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    And then, of course, there is a certain type of action that we can never leave behind us, nor buy ourselves free from.




    Perhaps we can’t even beg forgiveness for such deeds.
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  She felt cold.




  The day had started with a promising light snowfall, but as lunchtime approached, the strong wind blowing off the sea had transformed the precipitation into diagonal, driving rain of the very

  worst kind. It chilled you to the bone, forced the stall owners down by the harbour to shut up shop hours earlier than usual, and in Zimmermann’s bar they were serving about three times as

  many hot toddies as on a normal December day.




  To make matters worse, the cemetery was facing southwest. On a gently sloping, treeless hillside, totally exposed to every kind of weather and wind, and when the little group finally reached the

  newly dug, muddy grave, one of those thoughts struck her.




  At least it was sheltered from the wind down there. There was no need to take the wind and this damned rain with you into the grave. Every cloud has its silver lining.




  The clergyman snuffled, and his accomplice – or whatever you should call him – struggled with the umbrella. Tried to make it cover both the man in black and himself, but the gusts

  were capricious and the correct angle shifted from second to second. The bearers dug their heels into the soaking wet soil and started to lower the coffin. Her bouquet on the lid already looked a

  mess. Like a dollop of vegetables that had boiled for too long. One of the bearers slipped but managed to regain his balance. The clergyman blew his nose and started to read the liturgy. His

  accomplice fumbled with the spade. The rain grew even worse.




  It was typical. She couldn’t help acknowledging that as she clenched her fists in her overcoat pockets and stamped on the ground in an attempt to warm up her feet.




  Absolutely bloody typical. A ceremony just as shambolic and undignified as the rest of the dead woman’s life had been. So she couldn’t even be granted a decent burial. The day before

  Christmas Eve. A patch of blue sky, or the light snowfall lasting into the afternoon – would that have been too much to ask? Would that have been too much trouble?




  Of course it would. Her mother’s life had been littered with defeats and messy failures; to be honest, all this was both fitting and expected, and she felt herself having to bite her lip

  so as not to burst out crying.




  A totally consistent and logical conclusion, then. In the same key all the way through. And no crying. Not yet, in any case.




  For some confounded, inscrutable reason her mother had urged just that. Don’t cry! Whatever you do, don’t stand there blubbing at my funeral. Tears have never been any use in any

  circumstances, believe you me. I’ve sobbed bucketfuls in my lifetime. No, do something, my girl! Take action! Do something magnificent that I can applaud up there in my heaven!




  She had squeezed her daughter’s hand with both her own chafed and weak hands as she said that. Fixed her with her dying eyes, and it had become clear that for once this was serious. For

  once, her mother had begged her to do something; it was a bit late and the wording was hardly crystal clear, but there could be no doubt about what she meant. Or could there?




  Half an hour later she was dead.




  Do something, my girl. Take action!




  The clergyman fell silent. Looked at her from under the dripping umbrella, and she realized that he was expecting her to do something as well. What? It wasn’t easy to tell. It was only the

  second time in her life that she had attended a funeral; the first time, she had been eight or nine years old, and she was there for her mother’s sake on that occasion as well. She took

  several cautious steps forward. Stopped a safe distance short of the grave to avoid the farce of slipping and joining her mother down below. Bowed her head and closed her eyes. Clasped her hands in

  front of her.




  I expect the bastards think I’m standing here praying, she thought. Or at least, they’re pretending to. Goodbye, Mum! You can rely on me. I know what I have to do. You’ll be

  able to warm the palms of your hands up there with the angels.




  And so it was all over. The clergyman and his accomplice each held out a cold, damp hand to shake hers, and ten minutes later she was standing under the leaking roof of a bus shelter, longing

  for a hot bath and a glass of red wine.




  Or a brandy. Or both.




  One mourner, she thought. At my mother’s interment there was only a single mourner. Me. So that was that.




  But I sincerely hope that several more will be mourning soon.




  That was quite nicely put, and as she stood there fighting against the cold and the damp and her desire to cry, it was as if those words had lit a small flame inside her. Set fire to something

  combustible at last, something that slowly began to heat up all the old frozen and stiff lumber lying around in her soul.




  A conflagration, no less, that soon enough would begin to spread and cause others to burn and perish in its flames . . . cause many others to fear this sea of anger that in due course would

  surround and destroy them all!




