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  THE LIVING AND THE DEAD IN WINSFORD




  





  Anyone walking along a beach


  sooner or later meets somebody else.




  Unknown
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  She knew that she would wet the bed during the night, and she knew Auntie Peggy would be angry.




  It was always the same. Whenever she had to sleep at Auntie Peggy’s instead of with her own mother, that’s what happened.




  Mami. She wanted to be with Mami. To sleep in her own bed in her own room with her doll Trudi under the duvet and her doll Bamba under her pillow. That’s what ought to happen; and when

  it did happen and she fell asleep with the lovely smell of Mami in her nostrils, her bed was never wet when she woke up. Well, hardly ever.




  Auntie Peggy didn’t smell anything like Mami. She didn’t want Auntie Peggy to touch her – and thank goodness, she didn’t do. But they slept in the same room,

  separated by a big blue curtain with splashes of red and some sort of dragon pattern, or maybe it was snakes; and sometimes other people slept there as well. She didn’t like it.




  Neither did Trudi and Bamba. When they slept at Auntie Peggy’s, Trudi had to sleep under the pillow as well, so she didn’t get any pee on her. It was cramped and awkward –

  but obviously she couldn’t leave her dolls at home as Mami had suggested. Sometimes Mami could come out with the most ridiculous things.




  One week, for instance, she had said: You can stay with Auntie Peggy for a week – I have to be away in order to earn lots of money. When I get back you’ll have a new dress and as

  much ice cream and goodies as you can eat.




  A week was a lot of days. She didn’t know how many, but it was more than three and all that time she would have to sleep in that awful room with cars and buses driving past in the

  street all night long, hooting and braking and rattling non-stop. She would wet the bed, and Auntie Peggy wouldn’t bother to change the sheets, just hang them over the back of a chair to dry

  during the day – and Trudi and Bamba would be so sad, so very sad, that it simply wasn’t possible to console them, no matter how hard she tried.




  I don’t want to be with that awful Auntie Peggy, she thought. I wish Auntie Peggy was dead. If I pray to God and ask Him to take her away and if He does that, I promise not to pee a

  single drop all night long: and when Mami comes to collect me next morning and takes me home, I won’t need to be here ever again. Never ever.




  Do you hear me, God? Please send Mami back to me, and take away all the pee and Auntie Peggy. Kill her, or put her on an aeroplane to Never-Never Land.




  She clasped her hands so tightly that her fingers hurt; and Trudi and Bamba prayed along with her as ardently as they possibly could. Perhaps things would turn out as she wished, despite

  everything.
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  On his way to work on Wednesday, 3 June, Private Detective Maarten Verlangen bought six cans of beer and six new vacuum-cleaner bags.




  The first-named purchase was routine, but the second was exceptional. Not since Martha left him five years ago had his cleaning ambitions soared to such heights, and it was with a slightly

  unfamiliar feeling of a good conscience that he unlocked the steel door, treated with anti-corrosive paint, and occupied his office.




  It was easily done. The room measured four by four by four metres, and no architect the world over would have dreamt of writing the word ‘office space’ on the plans. It was in one of

  the filthy old tenement houses at the far end of Armastenstraat, next to the railway line, and half a flight of stairs lower than the entrance to the building. It had presumably been intended from

  the start to be a sort of storeroom for the caretaker – a space where odds and ends needed by the tenants could be kept: spare lavatory furniture, shower hoses, hotplates and other utensils

  that frequently need replacing.




  But now it was an office. Albeit scarcely a fashionable one. The walls had been covered from the start in dirty, earth-coloured plaster, the floor had been painted dark blue some twenty or

  thirty years ago, and the only source of natural light was a small sort of porthole at street level, i.e. just below the ceiling. The furniture was simple and functional: a desk and a desk chair. A

  grey filing cabinet made of sheet steel, a low bookcase, a buzzing 1950s refrigerator, a kettle and a threadbare visitor chair. Hanging on one wall was a calendar advertising a petrol station, and

  on another a reproduction of a gloomy Piranesi lithograph. The other two walls were bare.




  Apart from the calendar, which Verlangen changed with the precision of a sleepwalker every year at the end of January or the beginning of February, the office looked exactly the same as it had

  done for the last four years. Ever since he had moved in, in other words. One should never underestimate the ability of one’s surroundings to provide one with stability and security, he used

  to tell himself. One should not despise the dust that the years deposit on our shoulders.




  He switched on the ceiling light as the desk lamp was broken, hung up his light windcheater on a hook on the back of the door, and put the beers into the refrigerator.




  He sat down on the desk chair and put the vacuum-cleaner bags in the top right-hand drawer of his desk. He had no intention of using them in the office, certainly not. The Melfi vacuum-cleaner

  he owned – one of the very few items he had retained after the divorce, possibly because it worked about as badly as his marriage had done – was in his flat in Heerbanerstraat. That was

  where he intended doing the vacuum-cleaning. That was where the limit had been reached. He wondered whether he ought to leave the bags out on the desk: if he put them away there was a risk that

  they would be forgotten and left in the drawer when he went home after work, but he decided to take that risk. Vacuum-cleaner bags were not among the items a client expected to see in the office of

  a private detective of repute.




  Verlangen’s Detective Agency. That is what it said on a simple but neat and tidy plate on the office door. He had made it himself and enclosed it in a plastic cover: it had taken

  him a whole morning, but the result didn’t look too bad at all.




  He consulted his timetable for the day. He was due to attend a meeting at the insurance company in the afternoon, but that was all. He checked to make sure that there were no messages on the

  telephone answering machine, then took out a beer from the refrigerator and lit a cigarette.




  He checked the clock: ten minutes past ten.




  If I don’t have a client before noon, I’ll treat myself to a slap-up lunch at Oldener Maas, then shoot myself in the head, he thought and smiled grimly to himself.




  It was a thought that came to him every morning, and one of these days he might actually do it. He was forty-seven years old, and the number of people who would miss him could be counted on the

  thumb of one hand.




  She was called Belle, and was his daughter. Seventeen, almost eighteen. He contemplated her laughing face in the photograph next to the telephone directory, and took another swig of beer.

  Blinked away the tears that the bitter taste had brought to his eyes, and belched loudly.




  How come that a swine like me could have a daughter like her? he wondered.




  That was also a frequently recurring thought. Quite a lot of things kept coming back into Maarten Verlangen’s brain. Especially old, complicated questions that were impossible to answer.

  In occasional moments of clarity, this was a fact that could scare the life out of him.




  But there was a remedy for fears that struck in moments of clarity. Luckily. He took another swig of beer and inhaled deeply on his cigarette. Stood up and opened the window. And sat down.




  It was now thirteen minutes past ten.




  She rang shortly before eleven o’clock, and turned up half an hour later.




  Quite a tall woman aged about thirty-five. Auburn, shoulder-length hair. A narrow face with high cheekbones and delicate features. Slim and shapely, with strikingly prominent breasts. She was

  wearing well-fitting black trousers and a wine-red blouse with very short sleeves. Neatly plucked eyebrows. He thought she was beautiful.




  She glanced quickly around the room. Paused for a moment when she registered the Piranesi print before finally focusing on Verlangen’s melancholy physiognomy.




  ‘Do you mind if we speak English?’




  Verlangen explained that he hadn’t forgotten the language during the thirty minutes that had passed since they spoke on the telephone. There was a trace of a smile on her face as she

  settled down on the visitor chair. She crossed her legs and cleared her throat. Verlangen offered her a cigarette, but she shook her head and instead produced a packet of Gauloises from her red

  handbag and lit one with an elegant little gold lighter.




  ‘So you are a private detective, are you?’




  Verlangen nodded.




  ‘There are not so many of those about nowadays, I gather?’




  ‘There are a few.’




  ‘Only five here in Maardam.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  ‘I checked the telephone directory.’




  ‘I don’t suppose they’re all in there.’




  ‘Really? That’s where I found you anyhow.’




  Verlangen shrugged. Noted that she had a small tattoo at the top of her left arm, just underneath the edge of her blouse sleeve. It looked like a swallow. Some kind of bird, at least.




  He also noted that she was a little sunburnt. She must have been soaking up quite a lot of sun already, he thought, despite the fact that it’s only the beginning of June. Her skin had a

  pleasant tone reminiscent of café au lait: he wondered what it would be like stroking it with the tips of his fingers.




  But then again, perhaps she was just one of those solarium chicks?




  ‘What would you like me to help you with?’ he asked.




  ‘I’d like you to keep an eye on somebody.’




  ‘Keep an eye on somebody?’




  ‘Or whatever you call it. I take it that’s one of the things you do?’




  ‘Of course. And who is it you’d like me to keep an eye on?’




  ‘My husband.’




  ‘Your husband?’




  ‘Yes. I want you to keep an eye on him for me, for a few days.’




  ‘I see.’




  He turned to a new page in his notebook and clicked his ballpoint pen a couple of times.




