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Praise for Absinthe

Winner of the Hercule Poirot Award

“Tense, up-to-date Euro-political intrigue, topped off with that rarest of gems: a satisfying finale.”

—Three-time Emmy-award-winning writer Jim Houghton

“The genre doesn’t get any better than this. Absinthe is intoxicating.”

—John Enright, author of the Jungle Beat Mystery series

“This book could not be more timely. A riveting read in which the Russians support ultra-right-wing politicians and undermine democracy—much more fun than the newspapers and no less scary. Most enjoyable.”

—Theodore Riccardi, professor emeritus, Columbia University, and the author of The Oriental Casebook of Sherlock Holmes

“In Absinthe, Guido Eekhaut has masterfully produced a gripping political thriller. Readers could not ask for more: a clever, if slightly tarnished, detective; shadowy assassins; shady Russian financiers; and a controversial missing list of names. And all set in Amsterdam in all of its glory and darkness. It adds up to a mystery tour-de-force that is impossible to put down once you dive in.”

—Allan Levine, award-winning author of the Sam Klein series

“In his latest novel … Guido Eekhaut writes about today’s clear and present danger facing Western democracies emanating from the mixture of dirty politicians and organized crime. This is a work of fiction but all too realistic. Indeed, the new threats to Western democracies no longer come from ICBMs but rather from crooked bankers and business men in fancy suits. The West may have won the Cold War but the threats are finding their way into the very temples of capitalism, the banks.”

—Claude Salhani, author of Inauguration Day

“Eekhaut’s award-winning novel, pitting a small force of Belgian and Dutch detectives against the might of Russia’s criminal oligarchs and far-right-wing politicians, is a tour de force in Europe’s dark literature. Convincing, gripping and utterly realistic, Eekhaut populates his book with characters and situations which will stay with you long after you’ve finished.”

—Alan Gold, author of the internationally successful The Jericho Files and the bestseller The Lost Testament

“A Belgian detective worthy to follow in the footsteps of Poirot! Political intrigue, an atmospheric venue, and rollicking action from beginning to end!”

—Paul J. Heald, author of Death in Eden and Cotton

“A subtle, engaging, and very timely thriller.”

—Michael Marshall Smith, author of The Intruders

“The surprise of this spring. It is original and shows considerable stylistic skills.”

—De Standaard

“Intelligent and exciting.”

—Crime Zone

“Eekhaut presents us with lifelike characters, not heroes in the hard-boiled tradition, but human detectives plagued by doubt.”

—Knack
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Prologue

PARNOW DIDN’T SPEAK DUTCH. He didn’t have to. He had no need of that bizarre, guttural language. Nor did he speak much English, apart from a few basic phrases and a limited vocabulary. He knew just enough to get by in daily life and do a few things. Even then, he didn’t have much use for it. The handgun with the big black silencer sufficed to show people he meant business. Why go through all the trouble of learning a foreign language when all you needed were some universal gestures that everyone understood? There was no need at all for words and interpreters and such. In his business, people were fast enough on the uptake.

A gun pressed against your head, for instance. That tells you more than enough about the intentions of the one holding the gun. He’s clearly not here for fun and games. He wants you to cooperate. Especially because the gun has that nasty silencer. People everywhere watch movies and television and know what a silencer is for. It tells them: you are about to get wasted, and nobody will notice. Not a soul will care.

The young man at the other end of the barrel seemed to know a lot about guns and silencers and universal symbols. His face was contorted with fear. His hands were shaking. He was living his final minutes. Parnow had only one real concern: that the guy was going to pee in his pants. That did occasionally happen to people who were confronted with their last moment on earth. It would be annoying because Parnow would have to endure the stench after the guy was dead.

The young man didn’t wet his pants, but he seemed close. The universal symbol was clear and well understood, the message was received. His life was about to end. Maybe he could avert that by providing answers. The right answers, the ones Parnow expected. That was the message of the gun. “Van Boer,” Parnow said. “Where is Van Boer?”

He was at the right address. Someone had slipped him a piece of paper with a name, address, and brief directions for how to find the place. Everything checked out, except that this young man wasn’t Van Boer. He knew that at once because this kid was black. Well, not really black, but Surinamese or something, Moroccan maybe, although Parnow was a bit vague about the difference.

It didn’t matter. Van Boer wasn’t supposed to be black. The picture he’d been given of Van Boer wasn’t very sharp, but this certainly was not him. So Van Boer had given out a false address. Parnow had crossed a considerable part of Amsterdam on his way to the wrong place. He didn’t like that. He was pissed off, because Amsterdam wasn’t the kind of city that he enjoyed wandering around. Too many insolent kids and too many fat tourists. He didn’t enjoy this at all. So he pushed the gun a bit harder against the black kid’s skull. It might make a dent. He didn’t give a shit because the kid wouldn’t live long.

“He doesn’t live here,” the kid said in English, with some difficulty, mostly because it’s not easy to talk with a gun to your head. And a silencer attached to the gun. And the end of your short life in sight.

“Where?” Parnow hated this sort of conversation. Surely the situation must have been clear as far as the kid was concerned. He, Parnow, was looking for a man named Van Boer. So he wanted to know where the man lived. Why wouldn’t the black kid cooperate? Would be easier all around. How difficult could it be? Van Boer lives on so-and-so street. Easy as pie.

“On Leidsestraat, eighty-four, one flight up,” the kid said.

Parnow growled. He let go of the kid, who tumbled to the floor. “Paper,” Parnow said. “Write.” He hadn’t completely understood what the kid said—he needed the address written down. He didn’t know his way around Amsterdam either; he didn’t know which street the kid meant.

