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Prologue





  A gust of wind blows an olive leaf across the sand and a lime-green lizard emerges from under the rocks. It lies motionless, as if in deep contemplation. The occasional flick of the creature’s pink tongue is the only movement as it licks the hot air. Another gust shifts the leaf a little further and the lizard disappears back into hiding.




  The man doesn’t notice. Beads of sweat drip from his turbaned head, stinging his bloodshot eyes. A blink relieves them, bringing back his sight. He opens his hands. Red skin and weeping blisters betray many hours of pulling back heavy oars. He leans against the tree, moving his head out of the sunlight and giving his aching back some support. The date palm is his only shelter.




  It’s just a matter of time before they reach him. His task is complete, save for one last trial. What he’s written is safe but they won’t stop until they’ve found him and his words – and destroyed them both. His sole comfort is the certainty that his account is secure. It’s already on its way into hiding and is, by now, far across the sea. He’s left no clues and will not buckle when the torture comes. He knows what awaits him will be close to unbearable, but bear it he must – he has to. There will be no escape.




  The lizard re-emerges and this time the fugitive sees it. The tiny flicking fork evokes images of the serpent himself.




  A movement from behind, and a shadow. The lime-green portent is gone. His accusers have arrived.










  



  
Part One





  Dam




  Origin and Etymology: Middle English dam, dame lady, dam




  First Known Use: Thirteenth century




  Also Ma-dam – A procurer,




  colloquially called a pimp




  (if male) or a madam (if female),




  is an agent for prostitutes who collects part of their earnings.







  



  Chapter One




  Amsterdam, 1981




  The red velour curtains swished back into place, re-trapping the damp heat and, along with it, the heavy, lingering scent of cheap perfume and sweat. Dressed in black lace bra and pants, Maggie watched the fat man remove his dark hat and sunglasses. She’d been through this ritual a thousand times but there was something different about him. His bulk accentuated the narrowness of the bed that stood there like a low-level massage couch, and the room itself seemed to cave in around them, its red neon-lit walls giving the impression of a hotel room in hell.




  He said nothing as his puffy hands reached up to undo the buttons of his overcoat and remove his black scarf. He could have been a private detective with his homburg and shades, or even a mobster. But what Maggie didn’t expect to see was that familiar slice of priestly white linen wrapped around his neck.




  Oh my God!




  After three long years in this hell hole, she’d become accustomed to the weirdest eccentricities of her clients and their tastes but she’d never, as far as she knew, been bought by a man of his profession before, and it revived the darkest memories: the stark, echoing clang of the bell that summoned them to chapel; the tip-tapping of children’s shoes on polished tiles; dark corridors followed by unintelligible Latin; clang...another bell – this one for breakfast; eating warm slop in silence; humiliation; fear; tears. And – oh Christ...




  Pushing the thoughts away Maggie flicked the hair out of her eyes and took a deep breath. ‘So, what would you like?’




  Moments later the priest was sitting on the bed in his underpants. A small basin stood by and above it a mirror. A tissue dispenser was taped crudely to the wall and to the side stood a chair, over which the man’s dark jacket and trousers were draped. Underneath lay his polished shoes and, sprawled across them, his black clerical shirt. His scarf, hat and overcoat were hanging on a peg behind the door, the dark glasses jutting out from the pocket.




  Relieved that his request was for standard sex, she moved over and sat next to him. He smelled of stale cigarettes and incense.




  Incense. Those haunted thoughts: humiliation; fear; tears. And – oh Christ...Blood – so much blood.




  * * *




  Lying on her back, Maggie faced the ceiling mirror and numbly registered his grey-haired back glistening with perspiration as his buttocks rose and fell in a laborious steady rhythm. No words – just the occasional grunt. Then she noticed her own face, her silent grimaces beating in time to his heavy thrusts. Her young vacant eyes were like those of a hope-dashed prisoner gazing aimlessly through the bars of a cell.




  Another jolt to the past: the rage; the fist; the face; the swish of the girl’s arm.




  Blood – so much blood.




  His bulk pressed down on her. His panting quicker. His putrid breath hot against her neck.




