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Chapter 1

Van der Valk woke up. His mind was filled with confusion and there was a nasty taste in his mouth, like cheap Spanish brandy. Had he fallen asleep after drinking too much? In an overheated room with no window open? It felt like that. He had had horrible dreams too. And these blankets – he had thrashed about, got all wound up. Obnoxious tangle; he gave a great kick and was astonished; nothing happened. Was he still dreaming? – surely he was not still asleep. It seemed his foot was. Something was wrong: he told his leg to kick but the leg refused. The whole leg seemed to be asleep, from the hip downwards; the brandy tasted vile – where had he drunk that? He must still be dreaming because he remembered things about the dream, and it had something to do with Biarritz. Ha, a holiday in Biarritz – bit dear for the likes of him. Nice idea though – neither he nor Arlette had ever seen the Atlantic coast.

It wasn’t a nice idea.

Ham though, he had had bread with raw ham. Not Biarritz but something else beginning with a B. Bayonne, Bayonne; he felt triumphant at remembering. And his dream had had something to do with war. The Spanish border – the river Bidassoa. Soult crossed the Bidassoa, going north. Soult was not much of a general, but then neither was Wellington, who took five years to win a campaign in which every single thing was on his side. Soult was good at moving men but not much good at a fight. He would have to show Soult how to fight.

Stop dreaming and wake up. Well, move an arm. He moved an arm, and the hand touched something very funny. A sort of coarse grass. And a stone, and it felt stony under his head too. He wasn’t in bed at all; he had been drunk and fallen asleep on the hill under the hot sun. He could smell the sun; baked grass and thyme. He suddenly recalled, then, a most important thing. He had been shot.

He was a soldier in Soult’s army, that was it, and that tripe-hound Soult had left him here to die on the hillside; he knew it was a hillside, for his head was quite a lot lower than his heels were. Poor heels: poor head. He had been shot, and when one got shot in Soult’s army one stayed on the hillside and died, because there weren’t any ambulances. Full of self-pity, he cursed. ‘Now’ – dramatic tears were pouring out of his eyes – ‘I’m going to die on some godawful hillside somewhere. I don’t even know if it’s France or Spain, and my bones will be found by Portuguese plasterers gaining illegal entry to the Republic, and they won’t be in the least interested. Going to die, and not even had a shot at the enemy. That romantic imbecile Robert Jordan could say goodbye to his girl and get all nicely propped up with a machine-gun and everything to pop at the Navarrese cavalry, and I have nowt. That’s it, that’s what happens in books. This isn’t a book; this is real.’ Weeping with self-pity he reeled off again to sleep. The brandy was fearfully strong; the hillside spun round, and round, and round.

When he woke up again there was a face that had not belonged to the dream. A round, youngish, muscular face, very French, with crewcut hair and rimless glasses. He moved his eyes; a white rolled-up shirtsleeve and a brown arm. Thin delicate fingers were squirting the airbubble out of a hypodermic syringe; the needle turned in the air with a drop on the end of it and pointed itself at him.

‘Who are you?’

‘Be a good boy and forget about Marshal Soult, will you?’

‘Where is he?’

‘Dead a hundred and twenty years; we’re almost getting to remember him with affection. I’m going to put you to sleep now.’ He turned his eye with difficulty past the hand as it dipped out of sight. He was right enough about the hillside. On it stood a faded grey Citroen ‘two-horse’ and a Peugeot 404 station wagon with a cross painted on it. Yes, Marshal Soult had not known about Peugeot station wagons; what on earth was he doing in this company? The round young face with the glasses came back suddenly.

‘I am like the king of a rainy country,’ Van der Valk told him. ‘Rich, and impotent. Young, and very old.’

‘Really? Dear dear, you’ve been too long in the sun, we get you off Marshal Soult and the first thing you do is quote Baudelaire at us. There there, all gone, all these people. Sleepy-bye.’

*

Next time he remembered waking, though he knew there had been other times, in between, it was better. No bells of Bicêtre, no Soult. Arlette, his wife, instead, her hair wild and tatty-looking, unusually blonde and held back with a white bandeau, so that it almost looked as though they had been on holiday in Biarritz after all. He made a big effort to remember. Arlette … Napoleon’s marshals.