  ‘So what’s your name, if I might ask?’




  She had declined to give her name over the telephone, and hadn’t introduced herself when she came to his office. She seemed to hesitate for a moment now as well, as she took a drag of her

  cigarette.




  ‘Barbara Hennan.’




  Verlangen noted it down.




  ‘I’m American. My maiden name is Delgado. I’m married to Jaan G. Hennan.’




  He had written as far as the middle initial before pausing.




  Jaan G.? he thought. Good Lord! Jaan G. Hennan.




  ‘We’ve only been living in this country for a couple of months – although my husband comes from Maardam originally. We’re renting a house out at Linden . . . Thirty

  kilometres from here – I take it you know where it is?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Could there be several people called Jaan G. Hennan? Maybe. But what were the odds against this being one of the others? And how? . . .




  ‘How much do you charge?’




  ‘That depends.’




  ‘Depends on what?’




  ‘The kind of work involved. The time it takes. The costs incurred . . .’




  ‘I want you to keep an eye on my husband for a few days. From morning till night. You won’t have time to undertake any other work.’




  ‘Why do you want him kept under observation?’




  ‘I’m not going to go into that. All I want is for you to check what he gets up to, and then report back to me. Okay?’




  She raised an eyebrow and looked even more beautiful.




  Classic, he thought. I’ll be damned if this isn’t a classic case. It wasn’t often that he felt like Philip Marlowe – not while he was sober, at least. Perhaps he ought to

  suck away at this sweetie for as long as it lasted . . .




  ‘It’s not exactly an unusual commission,’ he said. ‘But I do have a number of questions.’




  ‘Let’s hear them.’




  ‘Distance and discretion, for instance.’




  ‘Distance and what . . . ?’




  ‘How much detail do you want? If he goes to a restaurant, for instance, do you want to know what he eats, who he talks to, what they say . . . ?’




  She interrupted him by raising her left hand a few centimetres over the table. The swallow wiggled rather sensually.




  ‘I understand what you’re saying. It will be sufficient if you tell me what happens in broad outline. If I think any particular circumstances seem to be especially interesting,

  perhaps I can let you know?’




  ‘Of course. You are the one who makes the rules. And I assume he is not to know that I’m keeping an eye on him?’




  She hesitated again.




  ‘Preferably not.’




  ‘Might I ask what your husband does for a living?’




  ‘Business. He runs an import company. Only just started, of course . . . But he did something similar in Denver.’




  ‘Importing what?’




  She shrugged.




  ‘All kinds of things. Computer components, for instance. What does it matter what my husband does for a living? All I want is for you to keep an eye on what he’s up to.’




  Verlangen clasped his hands on the table in front of him, and paused briefly.




  ‘Fru Hennan,’ he said in a tone of voice that he hoped would be interpreted as incorporating masculine firmness, ‘might I draw your attention to the fact that I haven’t

  yet accepted your commission. You want me to keep your husband under observation, and if I agree to do that I must know exactly what I’m letting myself in for. I’m not in the habit of

  jumping into whatever comes along with my eyes closed – you wouldn’t last long in my profession if you did that.’




  She frowned. He could see that the possibility of him turning her down had never occurred to her.




  ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘Forgive me. But I assume you are used to acting with a certain degree of . . . discretion?’




  ‘Of course. Within reasonable limits. But without a knowledge of certain facts I simply can’t do what you want me to do in a satisfactory way. I have to know a little about your

  husband’s habits. What he does in a normal working day. The places he goes to, the people he meets. And so on. Most of all, of course, I would like to know what is behind all this – why

  you want to have him kept under observation: but I suppose I could do without that information.’




  She made a vague movement of her head from right to left, and looked again at the Piranesi print for a few seconds.




  ‘Okay, obviously I respect your professional code of practice. As far as his routines are concerned, they are not exactly complicated. As I said, we live in that house out at Linden. He

  has his office in the centre of Maardam, and he spends six or seven hours there every day. We sometimes have lunch together, if I happen to be in town for some reason or other. I usually prepare

  the evening meal for seven o’clock, but occasionally he has dinner with business contacts . . . We don’t have many social contacts – we’ve only been living here for a couple

  of months, after all. Anyway, that’s about it in broad outline. Weekends are obviously rather different – we’re usually together all the time, and so I won’t need your

  services then.’




  Verlangen had been making copious notes as she spoke, but now he scratched the back of his neck as he looked up.




  ‘What social contacts do you have, in fact?’




  She dug out another cigarette.




  ‘None at all, really. Obviously my husband meets various people in connection with his work, but I only ever come into contact with the Trottas, if you can call it that . . . They are our

  nearest neighbours – a pair of utter bores, to be honest, but we have at least had dinner together in both our houses. He’s a pilot, she’s a housewife. They have a couple of

  insufferable children as well.’




  ‘Trotta?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Verlangen made a note of the name.




  ‘Photo?’ he asked. ‘I must have a photograph of your husband.’




  She produced a white envelope from her handbag and handed it over. He took out two photographs, both of them 10x15 centimetres.




  Jaan G. Hennan stared him in the eye.




  Ten years later, but still the same Jaan G., no doubt about that. The photographs seemed to have been taken very recently, probably on the same reel, and both of them in profile – one from

  the right, the other from the left. The same deep-set eyes. The same austere lips and firm jaw. The same close-cropped dark hair. He put the photographs back into the envelope.




  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it. Assuming that we can agree on details, of course.’




  ‘What details?’




  ‘Time. Method. Payment.’




  She nodded.




  ‘Just for a few days, as I said. No more than a couple of weeks in any case. If you could start tomorrow, I’d be grateful . . . What do you mean by “method”?’




  ‘Twenty-four hours a day or just twelve? The degree of discretion or intrusion – the kind of thing I mentioned earlier.’




  She inhaled and blew out a thin stream of smoke as she pondered. Just for a moment he had the feeling that she didn’t normally smoke at all, and had just bought a packet of Gauloises to

  make an impression on him. Some sort of impression.




  ‘Whenever he’s not at home,’ she decided. ‘That will be sufficient. From the moment he sets off in the morning until he comes back home – either early or late in

  the evening.’




  ‘And you don’t want him to notice me.’




  There was another brief pause, and he registered that she still hadn’t quite made up her mind on that point.




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Don’t let him see you. If I change my mind about that I’ll let you know. How much do I have to pay?’




  He pretended to think about that, and wrote down a few figures in his notebook.




  ‘Three hundred guilders per day, plus any expenses.’




  That did not seem to worry her.




  ‘Payment for three days in advance. I might have to rent a room in Linden as well . . . When do you want me to report to you?’




  ‘Once a day,’ she said without hesitation. ‘I’d like you to ring me every day at some time during the morning. I’m always at home in the mornings. If I think it

  seems necessary, we can meet – but I hope it won’t come to that.’




  Verlangen had another ‘why?’ on the tip of his tongue, but he managed to swallow it.




  ‘Okay,’ he said instead, leaning back on his chair. ‘I take it that we are in agreement. If you can give me your address and telephone number, I can start tomorrow morning . .

  . And I need the advance, of course.’




  She took out a dark-red purse and produced two five-hundred-guilder notes. And a business card.




  ‘A thousand,’ she said. ‘Let’s round it up to a thousand for the time being.’




  He took the money and the card. She stood up and reached out her hand over his desk.




  ‘Thank you, herr Verlangen. I’m very grateful that you could take on this job. It will . . . It will make my life easier.’




  Will it really? he thought as he shook her hand. How? She was looking him straight in the eye for a long fraction of a second, and he wondered once again what it would feel like to touch some

  other part of her body than the firm and pleasantly cool palm of her hand.




  ‘I shall do my best,’ he promised.




  She smiled, turned on her heel and left his office.




  He remained standing, listening to her footsteps as she walked up the stairs. It almost felt as if he were waiting for some sort of curtain to fall.




  Then he opened the refrigerator and took out a beer.
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  The moment he opened the door of his cramped little flat in Heerbanerstraat he realized that the vacuum-cleaner bags were still in the drawer of his desk in the office.




  On the other hand, not a single one of the beer cans was left in the refrigerator. You win some and you lose some . . .




  So his cleaning intentions would have to be put on ice: but one lost day was neither here nor there, of course. The smell of old, stuffy dirt and the stench of something stale which was

  presumably the mould underneath the bathtub, struck him as a sort of ‘welcome home’ greeting. One shouldn’t simply shrug off old habits and sell off the things that make you feel

  safe and secure just for the sake of it. Dust and dirt should not be held in contempt . . .




  There was a pile of advertising leaflets and two bills on the floor underneath the letter slot. He picked it all up and threw it onto the basket chair, which was full of similar stuff. My home

  is my castle, he thought as he opened the balcony door, then turned back to observe the devastation. He contemplated the unmade bed, the unwashed dirty crockery and the rest of the chaotic mess.

