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      Light up, light up




      As if you had a choice




      Even if you cannot hear my voice




      I’ll be right beside you dear




      Snow Patrol, from ‘Run’ (Final Straw, 2004)


    


  





 





  Prologue




  It’s eight o’clock in the morning here. I join the waiting queue. We’re last off the plane. Everyone’s in front of us. Luna is still half asleep, her

  head on my shoulder. As I carefully shift her from my left arm to my right, I catch a sharp whiff of sweat from my armpit.




  After a good half hour we get there.




  The interrogation technique used by the Australian official wouldn’t be out of place in Germany a few decades ago.




  Passport.




  ‘I’m going to have to put you down for a second, darling.’ I set my daughter down on the luggage trolley, take out my passport and give it to the official. He starts wearily

  flicking through it.




  This is obviously going to take a while. I poke around in my hand luggage to find a lolly for Luna.




  ‘Tired?’




  She nods.




  ‘When we pick up the camper-van you can go back to sleep.’




  The official looks at my photograph and turns his surly eye on me. I instantly start feeling guilty. He flicks through to Luna’s photograph and looks at me again.




  ‘What’s your purpose in coming to Australia?’




  Yes, well – hello? If I knew that . . .




  ‘Holiday.’




  ‘How long?’




  ‘A few months.’




  How many months?




  ‘Erm – three? Four? Maybe five, if you think that’s the right answer.’




  Am I making a joke?




  Oops, I forgot for a moment: never be offhand with doormen.




  ‘Visa valid for six months. Not a day longer. Understood, mate?’




  ‘Yes. OK.’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘Travelling around. With my daughter.’




  ‘Where to?’




  ‘From north to south, along the coast.’




  Can I show him a return ticket? How much money have we got? How will we be travelling? Where are we staying? Where are we spending the first night? Can I show him a voucher for it? The last

  country we visited?




  ‘Thailand.’




  Thailand?!?




  Oh-oh. Wrong answer.




  Would I read the text here on his little window? It’s a list of everything forbidden here. Drink, drugs, weapons, porn, food. The laundry list makes me slightly nervous.




  I tell him we have nothing to declare.




  Are we bringing any objects out of Thailand? he asks.




  ‘I – erm – I don’t think so.’




  ‘Don’t think so, or know for certain?’




  ‘I’m sure. I think.’




  ‘No food, then?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘And no fruit?’




  ‘No fruit, either, no.’




  ‘Sure?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So, no food?’




  The official looks at Luna, happily sucking away on her lolly.




  ‘Oh.’




  Do I know that lying to an immigration officer on duty is a criminal offence?




  Red-faced, I take the open bag of lollipops out of my bag and hand it over. The official looks at Luna pointedly. I look at him pleadingly, but he shakes his head.




  ‘Listen, sweetheart, the man says you can’t bring the lolly into Australia.’ Luna’s too tired to protest and just opens her mouth wide. Before she changes her mind, I

  quickly grab the lollipop and look around to see where I can discard this oh-so-risky item.




  The official hasn’t had quite enough yet.




  Did we visit any zoos in Thailand?




  Something inside me says that, judging by what’s happened so far, it’s probably better to say no.




  Will I open my case?




  This time something inside me says that no doesn’t seem like such a good answer.




  The official looks in the suitcase.




  What’s that sand in my moccasin?




  From the beach.




  No, can’t have sand. No Thai sand in Australia. Tip the sand out. No, not here, over there. And run the moccasin under the tap.




  By the time I get back we’re the only people in the hall.




  The official looks at my passport again. He looks at the stamps in my passport. All my travels with Carmen. He goes on flicking. Ibiza. Bangkok. He looks at Luna.




  ‘Your daughter?’




  ‘Yes.’




  He looks in my passport again.




  ‘Where is her mother?’




  Christ almighty. That’s more than I can take. I look him straight in the eyes and wait for a moment.




  ‘Her mother is dead, sir. She had cancer and died six months ago.’





 





  What happened earlier




  

    

      

        

          

            

              You were fucking happy




              but it all just came to an end




              Jan Wolkers, from Turkish Delight (1973)


            


          


        


      


    


  




  An elderly man wearing a conspicuous toupee, points to the door with his walking-stick.




