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Foreword


Intrigo is a cafe located on Keymerstraat in central Maardam.


It is also the collective name of three films directed by Daniel Alfredson, shot in 2017, with international premieres in 2018–19: Death of an Author, Samaria and Dear Agnes. The films are based on some of my stories – the last four in this volume – and have previously been published in Swedish. The novella that opens this collection, Tom, is newly written and is published here for the first time.


A book is a book, a movie is a movie. Stories must often be redirected, find new forms of expression, when transferred from one medium to another. They can even get a whole new ending. In the case of Intrigo, all differences between book and film are both necessary and to the highest degree intentional.


But, of course, the resemblance, the very essence of each story, what it is truly about, is well preserved.







   

TOM


Translated from the Swedish by Deborah Bragan-Turner







   

ONE


Maardam, 1995









The telephone call came a few minutes after half past three one Thursday morning. The number was unknown, evidently foreign, and under normal circumstances she wouldn’t have answered.


Clearly she wouldn’t, but she had just woken with a start from a dream and although it was pitch-dark inside the room and outside the window, where a branch of the huge walnut tree whispered intimately against the glass, she felt wide awake. Maybe it was just the dark, in some kind of mysterious pact with the rudely interrupted dream – the contents of which she was unable to recall, either then or later – that made her lift the receiver and take the call.


‘Hello?’


‘Judith Bendler?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Tom.’


Silence ensued, apart from a slight interference on the line. A faint thrumming scratch, barely audible, like spent waves breaking on a pebble beach. Afterwards, once she had replaced the receiver, that was what she could picture in her mind. After their long journey, the waves finally coming to rest as silent white foam in a sheltered but stony cove.


Strangely enough, she wasn’t often haunted by images. She didn’t fall for that kind of cheap analogy, or whatever it’s called. She wasn’t religious and she detested poetry.


‘Tom?’ she eventually asked. ‘Which Tom?’


‘Do you know more than one?’


She thought about it. No, there was only one Tom.


Had been.


‘I thought maybe we could meet. It’s been a few years.’


‘Yes . . .’


She felt a shudder sweep through her body and perhaps she even lost consciousness for a moment. Had she tried to stand up, she might well have fainted and hit the floor.


But she didn’t, thank goodness; she lay in the dark on her side of the king-sized bed and when the brief attack was over, she automatically reached her hand out for Robert. It took another second for her to remember he was in London. He had left on Monday and would be back on Friday evening, Saturday afternoon at the latest. It was a film project; he had mentioned the names of various famous actors, but she had forgotten who they were. He had even asked if she fancied going with him, but she had said no. London was not one of her favourite cities.


‘Hello?’


She suppressed a sudden impulse to hang up.


‘Yes?’


‘So what do you say?’


‘About what?’


‘About meeting.’


‘I . . . I don’t quite understand.’


She could hear him drinking something.


‘You know what? Think it over and I’ll get back to you in a few days.’


‘I don’t really think—’


There was a click and the call ended. She put the receiver back and lay on the bed without moving, her hands clasped over her chest. She closed her eyes but then opened them again; there was something she needed to figure out. The slow waves that still seemed to emanate from the darkness must mean something, she thought; they would reveal something to her, and whatever their significance, it involved distance. An inordinately vast distance in both time and space. And not only that, his voice was still there, deep inside this fog, so distant yet so utterly close. Slightly gruff and slightly . . . Well, what? she thought. Ironic? Confident?


Tom?


Think it over?


She counted up and concluded that it had been twenty-two years.


Twenty-two years and two months, to be precise.


The therapist was called Maria Rosenberg. Her rooms were on the second floor in one of the old pommerstone houses on Keymerstraat, and Judith Bendler had been one of her clients for almost a decade. Not endless, heavy sessions, it’s true; but they met once or twice a month, usually on Thursday mornings, when Judith generally had things to do in the centre of Maardam anyway. Afterwards she would enjoy lunch with a friend, take the opportunity to do some shopping and maybe spend some time in one of the galleries in the Deijkstraa district. Or Krantze’s antiquarian bookshop on Kupinski Street, if it happened to be open. The train from Holtenaar took just over half an hour, and with each year that passed she was aware of a slowly mounting reluctance to leave their beautiful house and its even more beautiful garden by the river. Why leave paradise when you had your own place right in the middle of it?


So that absence could make the heart grow fonder, maybe? That had been Robert’s suggestion when she had raised the subject with him. And of course, he had a point. Robert often did; he had a way of putting his finger on the crux of a matter in all sorts of situations, she would give him that.


Perhaps there was some quiet pleasure in seeing Maria Rosenberg again as well. Every single time. The world might rage, the human race might wage wars, burn cities to the ground and slaughter its own children, but Maria Rosenberg stayed put. Sitting in her wing chair in the room with the weighty curtains and the thick, blood-patterned rug from Samarkand.


And listening. She had been old when Judith met her the very first time, a week or two after the business with Robert, and she was the same age today. The reason she used to give for her changelessness was that she had reached a juncture on life’s turbulent path when the years no longer touched her. One day she would presumably be dead, but until that final journey, regardless of whether it lay a few months or several years ahead, she had no intention of ageing. Perhaps a little wiser, chastened somewhat by experience; that sort of thing was hard to guard against.


But of course the conversations in that hushed, dark room were not about Maria Rosenberg.


‘Welcome, Judith. I hope your journey here went well.’


‘Thank you. At least I managed to get a seat.’


‘Well then, shall we treat ourselves to a pot of rooibos?’


‘That would be lovely.’


More or less the same opening remarks as always. While Maria Rosenberg made the tea behind a curtain in the kitchenette, Judith took off her coat and shoes and made herself comfortable in the corner of the sofa, the tartan blanket over her legs and a cushion for her back. As she waited she felt the anxiety ticking inside her and there was no doubt as to its cause.


‘I think I can detect a certain disquiet. But correct me if I’m wrong.’


She hadn’t decided if she was going to talk about the telephone call, but when Maria peered at her over the rim of her teacup, the decision was made. If ever there was a look that brooked no resistance, it was Maria Rosenberg’s. That was the acknowledged situation, and maybe she had already known when she set foot on the train an hour earlier that she would tell.


‘Something’s happened.’


‘Yes?’


‘I received a really odd telephone call.’


Maria Rosenberg nodded, sipped at her tea and put the cup down.


‘Last night. Someone rang at half past three.’


‘Half past three? And you answered?’


‘Yes. For some reason I’d just woken up. Thirty seconds before the phone rang, I’d say. It was strange. And afterwards I found it quite difficult to go back to sleep.’


‘Who was on the phone?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know?’


She drew a deep breath, straightened the blanket and fixed her eye on the painting hanging between the two narrow bookcases, a miniature reproduction of Caspar David Friedrich’s The Monk by the Sea. The figure, turned away, surveying the grey ocean. She had often speculated on why her worldly-wise therapist had chosen to hang that particular painting in her consulting room – it was the only picture there – but up to now, after more than a hundred sessions, she had never asked.


‘He said he was Tom.’


‘Tom? Do you mean . . .?’


She nodded, but her gaze didn’t leave the painting. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Maria Rosenberg take another sip of tea and then fold her hands together on her knee. Waiting.


‘He wanted us to meet.’


The monk on the seashore didn’t move and neither did Maria Rosenberg.


‘But?’ she said.


‘I find it hard to believe it was him.’


She had spoken about Tom, but that was a long time ago. It had come up during the course of one of their earliest meetings. They had returned to the sad story a few times at the beginning, but as far as Judith could remember, they hadn’t discussed him for four or five years. It might have been even longer since his name had been mentioned. There had been no reason to.


Tom was a closed chapter. A bleak, forgotten part of life there was no point in analysing or trying to resolve. She didn’t talk about him with Robert either; even if their agreement was a silent, unwritten one, neither of them broke it. She couldn’t recall the subject of Tom being raised once since they moved out to the house at Holtenaar.