  Switched off the stereo equipment, which must have been on for at least twenty-four hours. Noted that the right-hand loudspeaker was broken, and that he ought to do something about it.




  Then he went into the bathroom, glanced at the filthy mirror and confirmed that he looked about ten years older than he had looked that morning.




  Why do I bother to go on living? he wondered as he stepped into the shower and switched on the water.




  And why do I keep on asking myself these optimistic questions, day in and day out?




  An hour later it was eight o’clock and he had washed up three days’ worth of dirty dishes. He flopped down in front of the television and watched the first ten

  minutes of the news. The murder of a policeman in Groenstadt and a ministerial meeting in Berlin in connection with unrest in the financial markets. A mad swan that had caused a pile-up on the

  motorway outside Saaren. He switched off and telephoned his daughter.




  She was not at home, and so he was obliged to exchange a few pleasantries with his ex-wife’s new boyfriend instead. It took half a minute, and afterwards he was able to congratulate

  himself on not having sworn a single time. Two cheers.




  There were four beers in the fridge and a bottle of mineral water. He made a sandwich with salami, cheese and cucumber – but with no butter as he had forgotten to buy any – and after

  a brief inner struggle he selected the water. Sat down on the sofa again, took out his notepad and read what he had written.




  Barbara Hennan. The beautiful American woman.




  Maiden name Delgado, but now Hennan – thanks to having married that bastard Jaan G. Hennan. For some damned reason.




  G, he thought. Why on earth pick G when there was a whole world of men to choose from?




  And why the hell should he, Maarten Baudewijn Verlangen, have to spend what little time he had on something so bloody stupid as shadowing Jaan G. Hennan? The man he – more or less on his

  own – had made sure was placed under lock and key some . . . yes, it was almost exactly twelve years ago, he decided after some rapid mental calculations. The end of May 1975. While he was

  still working as a respectable police officer.




  While he still had a proper job, a family, and a right to look at himself in the mirror without averting his gaze.




  While he still had a future.




  It was at the beginning of the 1980s that it all went to pot. 1981–2. Buying that house out at Dikken. All the arguments with Martha. Their love life simply shrivelling up like . . . like

  a worn-out condom.




  The bribes. The sudden opportunity of earning a bit extra on the side by turning a blind eye to things. Not just a bit extra, in fact. Without the extra income they would never have been able to

  afford the interest and mortgage payments on the house. He had tried to explain that to Martha afterwards, after he had been caught out and his world had collapsed. But she had just shaken her head

  and snorted.




  What about that lady? she had wondered. In what way had it been necessary for the preservation of their marriage for him to spend so many nights with her? Could he kindly explain that to

  her?




  No, he couldn’t.




  Five years, he thought. It’s five years since the world collapsed, and I’m still alive.




  Just occasionally there were now moments when that didn’t surprise him any more.




  He gulped down the rest of the water and went to fetch a beer. Moved over to the armchair with the reading lamp, and leaned back.




  Barbara Hennan, he thought, and closed his eyes.




  How the hell could such a beautiful woman become involved with an arsehole like G?




  It was a riddle, to be sure, but not a new one. Women’s judgement when it came to men had backfired before in the history of the world. Gone astray when confronted by rampant stags in rut

  amidst the superficial values of everyday life. He dug out the photographs and studied them for a while with a degree of distaste.




  Why? he wondered. Why does she want me to keep an eye on him?




  Was there more than one answer? More than one possibility?




  He didn’t think so. It was the same old story, of course. The unfaithful husband and the jealous wife. Who wanted proof. Evidence of his betrayal in black and white.




  Maarten Verlangen had spent four years playing this game by now, and he reckoned that about two-thirds of his work was of this nature.




  If he excluded the work he did for the insurance company, that is: but that aspect of his work was not really a part of his sleuthing activities. It was rather different. The insurance company

  Trustor had wanted a sort of detective who could investigate irregularities using somewhat unorthodox methods – and what could possibly be more appropriate in the circumstances than a police

  officer who had been sacked – or rather, had chosen to leave the force rather than be hanged in a public place. A gentleman’s agreement. There had been no question of a formal

  appointment; but as time went by there had been a commission here and another commission there – usually resolved to the advantage of the company – and so their cooperation had

  continued. When Verlangen occasionally checked his somewhat less than prodigious income, he concluded that it was about fifty–fifty: roughly half came from the insurance company, and half

  from his sleuthing activities.




  He lit a cigarette – the day’s fortieth or thereabouts – and tried once again to conjure up the American woman in his mind’s eye. Fru Barbara Hennan. Thirty-seven or

  thirty-eight? She could hardly be any older than that. At least ten years younger than her husband, in other words.




  And ten times more desirable. No, not ten times. Ten thousand times. Why on earth would anybody want to be unfaithful if they had a woman like Barbara? Incomprehensible.




  He inhaled a few times, and thought the matter over. Was it really all that likely that it was the same old story, the same old motive? Had Barbara Hennan née Delgado come to him because

  she suspected her husband was having an affair with another woman? After only a few months in the new country?




  Or was there some other reason? – In which case, what?




  He would have liked to ask her straight out – he had been on the point of doing so several times during their conversation, and he didn’t usually beat about the bush in such

  circumstances. But something had held him back.




  Perhaps he hadn’t wanted to embarrass her. But perhaps there were other reasons as well.




  Just what they might be was something he couldn’t be sure about. Not then, when she had been sitting on the other side of the table; and not now, as he sat there in his cramped and stuffy

  lair, trying to think things over and work out a strategy.




  A strategy? he thought. Rubbish. I don’t need a strategy. I’ll drive there tomorrow morning. Sit in my car outside his office all day, staring at him. Smoking myself to death. Given

  the extent to which I’ve grown older, there’s no chance of him recognizing me.




  This is an easy job. A classic. If it was a film, the building would no doubt blow up at about half past four.




  He drank the rest of the beer, and wondered if he should allow himself another one before going to bed. During the course of the day he had drunk eight. That was close to the maximum –

  which was ten – but why not allow himself the luxury of a clear conscience for once?




  Two still to go? Somewhere deep down inside him, of course, a voice was whispering somewhat pitifully that ten beers a day wasn’t a deal that was beyond discussion. But what the hell, he

  thought. Everything is relative apart from death and the anger of a fat woman. So what?




  He had read that last thought somewhere. Quite a long time ago, in the days when he could remember what he had read in books.




  He belched, and stubbed out the last cigarette of the day. Did what was necessary in the bathroom in just over a minute, then wriggled his way into his unmade bed. His pillow smelt vaguely of

  something unpleasant – unwashed hair perhaps, or sadness, or something of that sort. Turning it over didn’t help matters.




  He set the alarm clock for half past six, and switched off the light.




  Linden? he thought. If I book a room in a hotel, at least I won’t have to sleep in dirty sheets for a few nights.




  Five minutes later Maarten Baudewijn Verlangen was snoring, with his mouth open wide.
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  Belle rang next morning just as he was coming out of the shower. As usual, the very sound of her voice set something alight in his chest. A spark of paternal pride.




  Apart from that, the call did not give him much cause to be cheerful. They had more or less agreed to meet at the weekend. To spend a day together. Possibly two. He had been looking forward to

  it – in the grimly reserved way he ever dared to look forward to things nowadays: but she had now been invited along on a boat trip out to the islands instead. So if he didn’t mind . .

  . ?




  He didn’t mind. Who was he to begrudge a seventeen-year-old daughter he loved more than anything else in the world the opportunity of going on a boat trip with like-minded friends –

  instead of having to trudge around with an overweight, prematurely grey-haired and frequently drunk old fart of a father? God forbid.




  ‘Are you sure?’ she wondered. ‘You’re sure you won’t be upset? Maybe we can meet up next weekend?’




  ‘Quite sure,’ he assured her. And he claimed that strictly speaking, next weekend would be better for him as well. He had rather a lot of work to get through at present.




  Maybe she believed him. She wasn’t all that old yet.




  She sent him a kiss down the line, then hung up. He swallowed to remove a small lump from his throat, and blinked away a trace of dampness from his eyes. Went down to the corner shop to buy the

  Allgemejne. Have your breakfast and read the paper, you big softie! he told himself.




  And that is exactly what he did.




  He was at Aldemarckt in Linden by a few minutes past nine, and a quarter of an hour later he had found his way to Kammerweg. He parked diagonally opposite Villa Zefyr, wound

  down the side window and settled down to wait.




  Linden was not much more than a small provincial town – round about twenty or thirty thousand people. A few small industries. Quite a well-known brewery, a church from the early thirteenth

  century, and housing estates that mainly sprang up after the war – little family houses and occasional blocks of flats, within easy commuting distance of Maardam. He recalled having met a

  girl from Linden when he was a teenager: she was cool and pretty, but he had never dared kiss her. She was called Margarita. He wondered what had become of her.