  ‘You have got to go in there first, and tell them you’re here.’




  We get intense and compassionate looks from the other patients. Hospitals have their hierarchies, too. We’re clearly new here, we’re the waiting-room tourists, and we don’t

  belong here. But the cancer in Carmen’s breast has other ideas.




  [image: ]




  I still can’t get my head round it. We’re thirty-six, we’ve got a darling of a daughter, we’ve each got a business, we’re living a cool life, we

  have as many friends as we could possibly want, we do whatever we like, and now we’re sitting here on Queensday, the Dutch national holiday, spending half the morning talking about nothing

  but cancer.




  ‘You could make less of a show of the fact that you’re bored,’ Carmen snaps at me. ‘I can’t do anything about the fact that I’ve got cancer.’




  ‘No, neither can I,’ I say furiously.
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  At the supermarket on the Groot Gelderlandplein I look at a man and a woman who must be in their eighties. They’re walking arm in arm, shuffling along the wine shelf. I

  tighten my grip on Luna’s hand, and look quickly in the other direction.




  The elderly couple, still in love, fill me with jealousy. Carmen and I are never going to do that together.
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  What emerges from underneath the bandage is woman-violatingly ugly. It’s the biggest disfigurement that I’ve ever seen live. A big slit runs across her breast from

  left to right, about ten or twelve centimetres long.




  ‘It’s ugly, isn’t it, Dan?’




  ‘It’s – not pretty, no.’




  I can see in her eyes that she’s humiliated. Humiliated by the cancer.
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  ‘Let me guess. You’re having an affair.’




  ‘Yeah. So what?’ OK, give me a full-scale bollocking if you dare, you twat.




  Frank doesn’t bollock me.




  ‘I hope Rose is giving you what you need to survive, Danny.’
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  ‘I don’t think I love Carmen any more.’




  Rose looks me straight in the eye.




  ‘You do love Carmen,’ she says calmly. ‘I can tell, from the way you talk about her, the way you let me see her texts. You bring each other love and happiness. You’re not

  happy now, but you do love her. Otherwise you could never do all the things you do for her.’
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  Frank sounds downhearted. ‘Carmen just rang. I think you should give her a quick call, or you’re going to be in big trouble.’




  ‘What did you say?’




  ‘That I was still asleep and didn’t know what time you went out.’




  [image: ]




  ‘I don’t even want to know what you get up to when you’re hanging out in the pub till half past four. I don’t want to know who’s sending you texts,

  I don’t want to know where you are when you don’t pick up the phone. I’ve always suspected that you were unfaithful as a matter of course. If you were ill, I might well do the

  same myself. I might have started seeing someone else ages ago.’ I look at her, startled. Does she know?
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  ‘What you’re feeling is in fact your liver,’ the doctor begins. ‘I’m afraid you’ve got a metastasis.’




  Sometimes you hear a word you’ve never heard before, but you immediately know what it means.




  ‘So it’s spreading?’




  ‘That’s right. It’s spreading.’
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  ‘Mad as it may sound, I’m a bit relieved,’ Carmen begins, even before we’ve left the hospital car park. ‘At least we know where we are now.

  I’m dying.’




  All of a sudden she’s joie de vivre personified.




  ‘I want to go on holiday. As much as possible. Oh, by the way, could you stop for a moment at this snack-bar?’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Get some cigarettes. I’m going to start smoking again.’




  ‘Ordinary Marlboro or Lights?’ I ask her before I get out of the car.




  ‘Ordinary. A bit of lung cancer isn’t going to make much difference now, is it?’
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  I sink into my mother-in-law’s arms.




  ‘Don’t you sometimes wish it was all over?’ she asks.




  ‘Yes. If I’m being honest, yes.’




  ‘I understand, too, my son,’ she says gently. ‘I understand that really well. You’ve nothing to be ashamed of.’
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  ‘Danny, you look really stressed,’ says Maud. ‘Has something happened?’




  ‘No, nothing. Vodka and lime for both of you?’