‘I think it would be best if you could recap a little. If you don’t mind. I only remember the gist, but it must be ages since it happened . . .’


‘Twenty-two years,’ Judith answered. ‘Twenty-two years and a few months.’


‘And so then he was . . .?’


‘Seventeen.’


‘Carry on. Or maybe you don’t want to talk about it here? It’s completely up to you. I’m just a listening ear and I respect your confidentiality utterly. But I don’t need to remind you of that.’


Judith sipped her tea, undecided. But the hesitation was a pretence. She had said A, and since that was clearly a decision – either conscious or subconscious – she had obviously already lifted that particular lid. That’s why I’m sitting here, she thought. To talk about B as well. If I don’t raise it now, I’ll dwell on it forever more.


‘Yes, Tom was seventeen when it happened,’ she said. ‘He’d just had his birthday, even though it had been no time for celebration. I remember he’d had a watch from Robert, quite an expensive wristwatch, but by the next day he’d sold it.’


‘He’d sold his birthday present?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘Because?’


‘Because he needed money for drugs. Or maybe to pay for drugs he’d already injected. We didn’t know the extent of his debts or the criminal activities he was mixed up in. Perhaps we had a sneaking suspicion, but it wasn’t until later that we got the whole picture. Or the major part of it, at any rate.’


‘A young man in dire circumstances?’


‘To say the least. He’d had a tough time ever since puberty. Well, actually, it went further back than that. School had never really worked out. He was always getting into trouble with his classmates and teachers. They’d done tests and I don’t know how many diagnoses he’d had. And of course, when drugs were part of the picture, it all went rapidly downhill. His father once used the expression he’s racing headlong towards the abyss, when we were talking to some kind of social worker, and it was quite a good description of how things were.’


‘He was Robert’s son from a previous marriage, wasn’t he?’


‘Yes. His mum died when the boy was only two. I came on the scene a few years later. Robert and I got married the year before Tom started school.’


‘And you adopted him?’


‘Yes. I signed a document assuming full parental responsibility. Robert wanted it to be that way . . . and I did too, of course.’


‘Of course?’


‘Yes.’


Maria Rosenberg raised an eyebrow but made no comment. There was a pause while a motorbike sputtered past down in the street. Otherwise very little noise from the city made its way into the room; the building was old and built well and the window behind the heavy curtains had thick double glazing. The therapist had actually alluded to this once at the beginning: while most of the time it was desirable for conversations to be wreathed in silence, it didn’t do any harm to be reminded of the existence of the outside world now and again. Judith cleared her throat and tried to straighten the delicate question mark that seemed to be hovering in the room.


‘I really didn’t have any doubts,’ she explained. ‘Not at the beginning. I wanted to be Tom’s mum. His real mum was dead and I don’t think he had any memory of her. But naturally, I did start to wonder when he grew up the way he did.’


‘Several years later?’


‘Yes. But it didn’t make any difference. I suppose I might have had other feelings about the boy if he’d been my actual birth child. I haven’t discussed this with Robert though, obviously not. It was . . . well, a bit too sensitive, really.’


‘Quite understandably. Certain things are better suited for a therapist’s ears; it’s worth remembering that. Your husband is how many years older than you? Is it ten, or am I wrong?’


‘Nearly eleven. He’ll be seventy this summer. He’s not in the best of health – we’ve already talked about that – but getting him to stop working is out of the question. He reckons film-makers are at their peak between seventy and eighty. I don’t know how much truth there is in that.’


Maria Rosenberg laughed. ‘It’s exactly the same with therapists. We reach our zenith just before we turn up our toes. But what happened to that poor, aimless seventeen-year-old? He disappeared without trace, if I remember correctly?’


Judith sighed. ‘Absolutely right. He melted into thin air.’


‘Hmm. And there was a proper search for him?’


‘We searched high and low. And not just Robert and I. The police had more than one cause to look for Tom. Not only because they thought there might be criminal involvement in his disappearance, but also because he was suspected of a number of offences. If he hadn’t disappeared, he’d probably have been looking at a few years in a young offender institution. They actually showed us a list of the things he’d been mixed up in, and it didn’t make happy reading, I can assure you.’


Maria Rosenberg nodded again. ‘What do you think happened to Tom? I remember what you said last time, but opinions can change.’


‘I haven’t changed my opinion. I’m convinced Tom’s dead. Either someone murdered him . . . bumped him off, stuck a knife in him, whatever. Or he did it himself.’


‘Without leaving any clues?’


‘These things happen.’


‘Undoubtedly. What’s the current situation? Has he been officially declared dead by the authorities? Doesn’t that usually happen after someone’s been missing for ten to fifteen years?’


Judith shook her head. ‘No, he’s not been declared dead.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because Robert’s against it. As long as there are close relatives still living, it’s up to them to submit an application.’


‘Yes, I know that. But why won’t your husband take that step? It is because he still has hope?’


‘I suppose so. But we don’t talk about it any more. And a declaration of presumed death would just be a formality in any event. Tom had no possessions, Robert and I would be his only heirs . . . but won’t it happen sooner or later anyway? I’m sure society has its efficient procedures even for this kind of thing.’


‘Let’s assume so,’ Maria Rosenberg agreed, leaning forward and adopting her gentle but rather insistent smile. ‘But then here comes a telephone call from someone purporting to be your son . . . in the middle of the night. A son who has been missing for more than twenty years. I must say you appear more composed than most people would be in your situation.’


Judith Bendler gazed at the monk for a few seconds before she replied.


‘I’m not composed at all. I threw up my breakfast this morning and got off at Zwille station instead of Keymer Plejn. That’s why I arrived five minutes late.’


The therapist maintained her discreet smile. ‘I didn’t say that you were composed. I said you appeared composed. So what do you think, then?’


‘About the call?’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t just think. I know.’


‘Know what?’


‘That it was an imposter.’


‘And what would he be after? Imposters are usually in pursuit of some kind of gain.’


Judith shook her head. ‘I don’t know. I actually have no idea.’


‘But he’s going to ring back?’


‘So he said.’


Maria Rosenberg leant back in the armchair and thought about it for a moment.


‘Forgive me for asking, but have you considered the possibility you dreamt the whole thing?’


Not only had she considered the possibility, she had been expecting the question.


‘Oh yes. But I looked at the telephone before I left the house this morning. We’ve got caller ID and the number was still there.’


‘I see. Did you write it down?’


‘No, I intended to, but I couldn’t find a pen. And just at that moment Robert rang from London and I had other things to think about. But it was a number from abroad, I know that much. And it . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘It would explain why he rang at that time of the night.’


‘A different time zone?’


‘Yes.’


‘Quite a distant imposter, in other words?’


‘Mm.’


Judith found it hard to decide whether Maria Rosenberg was being sympathetic or mildly sarcastic. Or whether she had the capacity for both at the same time; a combination, if so, that was inherent in her increasing wisdom.


‘What did Robert think about the call? I assume you told him about it when he rang?’


‘No . . . no, I didn’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘He was in a rush. On his way to a meeting. He only rang to say good morning.’


‘I see.’


Maria Rosenberg rose to her feet and took a turn around the room. This was one of her routines, something to do with the circulation in her legs. But it was also a way of achieving a break in the conversation. At least that was what Judith supposed. A kind of pause for breath and a subtle hint that it might be time to change tack. She waited until the therapist had resumed her seat in the armchair. Waited for the change of tack.


‘Do you want to carry on talking about this telephone call, or should we turn to life in general?’


It was as close as you could get to a rhetorical question. For a moment Judith thought about the waves on the pebble beach again. Distance, the immense distance.


‘That’s enough, thanks.’


‘Sure?’


‘Yep. If he rings back, we can deal with it next time?’


‘Excellent. That’s decided. How’s the dog after its operation?’