  But there wasn’t much more to Linden than that. The sluggish little beck Megel – no doubt also cool and pretty, and if he remembered rightly a tributary of the River Maar –

  meandered its way through the town and then over the plains to the north-west. To the south of the beck was a ridge, and that was the location of Kammerweg – a good four kilometres from the

  centre of Linden with a town hall, a police station, a square, and all the trimmings of civilized living. Plus that thirteenth-century church.




  And a brewery – he began to feel thirsty.




  Verlangen sighed, put on his dark glasses although the sun had not yet succeeded in breaking through the greyish-white clouds, and lit a cigarette. Gazed at the house, which could only just be

  made out behind the rows of trees and flowering shrubs that had been planted alongside the street precisely to prevent passers-by from peering in, and tried to assess its market value.




  Not less than a million, he decided. Probably not even less than one-and-a-half. Mind you, they were only renting it, if he had understood fru Hennan correctly.




  The situation was ideal in many respects. A large plot with some kind of woods or overgrown park at one end, and another plot at least as big at the other end, with a house that was also half

  hidden among greenery. He guessed that must be where the Trottas lived – the pilot family with the awful children – but you can never tell for certain.




  On the side of the street where he was parked there were no buildings at all, just a steep slope down to an asphalted cycle path alongside the beck into town.




  Rather splendid isolation, in fact, decided Verlangen with an involuntary stab of envy. The Hennan house that he could just about see in among the greenery was pale blue – not the

  prettiest colour he had even seen, but what the hell? His own forty-five-square-metre flat contained more glaring nuances than Kandinsky could ever have dreamt of . . . And just to the right of the

  house was a clinically white diving tower – or at least, that’s what he thought it must be.




  So they had a swimming pool as well. And why not a tennis court and a sizeable cocktail terrace round the back? He couldn’t help wondering how easy it might be to torch the whole set-up

  – preferably with G surrounded by flames on all sides while the private dick played the hero and rescued the young wife, carrying her over his shoulder to safety. But he was forced to cut

  short all such thoughts when a shiny blue Saab glided slowly out between the two black granite pillars that marked the entrance to the drive of the house. They stood there like two immobile but

  well-dressed and somewhat ominous lackeys, making no attempt to hide their silent disapproval of any unwelcome visitors.




  The only occupant was the male driver, and Verlangen had no doubt that it was none other than Jaan G. Hennan himself – despite the fact that he only had a very vague impression of him.




  Who else could it possibly have been? Surely one could take it for granted that Barbara Hennan had given Verlangen the correct address . . .




  He gave the Saab a fifty-metre start, then switched on the engine of his faithful old Toyota and began tailing him.




  A classic set-up, he thought with an intentional lack of emotion.




  Hennan parked in one of the narrow alleys behind the church, then walked the hundred or so metres down towards the square and vanished through the main entrance of a

  three-storey block of shops and offices of typical beige-coloured fifties design. Verlangen managed to squeeze his Toyota into a cramped space on the other side of the street. Switched off the

  engine, lit another cigarette and wound down the window again.




  He fixed his gaze on the row of featureless rectangular windows in the storey above the ground-floor shops – a shoe shop, an undertaker’s, a butcher’s.




  After a couple of minutes one of the windows over the undertaker’s opened: Jaan G. Hennan leaned out and emptied half a cup of coffee onto the pavement below. Then closed the window.




  Typical, Verlangen thought. Born a bastard, always a bastard. He didn’t even bother to look down and see if he might be pouring the coffee onto a passer-by.




  He adjusted the back of his seat so that he could lean back in comfort, took out the sport section of the Allgemejne and checked his watch. A quarter to ten.




  So there we are, then, he thought. Out working again.




  When he had read even the obituaries for the second time and smoked about ten cigarettes, Verlangen began to regret his decision to have an alcohol-free day.




  It was twenty minutes past eleven, and he reconsidered his position and adjusted his abstinence to the morning. Surely he could allow himself a couple of beers with his lunch – always

  assuming he had any lunch – after enduring these blue-grey hours keeping an eye on his suspect. It would be as boring as meditations in a Buddhist monastery. A good friend of

  Verlangen’s had gone off on one of those jaunts a few years ago. Tibet or Nepal, or some such bloody place . . .




  Hennan was also more or less invisible. He had appeared once more in the window, but that was all. Stood motionless for a few seconds, staring up at the clouds as if he were thinking hard about

  something. Or perhaps just suffered a minor stroke. Then he had turned away and vanished from Verlangen’s horizon.




  His prey. The object of his surveillance. The reason why Verlangen was sitting around here in his worn-out Japanese oven of a car frittering away his worn-out life for three hundred guilders a

  day. Carpe diem, my arse.




  He returned to thinking about Hennan. The impressions he had registered of him – not very many, to be sure – during the preliminary investigation into his crimes a dozen years

  ago.




  The actual process had been quite painless. Once a few underlings had been pressurized into starting talking, the proof of Jaan G. Hennan’s misdeeds had been overwhelming. Over a number of

  years he had bought and sold cannabis, heroin and amphetamines via couriers, built up an efficient network and had probably tucked away a million or two – especially in view of the fact that

  he seemed not to have been a drug user himself.




  Not an especially remarkable story, in other words, but it was mainly thanks to the assiduous efforts of Verlangen and his colleague Müller that the case had been successfully concluded.

  That G had got what he deserved – two years and six months – and that as a result it was presumably highly unlikely that they – G and Verlangen – would ever exchange

  birthday or Christmas cards. Not even if they lived for another five hundred years.




  He recalled Hennan’s ice-cold, almost personal contempt during the interrogations. His unreasonable refusal to ascribe any kind of moral aspects to his dirty work. ‘There’s no

  space inside G for morals,’ Müller had once suggested, and there was something in that. His self-confidence – and the desire for revenge that occasionally flared up in his dark,

  somewhat oscillating gaze – had been such that one simply could not sweep it aside.




  And his comments. Like some forgotten B-film from the forties: ‘I’ll be back one of these days. You’d better look out then, you damned cretins!’




  Or: ‘Don’t think I’ll forget you. You think you have won something, but this is only the beginning of a defeat for you. Believe you me, you bloody lackeys, clear off now and

  leave me in peace!’




  Self-assured? Huh, that was not nearly a strong enough term for it. Thinking back now, Verlangen couldn’t recall anybody or anything more stubborn and egotistic during all the years he had

  served in the police force. Fourteen of them. There was something genuinely threatening about Jaan G. Hennan, wasn’t that the top and bottom of it? A sort of slowly smouldering hatred that

  simply could not be shrugged off. A bone-chilling promise of reprisals and retribution. Obviously, threats of various kinds were bread and butter as far as police officers were concerned; but in

  Hennan’s case they had seemed unusually real. Nothing less than a form of evil. If Hennan had been an illness rather than a person, he would have been a cancer, Verlangen thought: no doubt

  about it.




  A malignant tumour in the brain.




  He shook his head and sat up straight. He could feel pains coming on at the bottom of his spine, and decided that a short walk was called for. Just a little stroll to the square and back: that

  was no more than fifty metres or so, and he could do that without even letting his prey out of his sight.




  In any case, if Hennan was really interested in shaking him off his trail, it would be the easiest thing in the world. All he would need to do was to nip out of the rear of the building and

  vanish. No problem.




  But why would he want to do that? He didn’t even know he was being watched.




  And the man keeping him under observation had no idea why he was doing so.




  Good God, thought Maarten Verlangen as he closed the car door. Give me two reasons for staying sober in this world we live in.




  At half past twelve Jaan G. Hennan went out for lunch. Verlangen left his car once again, and followed him over the square and to a restaurant called Cava del Popolo. Hennan

  chose a window table, while Verlangen sat down in a booth further back in the premises. There were not many customers, despite the fact that it was lunchtime. The shadow had a good view of the

  person he was shadowing, and optimistically ordered two beers to go with the pasta special of the day.




  Hennan sat there for forty minutes, and all that happened was that he read a newspaper, ate some kind of fish soup and drank a small bottle of white wine. Verlangen also managed a coffee and a

  cognac, and it was with a pious hope of being able to sleep for an hour or even an hour-and-a-half that he walked back to his car.




  And that is exactly what happened in fact. He woke up at about half past two when the sun finally forced its way through the clouds and found its way in through his dirty windscreen. It was like

  an oven inside the car, and he noticed that his intake of alcohol had begun to hammer nails into his skull. He checked that Hennan’s dark blue Saab was still parked where it had been before,

  then walked down to the kiosk in front of the town hall and bought a beer and a bottle of mineral water.




  When he had finished drinking them it was ten minutes past three. The sun had continued to dominate the afternoon, and his clothes were clinging stickily to his body. Hennan had appeared in the

  window again for a few seconds with a telephone receiver apparently glued to his ear, and a traffic warden had been snooping around in the hope of being able to allocate a ticket. But that was

  all.




  Verlangen took off his socks and put them in the glove compartment. Living felt slightly easier, but not a lot. He lit his twenty-fifth cigarette of the day, and wondered if he could think of

  something to do.