The young man got up, averted his eyes, grabbed a sheet of paper and a pencil, and wrote two lines. Parnow snatched the paper from his hands. “Liedsestrait,” he said.

“Leidsestraat,” the kid corrected him. As if anybody fucking cared how the name was pronounced. Telling him how the street was called. Fucking wiseass nigger. “It’s not far from here.”

“Oh,” Parnow said. Playing tour guide now as well. Telling him what to do. Not far from here. He raised the gun and shot the kid between the eyes. Parts of his skull and brain splattered the wall behind him. Parnow stepped back and left the apartment. Chaos, the stench of heroin, the stench of sweat, and now the stench of death as well. Amsterdam! A corrupt and decadent metropolis. Thick with black people and people not capable of holding down a decent job.

He removed the warm silencer from the gun and stuffed both in his small black backpack. Moments later, after consulting a map, he was on his way to Leidsestraat. Nobody took notice of him. He had dragged the kid from his bed after kicking in his door. It had been easy so far, but frustrating nevertheless. The wrong address. They had given him the wrong address. He glanced at his watch. Half past eight. With some luck, he would find the real Van Boer in his bed as well. That would be fun.

“And what do you plan to do with it?”

Eileen Calster lay on the unmade bed, wearing only a pair of panties. Pink panties, not her best. Under other circumstances, Pieter would have made some remark about them and about her not being properly dressed yet, despite the hour. She couldn’t care less. What did it matter that she was still in bed? She had other things on her mind. Such as Pieter’s insane plan.

A plan that wouldn’t stand a chance in the real world. That much she knew. He was determined to go through with it anyway, now that he had his hands on that famous list. The list of contributors to the Partij Dierbaar Nederland, the PDN. Who invented these party names anyway? Beloved Netherlands Party? You’ve gotta be kidding. Anyway, this was a list of private citizens who had donated money to Van Tillo’s party, including the amounts contributed. Every ambitious CEO of a midsize company in the country who favored the right-wing politics of Van Tillo. Pieter had stolen the list the previous night from the carelessly guarded party headquarters. Politically speaking, the Netherlands would be in turmoil if this list appeared in the press. Too many big names, people who wouldn’t want to be associated with this party.

Pieter was far from happy about it. He was worried that his coup of grabbing the list had brought with it a heavy burden, which was indeed the case. He hadn’t counted on that. And so he had done nothing with the list yet.

“If they catch you with those documents, you’ll go to prison.” Not the first time she’d told him that, but he wasn’t impressed and hadn’t been in the past. She knew how stubborn he was. He was convinced that his sense of justice gave him a license to do as he pleased and made him invulnerable to boot.

“It had to be done,” he said. He’d been saying that all day yesterday, trying to convince her, but in vain. “We have to show the world how the PDN practices politics. Where they get their money from. The kind of people who finance them. We all know how important this is.”

She stretched slowly in the warm bed. When she first met him, she’d admired his drive. He had been a sort of hero to her. Now she understood he was just plain stubborn, which made him ignore the dangers involved. He was driven by his desire to pursue his ideals, nothing else.

“And you’re willing to run such risks? What about the police and the press? Why don’t they play their part? They should be intervening if something illegal has happened.”

He shrugged. He shrugged more often than before. It wasn’t nonchalance—merely a sign he didn’t intend to share his motives with her.

She got up and stood at the window. In the street, a pedicab, a cobbled-together vehicle that even tourists sneered at, rolled by. She wanted a cigarette, but Pieter didn’t allow smoking in the apartment. Of course, she often ignored him. She’d learned to do her own thing even when Pieter was around. Later she’d go down to the pub, but she wanted to freshen up first. And eat something.

“I have to give all that some very careful thought, Eileen,” he said. “I’m not going to flaunt this list in the streets. And do put some clothes on. The whole neighborhood is watching.”

“Goddamn, Pieter, this is Amsterdam. Not that provincial shithole you were born in. People see more tits in this street than you probably will in your whole life. Grow up! You’re thirty. What are you going to do now you have that list?”

Why was she angry with him? She too came from some shithole, far from the big city. At least he’d grown up in a modern provincial town.

He tried to do something about his hair. Needed a cut, surely, but no time for that. He hadn’t slept well last night. He’d been worried, had made plans, had been making plans for the past twenty-four hours. He still didn’t see a way out. “There’s really no hurry, Eileen. They’re not going to miss the list all of a sudden. Their offices are a mess. I can talk to a journalist, but I’ll have to figure out who. Most of the newspapers just go along with those right-wingers. So I have to choose wisely. I need a journalist with integrity. One who also works for the major dailies.”

“Why not do it sooner? Today, even. Or go to the police. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Nothing concerning the list is illegal. All of it is pretty much within the law. The police won’t do anything with it, but the press might. Public opinion is very sensitive about these matters. Money and politics combined, that’s very suspect for most people. Getting this list published in the right newspaper may do a lot of damage to certain people. But I want to be careful as to whom to approach. This is dynamite. Is that so hard to understand?”

“You’ve been working on this for over a year. Why didn’t you go public earlier? You’re impossible, Pieter! You’re naïve. You’re the most disorganized conspirator I know.” She didn’t know any other conspirators, but that didn’t matter. He was simply out of his depth.

“Just leave me alone, Eileen!”