‘My poor boy,’ she said to him in French. He thought there might have been a blank again, after that, for when he looked again there was the youngish man again with the crewcut alongside Arlette, grinning down at him. Things began to slip into place; he remembered he was supposed to be a detective and felt better.

‘I’ve seen you before.’

‘That’s right. Out on the hill. Marshal Soult, remember?’ laughing heartily.

‘But who the hell are you?’

‘I’m Doctor Capdouze. At your service. I will explain. Very briefly, and you won’t understand half of it anyway, but that doesn’t matter. You got shot. A man heard the shot and was curious about it, because there isn’t much round here one shoots with a big rifle. He found you, which was just as well. Being an innocent chap who does his best he gave you some brandy, which bloody near killed you, and ran to get me; I’m the village doctor, ha, of St Jean. We brought you away and you’re not going to die this time; you’ve had several litres of blood belonging to Arabs and black men and lord knows who. You’re in Biarritz, in a nice clinic, ha, not the clink, though there are some policemen who want to talk to you. Don’t worry, I won’t let them in yet. You are perfectly all right. In case you can’t recall you are Inspector Van der Valk of the Amsterdam Police and this is your wife Arlette. I have no idea what you were doing on the hill, but I can answer for it that you are now surrounded by modern post-operative care, social security, nuns, me, Professor Gachassin who is your surgeon, and your wife who is a remarkably nice woman even if she does come from Provence. O.K.? Nothing more to worry about; you’re going to go on catching up with your sleep.’

Van der Valk slept.

*

Arlette did not talk about the rifle-shot, but he stitched information together. He had been shot somewhere near the right hip, with a highspeed Mauser cartridge – whee, that was a whacking great thing, ten-seventy-five millimetre; he had been awfully lucky. It had hit him at a range of about three hundred metres, sideways and downhill; that had saved his life, because the shooter had not known how tricky it is to sight downhill. The bullet had perforated an intestine, luckily just missed the big artery, touched his spine, bust his pelvis, and popped out somewhere in his buttock, leaving a great deal of havoc. He would stay paralysed quite a while, but they didn’t think permanently. Doctor Capdouze was red hot, doctors just didn’t come any better; all the local people agreed on that. This Professor Gachassin was a big authority from Toulouse, and he had sworn that within a year Van der Valk would be walking again. There would be a long long time, with lots of books and lots of remedial exercises.

‘We’ll get him up on skis,’ they had said. Arlette had suspected that this was talk to cheer her up, but was beginning to feel hopeful. She thought the idea of skis would amuse him and give him something to fight for.

He didn’t much like the idea, though he did not tell her that. He had remembered the whole story, by now. Skis came into it. Too much.

As soon as he felt lucid he had himself asked for the police. They turned out to be an elderly commissaire in a grey suit with a scrap of red cord in the lapel, with short grey hair, who smoked cigarettes in defiance of the nurses. He was about fifty, brown and sun-dried as a Smyrna fig.

‘Lira, commissaire. How are you?’

‘I’m fine: seems there’s a hole in my arse you could drive a truck through. Give me one of those cigarettes.’

‘Hell, boy, you’re not allowed to smoke.’

‘Neither are you, here.’

Mr Lira wasted no time arguing. He put a cigarette in his mouth, lit it, removed it with a scarred brown hand, and put it very neatly and delicately in Van der Valk’s mouth where it wiggled as he talked. From time to time the French policeman took it out with equal delicacy and tipped the ash into the fresh air outside the open window, along with his own. Each time he had a trip of a dozen steps, which he made without irritation, as though he were accustomed to taking trouble over tiny pedestrian things. Which, of course, he was.

‘I understand that you went after a maniac with a rifle for me, and I’m very grateful, because it might otherwise have been me lying there. Strasbourg, though, can’t understand why the two of you came haring down here. What was the point? Just to get over the border?’

‘There’s a man called Canisius, business man. He was here. He went into Spain to look at houses he owns. He was coming back a little later. The idea was to pop him. Going into the hills was with a suicide idea, I thought. That’s why I followed. Was I right?’ Lira nodded.

‘We knew nothing, of course. Only that there was someone up on that hill with a rifle, who could use it, too. We strung boys out with guns, we got a mental doctor from Hendaye, and a loudhailer. Useless. We went up when we heard the shot. Toe job. No head left at that range. I have to make a report for the parquet. I can’t make head or tail of the story I got from Strasbourg; you know the story, it seems. If you can just tell me what you know. Anything that looks good on a report.’