  ‘I’ll have a Breezer,’ coos Tasha, putting an arm around me. ‘One of the red ones. They make your tongue sweet. You can check it out later, if you like.’
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  Carmen’s in the sitting-room, on the Amsterdam home-care bed. With her bald head and her grey dressing-gown on, she gives me a deadly look.




  ‘Where were you when I rang you?’




  ‘With a girl.’




  Whack!




  For the first time in my life a woman has hit me in the face.




  ‘And as if that isn’t bad enough, you drive the car when you’re shit-faced!’ And then she says it. ‘At this rate, Christ knows, Luna isn’t just going to lose

  her mother, she’s going to lose her father, too!’
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  ‘What’s your wife’s name?’




  ‘Carmen.’




  ‘Carmen is ready to die.’




  A chill runs down my spine . . .




  ‘You don’t need to be afraid. She isn’t. It’s good. I’d go right home now. It’s going to happen faster than you think’ – BOOM – ‘Be

  sure to be there when it happens’ – BOOM – ‘She’ll be very grateful for it. And so will you.’
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  Carmen smiles. ‘I hope you’ll be happy again soon. With a new wife. But you’ll have to do something about your infidelity, Danny.’




  ‘Be monogamous . . .’




  ‘No, hardly anyone can do that for their whole lifetime. You certainly can’t. But you must never again make a woman feel that she’s a complete idiot. That you’re shagging

  half of Amsterdam and Breda, and she’s the only one who doesn’t know about it. Take care that no one knows.’
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  I look guiltily at the floor. I hesitate for a moment, but then decide to ask the question that’s been weighing on me. I ask it indirectly.




  ‘Are there still things you want me to tell you? Things you’ve never dared to ask?’




  She smiles again. ‘No. You don’t need to feel guilty. I know all I want to know.’




  ‘Do you really?’




  ‘Yes. It’s fine.’
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  ‘I want to ask you something,’ I say, looking Maud and Frank closely in the eyes. ‘I want an honest answer.’




  They nod.




  ‘I’m wondering about asking Rose to come to the funeral.’




  They’re both silent for a moment.




  ‘Do it,’ says Frank.




  Maud waits for a moment and then nods.




  ‘Yes. I think that would be OK.’
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  ‘I think I’ll wear the Gucci trainers rather than the Pumas,’ Carmen says.




  ‘Hm?’




  ‘In the cupboard. With my blue dress.’




  [image: ]




  I lift her up. Her feet just touch the ground. She hangs in my arms, and I turn her round, rocking gently. We’re dancing more slowly than we did at our wedding, but

  we’re dancing. Me in my underpants, Carmen in her silk pyjamas. I gently sing the lyrics in her ear.




  I want to spend my life with a girl like you – And do all the things that you want me to – I can tell by the way you dress that you’re so real fine – And by the way

  you talk that you’re just my kind – Till that time has come and we might live as one – Can I dance with you . . .1




  When the song is over, I give her a French kiss. It’s more intimate than sex.
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  ‘I love you,’ says Luna, suddenly confused.




  And then she starts kissing Carmen. Over her whole face. Everywhere. Like she’s never done before. Luna kisses Carmen’s cheek, her eyes, her forehead, her other cheek.




  Luna doesn’t say anything. She waves at Carmen, with one hand in mine. And she blows a kiss at Carmen. Carmen holds her hand to her mouth, crying.




  Luna and I walk out of the bedroom. Carmen will never see Luna again.
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  The doctor sits with his arms folded, staring out the window.




  ‘Enjoy the rest of your life,’ she says gently, and strokes my cheek.




  ‘I will do. And I’ll take good care of your daughter.’




  ‘Bye, great love of mine . . .’




  ‘Bye, lovey . . .’




  ‘Here we go, then,’ says Carmen. She puts the glass to her mouth and starts drinking.




  ‘Mmmm – this feels good,’ she says after a few seconds, as though she’s lying in a warm bath. Her eyes are closed.
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  I go out to the garden and tell them that Carmen has passed away. Everyone reacts with resignation. Relieved, without daring to say so.




  Frank and Maud just nod.




  Thomas stares in front of him. Anne holds his hand tightly.