She shrugged. Pieter was an idealist. And to her, idealists were the most dangerous kind of people. Guided by inspired ideas but not practical. Rarely focused on lasting results. That’s how Pieter was. A year ago, he’d managed to infiltrate the headquarters of the Partij Dierbaar Nederland. For a year, he had worked there without them suspecting anything. Right-wing nationalists of the worst sort, he called them. They seemed respectable, but they were only that on the outside. A party for middle-class xenophobes. A party for anyone who wanted a “livable Holland.” Not overtly racist, not overtly fascist, but they did appeal to the most narrow-minded prejudices in society while keeping their extremist views behind closed doors. The Netherlands for the Dutch only. For the white-skinned Dutch. Those sorts of ideas. And it seemed to work well for them. They’d been successful in recent elections, a couple of seats in the upper and lower chambers, two ministerial portfolios in a previous government, but now in the opposition.

“Organizations like these can’t raise enough money on donations from ordinary members alone,” Pieter had told her. He followed the left-wing papers and bloggers with great interest. Sometimes he even wrote for them. “They wouldn’t get very far on that sort of money. Much more is coming in from the business community. From the midsize companies. The self-inflated populist right-wing elite of hardworking Holland.”

And Pieter had resolved to prove his theory.

Now he had evidence he needed. It had taken him the better part of a year.

“Well,” Eileen said, turning her slender back toward the street, “I hope you don’t leave that list lying around here too long. I don’t feel safe, if you want my view. Which, I’m sure, you don’t.” She went in search of a sweater. The outside air was crisp.

“They’re not going to send a gang of thugs after me, Eileen,” Pieter said. “They don’t even know where to find me. I made sure of that.”

“These people creep me out.”

“They want to protect the Netherlands, sweetie. Against all that is sinister and dark and alien in the big, bad world outside. At least that’s what they claim, and a lot of people are willing to believe their rhetoric. The same people who want to give up their freedom in order to feel more secure. It just shows how uncritical they are.”

“This sweetie doesn’t need that sort of protection. This sweetie is tired of oppressive, patronizing ideas. Have you taken a good look at Hendrika Van Tillo yet?”

“I see her almost every day.”

“Lucky you. I certainly don’t need that woman’s protection.”

“Neither do I. But a lot of Dutch think they do. The ones who are afraid.”

“What should they be afraid of? Islam? Terrorists? People with skin darker than their own? What’s the sense in that? Van Tillo is only good at peddling fear. The only thing she’s good at.”

“I couldn’t have said it better, sweetie. That’s why I’m doing this.”

“Oh,” she replied, wanting to tease him now. “And as a reward for your courage, I should pop off to the store so your eminence can have his tea with milk. And maybe your eminence would require a baguette and some Boursin cheese too? Buttermilk, croissants, fresh-squeezed juice? A full English breakfast in bed?”

“That would be a nice start,” Pieter said. It sounded as if he expected more from her than breakfast. Not that he had anything to complain about regarding Eileen or the attention he got from her. He was usually the one neglecting her.

She glanced at her body in the mirror. Too skinny, no doubt. Some boys liked that. Boys like Pieter. Boys? Pieter was thirty. He was almost ten years her senior. He still had his boyish looks, just as she liked, but his age had begun to show. A few wrinkles, some gray hairs.

He possessed a careless sort of charm she’d grown fond of. That, and the improbably chaotic way he dealt with the rest of the world—his brilliant but often too focused mind, which made it difficult for him to bring complex projects to a successful close.

But what did he see in her? She wasn’t sure. A lot of things he didn’t share with her. He loved her, she was sure of that, but in what way? She knew so little about his life. He never mentioned previous relations. He never spoke about his past. He only looked forward. Sharing a life with her, that much he had promised. And that seemed enough for her, at least for right now. So why ask difficult questions?

She looked at her cheap Swatch. Almost nine. She had classes soon. Oh, well, she could skip them. She skipped classes more often recently. Anthropology. Who liked anthropology?

She didn’t, for sure.

But she had to study. Prepare for her exams. Her parents supported her financially, assuming their daughter would get a diploma. On what Pieter earned, they could barely afford this apartment. Her parents didn’t know they lived together. They assumed she had a student room in Amsterdam, which was what they paid for. They assumed their virtuous daughter had her head in books all the time.

But now Pieter was out of a job. He had pulled that stunt, as he said he would do. Stealing that infamous list from the offices of the politician he worked for. How foolish could you get? He could make money out of selling the list to a newspaper, but he didn’t intend to. He wasn’t going to get money for it. He was an idealist. Someone would have to pay the rent, but who? Not Pieter, who couldn’t even get public benefits of any sort now. Should she consider a part-time job?

She shrugged, glancing at her ass in the mirror in those panties as she pulled on jeans.

“I’ll be back, you spoiled brat,” she said.

Pieter, under the covers, didn’t respond.

She went out, in sneakers without socks. It was chilly outside but dry.

She didn’t notice the man watching their building from the doorway on the other side of the street.

He focused on Eileen for a moment and then looked up at the windows of the apartment. He had seen Eileen through the window. He’d seen her without her T-shirt. Decadent world. Skinny girls, just like in Moscow or Chechnya. Girls with bad habits. Not eating, just shooting up and snorting. He knew that sort of girl well. Would do anything for cash. He knew where they got their money. Pieter Van Boer. A pimp.

No mercy, then. A pimp and a thief. He knew the appropriate punishment for that sort of person, and he enjoyed the privilege of doling out the punishment. He didn’t even have to invoke God. He had a contract with a more earthly power. That was enough.

A last look at the girl. Long legs and a firm little ass. He didn’t know how long she would be away, but it didn’t matter much. What he needed to do would take him only a few moments.