  She smiled at that thought as well. Something she had read, presumably; or perhaps it really was true what one of her very first lovers had maintained. That she had a gift. A sort of aptitude

  for poetry and putting things into words.




  For the truth, and passion. Or suffering, perhaps. Yes, that seemed to be more correct, without doubt. She had suffered all right. Not as much as her mother, of course, but she had endured her

  due share of suffering. And more.




  I’m freezing cold, she thought. Come on, you fucking bus!




  But there was no sign of the bus. No sign of anything, and it dawned on her as she stood stamping her feet in the gathering dusk in the leaky shelter that this was exactly what her whole life

  had been like. This was the ideal image for what it was all about, at bottom.




  Standing waiting for something that never came. A bus. A good man. A proper job.




  A chance. Just one bloody chance to make something sensible of her life.




  Standing waiting in the darkness and wind and rain. And now it was too late.




  She was twenty-nine years of age, and it was too late already.




  My mother and I, she thought. One mourning at the side of the grave. The other lying in it. We might just as well have changed places. Or lain down beside each other. Nobody would have had any

  objections. If it weren’t for . . .




  And she felt the flame set fire to her resolve once more, and everything inside her welled up and filled her with warmth. A strong, almost tangible warmth, which caused her to smile in the midst

  of her grief, and to clench her fists even harder deep down in her overcoat pockets.




  She took one final look at the long bend but there was no trace of a headlight. So she turned her back on it all and started walking towards the town.
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  Christmas came and went.




  New Year came and went. Rain shower followed rain shower, and the blue-grey days passed in a state of monotonous indifference. Her doctor’s certificate ran out, and she had to sign on for

  unemployment benefit. There was no noticeable difference. Off work from what? Unemployed from what?




  Her telephone had been cut off. When she received the warning in the autumn, she had purposely failed to pay the bill, and now the company had taken action. The wheels had turned.




  It was pleasant. Not only did she not have to meet people, she avoided having to listen to them as well. Not that there would have been all that many for her to put up with. There was no denying

  that her circle of acquaintances had shrunk recently. During the first fourteen days after the funeral she spoke to a grand total of two people. Heinzi and Gergils; she had met both of them by

  accident in the square, and within thirty seconds they had both tried to cadge something off her. Heroin or a bit of hash, or a bottle of wine, at least – for fuck’s sake, surely she

  had something to give to an old mate? A shower, then, and a quick screw, perhaps?




  Only Gergils had gone so far as to suggest that, and for a few seconds she had toyed with the idea of letting him have her for half an hour. Just for the pleasure of possibly infecting him as

  well.




  But of course it couldn’t be guaranteed that he would get it. On the contrary. The chances were small. It wasn’t easy to catch it, despite all the stories you heard, even the doctors

  had stressed that; but on this occasion she had managed to hold herself in check. Besides, there were quite a few people who had survived whose behaviour entailed a much higher risk factor than

  hers.




  Risk factor? What a stupid expression. Hadn’t she spent the whole of her life taking one bloody risk after another? But it was no doubt true what Lennie used to tell her many years ago: if

  you were born on the edge of a barrel of shit, you had to accept the likelihood of falling into it now and again. That was only to be expected. The trick was clambering out again.




  And of course eventually you didn’t. Didn’t clamber out. You just lay down in the shit, and then, naturally, it was only a matter of time.




  But that was old hat now. Thought about and fretted about and left behind. November had changed a lot of things. And her mother’s death, of course.




  Or rather, her mother’s story. The words that came tumbling out of her like a thirty-year-old miscarriage not long before her time was up. Yes, if the news she had been given in November

  was what made her want to be alone, her mother’s story did the rest. Gave her strength and determination. Something had suddenly become easier. Clearer and more definite for the first time in

  her troubled life. Her willpower and drive had grown, and her drug addiction had ebbed away and died without her needing to exert herself in the least. No more of the heavy stuff. A bit of hash and

  a bottle of wine now and again, no more, but most important of all – no more of that accursed and desperate contact with all the rest of them perched on the edge of the shit barrel. It had

  been easier to shake them off than she could ever have suspected, just as easy as the drugs, in fact, and of course each of those developments had assisted the other. Maybe what all the quacks and

  counsellors had been droning on about all those years was actually true: it was all down to your own inner strength. That alone, nothing else.




  Courage and resolve, in other words.




  And the mission, she added.