  Apart from the flashbacks the only other sensations were the vibrations coming through the wall in the form of a muffled melody. Her neighbour, Chrissy, always insisted on her radio being tuned in to Hilversum three during working hours. Maggie could just about make out the words of a new song, Scary Monsters, from the country of her childhood. She’d known more than a few of them in her short life.




  Again, the memories seeped in: What in Christ’s name’s going on here?




  Oh Jesus. Oh God. The pale, lifeless body, stretched out on the hard, wooden floor and punctured like Saint Sebastian.




  Blood – so much blood.




  Ten minutes later and the priest was gone.




  Normally she’d be straight back behind her window, beckoning more potential punters as they shuffled past, but she needed a few moments. The girl lifted a quivering hand to the tip of the unlit cigarette in her mouth and found herself having to steady the lighter with her other hand. As she drew in the soothing smoke so she began taking in who had just fucked her for money, and the terrifying place to which his presence had just sent her.




  How long had it been now, since the murder?







  



 Chapter Two




  Amsterdam, 1981




  ‘Get out the way you crazy bastard!’




  The sudden sound caught his attention and, momentarily distracted, Eric looked up to see a group of brightly coloured bikes passing by, one of them almost colliding with a smiling Japanese tourist who was standing in the road.




  The guy jumped out of the cyclist’s path just in time, before hopping back to take a polaroid of his friends outside a shop. This was a city where visitors photographed everything. Not just the usual targets of historical architecture and prominent landmarks, but dope dispensing coffee shops that oozed noxious smoke, bikes stacked up and chained to bridges, shop windows filled with pornographic postcards low enough for children to gawk at, and other tell-tale sights of this city of tolerance. Occasionally a tourist would risk a quick snap of a red-light worker behind her glass window, but whenever a camera was unveiled in those streets her friendly tapping for attention would turn to angry banging. Do not take photographs of the sex workers was a warning drummed into the head of every visitor to Amsterdam’s Red-Light District.




  Eric was sitting outside Café het Paleis. The canal was busy with boat trips and the streets were alive with shoppers, tourists and bicycles. The city was busier than he remembered, especially considering the time of year. Back when he was resident, Amsterdam was much quieter in late spring, but he hadn’t seen these streets for two decades. He looked at the book again and his stomach churned as he turned to the next page.




  Eric’s mother had died young, leaving him at the mercy of his unaffectionate father – a business tycoon and hotel chain owner – and older brother. She was twenty-five years younger and, though constantly intimidated by him, she’d always been able to protect her youngest against the other two males of the household. But after her death it was constant bullying. His father had never ceased to heap praise on his eldest son, Peter, while simultaneously scorning Eric as a wimpish mummy’s boy and an embarrassment to the Van Kroot name. It was obvious why he favoured Peter, being such a chip off the old block, but Eric never did understand why his father had taken such a profound dislike to his youngest. Even on his death bed, with both sons present, the old man looked only at Peter. Hence it came as no surprise when Eric learned to whom the family estate had been left.




  With loud cheers and oriental grins, the crowd outside the shop congratulated the photographer on his photograph, which had clearly just appeared before their eyes instantly.




  Eric ran a hand through his hair. His eyes may have been on the Japanese tourists but his mind was elsewhere. Half-dreaming, he reached for his jacket. He’d had the same tweed for years and, along with home-made elbow patches, it had become something of an abiding comfort to him, a symbol of stability in his unstable world. Together with his faded brown cords and liver-red ankle boots he could have been mistaken for a trendy high school teacher. Handsome for a forty-five-year-old man, Eric still caused the occasional head to turn. He was of medium height and had not yet gained the signs of slower metabolism. He was frequently informed that his penetrating blue eyes smiled permanently, due to the attractive lines that framed them.




  His cigarette had burned to the end without him taking more than a couple of puffs. It lay in the ashtray like a cremated corpse. The revelation had almost been too much for him. He carefully put away the book, gulped down his cold coffee and left.




  Eric hadn’t seen his older brother for over twenty years. Peter’s image still haunted him, as did the sound of his rage. Peter Van Kroot, standing with his fists clenched, snorting like a bull. She doesn’t want you! She hates you. So get the fuck out of our lives you cheat. And if you ever try to see her again, I swear I’ll kill you.