  Luna is cheerful, and giggles as she pinches Carmen’s mother’s nose.




  Her mother, her daughter, their friend, my wife is dead.





 





  Part One




  Dan




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Don’t knock on my door




                  The door is locked




                  Let me sleep for a bit




                  ’Cause I’m going insane




                  Doe Maar, from ‘1 Nacht Alleen’ (4US, 1983)


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  





 





  One




  Carmen has been lying in the sitting-room for three days now, free of pain, with a contented smile on her face. Admittedly she’s looked better, but for a corpse

  she’s certainly not looking too bad.




  Maud and Anne put her make-up on the evening after she left us. That’s when we first noticed the smile. And, quite weirdly, one of her eyes wasn’t completely closed. Like she’s

  winking. At first we all found it a bit macabre, but the more we looked, the more it was Carmen all over. We just left her like that. Even death can’t take the fun out of her face.




  

    

      [image: ]Maud. Ex of Dan’s, from years ago, in Breda. Now works for MIU, Frank and Dan’s business. Over

      the years she also became one of Carmen’s best friends. Can’t hold her drink (cool), and certainly can’t hold her E (cool2). Quote:

      ‘I don’t dare face Carmen any more.’


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]Anne. Carmen’s best friend, from Maarssen. Dan thinks Anne is Miss Selfridge run to fat. Anne has

      always thought Dan was just so-so (a selfish jerk who can’t keep his hands off other women), but always stood up for him when push came to shove. Quote: ‘He’s a dick, Carmen,

      but he loves you.’


    


  




  The first night I woke up at half past four. It occurred to me then, for the first time, that Carmen would never sleep next to me again. That’s when I burst into tears. I ran downstairs,

  opened the sitting-room door, bent over the coffin and stood there, in my underpants, bawling as I looked at my dead wife in her light-blue Replay dress and Diesel bomber jacket.




  The lower half of the coffin is covered with a wooden flap, so you can’t see the white Gucci trainers. You can lift the glass plate covering the top half, but I do that as little as

  possible – which is lucky, because when I was hanging over the coffin on that first night a great big blob of emotion fell right out of my nose. I sorted it out with some window-cleaner and a

  flannel mitt, and avoided having to get to work with the stain-remover. I don’t like the idea of scrubbing away at the dress covering Carmen’s stiffened body.




  Yesterday, when Luna asked if she could touch Mama, I said no. I didn’t think it was great for a child to discover Mama has gone completely cold and stiff. It’s concrete evidence

  that death has set in. Luna looked perplexed. Then I decided to risk it after all. I picked her up and warned her Mama would feel really cold. Luna stuck her little hand out and touched her. She

  started giggling. ‘Mama’s like an ice-cream,’ she said. Then she asked if she could kiss Mama. OK, now we’re getting to it, I thought. I lifted her over the coffin and

  watched her as she kissed Carm. For Luna, it was the most normal thing in the world. That video of Snow White and the dwarves isn’t so weird after all, from an educational point of view.




  I’m not quite so cool. I’ve never been turned off by my wife before, not even when she had her monthly, but right now I find her creepy. My original plan was to place a fresh calla

  lily inside the coffin every day as long as Carm was laid out here at home, but the first time I did it, it freaked me out. Having to put the lily between her cold, stiffened hands – brrr.

  And now the smell of calla lilies won’t remind me of my gorgeous Carmen in her sexy wedding dress, but of this Carmen, lying here stone-dead in her coffin on stuffed white silk.
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  It’ll soon be time for her to go underground. Not that I want rid of her, but my little visits to the sitting-room aren’t getting any easier. I go a few times a day,

  but it’s out of an almost compulsive sense of duty rather than anything else. It’s like the last night of carnival: you don’t feel like it, but you go anyway. You won’t have

  the option later.




  If there’s someone else there, I feel particularly uneasy. Yesterday, just as I laid the second lily in her hands, Carmen’s mother came in. Somehow I got an urge to flaunt my

  affection for Carm by giving her a kiss. I put my hands on the coffin. Then I hesitated and shivered.




  ‘I hardly dare say it, but the idea of kissing Carmen just makes me feel ill,’ I said finally to Carmen’s mother.