  The mission? She certainly hadn’t been clear about that from the start, it sneaked its way in later on. Difficult to pin it down precisely, and just as difficult to say

  where it came from. Was it her mother’s decision or her own? Not that it mattered all that much, but it could be interesting to think about.




  About cause and responsibility and things like that. About revenge, and the importance of putting things right. The fact that her mother had ten thousand guilders hidden away came as a surprise

  and also a helping hand, of course. It was a nice round figure, and no doubt would come in very useful.




  Had done already, in fact. On 12 January she had spent two thousand of it; but it wasn’t wasted money. In a drawer of her bedside table she had a list of names and addresses and a fair

  amount of other information. She had a gun, and she had a furnished room waiting for her in Maardam. What more could she ask for?




  Even more courage? Resolve? A pinch of good luck?




  The night before she set off she prayed to a very much unspecified god, asking him to stand by her and grant her those precise things; and when she turned off the bedside light she had a strong

  feeling that there wasn’t very much in this world capable of placing obstacles in her way.




  Nothing at all, most probably. That night she slept in a foetal position, warm and with a smile on her face, and in the knowledge that she had never felt less vulnerable in all her life.
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  Finding a room was one of the things that hadn’t needed much effort. She had simply answered an advert in Neuwe Blatt – but when she saw the result, she realized

  that she could hardly have done better.




  Mrs Klausner had been widowed early – at the dawn of the 1980s when she was in her middle-aged prime – but instead of selling the much loved and charming old two-storey house in the Deijkstraa

  district, she had it adapted and refurbished to suit her new circumstances after the major’s sudden and unexpected heart attack. She retained possession of the ground floor together with the

  garden, two cats and four thousand books. The upper floor, comprising the old children’s rooms and guest bedrooms, had been transformed into bedsits: four rooms in all, each with running

  water and limited cooking facilities. Plus shared bathroom and shower room in the hall. The staircase was supplied with its own entrance in a gable wall, at a safe distance from Mrs

  Klausner’s bedroom; and even if she had the occasional butterfly in her stomach when she launched her new enterprise, she soon found she could congratulate herself on an excellent set-up.

  She let rooms only to single women, and never for more than six months at a time. Most of them were students in the latter stages of their courses in the Faculties of Law and Medicine who needed

  peace and quiet for their studies. Or nurses on short supplementary courses at the nearby Gemejnte hospital. Two or more of the rooms were often vacant during the summer, but she earned enough

  during the rest of the year to satisfy her needs. Major Klausner would have had nothing against the reorganization, she knew that; and sometimes when she was queueing at the bank to pay in the

  rents she had received, she thought she could see him nodding approvingly up there, on the final battlefield.




  As agreed, the new tenant moved in on Sunday, 14 January, the evening before she was due to begin a three-month course for finance managers at the Elizabeth Institute. She paid for six weeks in

  advance, and after receiving the necessary instructions (explained in a most friendly manner and lasting less than a minute), she took possession of the red room. Mrs Klausner knew the importance

  of respecting her tenants’ privacy: as long as she was not disturbed in her reading or during the night, and they didn’t fly at each other’s throats, she found no reason to

  interfere in whatever they got up to. Everything was based on unspoken mutual respect, and so far – after thirteen years in the business – she had never experienced any serious disappointments or

  setbacks.




  People are good, she used to tell herself. Others treat us as we treat them.




  There was a mirror hanging over the little sink in the kitchen alcove, and when she had finished unpacking her bags she stood in front of it for a couple of minutes and

  contemplated her new face.




  She had not changed much, but the effect was astounding. With her hair cut short and dyed brown, with no make-up and wearing round, metal-framed spectacles, she suddenly looked like a librarian

  or a bored handicrafts teacher. Nobody would have recognized her, and just for a moment – as she stood there pulling faces and trying out angles – she had the distinct feeling that she

  was somebody else.




  New features and a new name. A new town and a mission that only six months ago would have seemed to her like the ravings of a lunatic, or a bad joke.




  But here she was. She tried one more time – the last one? – to see if she could find any trace of doubt or uncertainty, but no matter how deep the soundings she made into her soul,

  all she came up against was solid rock. Solid and unyielding ground, and it was clear to her that it was time for her to begin.