She didn’t mention the telephone call when Robert rang on Thursday evening. He sounded tired and breathless, and she wondered whether the illness was taking a greater toll on him than he was willing to admit.


But she didn’t raise that subject either. It would only have irritated him, and after she had replaced the receiver she began to question whether he would actually survive until the seventieth birthday she had referred to in conversation with Maria Rosenberg. Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. The thought of one day living in this beautiful house as a widow had been playing on her mind for some time, and it wasn’t an idea she found particularly disturbing. It would be too much to say she was looking forward to it, but solitude, relative solitude, was a condition that seemed to offer more appeal and satisfaction the older she became. Perhaps it was because she had no brothers and sisters and had grown up without the irksome intrusion of others, aside from her mother and almost perpetually absent father. Few friends, used to looking after herself, happy in her own company; these were certainly influencing factors. He who makes a friend of solitude is never disappointed, she had read somewhere, a truth she could unreservedly acknowledge.


So it didn’t matter that Robert had been obliged to stay in London an extra day. It really didn’t. She slept well all night; she had naturally felt slightly apprehensive that the telephone would ring again in the hour of the wolf, but it kept as silent and uncommunicative as the rest of the house. Django lay on his bed under the bench in the kitchen as usual. As she had said to Maria Rosenberg, his operation had gone well, but he was eleven and obviously the days of this once splendid dog were numbered too. Judith knew that she would never remarry or indeed enter into any sort of relationship after Robert had gone, but she would certainly get a new dog. Probably a Rottweiler, like Django. Self-sufficiency had its limits, both in emotional and practical terms. A woman alone in a large house is quite different from a woman alone in the same house with a loyal guard dog.


She walked Django after breakfast, through the sparse wood up to the water tower, then down and along by the river, over the old wooden bridge and back on the other side. Just short of an hour; in the past, with a young dog and a mistress who had not yet reached fifty, the same stretch would have taken half the time. The trees had started to yellow, but the leaves had not yet begun to fall; it was one of those beautiful, clear autumn days and she tried to keep Tom and the telephone call as far from her thoughts as possible.


Which wasn’t easy once they had started to worry her. Images from that day twenty-two years ago came back to her too, as if someone – she herself, who else? – had discovered a forgotten photograph album and couldn’t help opening it and flicking through.


But the pictures were moving, like something from an old film archive rather than an album. Herself. Tom. Then Robert.


The apartment on Kantorsteeg in Aarlach.


In the month of July.


That last night.


The violence. The panic. The deed.


How could someone so young be so terribly damaged? So arrogant and so hateful to everything and everyone, and above all to his own parents.


This was what she had asked herself then and still asked herself today.


She remembered scenes from further back as well. When he bit Robert in the calf because he couldn’t have his own way – and wouldn’t let go, almost like a fighting dog whose jaws had locked. He was five years old and Robert had to hit him with a heavy book to get him off.


The anger in him that was almost impossible to control. She remembered one of the psychologists at school had said that Tom, and boys of his sort – she had actually used the expression of his sort – usually quietened down at the onset of puberty. Where in the world did that kind of knowledge come from? In any event, this turned out to be the case, at least partially. Tom had changed when he turned thirteen, but not really for the better. He had become more introverted, distant and difficult. Although admittedly he had started to acquire some friends, they were the sort that would have terrified any parent. She remembers one of them in particular, a boy called Shark – that was the name he went by at any rate – who had a swastika tattooed on his forearm. More than three years older than Tom, and with a father and older brother in prison for murder and grievous bodily harm respectively. And Shark hadn’t been the only one.


A time of evil: when she looked back, this was the phrase that often sprang to mind.


She opened the gate and let Django into the garden. Enough of that, she thought, it’s all dead and buried. Whoever rang, it wasn’t Tom. If you’re going to rise again, you do it on the third day, not out of the blue after twenty-two years.


She spent the whole of Friday afternoon working at her desk. Her major biography of Erasmus of Rotterdam was planned for next autumn and she had promised the publisher a first completed manuscript before Christmas. She had been working on the project for nearly four years, having originally estimated it would take three, but that was before she fully understood what a colossus Erasmus was and how much had been written about him. And by him. But the publisher was reasonable and solvent, and her name and her previous works were a guarantee of the quality they sought and for which they were renowned. Better a good book every five years than a mediocre one every two.


Robert called again about seven. He sounded more upbeat than in the morning, all the meetings and bizarre problems that always beset every new film project had been resolved, at least temporarily, so she felt it was time to tell him. To avoid complications, she shifted the episode forward twenty-four hours; it couldn’t possibly make any difference.


‘Something happened last night. I wanted to tell you about it this morning, but I knew you had a demanding day ahead.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘I received a telephone call.’


‘Mm?’


‘Half past three in the morning. It was someone masquerading as Tom.’


‘What?’


‘Yes. The telephone rang and I answered . . . without thinking. He claimed he was Tom and said he thought we should meet.’


‘What the hell?’


‘Exactly. I was utterly speechless. I’d had a strange dream immediately beforehand as well.’


‘What . . . what did he say?’


‘Hardly anything at all. Just that we should meet. Said he would ring back. Then he hung up. We can’t have been talking for more than a minute . . . or less.’


There was silence on the line, but she could hear Robert’s breathing. It suddenly sounded laboured again, as it had that morning. I shouldn’t have said anything, she thought. Not mentioned it to him at all.


‘Where was he ringing from?’


‘Somewhere abroad. I don’t know where.’


‘Didn’t the caller display show the number?’


‘Yes. But it had disappeared by the time I checked.’


‘Disappeared?’


‘Maybe I pressed the wrong button. I don’t know, it wasn’t there anyway.’


Because that was true. When she returned home after her visit to the therapist, she had looked for the number, but it had gone. In which case she must have mistakenly deleted it when she spoke to Robert.


Unless . . .?


But she dismissed the thought.


‘How did he sound?’


‘He sounded . . . well, there wasn’t anything in particular. Quite a normal man’s voice. Not especially deep, not especially high . . . slightly hoarse, maybe. We didn’t exchange many words.’


‘And he was going to ring back?’


‘So he said.’


‘You . . . you didn’t think you recognized his voice at all?’


‘Good Lord, Robert, of course not.’


‘I’m sorry. It’s just come as a surprise. We’re obviously dealing with an imposter, someone impersonating Tom . . . But why? That’s the question.’


‘That’s what I’ve been puzzling over all day, and I haven’t come up with an answer. He has to be after something . . . unless it was just a prankster.’


‘A prankster?’


Robert suddenly suffered a coughing fit; she could hear him turn away from the telephone and ask someone for a glass of water.


‘Aren’t you alone?’


He took a few gulps before answering.


‘I’m ringing from down in the hotel bar. Don’t worry, it’s not being tapped.’


Tapped? Why would it be tapped?


‘I’ll be home tomorrow afternoon and we can talk about it then.’


‘Of course, that’s fine.’


‘But if he rings again, make sure you get the number. And call me at once, even if it’s the middle of the night. What time did you say you received the call?’


‘Half past three in the morning. A couple of minutes after.’


‘Christ.’


‘Yes. But as you say, we can discuss it tomorrow. Maybe it was just a nutter who thinks this kind of thing is funny.’


Breathing heavily, Robert gave this a moment’s thought.


‘Yes, let’s settle for that, at least for the time being. The world’s crawling with idiots.’


‘I can tell you have experience from the film business, dear.’


It was a standing joke. He laughed and then hung up.


She was reminded of one of the police officers too, one of the investigators working on Tom’s disappearance. He popped into her head just as she turned off the television after the nine o’clock news.