  ‘That’s lucky,’ she said with relief. ‘I thought I was the only one.’




  

    

      [image: ]Carmen’s mother. Divorced since well into the last century. Knew about Dan’s extramarital

      escapades, but recognized his love of her daughter above all. Quote: ‘I’m proud to have you as a son-in-law. And now I want a cup of coffee, you pest.’


    


  




  This morning we noticed Carmen wasn’t just stiff and cold, but she’d also gone a bit purple. I phoned the undertaker and asked if he was absolutely sure the cooling

  unit under the coffin in the sitting-room was working. That it wasn’t set to freeze or something. The undertaker came to inspect his property and assured me Carmen’s change in colour

  was completely normal. Normal, my arse, I thought; it might be your job, but I know what my Carmen looks like when she’s not in a good way.




  ‘You’re just coming to terms with the idea that her life has really ended, that this really is a corpse. And that’s good,’ said the man when he saw how worried I was,

  ‘otherwise it would be psychologically impossible for you to bury her tomorrow.’
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  This morning Carmen’s mother and I were also shown around the Zorgvlied cemetery. We got a celebrity tour from the lady in charge of our account. I now know exactly which

  dead Amsterdammers lie where. Near the entrance is the grave of Manfred Langer who used to run the iT gay disco, a bit further along the grave of the children’s writer Annie M.G. Schmidt, and

  even further along you’ve got the Social Democrat politician Jan Schaefer.




  For Carmen we chose a simple plot in the sun, by the path in one of the newer sections of the cemetery.




  ‘She’ll like having lots of people walking past,’ said Carmen’s mother.




  ‘Yes, she always loved pavement cafes. It isn’t only old people lying around here, is it?’ I asked the cemetery woman.




  Our guide had stopped listening ages ago. She took her pen. ‘So, that’ll be number C3 in section 19-2.’




  We nodded. Carmen’s arrival always brightened a place, and that’s what’ll happen here, too, at number C3 in section 19-2.
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  Apart from the first night, I’ve hardly had time to pine for Carmen. Since she slipped away with that contented expression on her face, I’ve been working like a dog.

  Carm wanted her funeral to be a party, and I’ve always been good at throwing a party, but this was nearly impossible. When you’re getting married, you don’t arrange the

  invitations, a location, catering and a DJ three days before, do you?




  But anyway it’s all sorted. My speech is written, I’ve laid on a hundred cups of macadamia-nut brittle, there are Liquorice Allsorts, there are brownies, the music for the church

  service has been chosen, and two hundred CDs of Beautiful Memories have been burned.




  Everyone’s looking forward to tomorrow.




  And so am I, in fact. After tomorrow my life will start again. Over the past few days I’ve been able to get used to my new status as a widower. I’ve been inundated with emails,

  texts, letters, cards and phone calls. Like I’d climbed the Himalayas with Carmen on my back.




  It’s really something.




  When I was seventeen I spoke German and English, I could nearly drive a car, swim and name all the capital cities in South America. When I was twenty-seven I could drink twenty beers without

  throwing up, do a bicycle-kick pass to a left-back without breaking my leg, speak to a room of a hundred people without blushing, and pull on a condom without turning on the light. But to learn

  what love is I had to wait till I was thirty-seven. When my wife developed a fatal illness.





 





  Two




  ‘So I just turn them?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Clockwise?’




  ‘Yes, just like normal screws.’




  ‘I’m not very good at DIY,’ I tell the undertaker.




  The screws fit the pre-drilled holes of the coffin like they’ve been made especially for the purpose. I never drilled a hole while our house was being built, but even I can do this. Carmen

  would be laughing her head off. She always did if I tried my hand at odd jobs.




  Dozens of people are waiting downstairs in the kitchen. No one’s wearing black, but lots of them are wearing new clothes. Carmen can rest easy. Some of them have just been upstairs to see

  her one last time. Many preferred to remember Carmen the way she was. That applies to Frank, Thomas, Maud, Anne and Carmen’s mother, who will all be carrying the coffin with me. When the

  undertaker and I have screwed the coffin shut, they’ll come upstairs.