  After number twenty-six, the building had still not exploded and it had not become any cooler. Verlangen walked as far as the telephone kiosk outside the butcher’s and

  phoned his employer. She answered after one-and-a-half rings.




  ‘Good,’ she said. ‘It’s good that you’ve rung. How’s it going?’




  ‘Excellent,’ said Verlangen. ‘Like a dance. I didn’t think there was much point in ringing the first morning. He’s in his office, and he’s been there all day,

  in fact.’




  ‘I know,’ said Barbara Hennan. ‘I’ve just spoken to him on the telephone. He’s coming home in an hour.’




  ‘You don’t say?’ said Verlangen.




  ‘Yes I do. That’s what he said, at least.’




  I see, thought Verlangen. So why the hell should I hang around here, waiting for death to knock on my door?




  ‘I think you can pack it in for today,’ said fru Hennan. ‘We’ll be together all evening, so it will be okay if you start keeping an eye on him again tomorrow

  afternoon.’




  ‘Tomorrow afternoon?’




  ‘Yes. If you are in place after lunch tomorrow, and keep an eye on what he gets up to during the afternoon and the evening . . . especially in the evening . . . Well, it’s especially

  important for me that you don’t let him out of your sight then.’




  Verlangen thought that over for two seconds.




  ‘I’m with you,’ he said. ‘Your wish is my command. I’ll give you another report the day after tomorrow, will that be okay?’




  ‘That will be fine,’ said Barbara Hennan, and hung up.




  He stayed for a moment or two in the stuffy telephone kiosk, then noticed that the female traffic warden’s funereal grey uniform was approaching, and he hurried off to his car.




  Life, where is thy sting? he thought, switched on the engine and drove off.




  Although he had more time than was available in the forecourt of Hell, Verlangen chose not to drive back to Maardam. The alternative of clean sheets was too tempting, and at a

  quarter to five he checked in at the Belveder, a simple but clean hotel in Lofterstraat, behind the town hall.




  Between seven and eight he had dinner in the sepia-brown dining room together with a swimming club from Warsaw. Some sort of ragout that reminded him vaguely of his former mother-in-law. Perhaps

  not so much of her as of the Sunday dinners she used to prepare, and it was a memory he could have done without. He bought two dark beers to take up to his room, managed to overcome an increasing

  desire to telephone his daughter, then fell asleep in the middle of an American police series some time between eleven and half past.




  The sheets were cool and newly ironed, and even if the day ended up being somewhat less alcohol-free than originally envisaged, at least he was not quite up to the limit of ten beers a day.




  Quite some way short of that, in fact.
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  The restaurant was called Columbine, and after two swigs of beer it looked like any other restaurant in any country of the world.




  It was evening at last. The old Maasleitner clock hanging over the bottles of whisky at the bar showed twenty-five to eight. On this completely cloud-free Thursday Hennan had stayed on at the

  office until seven o’clock, for some damned reason or other. Verlangen had been feeling worn out since about four.




  But he was used to exhaustion. It had been his constant companion for the last four years, and sometimes it felt as if it was time – nothing else – that got on top of him. A sort of

  old, smelly item of clothing that he couldn’t wait to cast off. To sleep off the hangover, wake up to something different and at long last put on a new era. In which the seconds and minutes

  actually tasted of something.




  But there was never a new era the following morning. Just the same old unwashed garment that clung stickily to his skin, day after day, year after year. There was nothing he could do about it,

  and the few evenings he dared to go to bed in a sober state it was always impossible to get a wink of sleep.




  He drained his glass and looked over towards Hennan. There were only two tables between them, but sitting at one of them was an unusually loud and exuberant group: four chubby young men aged

  around twenty-eight, each with a moustache, who repeatedly broke out into roars of laughter, leaning back on their chairs and slamming their fists down on the table. Judging by their broad accents

  Verlangen concluded that they came from somewhere down among the southern provinces. Groenstadt, most probably. Or Balderslacht, somewhere of that sort.




  There were quite a lot of other customers, so a certain degree of concentration was needed in order to keep a close eye on the object of his surveillance. Despite everything. But on the other

  hand, it seemed fairly obvious that Hennan intended to have a meal and stay put for quite some time. He had hung his jacket over the back of his chair, and was working his way through the menu

  while sipping away at a colourless drink – presumably a gin and tonic – and seemed to be in no hurry at all. Perhaps he was waiting for somebody: the seat opposite him at his table for

  two was empty. Maybe a woman, Verlangen thought. That would be the most likely possibility, after all. And that was the outcome he had predicted from the start.




  Anyway, all he could do was remain where he was, and see what happened. Verlangen decided to have a meal as well. He attracted a waiter’s attention, ordered another beer and asked for a

  menu. The way things looked, he might well be sitting there for quite some time.




  Two hours later Jaan G. Hennan was still alone at his table. Verlangen had passed close by him twice on the way to the gents, and established that his quarry seemed to have

  indulged in a substantial meal. At least three courses and two different wines, and just now he was puffing away at a thin, black cigar, gazing out through the window and somewhat absent-mindedly

  twirling around a brandy glass. As far as Verlangen had seen he hadn’t exchanged words with a single person all evening, apart from the waiter. He had been to the toilet once, but what the

  hell was buzzing around inside his head – or why he was hanging around here instead of spending the time at home with his lovely wife – well, goodness only knew.




  At least it didn’t look as if he was waiting – or had been waiting – for somebody. He had checked his watch now and then, true enough, but apart from that there had been no

  indication that a companion had failed to turn up: no calls from the telephone in the lobby, no delays before placing an order, no apologetic explanations to the waiter. Nothing at all.




  Nor had he spent time reading a book or a newspaper. Neither had Verlangen, come to that, but then he was there on business, as it were. For a few minutes he toyed with the idea of walking past

  Hennan and spilling beer over the back of his neck. Or trying to bribe somebody else to do that. There was no shortage of slightly drunk young people sitting around, and no doubt it would have been

  possible to persuade one of them.




  Simply in order to make something happen. Verlangen’s feeling of being worn out had caught up with him again. He had eaten something that was alleged to have been veal – but in that

  case it must have been from the world’s oldest calf.




  He had washed it down with four or five beers, and in the end given way to temptation and followed Jaan G. Hennan’s example. Coffee and cognac.




  He lit another cigarette, despite the fact that his previous one was still glowing away in the ashtray.




  Looked at the clock: ten minutes to ten.




  Bugger this for a lark, he thought as he turned away yet another customer who wondered if the seat opposite him was taken. Drink up your damned cognac and pay your bill! And get the hell out of

  here!




  It was just as he looked up after thinking these pious thoughts that he saw Hennan was on his way to his table.




  Eh, what’s all this? he had time to think.




  ‘May I join you?’




  ‘Please do.’




  ‘Hennan. Jaan G. Hennan.’




  ‘Verlangen.’




  Hennan pulled out the chair and sat down.




  ‘Verlangen?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Not Maarten Verlangen, surely?’




  ‘Yes, that’s me.’




  ‘I thought so.’




  ‘What do you mean? I’m not at all sure . . .’




  ‘Sure about what?’




  ‘That I know who you are.’




  Hennan put his cigar down on the ashtray, and leaned forward with both elbows on the table.




  ‘Come off it, Maarten Verlangen. I know all too bloody well who you are, and you know just as well who I am. Why are you sitting here?’




  Verlangen took a sip of cognac and thought for a moment.




  ‘That’s a very good question.’




  ‘You think so? But you’re welcome to answer it, in any case.’




  ‘Why I’m sitting here?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Because I’ve had dinner, of course.’




  ‘Really? And is that the only reason?’




  Verlangen suddenly felt anger boiling up inside him.




  ‘How about you telling me what the hell you’re after? I haven’t the faintest idea who you are, nor what you’re getting at. If you don’t have a satisfactory

  explanation, might I suggest that you clear off before I ask the staff to throw you out!’




  Hennan sat there without saying a word, just screwing up his eyes slightly. No trace of a smile. Something told Verlangen that there ought to have been one. He noticed that he had instinctively

  clenched his fists and pushed his chair back a couple of centimetres.




  So that he could stand up quickly and defend himself if necessary.




  Don’t be stupid, he thought when he realized what his imagination was pushing him into. He can’t start fighting inside here, for God’s sake. That would be pure . . .




  ‘Fuzz. You are still the fuzz, I take it?’




  Verlangen hesitated for a tenth of a second, then shook his head.




  ‘What about you?’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘What about you? What do you do? What did you say your name was, by the way?’




  Hennan made no reply, simply twisted his lips into a contemptuous grimace. Verlangen looked away. Leaned back and stared up at the ceiling instead. There followed a few moments of silence.




  ‘Why are you no longer a copper? Did you get the sack?’




  Verlangen shrugged.




  ‘I packed it in.’




  ‘Voluntarily?’