  Begin in earnest. Her list was complete in every respect, and even though three months can be quite a long period, there was no reason to mark time in the early stages. On the contrary: every

  name required its own meticulous planning, its own specific treatment, and it was better to make full use of the early days and avoid being under stress towards the end. Once she had started on her

  mission, and people had caught on to what was happening, she would naturally need to be on the alert for problems. Everybody would be on the lookout – the general public, the police, her

  opponents.




  That was the way it had to be. It was all dictated by the circumstances.




  But she was already convinced that she would not have any worries. No insurmountable ones, at least, and as she lay on her bed that first night and examined her gun, she could feel that the

  scale of the challenge would doubtless make the allure that little bit stronger.




  That little bit more exciting and more enjoyable.




  I’m crazy, she thought. Completely and utterly mad.




  But it was a daring and irresistible madness. And who could blame her, after all?




  She looked at the list of names again. Studied them one by one. She had already decided who would be first, but, even so, pretended to reconsider it one more time.




  Then she breathed a sigh of satisfaction and drew two thick red lines round his name. Lit a cigarette and started to think through how she would go about it.
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  It was hardly a part of Ryszard Malik’s normal routine to drink two large whiskies before dinner, but he had good cause to do so today.




  Two reasons, in fact. The contract he was negotiating with Winklers had finally collapsed, despite two hours of intensive telephone discussions during the afternoon; and when he finally left the

  office he discovered that a sudden cold snap had transformed the streets, soaking wet after all the rain, into an ice rink. If it had been exclusively up to him, of course, that wouldn’t have

  been a problem – not for nothing did he have thirty years of blameless driving behind him, and he had often driven on slippery roads – but he wasn’t the only one on the road. The

  rush hour traffic from the centre of town to the residential districts and garden suburbs was still very much in evidence, and it happened just before the roundabout in Hagmaar Allé. A

  white, Swiss-registered Mercedes travelling far too fast slid into the back of his Renault. He swore under his breath, unfastened his seat belt and got out of the car to establish the damage done

  and argue about what to do next. Right rear light smashed, rather a large dent in the wing and two deep scratches in the paintwork. Various unlikely excuses, some forced politeness, an exchange of

  business cards and insurance company details – it all took a considerable time, and it was over forty minutes later when he was able to continue his journey home.




  Malik didn’t like coming home late. True enough, his wife rarely had the evening meal ready before seven; but an hour, preferably an hour and a half, with the newspaper and a whisky and

  water in his study was something he was reluctant to miss.




  Over the years it had become a habit, and a necessary one at that. A sort of buffer between work and a wife growing increasingly conscious of her importance.




  Today there was only time for a quarter of an hour. And it was to go some way towards compensating for the loss – of both the precious minutes and his rear light – that he skipped

  the newspaper and instead devoted all his attention to the whisky.




  Well, not quite all. There was that telephone call as well. What the devil was it all about? ‘The Rise and Fall of Flingel Bunt’. What the hell was the point of phoning somebody and

  then playing an old sixties hit? Over and over again.




  Or once a day at any rate. Ilse had answered twice, and he had taken one of the calls. It had started the day before yesterday. He hadn’t mentioned to her that whoever it was had called

  again yesterday evening . . . No need to worry her unnecessarily. No need to tell her that he recognized the tune either.




  Quite early in the sixties, if he remembered rightly. The Shadows. ’Sixty-four or ’sixty-five, presumably. Irrelevant anyway: the question was what the hell it signified, if it

  signified anything at all. And who was behind it. Perhaps it was just a loony. Some out-of-work screwball who had nothing better to do than to phone decent citizens and stir up a bit of

  trouble.




  It was probably no more than that. Obviously, one could consider bringing in the police if it continued, but so far at least it was no more than a minor irritation. Which was bad enough on a day

  like today.




  A pain in the arse, as Wolff would have put it. A scratch in the paintwork or a shattered rear light.




  There came the call. The food was on the table, it seemed. He sighed. Downed the rest of the whisky and left his study.




  ‘It’s nothing to get worked up about.’




  ‘I’m not getting worked up.’




  ‘Glad to hear it.’




  ‘You always think I’m getting worked up. That’s typical of the way you regard women.’




  ‘All right. Let’s talk about something else. This sauce is not bad at all. What have you put in it?’




  ‘A drop of Madeira. You’ve had it fifty times before. I listened for longer today.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘A minute, at least. There was nothing else.’




  ‘What else did you expect there to be?’




  ‘What else did I expect there to be? A voice, of course. Most people who make a phone call have something to say.’