  

    

      [image: ]Frank. Co-owner, with Dan, of the marketing bureau MIU. Straight, but not practising. Not sexually active,

      or barely. Fashion victim. Best friend of Dan and Carmen. Quote: ‘I can’t leave you alone on Koninginnedag.’


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]Thomas. Husband of Anne. Old school friend of Dan’s from Breda. Nickname: the bear of Maarssen. Not

      much of a talker. Balding family man, tendency to wandering hands. Quote: ‘Not a word to Anne about carnival, OK?’


    


  




  The death organizer2 explains how, standing in two rows of three, we’re to lift the coffin, rest it on one shoulder and then hold on to each

  other’s shoulder with one hand and, with the other, hold on to the handle on the side of the coffin. The undertaker looks at us. After pondering for a moment, he changes our positions. He

  puts Thomas behind Carmen’s mother and makes Frank take up his place on the other side of the field, an unusually successful intervention. We have a lot of fun. But our coach still

  isn’t happy and thinks we’re probably not up to getting the coffin down the stairs. He has his assistants cover that difficult part of the strategy. Downstairs we take over, and carry

  the coffin out of the door and into the white hearse.




  Everyone is dead silent. There’s a bit of sniffling. Carmen has left the building.
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  I lift Luna up and put her on my shoulders. She’s wearing her little bright-blue dress, the same colour as Mama’s. I put two sunflower grips in her hair this

  morning. She looks heartbreakingly sweet, with her dummy in her mouth. By special dispensation I promised her in bed this morning that she’s allowed to keep the dummy in all day long. I also

  told her today is the day we’re going to church with a whole lot of people, and we’re going to play some of Mama’s favourite music, like the song we played at our wedding, and

  Papa and some other people are going to tell lovely stories about Mama. And after church we’re going to drive to the cemetery, where we’re going to put Mama’s coffin very

  carefully into a big hole, with lots and lots of sunflowers all around it. She nodded and observed the tear that was trickling down my cheek, but said nothing.




  Now, outside, with everyone around us, she’s still very quiet. She’s holding a soft faceless doll that Anne just gave her, the kind they use at Waldorf schools. I hold on to

  Luna’s legs tightly and stroke her knees with my thumbs. She lays her little hands on mine. I notice most people’s eyes are on the little person on my shoulders. The little person who

  -unlike all the big people – doesn’t understand what’s going on.
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  The hearse sets off from our house at a walking pace, hatchback open, out into Johannes Verhulststraat, towards the Jacob Obrecht church. I follow it, staring straight at the

  coffin. I’ve had two years to prepare myself for this moment, and yet somehow it feels like I’m watching a movie. Like I didn’t read the review properly and now I’m forced

  to watch something I really don’t want to see. There in front of me, in the hearse, there she lies, the woman I married six years ago. Carmen van Diepen. I walk behind her in the new white

  Joop! suit I showed her only last week, her daughter sitting on my shoulders.




  So here we are, walking – one in the prime of life, the other with a whole life ahead of her – on the way to his wife’s, and her mother’s, funeral. I still can’t

  work out what’s going on, but if it weren’t for the fact I’m going to be the fall-guy, I could almost muster some serious respect for whoever produced this script: hedonist falls

  in love, gets married, has a child, is unfaithful; wife falls ill and dies; hedonist is left with daughter and a question mark over the meaning of it all. Even I couldn’t have come up with

  that one.




  Carmen’s mother is walking beside me. She’s crying. Behind us a convoy of blubbing friends, colleagues and family. I’m not crying. In some strange way I feel strong as iron. I

  let go of one of Luna’s legs and put an arm around my mother-in-law’s shoulder.




  Everything will turn out for the best.3




  Just watch.





 





  Three




  ‘Dear Carmen,




  ‘You wanted to make people think. To tell them they should enjoy each day – your funeral, the rest of their lives, love, friendship, nice clothes, little things, and decadent things.

  Enjoyment is an art, you said.




  ‘I’ll read a little extract from your diary for Luna.




