all. This weekend has to be special. I’d like to meet some nice, new people. Recharge my batteries.


The man right next to me has ginger hair. He’s wearing a dark-blue suit and a white shirt and I’d put him at about fifty. He’s reading a Dutch paper and has shut himself off from everyone and everything. His stocky build is taking up so much space I have to keep my left arm jammed against my body to avoid touching him. My hands are in my lap on the magazine and I am leaning slightly to the right.


When the stewardess comes past to check with a professional smile that everyone has fastened their seatbelts, closing the overhead lockers here and there, I look sideways again.


The other man, in the aisle seat, is clearly taller, slimmer and considerably younger than my immediate neighbour. He is wearing jeans and a black roll-neck sweater. Part of his face is masked by a lock of dark hair. He’s preoccupied with his mobile phone.


The stewardess puts her hand on the back of his seat, bends over to him and asks him to turn off his mobile. He pretends not to hear, doesn’t even look up, but a few seconds later I see him slide the cover shut and put the phone away. I notice he has slender hands, strong, rather bony, with small black hairs on his fingers.


The aircraft starts moving and taxis to the runway. I stare out at the lights on the runway, and the bustle of the airport as it moves slowly but surely away from us.


Less than five minutes later the wheels finally leave the ground of Rotterdam and the plane heads westward.





5


He’s staring at me, the dark-haired man in the aisle seat. In the last twenty minutes I’ve looked in his direction a few times because I was curious about the face that went with those beautiful hands, and each time our eyes met. I feel uncomfortable, because he’s not saying anything, just looking at me. It’s not intimidating, in fact he’s rather reserved, deep in thought, as though he’s constantly on the point of saying something to me and thinking better of it. No, more than that, for a moment that look strikes me as familiar, as though we’ve known each other for years and found someone seated between us due to a mistake at check-in. A buffer in the form of the ginger business suit, who is now asleep with his chin on his chest. The broadsheet he was furiously leafing through a moment ago lies carelessly folded in his lap and threatens to slip off at any moment.
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