He was quite a young detective inspector, who she seemed to remember was called deJong, or possibly deJung. Or maybe just Jung. He came to speak to them several times in the month after Tom disappeared, on one occasion with a female colleague and the other times alone. He had impressed her, and Robert too, with his measured, courteous tone. He had in fact been questioning them, but neither she nor Robert interpreted it as such: that his intention was to trip them up. Or at least satisfy himself that they weren’t involved in Tom’s disappearance in any way; they might have worked out the precariousness of the boy’s situation and consequently arranged safe haven for him in some gloomy place on a foreign continent, beyond reach of the long arm of the law. Or the long arm of the Maardam police, at any rate.


But the realization that this had been the aim, or at least partial aim, of the conversations didn’t dawn on them until afterwards, and she remembers them both shaking their heads at their naivety.


On one occasion deJong/deJung/Jung had asked if it would surprise them if Tom had somehow got hold of a large amount of money and decided to use it to go on the run, change identity and stay away for the rest of his life.


‘Are you implying he might have robbed a bank?’ Robert had asked.


‘I didn’t say that,’ the quiet detective had replied. ‘But since you’ve suggested it, what do you make of that theory?’


‘Highly implausible,’ Robert had said after a moment’s thought. ‘Tom is a drug addict and a small-time crook, not a criminal genius.’


She had thought it wasn’t a particularly flattering verdict to pass on his own son, but deJong/deJung/Jung had just nodded and afforded himself a discreet smile.


She wondered if he was still working on the force, this nice detective, and whether it would be possible to ask for him, in the event the imposter made good his promise to ring back.


Absolutely not, she decided, draining the last drops from the glass of wine that had accompanied the television news. Under no circumstances should the police be involved.


But he didn’t ring back.


He didn’t ring on Saturday or Sunday, or any time the following week, or for the rest of the month. She and Robert discussed the matter more than once and she soon sensed he had reservations. Put differently, this meant she might have dreamt the whole thing, and there had never been a nocturnal telephone call. He didn’t push this argument very hard and she didn’t bother to refute it. But she recalled that Maria Rosenberg had suggested the same thing, and as the days passed and nothing happened, she too began to experience some doubt.


A telephone call in the middle of the night, over in thirty seconds.


From a person missing for twenty-two years.


The number deleted from the caller display.


What was there to suggest it didn’t all boil down to this? She had imagined it, she had dreamt it, it had seemed completely real, but it had never happened.


She regretted telling her therapist about the call.


She regretted talking to Robert.


Time passed, the trees lost their leaves and she became more and more absorbed in the sixteenth century and Erasmus of Rotterdam.









The second call came one week in November.


On a grey, rainy Tuesday afternoon she was going through one of the most difficult chapters in the book – about the complex relationship between Erasmus and Martin Luther – and wasn’t going to answer at first. Normally she had the telephone switched off while she was working, but she had been talking to her publisher at lunchtime and had forgotten to press the button.


Later, after she had hung up, she wondered whether she might have had a premonition, and, if so, whether it was the premonition that made her lift the receiver. But probably not, she thought, it was too easy to dream up warning signs and omens with the benefit of hindsight. Our need to see clearly in the rear-view mirror when the future looks increasingly uncertain; she remembered she and Robert had been talking about related phenomena not so long ago, about seeing patterns and so on, about simplistic solutions.


‘Hello?’


‘Judith Bendler?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Tom.’


A sudden tremble passed through her body, from her toes upwards, just like seven weeks ago – an observation that surprised her – and for a second her field of vision shrank to a tunnel. A narrow tunnel, tinged with yellow, with walls that seemed to pulsate and move. But she recovered at once and even had the presence of mind to look at the caller display for the number.


Unknown.


‘Hello?’


‘Yes, I’m still here. What do you want?’


He gave a short, rasping laugh.


‘What do I want? I want us to meet, naturally. As I explained last time.’


‘Who are you?’


‘Tom. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me.’


‘Which Tom?’


‘Tom, your son. You’re my mother. What are you trying to suggest?’


‘I . . . I’m not suggesting anything. But I find it hard to believe you’re telling the truth.’


‘And how do you reach that conclusion?’


She thought about it for a moment. Now he sounded ironic, almost teasing, as though it amused him to be talking to her like this. She swallowed, finding the strength to continue.


‘My son Tom went missing more than twenty years ago. Both my husband and I are convinced he’s dead.’


‘I’m not dead.’


‘No, apparently not. But neither are you the Tom you’re masquerading as.’


‘Shame on you!’


‘Pardon?’


‘I said shame on you! Don’t you realize you should be ashamed to talk to me like that?’


‘No. Not if you’re an imposter.’


‘I’m not an imposter.’


‘How can I know that?’


‘By meeting me. That’s why I’m ringing. I promised to last time, have you forgotten?’


She gave it another moment’s thought.


‘And why do you want to meet me?’


‘Is it strange for a son to want to see his mother?’


‘Yes, if he’s kept himself away for twenty-two years.’


‘He had his reasons, as you know.’


‘No, I don’t know what reasons you’re talking about.’


‘I’ll explain everything when I see you.’


‘I might not have any desire to see you. Or any desire to continue this conversation.’


For a few seconds there was silence. No breathing, no distant waves. Please, God, let him give up, she thought. Make him admit defeat and never get in touch again.


He cleared his throat. ‘I think you’ll regret it if you don’t agree to meet me.’


A threat? She couldn’t decide, but he had lowered his voice and spoken more slowly.


‘Where are you?’ she asked.


‘Here,’ he replied instantly. ‘Here in Maardam. We could meet tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow?’


‘Why not?’


‘Robert’s away. He won’t be back until Sunday.’


‘You and me, that’ll do. What do you say?’


Why? she thought. Why didn’t I hang up long ago?


And, as if it were already too late, she said: ‘Where? Where did you have in mind?’


‘Cafe Intrigo. I suggest Intrigo tomorrow, at three o’clock. There’s usually lots of room there in the afternoon.’


‘OK,’ she swallowed. ‘But I’ve got a meeting in town at four, just so you know.’


‘An hour should do it. Fine, see you tomorrow.’


I have a meeting at four o’clock. Why had she made that up? A kind of insurance she’d plucked out of the air, but after she had pushed all her papers about Erasmus and Luther to one side and was sitting with her chin on her hands, looking out at the rain and the bare trees, she considered it an allowable lie in the circumstances.


But Robert? Should she inform Robert? He had left for Geneva that morning and wouldn’t be back until Sunday. Exactly as she had said to the imposter, not twisting the truth in that instance.


No, she decided. Robert will have to wait. He thinks I’m imagining it anyway, and if I do manage to persuade him to the contrary, he’s only going to get worried and inundate me with a lot of pointless instructions. Better to tell him what happened when he’s home. I’ll have to . . . have to play this game alone.


For the time being, at any rate.


Game?


It must have been at least ten years since she’d last set foot in Cafe Intrigo, but it looked exactly as she remembered. From the outside, at least: rather run-down and slightly sad and yet somehow intact. A little forlorn, she thought, since the tables and chairs usually on the wide pavement had been brought inside; it was November, after all, and the season for sitting outside was over.


Yes, everything comes to an end one day, she thought, dismissing the platitude as soon as it entered her head. She had taken the half past one train from Holtenaar and there was still almost an hour before the rendezvous. It might have been her intention to be out in good time, but now that she was standing in the drizzle on the other side of the street, she found it hard to see the point in having to wait. To be forced to while away fifty aimless minutes before it was time to sit down with her dead adopted son . . . no, that was definitely not the soft option.


I have to think about something else, she realized. I have to pull myself together, or this is going to get out of hand.


She started walking, making her way down the narrow lanes to Langgraacht and continuing along the canal in a northerly direction. All at once she recognized where she was: forty years earlier, when she had arrived in the city and started at the university as a student of literature and philosophy, she had shared a small flat on Leuwenstraat with two other girls. They had only lived up there under the roof for three terms, but it had been an exciting and important period of her life. It was difficult to believe Robert had arrived on the scene less than a year later, and that her time as a student, which had seemed so full and rich in promise, both at the time and afterwards, had in fact been so short.