He crossed the street and pushed open the door of the building. He’d noticed that the front door did not latch. Careless people!

He walked up the stairs. At Van Boer’s apartment, he paused for a moment. No name, no bell. He knocked on the door.

He heard a muffled voice from inside. “Eileen? Is that you?”

Parnow, though he didn’t understand the Dutch, could still tell by the tone of the young man’s voice that he wasn’t on his guard. He pushed the door. It opened easily enough. He stepped inside, the gun with the silencer in his right hand. The black backpack in his left. He let the bag slip slowly from his hand until it rested by the door.

There seemed to be nobody.

Then he noticed the outline of Van Boer under the bed sheets.

“You brought croissants?” the muffled voice asked.

“Pieter Van Boer?” Parnow asked. He made no effort to pronounce the name correctly. After all, this was no social call.

The sheets were jerked back. The confused and startled face of Van Boer appeared. This was definitely the kid from the photo. Parnow was now sure of his victim.

“Who are you?” Pieter asked, in Dutch.

“Where is the list?” Parnow asked, in English.

The young man’s gaze wandered to his left for a brief but significant moment. Parnow looked in the same direction. A small, rickety desk with letters, papers, pencils, a laptop, and an antique desk lamp.

Yeah, that’s where the list would be.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Pieter said.

Parnow raised the gun.

Pieter attempted to get up while holding his hands in front of his face.

Funny, Parnow thought, how they all assume they can stop a 9mm bullet with their hands or arms. As if they’re Superman or whatever. He knew about Superman from the movies. Superman could fend off bullets and even heavier projectiles with so much ease. Typical American bullshit.

Well, Pieter Van Boer couldn’t, obviously. No way. He wasn’t Superman.

Parnow pulled the trigger twice.

The weapon made a coughing sound. As if someone in the room had a cold. Van Boer’s body fell back. His blood covered the wall in a fan-like pattern.

Parnow lowered the gun. He stepped toward the desk. Pushed pencils and letters aside. A cardboard file. A list of names and amounts. Exactly as he had been told. He folded the file and tucked it into his jacket. Noticed the laptop. Maybe he should take that as well. Maybe his clients would be interested in whatever information it contained. And wasn’t there a smartphone around as well?

A subdued cry and a dull thud sounded behind him. He turned.

The girl stood halfway in the room. She had dropped the baker’s bag when she saw Van Boer’s body. She held both hands in front of her mouth. A paragon of shocked horror.

Parnow stepped toward her. Two steps. The apartment wasn’t large. He swung the gun upward again, the barrel facing her.

She had seen him. She didn’t step back. She didn’t panic. He would have to admit he hadn’t expected that. A brave, thin, spindly, startled girl who understood right away the situation as it presented itself to her. Understood the danger she was in. He had known brave girls like her in Russia. And in Ukraine. He had met them in Moscow when he settled scores with dealers. He had seen them under all circumstances. They were the kind of girls that happened to live somewhat longer than the others. Not much, but long enough to enjoy a decent stretch in life.

The girl kicked him in the groin.

Which he hadn’t expected at all.

The blow hit him hard. He doubled over.

She whacked him on the cheek with her hard, closed fist.

It hurt, but he also felt shame for not anticipating her reaction. Not being ready for it. He had become old and slow. He couldn’t even handle a young girl anymore.

She wanted to hit him again, but she had lost the advantage of surprise. He rammed his fist into her ribs but lost his balance. His jacket fell open and the file fell out.

She kicked him again, rather ineffectively, grabbed the file, and managed to flee the apartment.

In the time it took him to recover and get up again, neither his body nor his honor intact, she was gone. Worse yet, she had disappeared with the list.

He limped to the window. Leaned out. She was running on the other side of the street. He hobbled downstairs, taking the backpack with him. He slid the gun into the backpack. By the time he reached street level, she’d disappeared. He ran in the direction he’d seen her last. But he couldn’t spot her anywhere. She knew the city better than he did. He could search up and down streets, but it’d be pointless. He wouldn’t find her. At least not today.

He kicked a wall. He wanted to blow off more steam but that would be too conspicuous. So he zippered the backpack with the gun inside, swung it onto his shoulder, and went back the way he had come.


A MONDAY IN SEPTEMBER

Amsterdam


1

“HE’S A TRULY INSUFFERABLE man who only wants to impose his own opinion and isn’t going to listen to what other members of the team have to contribute. He ignores his superiors as much as he ignores their orders. He doesn’t take them seriously. All this leads to conflicts. His methods are unconventional at best and border on illegal at times. And his opinion of women, well, I won’t go into that topic.”

This was what Superintendent Teunis had said only a few weeks earlier about Chief Inspector Walter Eekhaut. Or words to that effect. Excepting Teunis herself and the man sitting on the other side of her desk at the time, there had been no witnesses who could, at any later point, repeat exactly what had been stated.

“I assume,” the man had said, “that you’d rather get rid of Chief Inspector Eekhaut?”

“And I assume,” Teunis had replied, “that I was clear enough on the subject.”

The man smirked. He had a name, but it wasn’t relevant, because he worked for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and was high enough up the official ladder to exert influence on the Superintendent of the Brussels Federal Police. “It seems, in a certain way, that he’s best suited for the mission we have in mind.”

“You’ve been very vague concerning that mission,” Teunis said.

“I have, because this is a delicate assignment. So delicate and at the same time so—how should I put it—so absolutely meaningless, that we want to entrust it to someone outside of our own circle.”