‘Nothing I know ever looks good on a report.’

‘I can see,’ said Mr Lira with no smile at all, hardly, ‘that policemen are much the same where you come from as where I come from.’

‘I’ll tell you,’ said Van der Valk. ‘It’s easy really. And now, there’s nothing to hurry for. I can’t right now. Have to think a bit first. I’m bloody tired. Can you come tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’

‘Bring me some cigarettes. I can hide them. People keep bringing me flowers.’

Mr Lira threw two cigarette-ends out of the window and stood looking down at him.

‘Boy, did you have a narrow squeak – when you’re better we’ll drink to that. I’ll bring you cigarettes.’

‘Bugger off now,’ faintly.

A nurse came banging in very suddenly, the way they do, stopped dead and sniffed.

‘Smoking by god. Policemen … like a pair of silly kids.’

‘Sister,’ said Mr Lira quietly, ‘did you know there’s a defective rear light on your little Simca? Get it fixed, there’s a good girl.’

*

Van der Valk spent twenty-four hours between waking and sleeping, thinking. This was the end of the story that had started ‘Once upon a time, in a rainy country, there was a king …’ The end had not happened in a rainy country, but on a bone-dry Spanish hillside, three hundred metres from where Van der Valk had left a lot of blood, some splintered bone, a few fragments of gut, and a ten-seventy-five Mauser rifle bullet. Only a few more hundred metres away was the spot where Junot had crossed the Bidassoa, going south, where seven years later Soult had crossed, going north, where a hundred and fifty years later the last of the marshals had waited for a Dutch business man called Canisius to stop his car at the border, lying with a rifle in a patch of scrub.

*

Van der Valk had been in his office in Amsterdam, minding, mostly, his own business, when Mr Canisius was announced on the phone from the concierge’s office downstairs.

‘Wants to talk to someone in authority, he says.’

‘What’s he look like?’

‘Sort of a rich guy. His coat’s got a fur collar!’ The policeman at the reception desk had closed his glass partition and could not be heard in the passage. Not that Mr Canisius was trying to listen; he was contemplating his beautifully polished black shoes and looking bored.

‘Send him up to me,’ said Van der Valk.

It was a cold day in early March. Month of cold light dry days and cold wet blowy days. Month of colds. Van der Valk hadn’t a cold, but his pockets were full of Kleenex tissues folded small and put there by his wife, which came flying out like a conjuror’s pigeons every time he searched for an elastic band or an odd peppermint.

‘Are you the duty inspector?’

‘I am. Van der Valk is my name; would you like to sit down?’

Mr Canisius would like to sit down: he had not an athletic aspect and there had been two flights of stairs. Yes, he looked rich. The fur collar on the overcoat was black and sleek, his grey bird’s-eye trousers were dim but expensive, his shoes were handmade. Nothing showed of his top half but a Paisley silk muffler, though the careful cut of the overcoat hid, Van der Valk rather thought, a prosperous little tummy. He had a grey trilby hat lined with white silk; it had a blonde leather band stamped with gold paint, looked as though bought ten minutes ago.

The face was not particularly memorable, but it was impressive – big and bald, a Roman nose and very black eyebrows, large flat ears with long drooping lobes, wide pale lips with a droop at the corners, drooping flesh under alert little dark eyes that did not droop. Mr Canisius took his gloves off slowly to put in his hat, and at least threequarters of a carat of diamond winked from a pale bun of a hand with little bunches of black hair on it. The voice was veiled and rich, like a Wiener Melange coffee with chantilly cream floating on the top.

‘I must ask you to listen to a slightly unusual tale.’ He was taking his time about lighting a short torpedo cigar, dark tobacco; Brazilian or something, thought Van der Valk. There was a faint flavour, not quite a smell, about Mr Canisius, of vanilla and expensive coffee beans, or was that just the force of suggestion? ‘I will develop the background briefly’ – putting away a thin gold lighter. From a kind of inverted snobbery Van der Valk put a cheap French cigarette in his mouth and lit it with a match. He had a perfectly good lighter, which had needed a new flint for three days now. Words were coming rapidly from a practised lucid speaker.