And life with Robert had been so long, was the inevitable sequitur. Thirty-seven years, she thought. I’ve been with the same guy for nearly four decades, my entire adult life. What happened there?


It wasn’t the first time the question had reared its head, of course, but right now, as she dragged her feet past Bachtermann’s, the old cheesemonger and wine merchant on the corner of Leenerstraat and Kuijverstraat, it felt more emotionally charged than it had for some time. What was it in a person’s life that sometimes made time intensify, fill with meaning and substance, and sometimes dilute and cool? Slow down? she thought. Like a plane coming in to land, on the landing strip called Death.


Another bizarre image. Waves on the pebble beach? Landing on a graveyard?


Shaking her head, she folded her umbrella. There was a temporary break in the rain and a sudden ray of sunshine streamed through the naked branches of the trees along Wilmersgraacht. Surely it must be Wilmersgraacht? The small sign she caught sight of on the corner confirmed she was right in her assumption.


I know where I am, she observed. At least in a spatial dimension.


She checked the time next. It was quarter to three and she realized she would probably be at Intrigo a few minutes late.


That was excellent. It would be he who was waiting for her, not the other way around.


She pulled the door open, went inside, took a couple of steps into the narrow, elongated cafe and stood still. Her gaze wandered along the rows of tables, straight ahead and to the left, as she waited for someone to notice her.


Waited for him to notice her. As far as she could remember, there was nowhere else to sit in Intrigo, no hidden corners where you could be a bit more private. The customers who were there could be seen from the entrance, from the position where she had just stopped.


It was quite empty, apart from a quartet of elderly ladies to the left and three gentlemen spread out in the main part of the room, two at their separate tables by the window and one by the wall on the other side of the counter. All three were facing the entrance and all three – she formed the impression they did this in turn – raised their eyes to look at her. Briefly, before returning to their respective pursuits: a pasta dish, a book, a beer and, if she wasn’t mistaken, a race card. She looked at her watch. Seven minutes past three.


A waiter appeared and half smiled at her.


‘I – I’m waiting for someone. I don’t think he’s here yet.’


‘Maybe you’d like to take a seat while you’re waiting?’


She sat down at the table nearest the door but didn’t order anything. The waiter disappeared. The three men remained in their places, immobile, and as none of them appeared to be taking any notice of her, she was able to observe them more closely.


What struck her immediately was that all three appeared to be the right age. Forty, give or take five years. Had Tom been alive, he would have been thirty-nine. Is it one of them? she thought. In that case, why . . . why is he just sitting there? And why didn’t we arrange some sort of sign to identify one another? Even if he were Tom, he couldn’t expect me to recognize him. And what is there to say he knows what I look like?


On the other hand: they had agreed to meet at three o’clock and there was only one woman alone in the whole place. In other words, she thought, in other words, he hadn’t yet arrived. For some reason.


Unless?


She studied the men a little more carefully, one at a time. They were remarkably similar in appearance too. Not one of them had a beard or moustache, not one of them was wearing spectacles. All three had quite short hair, though when the one furthest away momentarily turned his head, she could see he was actually sporting a ponytail. All three looked in good shape, normal build, no excess weight. A charcoal-grey jacket and dark shirt, a white shirt with knitted waistcoat, a dark-blue polo neck. Nothing that stuck out. Three European men of standard model and in the beginnings of middle age.


Which one? she thought again. If she had to choose.


Perhaps the one sitting nearest to her? At a window table with a cup of coffee and apparently deep in a thick, well-thumbed paperback. But his face didn’t match her memory of what Tom looked like as a seventeen-year-old. The eyes were a little too close together and the jaw too long. The mouth was too thin.


But in God’s name, she thought. It can’t be him. Why am I sitting here speculating like this? Tom is dead.


While she was engaged in these fruitless reflections, the waiter had taken payment from the ladies’ quartet in the section on the left and now came back to her table.


‘Are you sure you won’t have anything?’


She looked at her watch again. Quarter past three.


‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘I do believe there’s been a misunderstanding. My friend is obviously not coming. Thank you for letting me sit down.’


He gave a non-committal nod and withdrew. She stood up, pushed the chair back under the table and left Cafe Intrigo.


‘Strange, isn’t it?’


Maria Rosenberg looked genuinely worried. As if for once she had come up against a form of human behaviour that fell outside the range. Her personal, very broad range.


‘I think so too,’ Judith Bendler said, adjusting the cushion behind her back. ‘I honestly don’t understand what this is about.’


‘I’d be surprised if you did,’ the therapist said. ‘I must say I’m rather concerned on your behalf.’


It was Thursday morning and the appointment had been scheduled for some time, but Judith thought she would have made sure she had a consultation regardless. In any event, the evening and night following the futile visit to Cafe Intrigo had been difficult. She had just about held it together on the train journey back to Holtenaar and for the first few hours after she got home. But after she had given Django his short evening walk and the dog had settled down on his bed in the kitchen, it was as if something inside her snapped. A crack opened up and from it welled a torrent of nameless fear. When Robert rang about nine, she had already drunk three glasses of red wine. He could undoubtedly hear in her voice that she had been drinking and it was with tremendous self-control she managed to keep the real reason to herself.


Yes, she’d had a couple of hot toddies, she explained, because she felt a bit under the weather. But drunk? Of course not.


What he would have said if she had told him about her failed meeting with their dead son, she didn’t like to contemplate.


‘But why?’ Maria Rosenberg wanted to know. ‘Why is it so important to keep Robert out of this? Can you please explain that to me?’


She thought for a few moments but could find no mitigating explanation.


‘He thinks it’s in my imagination. And the fact that this damned individual didn’t turn up at the cafe would just confirm his opinion. Don’t forget that . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t forget there’ve been couple of episodes in my past.’


‘Do you mean Majorna?’


‘Yes, of course I mean Majorna. For someone once a psych patient, the road back is short. You know that better than most.’


Maria Rosenberg nodded, pursed her lips and muttered about the way of things and people’s stupidity and then took another mouthful of tea. ‘It’s a delusion.’


‘Delusion?’


‘Robert’s, I mean. I don’t believe for a second that you’re imagining it. You weren’t when you were admitted either. As I recall it’s ten years ago. Correct me if I’m wrong.’


It was true. In both respects. Judith had started therapy in conjunction with her discharge from Majorna, and whatever had been wrong with her then, twelve years ago and subsequently ten, she had never suffered from hallucinations again. No matter how Robert viewed it. And she hadn’t been kept in more than two weeks each time.


‘It doesn’t matter, anyway,’ the therapist continued. ‘For the moment, let’s leave Robert out of this. But let’s at least try to be rational. What do we know with certainty?’


Judith shrugged. ‘Carry on.’


‘With pleasure. Well, we know with certainty there’s a cuckoo out there aiming to frighten you. He’s phoned twice and impersonated your son, who’s been missing for twenty-two years and is probably dead. You agree to meet said cuckoo at a cafe but he doesn’t turn up. The question is . . . the question is, of course, what does he want from all of this? Is this an accurate summary?’


‘Totally accurate,’ Judith said.


‘Another question is whether we should be taking any precautionary measures.’


Judith noted she had started using the pronoun we, and she felt a sudden rush of gratitude. It wasn’t necessarily about being looked after, but at least she had a confidante. Someone who knew and who cared. Who was ready to join her so that together they could solve the problem that had arisen.


But measures? Precautionary measures?


‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


Maria Rosenberg removed her spectacles and began to chew on the arm.


‘What you need to do next time he gets in touch. That’s the question I suggest we need to discuss.’


‘I lay awake for four hours last night thinking about that,’ Judith said. ‘Unfortunately I didn’t come up with anything.’


The therapist shook her head worriedly. ‘There was a quite a long period of time between his first approach and his second. It makes you wonder whether the same thing will happen again. Nearly two months, wasn’t it?’