“Yes, I understand.”

“You do. All this concerns the growing influence of Russian financiers in our banking sector. By our, of course, I don’t mean those puny banks this kingdom still has left, my dear. What I’m referring to are the really large players in the Benelux market, specifically Fabna Bank.”

“Oh,” Teunis said, sliding her ballpoint across the surface of her desk, tracing the chaotic pathways of international banking politics.

“Precisely. Our Dutch colleagues of the AIVD, the General Intelligence and Security Service, are the ones who set this whole … affair in motion. Interventions of this sort are nothing new, as you probably know. Arab and Japanese companies already own large portions of Western European and American corporations. But that’s legitimate financing. White money, as you might say. The Russians, however … well, let’s say there’s much reason for concern. Deep concern. Matters didn’t usually get out of hand in the past, but that’s changed. You saw the papers. We learned that one single financier in particular is about to acquire around five percent of Fabna. And he’s coming to Amsterdam soon. The AIVD wants to keep an eye on him and the whole operation. They’re asking for our assistance since Fabna is a Dutch-Belgian company. And they’re playing the whole thing by the book. I’m sure you understand why.”

“So they need a specialist. But then we’re not talking about Eekhaut. He’s not a financial specialist in any respect.”

“True. And he has a number of deplorable professional habits. But nevertheless, he has a solid reputation as an investigator. At the same time—and I’m counting on your discretion here because I shouldn’t be telling you this—we’re not really that much interested in this affair. Finance has a heart attack whenever the Russians start flaunting their money, but the minister has other worries. So he doesn’t really want to play ball with the Dutch.”

“Which minister? Who has authority here?”

“There’s the hitch. All the ministers who control part of the dossier are passing responsibility from one to the other. They don’t want to be bothered with it. That’s why mine has finally decided on a symbolic solution.”

“In the shape of a recalcitrant senior detective—?”

“Who isn’t even an expert, but who can’t do much harm either, and of whom we don’t mind ridding ourselves.”

“I see,” Teunis said. “Well, that suits me just fine, as you probably expected.”

“I’m glad we’re on the same page,” the man said.

And so Chief Inspector Eekhaut found himself on a train from Brussels to Amsterdam, with an economy-class ticket, on a Monday morning in September. He had been looking at the passing landscape, although he had a book on the little table by the window. He hadn’t read a page yet. The train had just passed Roosendaal, and the landscape—the Netherlands now and no longer Belgium—became even more flat and wet. It had stopped raining for a while, but it had been raining for three straight days. Ditches and streams were swollen. The Netherlands. Laboriously reclaimed from the water. But for how much longer? If the ocean levels were really on the rise, all of this might soon become sea again, and the Dutch would be in trouble.

They should have built their dikes a bit higher, Eekhaut thought. That’s what they’re good at—building dikes. Soon they’ll live on an inverted island.

He observed the low-hanging clouds. There would be more rain soon.

His mood hadn’t improved since early this morning. He had taken the seven o’clock train from Leuven. As usual, he had been early. He had a cup of coffee in the station refreshment room along with a collection of temporarily stranded travelers: an old man with a new suitcase and a second cup of coffee, a few cigarette-smoking laborers, two unattractive women on their way to work in Brussels, a good-looking brunette who was reading an Olivia Goldsmith paperback while puffing at her first cigarette of the day.

In Mechelen, he transferred to the intercity train. Ugliest station in a country that excelled in ugly stations. Then directly toward Amsterdam. In the distance, the horizon was the color of old lead. His luggage had been sent ahead. Expenses were paid by the government, as were his train ticket and the apartment where he was to stay for the duration. They were obviously very pleased to get rid of him. To send him packing to Holland. To the unsuspecting Dutch. So be it.

Teunis had had a few things to say to him about the way he’d behaved while under her command. He wasn’t surprised. He knew what she thought of him. No love lost between them. Well, he had himself partially to blame for that. He had never cared much about his image. He wouldn’t even contradict the rumors that were circulating about him. “You have issues with female superiors,” she told him. “No,” he’d replied, “I have issues with authority, and hence with all superiors.” After that, the conversation had been difficult.

His problem with authority kept showing up in his annual evaluations, too.

A few people had come to say goodbye. Older colleagues he’d worked with and who knew that his methods yielded results. The stubborn ones, who swore by old-school policing. The dying breed. But Teunis had told them, “The federal police are better off without people like Chief Inspector Eekhaut. Today, there is no room anymore for his kind of improvisation. For the past two decades, we’ve been introducing and using scientific methods for solving crimes. Eekhaut has never grasped that.”

And so on.

He was aware of the story. He knew every word of it. Tone and content hadn’t changed during recent years.

He had discussed these methods at length with Teunis—whose first name was probably Isolde or something like that. About the failure of those scientific methods of which she spoke so highly. Neither of them had changed their point of view. In the end, she had simply arranged for his transfer. Transfer. It sounded ugly, a punishment. And that was what it really was, a punishment. To the Bureau of International Crime and Extremist Organizations, part of the AIVD in Amsterdam. The Bureau was engaged in combating extremist groups and serious border-crossing crime within a European framework. And it appeared he got the job because he was fluent in both English and French. Because not a single Francophone colleague on the force could be bothered to learn Dutch or English.

And, of course, this was the most distant place they could send him. His assignment was clearly defined, Teunis explained: he was to assist the Dutch with the investigation into Adam Keretsky, the infamous Russian financier. The new future major shareholder of Fabna.

She hadn’t even bothered to ask him whether he would accept the job voluntarily. As far as she was concerned, the question was irrelevant.