  ‘Of course. Explain what the hell it is you want, or go back to your own table. I’ve no desire to sit here any longer and be . . .’




  He hesitated as he searched for the right word.




  ‘Be what?’




  ‘Bullied.’




  He clenched his fists and prepared to defend himself again.




  ‘You were a real touchy bastard, always keen to claim you were being harassed by me,’ said Hennan, and suddenly his face broke out into a beaming smile. ‘But in fact I’m

  the one who should be feeling pissed off with you. Not the other way round.’




  Verlangen lit a cigarette.




  ‘Pissed off? Why?’




  ‘Jaan G. Hennan. Do you still claim that you don’t remember?’




  Verlangen shook his head. A little too fiercely – he could feel the room shaking. Damn and blast, he thought. I’m too drunk.




  ‘I’ve no bloody idea.’




  Hennan rested his chin on his hand and seemed to be thinking things over.




  ‘Shall we go and sit in the bar instead? Then we can sort this out. Let me buy you a whisky.’




  Verlangen hesitated briefly, then nodded cautiously and stood up.




  ‘You can have ten minutes,’ he said. ‘Not a damned second more.’




  While they were drinking their first whisky Hennan explained why he had recognized Verlangen and remembered his name.




  As they sank the second one, Verlangen recalled the twelve-year-old investigation and said it had completely vanished from his memory – but now that Hennan had raised the matter, well . .

  .




  While they were drinking the third one Hennan took the initiative once again and went on at length about what it was like, spending two-and-a-half years in prison despite being innocent.




  Innocent? thought Verlangen, beginning to feel annoyed again. You were more guilty than Crippen, you arsehole!




  But he didn’t start arguing. Merely said that he could no longer remember any details of the case – he’d had so many to deal with over the years. He noticed that he was

  beginning to have difficulty in articulating, and immediately laid down a rule that he swore he would stick to, come what may, for the rest of the evening: Don’t let Hennan have the slightest

 idea why you are here! No matter what. Be faithful to your employer!




  Hennan went on about all kinds of things, but the fourth whisky evidently had a detrimental effect on Verlangen’s hearing. He was simply incapable of understanding a meaningful series of

  sounds any longer – but nevertheless made a point of muttering and humming and hawing inventively during the pauses. When he next looked at the clock, it was twenty-five minutes past

  midnight. Hennan also seemed to have had enough.




  ‘Home,’ he said. ‘Time to go home.’




  Verlangen agreed and slid down from the bar stool.




  ‘I’m staying just down the road,’ he said.




  ‘I must order a taxi,’ said Hennan.




  The bartender, a gigantic young man with red curly hair, intervened and informed them that there were always taxis queuing up just round the corner. A mere fifty metres away – that was

  easier than phoning and ordering.




  They went out together into the warm early-summer night. Verlangen had some difficulty in keeping his balance, but Hennan put an arm round his shoulders and kept him more or less upright. When

  they came to the row of yellow-and-black cars, Hennan said goodnight without further ado, clambered into a back seat, waved, and grinned broadly through the window.




  Verlangen raised a hand as he watched the taxi drive off. He suddenly felt a painful stab of repugnance, which he had difficulty in pinning down. On the whole Hennan had behaved reasonably, and

  the reason why his wife wanted him to be kept under observation was more enveloped in mystery than ever.




  But he had fraternized with his quarry. In no uncertain terms. He had babbled on and hummed and hawed and drunk way too much whisky . . . On top of all the beer and cognac – and God only

  knew what he might have said and not said.




  On his way back to the hotel he took wrong turnings several times, and ended up in the cemetery where he made the most of the opportunity of emptying his bladder between what seemed to be a

  mortuary and a collection of dustbins.




  But he eventually managed to find his way back to the Belveder hotel, and by the time he staggered up to his room it was a quarter past one. That was a point in time that had not registered on

  Verlangen’s consciousness, but with the aid of a few independent witnesses and observations, it could be established later with a high degree of certainty.
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  Police probationer Wagner yawned and looked at his watch: twenty-five to two.




  Then he looked at his crossword puzzle. It was unsolved.




  Almost totally, at least. He had filled in eight squares. Two words. But he wasn’t sure if either of them was correct.




  In order to pass the time he counted up the number of empty squares.




  Ninety-four. He could hardly claim that he had made all that much progress . . . He wondered for a moment if he ought to go and kip down for a while. You didn’t need to be awake just

  because you were on call. It was sufficient to be in the right place, and able to answer the phone if anything happened. The instructions in that respect were just as clear and unambiguous as

  everything else in the police station.




  Linzhuisen’s police station, that is. Wagner had been working there for almost a year now, and liked it. He was twenty-five years old, and could well imagine himself being a police officer

  for the rest of his life. Especially in a little place like this one. Everything was well organized, the pension terms were advantageous, and there was no crime to speak of.




  And pleasant colleagues, to boot: Gaardner, his boss, and Willumsen, with whom he often played tennis.




  Linzhuisen was not an independent police district, but was a part of Linden, which was run by the chief of police, Chief Inspector Sachs. Linden had slightly more staff: two inspectors and three

  or four constables and probationers.




  But they shared emergency coverage. It was obviously unnecessary to have a probationer or an inspector sitting half asleep throughout the night in both Linden and Linzhuisen – it was only

  twelve kilometres between the two places, and if a call-out became necessary whoever was on duty would need to summon assistance in any case. Wake up colleagues on stand-by at home, or telephone to

  Maardam.




  As far as Wagner was concerned, this meant he was on emergency duty at the police station four nights per month, and he had no complaints about that.




  On the contrary. There was something rather special about these lonely nights that quite appealed to him. Sitting here in the blacked-out police station keeping an eye on law and order while the

  rest of the world enjoyed its well-deserved sleep. Ready to arrange a call-out as soon as any stricken citizen in need asked for assistance. Indeed, was it not that role that was the most important

  reason – albeit not the one he talked about most – why he joined the police force four years ago?




  Watching over people’s lives and possessions, and being the ultimate guarantee of their safety.




  Sometimes when he found himself thinking such thoughts, Probationer Wagner told himself that maybe he ought to write them down. Perhaps they would come in useful for teaching and recruitment

  purposes. Why not?




  And that was probably also why – when all is said and done – he didn’t like to lie down and fall asleep. Mind you, if nothing happened – and there were hardly ever any

  alarm calls – he would probably give way and have a lie down in the early hours, he knew that. It was almost impossible to keep awake after half past two or so, even with the assistance of

  all the crossword puzzles in the world.




  He chewed his pencil, took a drink of coffee and tried to concentrate.




  Four down, seven letters, the second one might be ‘a’: ‘Literary bloodhound in Paris’.




  I suppose one ought to read a book now and then, Wagner thought with a sigh.




  Checked the time again: a quarter to two.




  Then the telephone rang.




  Chief Inspector Sachs dreamt that he was a dolphin.




  A young, fit and handsome male dolphin swimming around in cool emerald-green seawater surrounded by a whole school of female dolphins. They all rolled and romped around, swam close to one

  another, made impressive leaps towards the sun over the glittering surface of the water then dived down to the bottom of the seabed. Rubbed breasts and backs and stomachs against one another in an

  ever more joyful dance.




  This is where I always want to be, he thought. I always want to be an elegant male dolphin surrounded by randy females.




  The sound of the telephone cut through the marrow of his spine and his cerebral cortex like the blade of a saw. He picked up the receiver without even opening his eyes.




  ‘Sachs.’




  ‘Chief Inspector Sachs?’




  ‘Hmm.’




  ‘Wagner here.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Probationer Wagner in Linzhuisen. I’m on emergency duty and have just received a—’




  ‘What time is it?’




  ‘Seven minutes to two. I’ve just had a phone call – at 01.45 to be exact – about a dead woman.’




  Sachs opened his eyes. Then closed them again.




  ‘And?’




  ‘It was a man. Who rang, that is. And his wife is dead . . . Hennan, that’s his name . . . Jaan G. Hennan. They live in Linden, and so I thought—’




  ‘Hang on a minute. I’ll go to the other phone.’




  Sachs stood up and tiptoed out to his study. Picked up the receiver of the telephone on his desk.




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Well, I’ll ring the medics and the rest of them, but I thought I ought to inform the chief inspector first.’




  ‘Good. But what exactly has happened? Try to calm down a little bit, if you can.’




  Wagner cleared his throat and took a deep breath.




  ‘Her name’s Barbara Hennan. They live in Kammerweg – that’s some way away from the centre of town . . .’




  ‘Linden, you said?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I know where that is.’




  ‘Of course. Anyway, this man, Jaan G. Hennan, had evidently come home pretty late – at about half past one – and found his wife in the pool.’




  ‘The swimming pool?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Drowned?’




  ‘No, on the contrary.’




  ‘On the contrary? What the hell do you mean by that?’




  ‘She was lying . . . She was lying on the bottom, he said . . .’