‘Almost,’ Judith said. ‘Seven weeks by my reckoning.’


‘Hm. What do you think about contacting the police?’


‘No,’ Judith replied instantly. ‘Naturally, I thought about that possibility while I was awake last night, but decided against. What could they do? There isn’t a single lead for them to follow. No telephone number. Nothing. And he . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘He hasn’t actually made any threats. Just said he wants to meet me. That’s not illegal, as far as I’m aware.’


‘Presumably not,’ Maria Rosenberg sighed. ‘No, we need to focus on settling this without recourse to law enforcement agencies. At least for the moment. Can you manage to live and work as normal?’


Judith considered for a second. ‘I’d really like to have closer contact with you. If I could ring, for example?’


‘Of course,’ the therapist exclaimed, flinging her arms wide, almost as if she wanted to embrace her client – if they hadn’t been sitting so comfortably and if the distance between them had been less than a metre and a half. ‘You can ring me twenty-four hours a day. And even if nothing happens, I suggest we meet once a week. More often if you feel you need to. How does that sound?’


‘Sounds good,’ Judith said.


‘And what about Robert? Are you intending to inform your husband about the state of affairs?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘Geneva.’


‘Is it a film?’


‘Yes, he’s coming home on Sunday.’


Maria Rosenberg gave it a moment’s thought. ‘In that case you have a few more days to decide. But maybe it’s tending towards . . .’


‘Towards waiting until I get another call,’ Judith Bendler said. ‘Yes, I think I prefer that alternative.’


‘All right, that’s agreed,’ the therapist concluded.


And yet, she thought when she emerged onto Keymerstraat an hour later, and yet Robert obviously had to know.


Eventually, anyway; because after all they were the only two who knew what had actually happened that night. She could discuss all manner of things with Maria Rosenberg, but there was a line that couldn’t be crossed. A line it was safest not even to come near.


She realized she’d left her umbrella upstairs in reception, but the rain had stopped and it was only 200 metres to the station.









It didn’t take seven weeks.


It took three days.


Counting from her wasted trip to Cafe Intrigo. Saturday afternoon, a few minutes after half past two, and this time she definitely had a premonition. The caller display again showed that the number was unknown and when she lifted the receiver she would have been surprised if it had been anyone else.


‘Yes?’


‘Judith Bendler?’


Just as on both previous calls, he began by asking if it was her. A sudden thought flashed through her head: what if she were to say she was someone different? A female police officer, for example, working on harassment cases and allied crimes who was drafted in where appropriate. What would happen then?


But she rejected the idea.


‘What do you want? I don’t have time.’


‘I think you do. After all, you had time to come to the cafe.’


‘How do you know? You weren’t there.’


‘I was there.’


‘Nonsense. I waited for a quarter of an hour and you didn’t come.’


‘I was there. Of course I was there.’


What is he talking about? she thought, recalling the images of the three men at their tables. The book, the pasta, the race card; the polo neck, the jacket, the knitted waistcoat. Their total lack of interest in her existence as she sat waiting. Almost antipathy, she thought, now she had had time to recover. Even so, could one of them . . .?


‘You were wearing a light beige coat and a blue scarf. You hung your coat over the back of a chair and sat by a table quite close to the door. Do you really not remember me?’


She didn’t respond. She could find no words and all of a sudden it felt as though her mind was starting to lose its balance. Or splinter. Or both. No thoughts surfaced and she wondered whether she was actually in the grip of a mental breakdown.


Several seconds of silence passed.


‘Why don’t you remember me?’


Put the phone down, she tried to tell herself, you must put the phone down. This is a dead man who’s ringing you. You’re taking leave of your senses.


But she couldn’t bring herself to and instead, clutching the receiver tightly, she lowered herself onto the chair in the hall. She had taken the call here, on her way out with Django, and now the dog was standing by the door, giving her a reproachful look, wagging his tail dolefully.


He’s dead, she thought. Tom’s dead. That’s why I didn’t see him.


The silence continued. No waves. No breathing.


The dead don’t need to breathe.


He’s come back to punish me.


‘Why aren’t you saying anything? You talked to me at the cafe.’


She found the strength to make a weak protest.


‘I didn’t talk to you at the cafe. You weren’t there . . .’


But almost before he said it, she understood.


‘No, members of your social class don’t generally notice people who wait on them.’


The waiter.


She replaced the receiver, rose to her feet and picked up the dog’s lead.


A problem that can’t be resolved on a long walk with a dog is best avoided.


It was Mr Klimke, her philosophy and religious studies teacher at grammar school, who had written these words of wisdom on the blackboard in a lesson once. He went on to explain that it was a practical illustration of another classic problem: how to pick one’s battles.


The slow walk with Django that Saturday took nearly two hours and, had she followed her old teacher’s advice, this is one battle from which she would have withdrawn. She had no solution and consequently should have discounted the whole thing; ignored the imposter, who, for some mysterious and probably quite bizarre reason, was intent on subjecting her to this unpleasantness.


The snag was, it was impossible to opt out of this battle. In theory perhaps, but not in practice.


The realization that it was the waiter who was the villain of the piece meant one good thing, at least: she could extract herself from the supernatural morass. That was not where the explanation lay. It wasn’t a dead avenger she was facing, or a ghost. Whoever this irritating idiot was, and however twisted his intentions, he was a person of flesh and blood.


That’s something at least, Judith Bendler thought as she knelt to dry Django’s paws in the same cosy, safe and welcoming hall in which she had spoken to the imposter for the third time. That’s something. Tomorrow I’ll ring Cafe Intrigo and get a name. I do actually remember very clearly what he looked like.


She couldn’t really account for why she was procrastinating until the following day.


It might have been because the waiter, in common with the three male customers, had been in his forties.


And it might have been because there seemed to be – at least with the benefit of hindsight – something vaguely familiar about his face.


A young woman’s voice answered.


She apologized for her unusual request, but said she wanted to contact a waiter who worked at Intrigo, the reason being that he had helped with a little problem when she had visited the cafe a few days previously and she would really like to thank him personally.


It had been Wednesday afternoon, to be more precise, at about three. A man in his forties, short dark hair, polite, considerate; and helpful, as she’d said.


The young woman hesitated, but not for long, before asking her to wait while she looked at the rota. In thirty seconds she was back.


‘I think it would be best if I could take your name first.’


‘Of course. Judith Simmering.’


She had been prepared for the question and had her maiden name at the ready.


‘Thanks. The waiter in question must have been Tom Bendler. He was working on Wednesday.’


Bendler. She swallowed the impulse to hang up.


‘Thank you. Do you by any chance know how I could contact him? Or when he’ll be on next?’


‘He won’t be back. He finished on Friday.’


‘He finished on Friday? How . . . how come?’


‘He was only employed for a month, temporary cover. The regular waiter’s back now.’


‘I see. But maybe you have his telephone number? Or an address?’


‘Only an address, actually. 25B Armastenstraat. I have to get on with my work now, but I hope you find him.’


‘Thank you. Thank you very much for your help.’


‘Not at all. Hope to see you here again soon.’


The idea of hiring a private detective came to her out of the blue, and yet it was perfectly obvious. She could see it was precisely the right measure to take under . . . what was it called? . . . current circumstances. She couldn’t appeal to the police and she didn’t want to involve Robert, not yet, at any rate. Maria Rosenberg was ruled out; she was a seventy-two-year-old therapist, not a snoop. And heading off to Armastenstraat on her own in an attempt to do something struck her as the least attractive option of all.


Forget the whole thing? Not choose this battle?


Out of the question. In for a penny, in for a pound. She had taken the bait at Cafe Intrigo and in so doing had committed herself. To what was unclear, but in any event she felt it was high time to take the initiative. Up to now, in the two months since the whole thing started, it had been the imposter in charge, fooling with her, calling the tune. Now it was time to adjust positions somewhat. High time.