Her first name had to be Isolde—though no one, no one at all, seemed to know what her name actually was. A superintendent wasn’t expected to have a first name.

The train moved gracefully through the peaceful green landscape, like an electric ghost. The messy architecture of Flanders had given way to the slightly too tidy architecture of the Netherlands, where it seemed the freedom of families was constricted by obsessively erected walls.

Three foreign students, of various origins, seemed to be having a noisy argument in English, the lingua franca of European intellectuals, about the meaning of intelligent design. One of them had a new Sony laptop with him.

Eekhaut had no affinity for the Netherlands.

The question was, however, if he had ever had any affinity for his own country.

What else had Teunis said about him? The same remarks he had read in his evaluations for years. Insufficiently results-oriented. Exceptionally weak in his administrative skills. Poor communication with superiors. Too little respect for them, as well.

Respect!

He had no, absolutely no respect for the kind of hierarchy that Teunis represented.

The train made a slight turn and passed through a small town whose apartment buildings denoted modest prosperity and an orderly lifestyle. An orderly country, with clear rules for everybody. He knew Amsterdam would be different. He had been there a couple of times as a tourist. An anarchic city. A very un-Dutch city. A city very unfriendly toward anyone over twenty and, at the same time, stimulating enough for anyone over fifty.

Not that he was stimulated by his new assignment.

He let his gaze wander to the book in front of him. Nabokov, Look at the Harlequins! The last book the author wrote. A bizarre pseudo-memoir. He felt as though the title were about him. A harlequin. Someone who had spent thirty years wearing the mask of a police officer, a civil servant, and who could no longer pretend that mask made any sense. He had been a police officer because he believed in justice. These days, police officers—especially at his level—were recruited from the ranks of young academics who weighed the career opportunities of such a proposition.

The train slowed down. Eekhaut looked at his watch. A little after ten. He had spent three hours on the train. Better than three hours in a car. Nevertheless, it had been a senseless waste of time. Passengers got up, gathering their bags and other items. The students were already on their way to the end of the carriage. Eekhaut grabbed his bag from the luggage rack and put the book away. He hoped his clothes and other possessions had been delivered to his apartment.

The train came to a halt and the doors opened. Everyone got out. Air, different from that of Brussels, greeted him. The station was crowded. People were hurrying toward their trains in the underground passageway that led him to the station’s exit. Outside, the sun was shining, although the air remained pleasantly cool.

He slung the bag over his shoulder, searched his jacket pocket, and found a folded sheet of paper. Addresses: his apartment, the office of the AIVD, and a name. Dewaal. His contact with AIVD. The night before, he had studied the map of Amsterdam with the tram routes and a colorful, tourist-oriented guide to the city. His apartment was situated in Utrechtsestraat, right by Frederiksplein, on Tramline 4. Wouldn’t be difficult to find.

He looked around. The station building was scaffolded to a perilous degree. Noisy work was in progress, railings and metal frames all around him. They meant serious business here, he thought. Then, to his left, he saw the tram stop.
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“IT’S GONE?” HENDRIKA VAN Tillo said, hands on her hips, glaring at the somewhat less than imposing Kees Vanheul, her long-suffering secretary. He was much more to her than just a secretary, especially on an organizational and ideological level, if the press were to be believed—or at least that part of the press that had no sympathy for Van Tillo, her party, or her world view. The communist press, as she referred to it without much deference to historical accuracy. So different from the tabloids, with which she tried to remain on good terms because many people read them—the people Van Tillo counted as among her supporters, potential or otherwise.

“What happened, Kees?” she repeated. “It isn’t here anymore. The list. What are you going to do about that?”

“I’ll just print a new one,” Vanheul said. “Takes only a moment—I can do it myself. The file is on my computer.”

“Kees, that’s not the point.” Van Tillo pushed her much too large and unwieldy dark brown leather desk chair out of the way, much as she would deal with a political opponent. She had wanted a bigger office, but no larger room had been available on the premises except the two meeting rooms on the ground floor. And Van Tillo wasn’t going to have her office on the ground floor! “The point is that yesterday my list, the one on paper, was in that drawer and now it’s gone. That means someone took the list. And that’s not acceptable.”

“No,” he said, “that’s not acceptable at all.”

“Because the list is missing, Kees,” Van Tillo continued mercilessly, “and that could mean it’s in the hands of someone who’s going to use it for his own purposes. Misuse it, as in, you know, mis-use. Against the people whose names and many more details are on it and in plain damn sight for anyone. Damn it, it even has amounts on it. This is a disaster, in every respect. How are we going to explain this?”

“Come now, Hendrika,” he soothed, “I’m sure things will straighten themselves out. It’s probably just some misunderstanding. Not worth the fuss. Maybe you put it somewhere else. Where could it have gone? No one ever comes here, not in this office. Besides, don’t you usually lock your drawers?”

“Why would I lock my drawers, in this office? Can’t I trust the people I work with anymore? Is trust in our fellow Dutchmen not one of the cornerstones of our Party?” Every time she said it, it sounded capitalized: Party. The capital letter was only fitting, too. Because they were the only party worthy of that name. A real party of the people. The rest was an assemblage of political opportunists.

“I think we can trust every single person who works here, Hendrika. Though a lot of new people joined us recently. Sometimes I don’t know what to make of them. We never had anything like a screening process. Perhaps we should.”

“They’re all Dutch, Kees. Every one of them.” Meaning—and he knew very well what she meant—that they were all white-skinned Dutch, all of them of true indigenous stock. Homegrown people of native character. People of pure blood. Dutch blood. Otherwise, you did not get into the Party.