  ‘I expect there’s a natural explanation.’




  ‘Oh yes? What, for example? Why ring somebody and just play a piece of music?’




  Malik took a large sip of wine and thought that one over.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘a new radio station, or something of the sort.’




  ‘That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.’




  He sighed.




  ‘Are you sure it was the same song both times?’ She hesitated. Stroked her brow with her index finger, the way she did when a migraine attack was in the offing.




  ‘I think so. The first time, I put the phone down after only a few seconds. Like I said.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s bound to be just a mistake.’ ‘A mistake? How could that be a mistake?’ Hold your tongue, he thought. Stop nagging, or I’ll

  throw this glass of wine in your face!




  ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Let’s drop the subject. I had a little accident today.’ ‘An accident?’




  ‘Nothing serious. Somebody skidded into me from behind.’ ‘Good Lord! Why didn’t you say something?’ ‘It was a minor thing. Nothing to speak of.’

  ‘Nothing to speak of? You always say that. What shall we speak about then? You tell me. We receive some mysterious telephone calls, but we should just ignore them. You have a car accident,

  and you don’t think it’s even worth mentioning to your wife. That’s so typical. What you mean, of course, is that we should just sit here every evening without saying a word.

  That’s the way you want it. Quiet and peaceful. I’m not even worth talking to any more.’ ‘Rubbish. Don’t be silly.’ ‘Maybe there’s a

  connection.’ ‘Connection? What the hell do you mean?’ ‘The telephone calls and the car crash, of course. I hope you took his number?’




  Oh my God, Malik thought, and gulped down the rest of the wine. There’s something the matter with her. Pure paranoia. No wonder the hotel wanted to sack her.




  ‘Have you heard anything from Jacob?’ He tried to change the subject, but realized his error the moment the words left his mouth.




  ‘Not for two weeks. He’s too much like you, it would never occur to him to phone us. Unless he needed some money, of course.’




  The hell he would, Malik thought, and hoped that his grim inner smile wouldn’t shine through to the outside. He had spoken to their son a couple of times in the last few days, without

  having to shell out a single guilder. And although he would never admit it, he regarded his son’s passive distancing himself from his mother as a healthy development, and a perfectly natural

  one.




  ‘Ah well,’ he said, wiping his lips with a napkin, ‘that’s the way young people are nowadays. Is there anything worth watching on the box tonight?’




  When the fourth call came, he was lucky enough to be able to answer it himself. Ilse was still watching the Hungarian feature film on Channel 4, and when he answered it on the

  bedroom extension he was able to tell the anonymous disturber of the peace to go to hell in no uncertain terms, without a risk of her hearing him and guessing what it was about. First he

  established that it really was ‘The Rise and Fall of Flingel Bunt’; then he listened to it for half a minute before delivering a series of threats that could hardly be misunderstood and

  replacing the receiver.




  However, he had no way of knowing if there really was somebody listening at the other end.




  Maybe there was somebody there. Maybe there wasn’t.




  But that tune, he thought. Was there something? . . . But it was just a faint shadow of a suspicion, and no clear memories at all cropped up in his somewhat over-excited brain.




  ‘Who was that?’ asked his wife as he settled down again on the sofa in the television room.




  ‘Jacob,’ he lied. ‘He sends you his greetings, and didn’t want to borrow a single nickel.’
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  On Friday he made a detour past Willie’s garage to discuss repairs to his car. Having been guaranteed absolutely that it would be ready for collection by that evening, he

  left it there and went the rest of the way to his office on foot. He arrived fifteen minutes late, and Wolff had already gone out – to negotiate a contract with a newly opened hamburger

  restaurant, he gathered. He sat down at his desk and began to work his way through the day’s post, which had just been brought in by Miss de Wiijs. As usual, most of it was complaints about

  one thing or another, and confirmation of contracts and agreements that had already been fixed on the telephone or by fax, and after ten minutes he realized that he was sitting there humming that

  confounded tune.




  He broke off in annoyance. Went out to fetch some coffee from Miss deWiijs’s office instead, and became involved in a conversation about the weather, which soon came round to focus on

  four-footed friends. Cats in general, and Miss deWiijs’s Siamese, Melisande de laCroix, in particular. Despite the regular ingestion of contraceptive pills and despite the fact that the frail

  creature hardly ever dared to stick her nose outside the door, for the last couple of weeks she had been displaying more and more obvious signs of being pregnant.