Before the seeds of doubt could be planted she went into action, unearthing the thick business section of the telephone directory and finding eight firms listed under Private Investigators, Detective Agencies. She decided on number seven, for reasons she couldn’t explain. Maybe just because she liked the name. Her very first boyfriend had been called Herbert.


Herbert Knoll. Private detective. Discretion a point of honour. Maardam 500221.


She dialled the number, and although it was Sunday morning, the call was answered. He was a man of around her age, at a guess, and despite sounding rather tired and rather vacant, he assured her he was happy to listen to her summary of what she required help with. If she could take five minutes to explain the facts, he undertook to tell her whether or not he would accept the job.


And explain the facts she did. It possibly took a little longer than the stipulated five minutes, but Herbert Knoll hmmed and listened and, judging by his short supplementary questions and interjections, he sounded increasingly interested. When she had finished, after telling him about that morning’s conversation with the waitress at Intrigo, he declared the case to be within his area of expertise. He suggested they meet as soon as possible and they arranged an appointment at his office for the following day. 6 Ruydersteeg at eleven o’clock. Would that suit her?


Judith Bendler said it suited her perfectly.


After putting the phone down, she was left with a feeling of triumph akin to the success she felt when finally making an appointment at the dentist’s, and for the next four hours she devoted her full concentration to Erasmus of Rotterdam.


She hadn’t promised to pick Robert up at the airport, but decided to anyway. Maybe because she owed him something, a little gesture of goodwill to show she loved him, despite choosing not to inform him about recent developments relating to Tom.


Since he would never be in a position to interpret or understand this gesture, it was on the face of it a muddled way of reasoning, but that didn’t bother her. A marriage was like a pair of scales, Maria Rosenberg had once suggested; it never did any harm to put good deeds into the balance, even if they were not immediately recognized or appreciated.


These were the thoughts occupying her mind as she waited in the arrivals hall, but they melted away the moment she caught sight of her husband.


He looked terrible.


As though he had lost ten kilos and shrunk as many centimetres. She knew Robert didn’t like flying, even if she did sometimes feel he spent more time in the sky than he did on the ground. It was something to do with poor oxygen intake – the dry air inside the plane had a bearing on it – and the problem hadn’t improved over the years.


But on this Sunday evening she was conscious of something more: this haggard old man, who was actually her husband, apparently wearing a suit two sizes too big, in all likelihood did not have long to live.


In accordance with his wishes they had never spoken in great detail about his illness, but all the same it had played a part in their relationship over the last few years. A kind of invisible presence, she used to think, something you knew was there but avoided talking about, or even referring to. In several discussions with Maria Rosenberg about this approach, they had both taken issue with it, but since Robert was the one who was ill, he had a certain edge when it came to strategic choice.


But now he was not simply ill, he was dying.


His breathing, when he gave her his usual quick kiss, told its own story.


It became all the more evident on the car journey back from Sechshafen.


‘I have to make a confession,’ he began. ‘There is no film project in Geneva. Well, there might be. But not that I’m involved in. I’ve been to see a specialist.’


‘A specialist?’


‘A doctor. I’ve been in hospital for observation for four days. They’ve done thousands of tests and it’s led to . . . it’s led to a prognosis.’


She didn’t answer. I know, she thought. I knew it.


‘Six months,’ he said. ‘A year at the outside. There are ways of prolonging the suffering a bit, but I don’t intend to go down that route.’


He placed his left hand on her knee.


‘You’ll have to forgive me, Judith. I’m going to leave you.’


‘Robert, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry,’ she sobbed as she stroked his hand.


‘You don’t need to say anything at all. I think we can celebrate one last decent Christmas together, at least. And start a new year. Dr Celan reckoned I would remain pain-free . . . relatively pain-free . . . for another two or three months. Then . . .’


‘Then?’


‘Then it will probably get worse. How’s it going with Erasmus? I’m really looking forward to having the time to read your manuscript and discussing it with you.’


How typical of Robert, she thought. He wanted to deal with the subject of his own impending death in three minutes, but would doubtless be able to sit dissecting her 600-page text for days on end. That’s how it was, and she realized that in truth she was thankful he was made that way.


But was he also ready to talk about Tom?


Good question, Judith Bendler thought, as she turned off towards Holtenaar. But in view of current circumstances, I’ll put that off for a few days.









Knoll’s private detective agency occupied no more than twelve square metres.


A desk with a swivel chair, a filing cabinet and an armchair for visitors. That was it.


Apart from two framed diplomas on the wall to the right of the desk, dusty and illegible, and a small, dirty window facing a brick wall, letting in a minimum of sombre daylight.


Her guess as to his age seemed accurate: the same as her own. His weight was about twice hers, and he filled up the room in a way that was rather impressive. Faintly tinted spectacles pushed up onto his forehead, bulbous nose, shaved head, unshaven cheeks and chin.


‘Welcome to Dr Knoll’s Think Tank,’ he began. ‘Whatever your first impressions of my spartan surroundings, I wish to inform you that I solve ninety per cent of the cases I accept. That’s more than any of my colleagues in this city can claim, considerably more, I can assure you. Please sit down.’


Judith sat down on the unadorned leather chair. Doctor? she thought. She had a sudden impression of a scene in one of Robert’s films, in which the man in front of her was actually a famous actor, not a real private detective.


But maybe it doesn’t matter, she thought in confusion. Maybe it’s what he always claims, that film is life condensed, as simple as that.


‘Let’s go through everything one more time, to make sure I haven’t missed any important detail,’ Herbert Knoll continued, opening his notebook at a new page. He clicked the end of his ballpoint pen a few times, squinting at her. ‘Please go ahead, and I’d rather have ten pieces of information too many than too few.’


She began her account. About the three telephone calls, the visit to Cafe Intrigo, the three men and the waiter.


That he reportedly no longer worked at the cafe, that he was masquerading under the name of Tom Bendler and his address was 25B Armastenstraat.


And the background. Tom’s disappearance in July 1973; not in detail, obviously, she hadn’t divulged that to anyone, but the official version, the one the police followed and the one she still knew by heart after all these years and all the occasions she had repeated it.


‘All right,’ he said after she had finished, and he went on to ask for clarification on a number of points: the imposter’s appearance in detail; Tom’s appearance when he went missing; her opinion on what was really at issue; what her husband thought; how she wanted the investigator to handle the imposter when he had tracked him down (was he just to be kept under surveillance or had she considered other measures?); how she would like to receive the reporting; and whether she was prepared to pay for the first few days’ work immediately, and thereafter according to the tariff, subject to unforeseen expenses and complications.


Judith answered the questions to the best of her ability, requested a report on developments whenever there was something to report, preferably daily, and paid for three days’ work in advance.


Herbert Knoll held out his hand to her across the desk and promised to ring her within twenty-four hours, regardless of the situation.


‘Who is he?’ Judith said. ‘That’s clearly the most important question. And what does he want?’


‘I’ve understood,’ Herbert Knoll said, as she took her leave. ‘You can rest easy and count on me.’


On the train back to Holtenaar she unexpectedly burst into tears.


For Maria Rosenberg it would probably not have been unexpected, but for Judith it was. She never wept; she couldn’t remember the last time she had, but it must have been many years before. Maybe at the time of her second stay at Majorna, although she didn’t associate her bouts of depression in any way with tears.


So why was she sitting on a suburban train, crying? Fortunately, there were very few other passengers so early in the afternoon; no one noticed the state she was in and she made no effort to hide it. To her surprise she felt better; something strained and tense had been released and she supposed that was the whole point of weeping. That’s why people did it.


She didn’t really know what she expected from the private detective. He might not achieve very much of any value, but the least one could hope for was that he found the bogus Tom and uncovered a few things about him. If he could somehow establish his real identity, there was every chance she would soon be rid of the matter. Wouldn’t she?