  He’d never forgotten those words, nor the tone with which they were delivered. He still loved his brother and he still loved Ella. What would it be like to see them again? He couldn’t imagine. He didn’t even know if it were possible. Would Peter still hate him? Would he still see him as a traitor?







  



  Chapter Three




  South Wales, 1970




  The Black Crow, they called her, and when she flapped and squawked and spat she could make a girl piss herself in terror. Pissing yourself, the worst offence. Do it and you end up wearing your wet knickers on your head. Hannah had never got used to Sister Dominic.




  Her earliest memories were of the convent. She’d lived there since the age of two, after being brought across the Channel by foreign nuns. She couldn’t remember them but often wondered whether they were as cruel as Sister Dominic. Not all nuns were such bitches, though. Sister Simon was quite the reverse and, for someone so young, was never afraid to stand up to her elders if she thought they were in the wrong, but where was she now?




  Hannah could feel the eyes glaring down at her.




  ‘You’re a worm,’ she said, as she sniffed away something moist. ‘Your parents didn’t want you, but we took you in. And how do you thank us?’ Some white froth flew out and landed on the girl’s bare foot. ‘How do you thank me?’




  Hannah didn’t answer. What was the point? She just watched the frothy blob ooze down between her toes. The dormitory’s wooden floorboards were cold and hard. They creaked as Hannah tried to wipe the spit off with her other foot.




  Feeling as frail as a china doll, she searched the room for support but there was none; the other girls knew better than to challenge Sister Dominic’s authority by offering sympathy to her prey.




  Hannah was eleven years old and slighter than most of the girls. She wore a coarse fabric nightgown like the others, though Hannah’s had been pulled up to reveal her stick-like legs – whacking targets for the nun. Her eyes were heavy and she could feel her nose running onto her top lip.




  Shivering, she raised her head.




  ‘Don’t you dare!’ The nun struck the girl across her cheek and more phlegm splattered out.




  Hannah knew very well not to look directly into Sister Dominic’s eyes when she was in one of her rages, but she was confused. She’d been smacked many times and usually for nothing. But this was for something – something that had displeased the Sister more than what seemed reasonable. Even in her fear and pain, Hannah wanted an answer. What was it she’d said? What had so got under The Black Crow’s robes that she’d swooped into the dormitory and dragged Hannah out of bed by the hair?




  Most of the orphans had lived at Crucis Home For Girls for as long as they could remember, though a handful had known life outside, and sometimes Hannah thought it must be even harder for them. To help her get through the tasks and chores she often allowed herself to dream of a life beyond the high walls.




  She imagined waking up in the warmest, cosiest bed, with fluffy pillows and the softest eiderdown – and no clanging bells or screeching voices. She dreamed of delicious breakfasts, hot baths and gentle soap. Remembering things she’d heard from the other girls, Hannah often pictured a mum and dad reading her bedtime stories, trips to the park, protective big brothers and a little sister who she could dress up and put ribbons in her hair. She would gladly make a bargain, a deal. Anything to get away from this place. But who could grant her such a wish? Not God, that was for sure. He was not one to make bargains with. Every girl knew that. To Him, as to Sister Dominic, orphans were nothing.




  Hannah’s face burned. She would not look up again and she would not hope for any answers tonight. Sister Dominic was too cross. For now, she’d have to stand there and take whatever the nun had in store.




  * * *




  Though life was hard at Crucis, Hannah had always been a content little girl. Her earliest memories were mainly happy, especially from the time Sister Simon arrived. Sister Simon was Hannah’s best friend, though she’d been told never to call her that when anyone else was around.




  Sister Simon was different. She stood out from the others, not just because she was kinder, but she also wore different clothes. It was the first thing Hannah had noticed about her. Up until then nuns looked like huge black birds, with their long dark gowns. The only part left visible was the tiny slice of face surrounded by a tightly fitting white wimple. But Sister Simon wore a shorter white veil and no wimple. She didn’t wear the long black robes either; just a skirt and jumper. Hannah had never seen a nun’s hair until she met Sister Simon, and hers was long, glossy and the colour of sunshine. And instead of moth balls and damp she smelled of freshly cut flowers. With her clear blue eyes and wrinkle free skin she didn’t look much older than the oldest of the orphans.