  There was only one other cat in the whole of the block where Miss deWiijs lived – a thin, arthritic old moggy that as far as she knew was being taken care of by a family of Kurdish

  immigrants, although he preferred to spend the waking hours of day and night outdoors. At least when the weather was decent. How he had managed to get wind of the shy little Madame Melisande de

  laCroix was a mystery, to say the least.




  A mystery and an absurdity. To be sure, Miss deWiijs had not yet been to the vet’s and had the pregnancy confirmed. But all the signs pointed very clearly in that direction. As already

  indicated, and unfortunately.




  Malik liked cats. Once upon a time they had owned two, but Ilse hadn’t really been able to put up with them, especially the female, and when they discovered that Jacob was apparently

  allergic to furry animals they had disposed of them by means of two rational and guaranteed painless injections.




  He liked Miss deWiijs as well. She radiated a sort of languid, feminine warmth that he had learnt to prize highly over the years. The only thing that never ceased to surprise him was that men

  had left her unmarried and untouched. Or rather, there was nothing to suggest that this was not the case; and the indications were that she would stay that way. She would be celebrating her

  fortieth birthday next May, and Malik and Wolff had already begun discussing how best that occasion should be marked. Needless to say, it was not a day that could be allowed to pass unnoticed. Miss

  deWiijs had been working for them for over ten years, and both Malik and Wolff knew that she was probably more vital to the survival of the firm than they were.




  ‘What are you thinking of doing if you’re right about the state of your cat?’ he asked.




  Miss deWiijs shrugged, setting her heavy breasts abobbing under her sweater.




  ‘Doing?’ she said. ‘There’s not much else one can do but let nature take its course. And hope there won’t be too many of them. Besides, Siamese cats are easy to

  find homes for, even if they are only half-breeds.’




  Malik nodded and finished off his cup of coffee. Clasped his hands behind his neck and thought about what else needed to be done today




  ‘I’ll drive out to Schaaltze,’ he decided. ‘Tell Wolff I’ll be back after lunch.’




  It was only when he was in the lift on his way down that he remembered he didn’t have a car. He recited an elaborate curse under his breath, wondering how he could be so

  absent-minded, and considered briefly going back up. Then he recalled that it was actually possible to get there by bus as well. It was unusual for him to travel by public transport nowadays, but

  he knew that Nielsen and Vermeer sometimes used to travel in on the number 23 from Schaaltze, and if the bus goes one way, surely it must go the other way as well?




  The bus stop was on the other side of the shopping centre and post office, and he was about halfway there when he had the feeling that somebody was following him.




  Or observing him, at the very least. He stopped dead and looked round. The pavement wasn’t exactly teeming with pedestrians but, nevertheless, there were enough of them to prevent him from

  detecting or picking out anybody behaving oddly. He thought for a second or two, then continued towards the bus stop. Perhaps he was just imagining things, and in any case it could be sensible not

  to make it too obvious that he smelt a rat. He quickly convinced himself of this, lengthening his stride and trying to keep all his senses on the alert.




  He was amazed by his reaction, and how quickly and almost naturally he’d accepted the feeling and the suspicion. As if it were an everyday occurrence, almost.




  Why on earth should anybody be following him? Ryszard Malik! Who the hell could be interested in such an everyday and insignificant person?




  He shook his head and thrust his hands into his overcoat pockets.




  What kind of stupid imagining was this? Ilse must have infected him with her silly nonsense, that must be it!




  And yet . . . He knew it was true. Or sensed it, rather. There was somebody behind him. Not far away. Somebody dogging his steps. Perhaps it was somebody who’d walked past him, he thought,

  and then turned round and started following him, some ten metres or so behind. You would be bound to notice such a manoeuvre in some vague, intuitive way . . . Or had there been somebody standing

  in the reception area when he went out into the street? Somebody who’d been waiting for him? Good God, that would be worrying.




  He came to the bus stop and paused. The bus had evidently just left, as there was nobody waiting. He backed into the little shelter and began surreptitiously watching passing pedestrians. Some

  were walking fast and purposefully, others more slowly. Occasionally somebody would stop. Step into the shelter beside him to wait for the bus, shielded to some extent from the wind. Stood there

  with that half friendly, half distant air that strangers on the same mission usually adopt. A young man with a black-and-yellow striped scarf that was almost brushing the ground. Two old women in

  threadbare coats, carrying shopping bags. A slightly younger woman in a blue beret, with a slim leather briefcase. A boy in his early teens with some kind of facial tic, scratching his groin

  continually without taking his hands out of his pockets.