  

    

      I really hope that I’ll leave something behind with people, and they’ll tell you about it later. In fact I think, and not just now I’m sick, that if you

      want something in life you’ve got to go ahead and do it. You have to enjoy every day, because you don’t know all the things that are going to happen later on. Now that sounds like

      an awful cliché, but it’s the only way I can think of putting it.




      Once when I was an au pair in London we used to go out a lot to pubs and restaurants. I remember that at one point I had one pair of shoes with holes in the soles. I had no money to get

      them mended. At least, if it was a choice between new soles on my shoes or a nice evening out with my mates, I opted for the latter. I thought to myself: I’ll be happier if I go out and

      do something nice with other people than if I stay at home on my own with new soles on my shoes.




      After that I travelled around the world. I hear about lots of people who wish they’d done the same, but never got round to it. Luna, there are often a hundred reasons not to do

      something, but just one reason to do it should be enough. It would be very sad if you regretted things you haven’t done, because in the end you can only learn from all the things you

      do.’


    


  




  I set Carmen’s diary down and take a sip of water. The church is deadly quiet.




  ‘Love of my life, I’ve learned from you and I’ve enjoyed you.




  ‘I’ll miss you, but I’ll carry on, however difficult it might sometimes be.




  ‘And I’ll take good care of your daughter. Goodbye, lovey.’





 





  Four




  The weird thing about Amsterdam is that so much stuff gets nicked, it always comes as a huge surprise to find your bike’s still there. I get the same feeling every time I

  see my little boat exactly where I moored it last time.




  It’s true today: it’s still here. With a calla lily and a sunflower for Carmen and a cool-box with a bottle of rose, two packs of fruit-flavoured yoghurt and a bag of clown biscuits,

  I walk over the grass towards the quay. Luna is carrying a drawing she did for Mama this morning. I lift Luna onto the boat, load our supplies and steer the boat via the Apollo Hall basketball

  stadium and the Okura Hotel, towards the River Amstel and out of the city.




  I moor near Zorgvlied. With the flowers and the drawing we walk through the gate with the iron fences and up towards the graves.




  [image: ]




  ‘It’s just a little house now,’ says Luna when she catches sight of the sea of flowers by the grave. ‘Is Mama’s coffin under here now?’




  I nod. ‘Yes, Mama’s coffin is under here.’




  ‘With her body in it?’




  I nod.




  ‘At church, people let balloons go into the sky for Mama, didn’t they?’




  ‘Yes. Did you think that was nice?’




  ‘Yes. Will they go to heaven?’




  ‘Who knows? What do you think?’




  ‘I think they will,’ she says with a serious expression. ‘Then Mama can give the angels a balloon. And then they’ll all have one!’




  ‘Yes.’




  An elderly lady walks past. I quickly wipe my cheeks with my shirt-sleeve.




  ‘Don’t be ashamed, this place is full of all our tears,’ she says as she walks past the grave.




  When I switch my mobile back on and lift Luna back onto the boat, I see I’ve got five messages. Ramon. Do I fancy going to the Bastille on Friday? Natasha, she’s in the Vondelpark

  with some girlfriends, one of whom Natasha’s already told I’m really nice. Frank won’t really mind if I don’t come into work tomorrow. And Rose?




  

    

      [image: ]Ramon. Dan’s drinking-partner. King of the gym, Emperor of E. Only knew Carmen from parties. Quote:

      ‘Keep infidelity to yourself and your friends.’4


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]Natasha. Also: Tasha or Tash. Trainee with MIU. Young but experienced. Tempted Dan and Maud into a

      threesome under the influence of Ramon’s E. Didn’t know Carmen. Quote: ‘Feel like a little excitement, Dan?’


    


  




  

    

      [image: ]Rose: Had an affair with Dan. Dan texted her to keep her up to date with Carmen’s last weeks. Quote: ‘Later

      you’ll feel guilty for your whole life, and I’ll feel like a slut for the whole of mine.’


    


  




  

    

      

        

          I know you’re going to Zorgvlied with




          Luna today. I’m not sure what to do.




          Maybe you need warmth and someone to




          talk to. I just called your au pair, and she




          can look after Luna tonight. Table booked




          at Palma, on the corner near you. My




          treat. X.
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