But in fact, her tears had little to do with Herbert Knoll or the imposter. She soon realized it was Robert at the heart of the knot that needed to be loosened. In a year’s time he wouldn’t be around. They had lived together for an awfully long time; admittedly, they had no children together and without a doubt their relationship in recent years had not been especially close. Their sex life had ceased when her periods did, but neither of them regretted it much. Sometimes she thought he might as well have been a congenial cousin she happened to share a roof with. And things could have been worse. They didn’t argue, they didn’t get on each other’s nerves, they almost always behaved with kindness and consideration to one another and they shared a dark secret.


That was roughly how it was, and as the last phrase took shape in her head, she did wonder if she could hold her silence about the last few days’ developments with the imposter. The troublemaker, the phoney Tom, or whatever label you wanted to put on him. Didn’t Robert have the right to know, when all was said and done?


Or should he be spared?


When she got off the train in Holtenaar, she still hadn’t decided, but she had dried her tears and blown her nose.


It was a glass of champagne that tipped the balance.


Maybe not the first or the second, but probably the third. Robert had been down in the cellar that afternoon gathering samples and had found a couple of bottles he was adamant she shouldn’t have to drink alone while he was pushing up daisies and consorting with worms. Or alternatively floating around on a cushion of cloud playing the harp.


So that led to a seafood dinner, champagne and candles, even though it was an average grey Monday in November. Damn it, was Robert’s thinking, much as I would wish to, I’m not going to die of cirrhosis.


He also said he had refused all film assignments, every single one, awaiting the big day. He wanted to stay at home in peace and quiet for his remaining time, be it three months or ten. Reading, listening to music, drinking wine for as long as he could, and being close to his kind, beautiful, clever wife.


Above all he wanted to immerse himself in her weighty manuscript on Erasmus of Rotterdam. Surely she wouldn’t deny him these simple but sublime pleasures now, in his swansong?


Of course she wouldn’t.


The prawns were good. The lobster was divine.


She knew she could manage two glasses of wine, but she shouldn’t drink any more if she wanted to stay in control.


Why should I stay in control? she thought, nodding to Robert when he plucked the bottle out of the ice bucket to top up her glass. I’ve been far too careful all my life.


And that is how it came about that, half a glass later, when Robert wondered if anything special had happened while he was in Geneva, she told him.


At length and in detail, the only thing she left out being Private Investigator Knoll.


‘For Christ’s sake!’ he exclaimed when she had finished. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’


‘You came home with sad news. I’m saying something now.’


‘It sounds completely insane.’


‘You thought I was imagining things. That I’d dreamt the first telephone call . . . and then, I don’t know, you were away when it happened in September and again this week. Anyway, I know it’s not my imagination. There’s someone pretending to be Tom and he’s after something.’


Robert frowned and sat in silence for a moment. Then he knocked back what was left in his glass, rose from the table and walked over to the French windows. As he stood with his back towards her and his fists clenched, she guessed he was beset with the same frustrating thoughts she herself had been for the past few days and nights.


She let him stand where he was and waited for him to return to the table and draw up a plan of action. But the only thing he said when he sat down again was:


‘God damn it, I think we’ll open the other bottle as well.’


She nodded. If she had drunk three glasses of champagne, she might as well drink five or six.


‘Have you really not cottoned on to what he wants?’


It was some time later and they had moved over to the armchairs by the fireplace. Robert had lit the fire and she felt more drunk than she had been for a long time. But she was sitting here with a husband who would die within the year, her Erasmus manuscript was to a large extent completed, so what did it matter?


‘What? What did you say?’


‘I asked you if you hadn’t grasped what he’s after.’


‘Really? No . . . I’ve thought about it, but . . .’


‘The inheritance.’


‘What inheritance?’


The minute she asked the question, it dawned on her what an idiot she was. Robert looked at her, shaking his head with concern. Bloody champagne, she thought. My head is spinning even though I’m sitting down.


Spinning and . . . panic-stricken?


In any event, something dark and sinister was taking hold of her; it was unmistakeable. Damn it.


‘The inheritance I leave when I’m dead,’ Robert spelt it out. ‘I’ll go and put the coffee on. You seem a bit . . .’


‘Thank you. That’s a good idea.’


After he had gone out to the kitchen, she stared into the glowing embers of the fire. Inheritance? Clasping her hands, she tried to calm herself down and hold back the flood of thoughts assailing her like a swarm of hornets. The house? The house. She didn’t know how much there was in the bank, but everything they owned, they owned together – and it was undoubtedly the house, this wonderful house, where they had lived for nine years and which she loved more than anything else, that had the greatest value. No doubt about it; they had purchased it for a million, and today the price was definitely two or three times that. All the mortgages were paid off . . . she had assumed, almost from the day they moved in, that this would be her home for the rest of her life, until her time too was up. And now . . . and now? Bloody hell! Expletives crowded her drunken head. So, did the imposter, that damned caller, that bloody waiter, intend to grab half the inheritance from Robert? Was this his plan? Was this what he had his sights set on?


But . . . he wasn’t Tom. How could he be under the illusion he could carry off such a shameful trick? It was almost laughable . . . but it wasn’t.


Robert came clattering in with the coffee pot and cups on a tray.


‘He can forget that,’ she said. ‘I mean, inheriting from you. Tom’s dead, we both know that. Isn’t that right?’


With a degree of difficulty, he placed the tray on the small glass table and sank into the armchair. When she glanced at him she noticed how tired and wretched he looked. Smaller too, as she had observed at the airport. As if he was going to leave this life by shrivelling away.


What an odd thought. Bloody champagne, again.


‘We know Tom’s dead,’ she repeated, when he said nothing. ‘We know because we killed him.’


He nodded and sighed deeply.


‘There’s a complication.’







   

TWO


Aarlach, 1973









There is a thunderstorm.


She is standing by the living-room window, looking at the angry sky and thinking that it reflects her inner feelings rather well. It is quarter past eleven at night and neither of them has come home yet.


Neither Robert, nor Tom. Actually, Tom hasn’t been home for the last two or three nights, she has lost count. But there have been glimpses of him during the day, and twice the police have rung and asked for him. A few hours ago Robert got in touch and explained that he had been in contact with the boy: he’s coming in.


Coming in? Like a delayed train or flight. Robert himself is filming out by the lakes around Zingen and has promised to be home about ten, half past at the latest. Three quarters of an hour late so far; it doesn’t surprise her.


The thought of running away has been hovering at the back of her mind for several weeks, maybe longer. Yes, definitely longer; the present situation has not arisen overnight. On the contrary, it is a process that has gone on for years and has slowly and inexorably worn her down to the extent that she is grateful if she gets three hours of continuous sleep a night.


I am thirty-seven, she thinks, and I feel like fifty-seven. If I could get away with murdering Tom, I would.


There is nothing new about this. Would she have felt the same if he had been her own flesh and blood? Good question. But there is no time to formulate an answer before another flash of lightning illuminates the whole area. The crash of thunder that follows after only a few seconds makes the house vibrate. She goes out to the kitchen, where she pours a glass of wine, takes a mouthful and sets in motion the verbal merry-go-round of grievances.


Tom is a failure, a malevolent idiot.


He is due in court in two weeks.


He is not my son. He is on drugs, he is a criminal and he plagues the life out of us.


I will never have children of my own.


My marriage with Robert is going to be destroyed.


Is being destroyed.


If Tom didn’t exist, everything would be all right.


I am worth more than this. Robert is too.


The wine tastes sour. She pours it down the sink and mixes a gin and tonic instead. She takes a cautious sip and decides she needs a slice of lemon. She takes the last lemon out of the fruit bowl and cuts a slice with the large meat knife, the only one that is not in the dishwasher. Just as she is tasting it again, the front door opens and someone falls into the hall.
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