“I’m sure the list isn’t gone,” he said.

But she wouldn’t be soothed. “Yes, it is. And if it’s gone, we have a major problem on our hands. Suppose the press gets hold of it? What do you suppose would happen?”

“We can deal with that. We’ll go to court and threaten everyone who intends to publish the list … or any part thereof. We’ve used that tactic before. It works every time.”

Van Tillo stubbornly shook her head. “By then it’s too late. We can only sue when the information is actually published. Then it’s all out in the open. We’ll get in a lot of trouble with a lot of important people if that happens. You know how discreet we are when raising funds from the business community. We would lose a large number of backers, and even that would be the least of our worries.”

Kees was well aware of the implications of such a leak. His main responsibility was fund-raising. He maintained contacts with the business community, notably with the segment that was only too happy to cough up money for the party because they wanted their social and economic agenda implemented by politicians. These people wanted to remain discreet while doing so, for obvious reasons. They wouldn’t appreciate finding their names in the papers connected intimately with Van Tillo’s Party. Capital P or not.

The work he did was necessary. It needed to be done. Politics depended on money. Parties had unavoidable expenses and almost no income. Getting Party members—Hendrika in particular—elected was an expensive business. And people could be persuaded to contribute only if they perceived future benefits for themselves and their companies. To them, it wasn’t a bad idea to have a direct line to an elected politician when, for instance, export licenses were needed. Or when a company came under fire for producing too much dangerous waste—that sort of thing. A few simple problems could disappear when a high-ranking member of the political elite took a closer look at them.

Kees knew all too well that ideology must yield to such pragmatic interests. Politics couldn’t depend solely on slogans and philosophy. There were bills to pay.

Politics was an expensive business, with no room for amateurs. He was not an amateur. He had succeeded in getting Hendrika selected as minister of justice, but that had been some years ago, in another administration—and with another party altogether. She had subsequently left that party to found her own and had taken Kees with her.

He’d been grateful to her for doing so. He also knew that without his political savvy and honed diplomatic skills, she wouldn’t have gotten where she was now. She knew that, too.

And now there seemed to be a problem with that list.

“You’re quite sure … ?” he tried again.

But Hendrika was sure. List. Gone.

“Have someone look into whether anyone was here in the office last night, Kees. Can someone do that? Discreetly?”

“I’m afraid there isn’t much to check. All we have is two cameras, and neither is installed in this room. But I’ll have a look at the recordings to see if they registered anything interesting.”

“We have cameras?”

“We do, but few people know about them. They’re not in use during the day, but they are at night. Just two of them. I’ll have a look.”

“Who authorized that, Kees? Those cameras? I wasn’t even aware—”

“I handled it myself, Hendrika,” Kees said. As if I need your permission for everything.

She grunted and left it at that. “Just figure it out. I want that list back where it belongs.”

He got up and walked down the hall to a small office at the rear of the building that held the two servers that managed the Party’s electronic traffic. Every so often, someone on staff came by to maintain the website and install new applications. Hendrika didn’t understand the first thing about computers, and she considered anyone who dealt with them a “freak”—though she never used that word in public or within the Party. She had all her emails printed out. She had a secretarial department that scoured the internet for comments about herself and the Party. She voiced her concern about “the big picture” and couldn’t be bothered with details, which fit better better with her “feminine intuition,” again by her own account.

In the beginning, when he started working for her, Kees had been put off by her attitude. Gradually, he had stopped getting worked up about it, as he considered it a waste of energy. Nobody was going to change Hendrika. She would never have an electronic device as an accessory.

Behind every strong politician, an even stronger team guarded the gates, occupied the towers, provided weapons and ammunition. He was the main player on that team. He saw himself as the perfect party secretary, one who kept an eye on every day-to-day problem and took care of all situations. Who knew everything that was happening. And who now would have to deal with that stupid list. Why wouldn’t she simply lock her drawer?

The servers in the small office at the back operated the security cameras and stored the recordings. The cameras were installed in the third-floor hallway and along the facade of the building. The cameras took a picture every three seconds and saved them.

He sat down and opened some files. A few moments later, he was looking at the images of the previous night. His guess was that Hendrika was mistaken. That she had simply misplaced the list herself. Very few people knew about the list and where to find it. The electronic version was encrypted. But Hendrika, with her aversion to anything computer-related, always wanted an up-to-date paper copy.

And she was careless with it.

On the screen in front of Kees, a figure moved along the facade toward the gate.

Opened the gate and stepped into the alley bordering the building where Kees sat now.

A few moments later, that same figure walked down the hallway one floor up, entered Hendrika’s office, and immediately stepped out again. He had been in the office no longer than half a minute. Whatever he had done, it had taken him very little time. He knew what he was looking for and where to find it.

He?

Kees replayed the sequence of captured images.

It was a man. No doubt.

Kees enlarged a couple of the images. It was not just any man. Kees knew right away who it was. The tall, skinny build and the long hair—Kees had seen him before. He worked here, in the building, for the Party. Kees would remember his name in a minute.

He printed two of the images and closed the files. He hurried to Hendrika’s office. She looked up, frowning. “Someone was here last night,” he said. “In this office.” He showed her the printouts.

She squinted at the prints. “And do you know who this is?”

“Some guy working here,” Kees said. “Has been for some time. I think he writes copy for our press office and for the website.”

“Get him in here!”

“Shall I call the police too?”