  ‘Without having drowned?’




  ‘Yes. There is no water in the pool, it seems.’




  Sachs was staring straight ahead, and found himself looking at the framed photograph of his children, which was hanging on the wall over the desk. They were twins, but apart from the fact that

  their skin was the same colour and they had the same parents, they were as different as two people can possibly be.




  ‘No water?’




  ‘No, that’s what he said. She’s lying at the bottom of the pool, he says she must have fallen in and killed herself.’




  Sachs thought for a moment.




  ‘All right. What instructions did you give him?’




  ‘That he should stay at home and wait for us to come.’




  ‘Is there any reason to suspect foul play?’




  ‘Well . . . Not as far as I know, but I thought it was best to—’




  ‘Yes, of course. Did you get any more information out of him? What did he sound like?’




  ‘A bit drunk, I think.’




  ‘Really? How drunk?’




  ‘I don’t know. It’s hard to say – but pretty drunk, I think.’




  Sachs sighed.




  ‘So in fact it could be a hoax? Somebody having us on? In theory, at least.’




  ‘In theory, yes. But that’s not the conclusion I reached. And in any case, I suppose we have to—’




  ‘Yes, of course. Of course. What was the address, did you say?’




  ‘Kammerweg 4. And his name is Hennan, as I said.’




  Sachs managed to find a pencil and noted it down.




  ‘I’ll see you there in about ten minutes,’ he said. ‘If you arrive before I do, don’t go in until I get there. Ring the doctor, but we’ll wait with the rest

  until we’ve been able to check up on the situation. Is that clear?’




  ‘Everything clear and understood,’ said Wagner.




  ‘Excellent. Let’s go!’ said Sachs, and hung up.




  He went back to the bedroom. When he switched on the bedside lamp in order to be able to find his clothes, his wife, Irene, turned over and muttered something in her sleep. He eyed her

  briefly.




  It’s actually true, he thought. She really does look like a dolphin.




  Her face, at least.




  He gathered together his clothes, switched off the light and crept out into the kitchen.




  Wagner hadn’t yet arrived, but Dr Santander, the forensic medical officer, was already there. As Sachs made his way through the rather overgrown garden, he could see

  Santander standing next to a little collection of deckchairs at the edge of the swimming pool, talking to a sturdy-looking man in his fifties.




  He could see them very clearly even though he was still some distance away, because the whole of the pool area was bathed in light. Several spotlights were attached to trees all the way round,

  and when the chief inspector emerged from the darkness the doctor gave a start and seemed almost scared. Just for a moment Sachs had the feeling that he had barged in on the set of a film being

  recorded, and it was not easy to shake off this impression despite the fact that Santander broke into a broad smile as soon as he recognized the newcomer. He introduced Sachs to the

  broad-shouldered man.




  ‘Welcome,’ said the latter. ‘My name is Hennan. Jaan G. Hennan. It’s my wife lying down there.’




  He pointed with the hand holding a thin, black cigar between his index and long fingers. He was holding a glass in the other one. Sachs went up to the edge and looked down.




  At the bottom of the empty and unexpectedly deep pool, a few metres out from one of the narrow ends, was a woman’s body lying on its stomach. She was wearing a red bathing costume, her

  arms were stretched out at odd angles, and a small pool of blood had spread underneath her head, in stark contrast to the white tiles. Her hair was also reddish, but a somewhat lighter shade. Sachs

  did not doubt for one second that she was dead, despite the fact that she must have been lying some fifteen to twenty metres away.




  ‘How do you get down there?’ he asked.




  ‘There’s a ladder over there.’




  Now it was Santander doing the pointing.




  ‘I’ve had a quick look at her,’ he explained, adjusting his heavy, horn-rimmed spectacles. ‘It seems to be as Hennan says: she must have fallen down and . . . well, died

  instantly.’




  Sachs alternated his gaze between the doctor and Hennan several times. Hennan put down his glass.




  ‘What time was it when you found her?’ Sachs asked.




  Hennan checked his gold wristwatch.




  ‘Just over an hour ago,’ he said. ‘I came home and couldn’t find her anywhere, so I went out, and . . . well . . .’




  He thrust out his hands in an uncertain gesture. Turned round and looked down at the body at the bottom of the pool for a moment. Sachs tried to make eye contact with Santander, but the latter

  had opened his medical bag and was busy taking out various instruments.




  ‘It’s diabolical,’ said Hennan, taking a puff of his cigar. ‘Absolutely bloody diabolical.’




  Sachs nodded and tried to form an opinion of him. He was obviously drunk, but at the same time he kept himself detached and under control in a way that seemed almost absurd in the circumstances

  – as if they were talking about a sick dog or something of the sort, rather than a dead wife. He was wearing light-coloured cotton trousers and a short-sleeved blue shirt hanging down over

  his waistband. And bare-footed – Sachs assumed he had taken off his shoes and socks before beginning to look for his wife.




  Suntanned and trim. Dark, short-cropped hair with a touch of grey here and there, but not at all receding. A powerful-looking face with a wide mouth and very deep-set eyes.




  ‘How do you feel?’




  Hennan seemed to weigh up various alternative answers before actually speaking.




  ‘I don’t really know,’ he said. ‘I suppose I’m not completely sober, unfortunately.’




  Sachs nodded.




  ‘But I assume you must have had quite a shock . . . Of some kind.’




  ‘The reaction usually comes later,’ said the doctor. ‘It often takes quite a while.’




  ‘Obviously I need to have a detailed discussion with you about what has happened,’ said Sachs. ‘But I suggest we wait until my colleague arrives – he should be here at

  any moment.’




  ‘Why do you need—?’ began Hennan, but Sachs interrupted him.




  ‘It looks like an accident, of course. But we can’t exclude the possibility of something else.’




  ‘Something else?’ said Hennan, but the penny seemed to drop immediately. ‘You mean . . . ?’




  ‘Exactly,’ said Sachs. ‘One never knows. Ah, here comes my colleague.’




  Wagner emerged out of the darkness and greeted everybody present. Sachs noted that his uniform looked as if it had come from the tailor’s a mere ten minutes ago.




  ‘I’ve rung for assistance from Maardam,’ said Santander. ‘But you might like to go down and take a look before they get here?’




  Sachs thought for a moment.




  ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait. But take Wagner down with you, and I can have a chat with Hennan in the meantime.’




  If there is any reason to suspect foul play, he thought, it will be the Maardam CID who take charge of things anyway. And his young eyes are better than my old ones.




  The doctor and the probationer went off towards the ladder at the far end of the pool. Sachs gestured towards the deckchairs. Hennan nodded somewhat nonchalantly, and they sat down. Sachs took

  out his notebook.




  ‘I’m going to ask you a few questions,’ he said. ‘It’s pure routine. We have to proceed in this way, so don’t take it personally,’




  ‘I understand,’ said Hennan, relighting his cigar that had gone out.




  ‘Your full name?’




  ‘Jaan Genser Hennan.’




  ‘And your wife’s name?’




  ‘Barbara Clarissa Hennan.’




  ‘Her maiden name?’




  ‘Delgado.’




  ‘Age?’




  ‘She . . . She was due to celebrate her thirty-fifth birthday in August.’




  ‘A little younger than you, then?’




  ‘Fifteen years. What does that have to do with it?’




  Sachs shrugged.




  ‘Nothing, presumably. And you live here?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  ‘Children?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘A nice place. How long have you been living here?’




  Hennan puffed at his cigar and fingered his glass without picking it up.




  ‘We just rent it. My wife is . . . was . . . American. We lived in Denver for many years, but we moved here last spring.’




  ‘You come from here, I gather?’




  ‘I was born and grew up in Maardam.’




  ‘I see. What is your work?’




  ‘I run an import firm.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Here in Linden. It’s just a little office at Aldemarckt so far.’




  ‘What do you import?’




  ‘Various things. Stuff that pays well – mainly electronic products from south-east Asia. Components for music systems, pocket calculators and things like that.’




  Sachs nodded and decided that would do for background notes.




  ‘Tell me what happened this evening,’ he said.




  Hennan crossed his legs, and seemed to hesitate.




  ‘There isn’t much to tell,’ he said. ‘As I said, I came home and found her down there . . .’




  ‘Did you go down to check that she was dead before you rang the police?’




  ‘Yes, of course. I even took her pulse, although it was obvious that there was no hope. She was ice-cold.’




  ‘Has the doctor said how long she might have been lying there?’




  Hennan nodded.




  ‘Several hours,’ he said.




  ‘And what do you think happened?’




  Hennan raised his eyebrows and stared at the chief inspector for a few seconds.




  ‘Surely it’s obvious. She fell down . . . Or maybe dived.’




  ‘Dived? Are you saying she might have taken her own life? Why do you think—’




  ‘I’m not saying that at all!’ interrupted Hennan indignantly. ‘Think what you’re saying, damn you! My wife is lying dead down there, and I don’t want to

  listen to a lot of crap about her possibly having jumped down intentionally . . . That’s out of the question. Completely out of the question, do you hear that?’