  Not long after the new Sister had arrived, Hannah, who was then just six years of age, asked her why she wore such different clothes.




  ‘I’m what’s known as a postulant, Angel,’ she said.




  ‘A poss-too-lunt angel?’ Hannah beamed. ‘You’re an angel? I knew it, I knew it.’




  The Sister chuckled and hugged Hannah. ‘Oh you funny thing. I was calling you Angel. No, I’m a postulant, which means I am trying to discover whether I should be a nun.’




  ‘Oh.’ The moment of joy left Hannah as quickly as it had come, her shoulders now drooping like a wilting flower.




  ‘Now then,’ said the Sister. ‘Why the sad face?’




  Hannah looked at the floor. ‘So you might not become a nun? And if you don’t you’ll have to leave us.’




  Sister Simon knelt down and gently squeezed Hannah’s arms. ‘Don’t worry. Being a nun is all I’ve ever wanted.’ She smiled. ‘I don’t intend to leave.’ She brushed Hannah’s nose gently. ‘Anyway, I’ll be made a novice for a few years before I take my final vows, and I’ll still wear a white veil while I’m a novice.’ She stood up again.




  ‘And will you still wear these clothes Sister?’




  ‘Why, do you like them?’




  ‘Oh yes Sister.’ Hannah nodded. ‘I can see your face.’




  Sister Simon smiled, and Hannah thought she could easily have been an angel.




  The postulant nun leaned forward and, cradling the little girl’s cheeks, kissed the top of her head.




  ‘Go now, Angel, and join your friends. I’ll see you later.’




  Whenever Hannah was sad, she would fill her mind with happy thoughts of her favourite Sister. One in particular stood out. She was only eight at the time and, as she awoke to the angry clanging of the morning bell, felt a sensation that every girl feared. At first she prayed it was something else – dampness caused by the heat perhaps, or maybe another girl had spilled something on her during the night? But then the familiar smell hit her. Oh No!




  Terrified she crept out of bed hoping she could reach the washrooms without attracting too much attention, but the dark stains on her nightgown were too visible.




  One of the girls noticed and started a chant that soon spread around the dormitory. ‘Hannah, Hannah, ginger head. Hannah, Hannah’s pissed the bed.’




  Within minutes, the dormitory door flew open and Sister Dominic’s piercing shriek silenced the noise. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’




  After she’d forced one of the girls to explain she turned slowly towards Hannah, nose curled up. ‘Right, you little skunk. There’s only one way to cure this.’




  Hannah was left on her own, crying and standing in the corner with her wet sheets piled up in a smelly heap on top of her head. The girls had gone to morning mass. There she stood, eight years of age, shivering and sobbing and wishing to God she’d not been so disobedient as to wet the bed.




  Suddenly there were footsteps coming from outside, moving quickly, getting louder, coming closer, until...




  ‘Hannah!’ Sister Simon’s shocked face peered across the room. She rushed over, threw off the wet sheets and pulled the little girl into her arms, rocking her and whispering, ‘Shhhhh, it’s okay now.’ Tears of sadness and relief fell from Hannah’s eyes as she sobbed.




  Sister Simon then took her to the nuns’ own bathroom and washed her with her own sweetly scented soap, and Hannah could smell those familiar freshly cut flowers on herself. She had always remembered her favourite Sister’s kindness and her comforting words. It was just an accident. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. But she also remembered Sister Dominic glaring at Sister Simon in chapel the next morning, and afterwards the young sister following her superior like an obedient puppy.




  It was around that time that Hannah had started asking why? Not out of any mischief – just a growing interest in why things are, or are not, the way they are. And it wasn’t long before it started getting her into trouble. On one occasion she asked podgy Sister Matthew why the food the girls had to eat didn’t smell as nice as the Sisters’ meals.




  ‘Insolent little brat,’ shouted the nun, as she put both hands on the table and pushed herself up. ‘How dare you judge what we eat?’




  ‘But...but,’ said Hannah, shaking her head and backing away from the fast approaching mass of black fabric and wobbling fat.‘I wasn’t. Honest. Sister, I wasn’t.’