“Are you out of your mind? The police? Why not alert the press, while we’re at it, and reveal that an important document has been stolen from our offices, a document that has all the potential of harming us? I just want my list back! Get his ass in here. I’ll have a strong word with him.”

As if, Kees thought, that would be all she would do. He picked up the phone and punched in two digits. He got Jurgen, who ran the Party’s communications department.

“Oh, that young man,” Jurgen said. “The skinny youth.”

“That’s him,” Kees said.

“Van Boer.”

“Whatever his name is. I want to speak to him right now. Bring him down yourself. Don’t tell him anything yet.”

“He’s not here,” Jurgen said.

“What you mean, he’s not there?”

“He didn’t show up this morning, Kees. Sick, I guess. Not a word so far, no phone call, nothing. Can’t even be bothered to—”

Kees put down the receiver.

“Well?” Hendrika asked.

“He’s not in.”

“He’s not?”

“Hasn’t shown up today. I think we have a serious problem. We can assume he stole the list and will probably take it to the press. This is not some random action. This was well prepared. We’re probably in deep shit.”

“Goddamn it, Kees. We bring someone in here to do a job and he ends up stealing our information. How did he get in, in the first place? What kind of operation are we running here if people just—?”

“I’m afraid,” Kees said, “we need to have a serious talk with Monet.”

Hendrika folded her hands as if she intended to pray to the Elder Gods of her private ideology. It meant, Kees knew, that she was considering the situation very thoroughly. This was not the usual Hendrika Van Tillo, who often acted out of impulse and counted on Kees to slow her down and make her think about the problem first. But when the name Monet came up, there was every reason to stop acting and think first.

The name Monet meant big problems ahead. Probably unavoidable problems.

“Does it have to come to that?” she asked, looking up.

“Suppose that list …” Kees said.

“Why can’t we find the fucking sneak and have him … I don’t know. Have someone convince him that he won’t get very far with whatever he intends to do with that list?”

“We don’t do that sort of thing, Hendrika. Not what you have in mind. And we don’t have people to do it either.”

“A pity,” Hendrika said.

“There may be other people who can do this for us. The problem may be solvable, just not right away. Contacts need to be established first. And in the meantime, we run the risk that this sneak will take action against us.”

Van Tillo shrugged. “What is his name? This unfortunate industrious young man?”

“Er … Van Boer.”

“And meanwhile, we run the risk that Van Boer takes the list to, let’s say, Vrij Nederland or any of those liberal newspapers, where they’ll be all too glad to disclose in their next issue who supports us financially and by how much. Kees, you know—”

“I know.”

“You know we’re always cast in a bad light there. Because when I was minister, I had a couple of those liberal journalists prosecuted for—”

“That’s hardly relevant now, Hendrika. The point is, the list must be intercepted. Which means we have to tell Monet at once. Then he won’t be able to reproach us later for having kept the bad news to ourselves.”

Van Tillo got up again. “Right. You call him, Kees. At once.”

“Me again. The dirty work.”

“Yes. You again. You’re the man who handles communications with the bankers. Remember? You maintain the list. So it’s your call to make.”

He could point out to her that she was the one who had lost the list in the first place, but that wouldn’t stick. So he was going to make the call to Monet. Who was not exactly famous for his patience or indulgence.

He looked at his watch. It was still early. For a man like Monet, it was still early. Too bad. Kees didn’t like to bother someone like Monet this early in the day, certainly not with bad news, but he had no choice.

He retreated to his own office, which was almost as large as Van Tillo’s. But his was sparsely furnished. No leather sofa. No framed van Gogh prints on the walls. No Party posters either. Behind his back, colleagues referred to his office as a monk’s cell. He knew what they thought about him. He didn’t care.

He got Monet’s secretary on the line. “Mr. Monet is at breakfast with some gentlemen from finance,” the young man said. He sounded vaguely effeminate. Vaguely. Kees knew about Monet’s personal predilections. But you did business with anyone who wanted to share money and power.

Monet had both.

“This is extremely important,” he said. “Mr. Monet will appreciate hearing from me right away.”

Or not, he thought. Mr. Monet wouldn’t appreciate learning from Kees Vanheul that the names of a number of prominent Dutchmen and the amounts of their contribution to Van Tillo’s party would soon appear in the press. Maybe even that same day.

He would find that deeply disagreeable.

But, Kees knew, he’d better learn it from him rather than read it in the newspaper or see it on his Twitter stream.

“Yes?” came an irritated, gruff voice on the other end.

“Mr. Monet,” Vanheul said. “Kees Vanheul. I’m afraid I have some unpleasant news. It might not be a real problem yet and things may work out fine, but someone unauthorized has taken the list of contributors, and we fear it could end up in the wrong hands.”

Vanheul had prepared himself for a flood of abuse.

But the other and of the line remained quiet.
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EEKHAUT WAITED AT THE tram stop for a carriage with the magical number 4. The place was more crowded than he cared for. All sorts of people, inhabitants of this highly cosmopolitan city, were coming and going. The whole neighborhood was a vast construction site for the extension of the subway. He hadn’t known that Amsterdam had a subway.

He was annoyed by the fact that he had to take the tram. Why couldn’t one of his future colleagues show up and give him a lift? He was working right now, wasn’t he? Did they assume he’d come here as a tourist? Why didn’t AIVD simply send a car around? Efficiency was the main concern of the Dutch, so why weren’t they showing him any? He had been standing here for a quarter of an hour, waiting for a tram that didn’t seem to be in a hurry. He hadn’t seen any trams at all. It was the middle of a working day and not a tram in sight.
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