  Not especially likely candidates, he had to admit, none of them. When the bus came, everybody got on apart from the two old women. He let the others go first, paid somewhat awkwardly and managed

  to find an empty seat right at the back.




  So that he wouldn’t have anybody behind him, he told himself.




  During the journey, which took barely twenty minutes – more or less the same as by car, he noted with a degree of surprise – his mind indulged in an unequal struggle with refractory

  and importunate questions.




  What the hell am I doing? asked his thoughts, soberly. This is utter lunacy! Madness!




  But there is something, insisted his emotions. Don’t try to convince yourself otherwise.




  I’m going barmy, maintained his thoughts. My life is so damned monotonous that I’ll clutch at anything that might introduce a bit of excitement.




  You are in danger, countered his emotions. You know you are, but you daren’t admit it.




  He looked out of the filthy window. The Richter Stadium with its pompous clock tower was just passing by.




  Why do my thoughts say ‘I’ and my emotions ‘you’? he asked himself, confused. No doubt it has something to do with my macho syndrome, or so Ilse would . . .




  Then he suddenly realized that he was sitting there humming that tune again under his breath.




  ‘The Rise and Fall of Flingel Bunt’. There was something about it. About that as well. Something quite specific. A memory of something he’d taken part in and was now drifting

  under the dark surface of the well of forgetfulness, without his being able to pin it down.




  Not until he had got off the bus and was on his way over the street to the factory. Then it struck him, and as it did so he realized that he would do well not to dismiss suspicions and threats

  out of hand in the near future.




  That was as far as Ryszard Malik’s imagination and powers of insight stretched; but, as his son would say afterwards, the less he knew and suspected, the better, no doubt.




  And what happened to Melisande de laCroix’s presumed pregnancy and Miss deWiijs’s fortieth birthday were questions that, as far as Ryszard Malik was concerned, also disappeared

  rapidly into the dark void of the future.
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  Although it was a year and a half since Ilse Malik had resigned from her job at Konger’s Palace, she still hadn’t managed to develop much of a social life. She

  played tennis with an old girlfriend once a week – on Tuesday afternoons. She went to visit her sister in Linzhuisen – when her husband was away on business, which happened at least

  once a month. She was a member of the Save Our Rainforests association, and every spring and autumn she used to sign up for some evening study circle or other, but left after the first meeting.




  That was all – apart from the season ticket for the theatre that all the hotel employees were given, of course, and which she still made use of even though she was no longer entitled to

  it, strictly speaking.




  But nobody wanted to be strict, and this particular Friday (they always went on the Friday after the premiere) she was due to see A Doll’s House. She had no idea how many times

  she’d seen it already, but it was one of her absolute favourites, and it would have taken a lot to prevent her from going.




  Perhaps there might be a glass of wine and a bite of cheese afterwards, and a chat with Bernadette, the only one of her former colleagues with whom she had had and still had any kind of close

  contact.




  As it turned out, she had more than just one glass of wine. The part of Nora had been played excellently by a young and very promising actress on loan from the Burgteater in Aarlach, and a new

  managing director had taken over at the hotel less than a month before. There was a lot to talk about. When Ilse Malik clambered aboard a taxi outside Kraus a few minutes after half past eleven

  (Bernadette lived close by, and preferred a short walk and a breath of night air), she felt unusually contented with the evening and with her existence in general, and promptly started a

  conversation with the taxi driver about films and plays. Unfortunately it ebbed out after a minute or so, when it transpired that he hadn’t set foot inside a theatre since having been forced

  to attend a play by an over-zealous drama teacher at college over thirty-five years ago. Of all the films he had lapped up in recent years, he hadn’t come across a single one that could

  measure up to Creature from the Black Lagoon.




  In any case, shortly after twenty to twelve he pulled up outside the Maliks’ house in Leufwens Allé – the temperature had risen by some five degrees, thank goodness, and the

  roads were good. Ilse paid, and added a generous tip rounding it up to fifteen guilders despite the somewhat distressing lack of culture, and got out of the car.




  The house was in darkness, which surprised her somewhat. Malik seldom went to bed before midnight, especially on a Friday night when he had a free run of the place. There wasn’t even a

  light on in his study upstairs; but of course it was possible he was sitting in the darkened TV room, which was at the back facing the garden.