  It was too late. Hannah had to spend the next day’s meal times in the chapel praying for forgiveness and nursing a freshly boxed ear. But it didn’t stop Hannah’s questions. Some of the nuns gave up discussing things with her because they knew the conversations would never end. There would always be another why? Even some of the girls were tired of her. A few of them teased her, and said she needed to ask so many questions because she was dumb.




  As Hannah reached nine Sister Dominic began to find her inquisitiveness quite impossible, often resorting to smacking her but, as the nun said, she just couldn’t seem to drive the questioning devil out of the little worm.







  



  Chapter Four




  De Stooterplas Island, 1981




  It was Eric’s first sight of this stretch of road for over two decades, and he remembered it as if his last visit had been yesterday. As a protected ‘area of outstanding beauty’ it was largely unchanged, apart from a few new restaurants along the main road to the island.




  The Van Kroot residence was situated on the outskirts, just north of Amsterdam, close to a green park known as Het Twiske. It was a fenced off estate, the grounds of which took in most of what was essentially a small island jutting out into De Stooterplas Lake.




  The taxi dropped him at the gates and the driver agreed to return in two hours.




  ‘Thanks,’ said Eric. ‘If I’m done before that I’ll wait here for you.’




  As the taxi drove away, Eric turned to face the mansion at the end of the long drive. His stomach churned. He then strolled over to the left side of the gates where the intercom system was fixed to a chest-high metal post. He leaned over and pressed the button. High above him a pair of seagulls squawked.




  ‘Van Kroot residence, how can I help?’ said the voice over the intercom.




  ‘Er,’ said Eric, suddenly aware of how real it was, ‘I have a meeting with Mr Peter Van Kroot for 10.30am.’




  ‘Mr Van Kroot usually sees people at his office in the city.’




  ‘He agreed to see me here. It’s not a business meeting.’




  ‘Very well,’ said the voice. ‘Your name please?’




  ‘Um...Wim Gossel. I have a message for him from his brother.’




  As Eric waited at the intercom he took out his cigarettes, lit one up and inhaled deeply. He closed his eyes to release the calming smoke. Was this a crazy idea or what? How was Peter going to react? An image of him came into Eric’s mind, as he was the day he last saw him. Like a bull, snorting and spitting rage.




  The voice caused him to jump. ‘Mr Van Kroot will see you now Mr Gossel.’ Then the gates clicked, jerked slightly and began opening.




  Eric paced up the long drive and, as he gradually approached his brother’s huge home, his mind wandered back to another time, when their father was still alive. It was a bright spring day and the young Van Kroot boys were playing hide and seek in the vast island garden. Eric was out of sight behind the shed that housed the swimming pool heating system, but chubby Peter was coming closer. Eric crouched low and tried to make himself as invisible as possible, pulling a sack of freshly mown grass over himself.




  Peter shouted, ‘Come on weasel, where are you?’




  Eric was determined not to be found, remaining silent and completely hidden. After a while Peter started showing signs of impatience. ‘Okay, I give up, where are you?’




  A victorious Eric, winner of the game, stood up waving his arms. ‘Over here.’ Peter stormed over. Big brother Peter. Bullying brother Peter. Older brother Peter now calling Eric cheat for hiding where he had.




  Eric’s memory played back the finale of that game as he remembered himself limping back to the house in tears, blood trickling from his nose where his brother had punched him.




  He blinked, shook his head and looked up. He’d reached the front door and, seconds later, it opened. A tall blond man, who Eric supposed was his brother’s personal assistant, stood in the doorway. His expression was icy and he had the remains of a black bruise under his left eye.




  ‘Follow me,’ he said, and Eric stepped into the house in which he’d grown up.




  They crossed a familiar hall to a closed door on the other side and Eric noticed that the same family oil portraits still hung at equal intervals along the wall. The personal assistant knocked once and entered, closing the door behind him. After a few moments he re-opened the door and beckoned Eric in. The large room was just as he remembered – polished oak floor, mauve velvet curtains, bay window and, in front of it, a huge oak desk, behind which sat Peter Van Kroot.







  



  Chapter Five




  South Wales, 1970




  ‘All stand.’ The voice was frail, breathless and belonged to a man.




  Apart from the occasional delivery boy who might be spotted loitering near the gates, or the rare visits of a father dropping off a new orphan, Father Francis was the only male they ever saw. And those two English words always marked the beginning of mass. The rest was in Latin.