  ‘I hear that,’ said Sachs. ‘But I think it’s a bit odd that she would—’




  ‘There’s no water in the pool,’ said Hennan angrily. ‘Perhaps you’ve noticed that?’




  Sachs wrapped his hands round his right knee and paused.




  ‘What are you trying to say?’ he asked.




  ‘That she forgot, of course.’




  ‘Forgot what?’




  ‘That I’d had the pool emptied earlier today.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘“Really?” What the devil do you mean by that?’




  ‘You had the pool emptied, you say. Why?’




  Hennan snorted and shook his head melodramatically to underline the chief inspector’s ignorance.




  ‘Because you have to do that occasionally. There are a few repairs that need doing – some tradesmen are coming to see to it tomorrow. Today, rather . . .’




  He looked at his watch. So did Sachs.




  Ten minutes to three.




  ‘So you drained all the water out of the pool. Your wife forgot that it was empty, and dived in. Is that what you think happened?’




  ‘How else could it have happened, for Christ’s sake?’




  Sachs waited for a few seconds, trying to judge the probability of Hennan’s theory.




  ‘Somebody might have pushed her,’ he said eventually. ‘You, for instance.’




  Hennan’s face turned a few shades darker.




  ‘What a lot of crap,’ he said. ‘I’ve been in Linden since this morning.’




  ‘In your office?’




  ‘Yes. I sorted out the emptying of the pool first – that takes a few hours. I was in my office soon after eleven, if I remember rightly.’




  ‘And your wife?’




  ‘She drove to Aarlach early this morning. She was going to look for some porcelain statuettes – we collect them. She thought she might be able to find a few bargains at

  Hendermaag’s.’




  ‘Hendermaag’s?’ said Sachs, who was not exactly well up in porcelain statuettes.




  ‘Yes. I’m starting to get a bit pissed off by all this, Chief Inspector. I come home and find my wife dead, and when I call in the police you start interrogating me as if . .

  .’




  ‘As if what?’




  ‘As if I were a suspect, somehow or other. I’ve never had much confidence in the forces of law and order, I’ll admit that: but this exceeds my—’




  ‘Come on, now,’ said Sachs, interrupting him. ‘Don’t take it like that. I said at the start that it’s just routine. I only have a few more questions, and then

  I’ll leave you in peace. What were you yourself doing earlier this evening?’




  Hennan underlined his objections by saying nothing and smoking for quite some time before answering. Sachs observed him patiently and bided his time.




  ‘As I’ve already said, I went out for a meal when I’d finished for the day. We’d agreed on that – my wife didn’t know what time she would get back from

  Aarlach, but there was no way she’d be back early enough to prepare an evening meal.’




  ‘Were you in touch with her during the day?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Or during the evening?’




  Hennan shook his head.




  ‘Not at all?’




  ‘No. I rang home in the late afternoon, but there was no reply.’




  ‘What time was that?’




  ‘Five o’clock or half past, I’d guess.’




  ‘So you don’t know what time your wife got back from this outing to Aarlach?’




  ‘No idea,’ said Hennan, emptying his glass. ‘Not the slightest bloody idea.’




  Sachs decided to try a different line.




  ‘It’s an unusually big swimming pool,’ he said.




  Hennan nodded vaguely and muttered something.




  ‘And deep. I don’t think it’s usual to have diving towers either, is it?’




  ‘That’s down to the bloke who built the bloody thing,’ said Hennan.




  ‘What do you mean by that?’




  ‘The bloke who owns the house. His wife was a diver. He gave her this damned pool – and the diving tower – as a wedding present. My wife . . .’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘My wife also enjoyed diving. Do you know how far it is from the top of the tower down to the bottom of the pool?’




  Sachs shook his head, and felt a sudden shooting pain down his spine when he looked up at the dazzlingly white concrete construction.




  ‘Fourteen metres. Ten plus four. Fourteen metres, do you understand that? No wonder she bloody well killed herself.’




  Sachs closed his notebook and sat upright.




  He’s right, he thought. No wonder she bloody well killed herself.




  They could hear footsteps approaching from the darkness of the garden but the chief inspector had time for one more question before the team from Maardam appeared.




  ‘But why didn’t she see?’ he asked. ‘Why didn’t she see there was no water in there?’




  Hennan seemed to wonder whether he ought to answer or not.




  ‘It must have been dark,’ he said. ‘It was me who switched on the spotlights when I started looking for her. I think she was a bit drunk as well.’




  ‘What makes you think that?’




  ‘Because that idiot of a doctor says so. Anyway, enough is enough now, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘All right,’ said Sachs. ‘Thank you for your cooperation.’




  He stood up in order to welcome the pathologist Meusse, whom he’d known since he was about ten years old without ever really being able to understand the man. But he gathered that he was

  by no means alone in that.




  ‘Good evening,’ he said.




  ‘Good morning,’ said Meusse. ‘Where’s the body?’




  ‘My wife is lying at the bottom of the swimming pool,’ said Hennan, who also stood up. ‘Is this going to be a bloody full-scale invasion? I’m off to bed now.’




  Meusse observed him with interest for a few seconds, over the top of his spectacles.




  ‘Do that,’ he said, stroking his hand over his bald head. ‘Sleep well.’
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  When Chief Inspector Van Veeteren came out into the street with Bismarck, it had just turned half past six in the morning and the sun had not yet managed to climb over the top

  of the line of dirty brown blocks of flats on the other side of Wimmergraacht.




  Even so, it seemed like quite a decent morning. The temperature must have been round about twenty degrees, and bearing in mind that he lived in a city where near gale-force winds blew three

  mornings out of five and it rained every other day, he couldn’t really complain.




  Not about the weather, at least.




  What he could complain about was the time. His wife Renate had woken him up with a prod of the elbow, and claimed that Bismarck was whimpering and wanted to go out. Without a second

  thought he had got up, dressed, attached a lead to the collar of the large Newfoundland bitch, and set off. He was presumably not properly awake until he came to the Wimmerstraat–Boolsweg

  crossroads, where a clattering tramcar screeched round the curve and scratched a wound in his eardrums.




  He was now as wide awake as a newborn babe.




  Bismarck forged ahead, her nose sniffing the asphalt. The goal was obvious: Randers Park. Five minutes there, ten minutes examining the plants and relieving herself in the bushes, then five

  minutes back home. Van Veeteren had been on this outing before, and wondered if the faithful old dog really was all that keen on this compulsory morning walk.




  Perhaps she did it to keep the people she lived with happy. They needed to get out and have some exercise every morning, taking it in turns: it seemed a bit odd, but Bismarck did what was

  required of her in all weathers, rain or shine.




  It was a worrying thought: but she was that type of dog, and how the hell could one know for sure?




  At the beginning there had been no question of Van Veeteren being involved in the morning exercise. Bismarck was his daughter Jess’s dog, and had been ever since she acquired her eight

  years ago. After eleven months of insistent pestering.




  She had been thirteen at the time. Now she was twenty-one and was studying abroad for a year at the Sorbonne in Paris. She lived in a tiny little room in a student hostel where keeping

  Newfoundland dogs was not allowed. Nor any other animals, come to that. Not even a French boyfriend was permitted.




  So Bismarck had to stay behind in Maardam.




  There was also a son in the house. His name was Erich, he was fifteen years old, and liked going out with dogs in the mornings. He was allowed to do that now and again after his big sister moved

  to Paris, but this morning he was not at home.




  God only knows where he is, it suddenly struck Van Veeteren.




  He had phoned at eleven o’clock the previous night, spoken to his mother and explained that he was out at Löhr and would be spending the night at a friend’s house. He was in the

  same class – or possibly a parallel one – and his friend’s father would drive them straight to school the following morning.




  What was the name of the friend? Van Veeteren had wanted to know when his wife hung up and explained the situation.




  She couldn’t remember. Something beginning with M, but she couldn’t recall having heard the name previously.




  Van Veeteren also wondered if Erich had some clean underpants and a toothbrush with him, but hadn’t bothered to pester his wife any further.




  Bismarck turned into the entrance of the park, ignoring with disdain a neatly curled poodle who was on his way back home with his boss after a satisfactory outing.




  I must have a chat with Erich one of these days, thought Van Veeteren, taking a packet of West out of his jacket pocket. It’s high time I did so.




  He lit a cigarette and realized that he had been thinking the same thought for over a year now. At regular intervals.




  He had breakfast together with his wife. Neither of them uttered a word, despite the fact that they spent a good half-hour over the kitchen table and their newspapers.




  Perhaps I should have a chat with Renate as well one of these days, he thought as he closed the front door behind him. That was also high time.




  Or had they already used up all the available words?




  It wasn’t easy to know. They had been married for fifteen years, separated for two without having managed to go their separate ways, and then been married for another seven.
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