  But the fact that he’d switched the light off in the hall when he knew that she hadn’t come home yet was sheer stupidity. She made a mental note to make that clear to him as she

  fumbled in her handbag for her keys. He didn’t normally lock the outside door when she was out, but something told her he’d done so this evening.




  At least, that’s the way she told herself she had been thinking. Later.




  Afterwards. When she was trying to relive what had happened, and when everything was in chaos and one big black hole.




  She inserted her key into the lock. Turned it and found to her surprise that the door wasn’t in fact locked. Opened it. Reached out her hand and switched on the light in the hall.




  He was lying just inside the door. On his back with his feet almost on the doormat. His white shirt was mainly dark red, as was the normally light-coloured pine floor. His mouth was wide open,

  and his eyes were staring intently at a point somewhere on the ceiling. His left arm was propped against the little mahogany chest of drawers used to store gloves and scarves, looking as if he had

  put his hand up in school to answer a question. One of the legs, the right one, of his grey gabardine trousers had slid up almost as far as his knee and exposed that ugly birthmark that looked like

  a little crocodile – she had been so fascinated by it when they were engaged. By the side of his right hand, half clenched, next to the shoe rack, was the Telegraaf, folded to reveal

  the partially-solved crossword puzzle. A fly was buzzing around his head, evidently unaware that it was January and that instead of being there it ought to have been hidden away in some dark crack,

  asleep for at least three more months.




  She registered all this while standing with her keys dangling between her thumb and index finger. Then she closed the door behind her. Suddenly felt dizzy and automatically opened her mouth to

  gasp for more air, but it wasn’t enough. It was too late. Without a sound she fell head first, diagonally over her husband, hitting her eyebrow against the sharp edge of the shoe rack. Her

  own light-coloured, warm blood started trickling down to mingle with his, cold and congealed.




  Some time later she came round. Tried in vain to shake some life into her husband, and eventually managed to crawl five more metres into the house, staining the floor, carpets and walls with

  blood, and phoned for an ambulance.




  It was only after it had arrived and the crew established what had happened that the police were called. By then it was six minutes past one, and it was half an hour after that before the real

  police work got under way, when Detective Inspector Reinhart and his assistant Jung arrived at the crime scene with forensic technicians and a police doctor. By then Ilse Malik had lost

  consciousness again, this time as the result of an injection administered by the older and more experienced of the two ambulance men, with a modicum of necessary force.




  By this time Ryszard Malik had been dead for more than five hours, and when Inspector Reinhart announced in some irritation that ‘we’re not going to solve this shitty mess before

  dawn, gentlemen’, nobody even raised an eyebrow in protest.
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  He could have sworn that he’d disconnected the phone before going to bed, but what was the point of swearing? The telephone – that invention of the devil – was ensconced

  on his bedside table and was intent on etching its blood-soaked sound waves onto his cerebral cortex.




  Or however you might prefer to express it.




  He opened one reluctant eye and glared at the confounded contraption in a vain attempt to shut it up. It kept on ringing even so. Ring after ring carved its way through his dawn-grey

  bedroom.




  He opened another eye. The clock on the aforementioned table indicated 07.55. Who in hell’s name had the cheek to wake him up on a Saturday morning when he wasn’t on duty he

  wondered. Who?




  In January




  If there was a month he hated, it was January – it went on and on for ever and ever with rain or snow all day long, and a grand total of half an hour’s sunshine.




  There was only one sane way of occupying oneself at this lugubrious time of year: sleeping. Full stop.




  He stretched out his left hand and lifted the receiver.




  ‘Van Veeteren.’




  ‘Good morning, Chief Inspector.’




  It was Reinhart.




  ‘Why the flaming hell are you ringing to wake me up at half past five on a Saturday morning? Are you out of your mind?’




  But Reinhart sounded just as incorruptible as a traffic warden.




  ‘It’s eight o’clock. If you don’t want to be contacted, and refuse to buy an answering machine, you can always pull out the plug. If you’d like to listen, Chief

  Inspector, I can explain how you . . .’




  ‘Shut up, Inspector! Come to the point instead!’




  ‘By all means,’ said Reinhart. ‘Dead body in Leufwens Allé. Stinks of murder. One Ryszard Malik. The briefing’s at three o’clock.’
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