  Hannah liked the chapel. It didn’t have the stale damp smell of the dormitory, or the dustiness of the study-rooms. The chapel’s scent was always sweet. Even though Father Francis only swung his smoky censer on Sundays, it lingered there throughout the week.




  And it was crammed full of interesting things to look at. Unlike the drab walls of the corridors and classrooms, the chapel was lit up by brightly coloured glass, telling stories from the Bible and history. Behind the altar stood six huge brass candlesticks, all polished and shining, and behind them was a painting that always captured Hannah’s imagination. It was in three parts, the central section depicting the crucified Christ, blood gushing from the wounds on his head, hands and feet. But it was the side panels that intrigued her the most. The one to the left showed the disciples with Jesus at a table, one of them – a red-haired man – dipping something into a bowl, and the one to the right depicted the same man swinging from the branch of a tree by his neck, a pile of coins scattered on the ground beneath him. Whenever she asked about it, she was told not to think about him but focus, rather, on Our Lord who bled and died for us all.




  Mass itself was a nonsense to Hannah, who had approached the moment of her first communion with growing dread. A nun’s shrill voice still rang in her head. It’s a miracle. The bread turns into the very flesh of Christ himself. But you’d better be careful my dears. Sinful girls fall to the floor, dead.




  Yet there were no deaths on that day, nor any visible miracles. Even after the magic words had been spoken by the priest, it was still nothing more than a tasteless wafer.




  But at least the daily mass was an escape from the nuns and their chores. It was also the time of day when her questions bombarded her the most. Why did Father Francis talk in that strange language? Why did the girls have to tell him private things through a little window? Why was the friendly Jesus that he talked about so different to the strict Jesus of the nuns?




  She could remember all the stories the priest told. Her very favourite was the one about the boy who ran away from home and spent all his father’s money on himself and his new friends. And who, when he’d run out of it and lost all his friends, went home to face his father. Hannah’s favourite part of the story was when the father threw his arms around his son to welcome him home. Why weren’t the nuns like that? Would Sister Simon become like the rest of them?




  Sometimes her imagination took her even further. One day she would find her mother and father, and they would welcome her home like the little boy in Jesus’s story. Of that she was certain.




  Hannah knew nothing of her parents. She didn’t know her family name. She’d arrived at the orphanage without even a first name. It was the nuns who’d decided on Hannah, but some of them referred to her simply as Number Fourteen. And there was the other name, the one that Sister Dominic sometimes used for her, Maggie, but she never understood why. The nun had used that name as Hannah was dragged out of her bed a few evenings before, and she still had no idea what she’d done wrong. All she knew was that she’d offended the Sister so much that neither of them had had any sleep that night. I’ll teach you, Maggie. Hannah’s daydreaming never stopped. Her mind fluttered constantly from one scene to another. The nun’s voice was etched into her head. Think you know better than me do you? Think you’re clever? How dare you mention his name in my lessons. How dare you?




  Hannah tried desperately to recall the incident. Why was it so bad? She remembered Sister Dominic droning on and on about the all-embracing mercy and forgiveness of God, which had triggered a series of questions.




  ‘So Sister, is there anything that God cannot forgive?’




  ‘Impertinent child. Are you trying to trick me?’ The nun’s eyes flared as she folded her black-sleeved arms.




  ‘No,’ said Hannah. ‘I just want to know how wide God’s arms are.’




  ‘Foolish girl. God doesn’t have arms.’




  ‘But, please Sister, don’t Catholics believe Jesus is God? Because he has arms.’




  Sniggers rippled around the classroom.




  ‘Don’t play games with me girl!’ The nun unleashed her hands and clapped them together as if swatting an imaginary fly.




  ‘I’m not Sister.’ Hannah felt on the verge of tears. ‘I promise. I’m just trying to understand. I want to learn. Please.’




  Sister Dominic sat down. ‘Very well. Let me try to answer.’ She looked up at the crucifix on the wall, gazing at it briefly before focusing on Hannah again. ‘Yes child. Catholics do indeed see Jesus as the Second Person of the Blessed Trinity and therefore as God in human form.’


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.jpg
ROUNDFIRE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