‘You will have heard of the firm colloquially called the Sopexique. The founders made a considerable fortune in the last century, in undeveloped countries. It is a trade company with considerable interests in South and North America, and fewer, I am happy to say, in the Africa where it had its beginnings. The founder of this firm was called Marschal, a name unfamiliar to you. The name is still represented by a Monsieur Sylvestre Marschal, who inherited and expanded a very great fortune. There is real estate in Paris and Rome, in New York and Rio – I will quote no figures, but you may take my word for it that this is one of the largest fortunes in private hands anywhere. I say private, for it is distinct from the holdings of the company, in property and investments, which are themselves very considerable.’ A short pause to let all this sink in.

‘Monsieur Marschal is a man still vigorous and active. He is now over eighty years of age, but he visits the Paris office daily. Some few years ago he settled, for reasons I need not go into, a very large proportion of his wealth upon his only son, a man at present forty-two years old. Jean-Claude Marschal lives in Amsterdam, where the office of the Sopex is administered by me, and is the head of publicity and public relations, for the European offices.’

‘That sounds quite impressive,’ said Van der Valk; there were bits of this story he felt he had heard before. ‘Is it?’

No smile, but a slight slow nod of appreciation.

‘I am pleased you asked; the question shows you to have some judgement. No, Inspector, it is not. The Sopex is largely an investment trust, and where trade is still carried on it is principally in raw materials. We make no electrical equipment, no washing powders, no breakfast foods. Our advertising budget is laughable and our public relations virtually non-existent. Everybody has heard of us and nobody knows quite what it is we do, which is just the state of affairs we like. However, I do not wish to give you a notion that Mr Marschal is an incompetent tolerated because of his name. He is an able and intelligent man. His work, which is largely meeting, entertaining and communicating with the men all over the world with whom the company does business, is extremely efficient. He draws an excellent salary. He also commands the very large fortune I have mentioned, income from which flows into balances held in banks throughout Europe, in many different names. An arrangement made at varying times throughout his life by his father, at times of political unrest.’

Quite so.

‘And he’s in trouble, is he?’ It sounded banal. The spoilt child become the spoilt man. What had he done, knocked a pedestrian over while drunk driving?

‘We do not know whether he is in any trouble. He has chosen to disappear. If there is trouble, naturally we wish to prevent it. We do not wish his father, an elderly gentleman in frail health, to know of it. We wish to safeguard a number of things. Health, property, good name.’

‘He could not interfere much with company affairs, if I have understood.’

‘Naturally not, since decisions are taken in concert. However, the fortune, while of course private, is also a company heritage, if I may put it so. We should not like to see it damaged. There are also personal relationships, informal business footings and connexions – I need not elaborate.’

‘Has he any reason or motive to act purposely in a prejudicial way?’ bluntly: he was making notes now.

‘None.’

‘You sketch a man of no great parts, restricted to inconsequential activities in a company he owns, in a manner of speaking. He might feel slighted? Some real or imagined grievance, that might urge him to launch an attack of some kind?’

‘You have not quite the right picture,’ unruffled. ‘I understand that such a conclusion might be drawn, but to say that Monsieur Marschal has no great parts is inexact. He has unquestioned ability. A far greater say in affairs, numerous positions of real responsibility, have been open to him at all times and repeatedly offered. He has always rejected them. I do not pretend to understand why. Business matters have no grasp, possibly, upon his mind. He has always been content with the work he chose. I have only one criticism of him, that he preferred to use his charm rather than his mind.’

‘What were his interests? What did engage his mind?’

‘That is a puzzling question. I have asked it myself. When young, the usual amusements of a sportive nature. I know nothing of such. He was an excellent horseman, skier, pilot of racing cars. He played polo, sailed yachts –all the conventional pursuits. He was very gifted at all of them, I am told. I am also told that he lacked perseverance, and always loosened the rein at the moment he should have tightened it. He did not want to win enough. It is too easy for me, he used to exclaim.’

‘He’s married?’

‘Yes. I will forestall you and state that it is not a stormy marriage and that there have been no upheavals nor scandals.’

‘Does he chase women?’

‘In a lacklustre way.’

‘You mean that he’s occasionally seen in restaurants with other people’s wives but nobody has ever got in an uproar?’

‘Yes.’

‘It comes down to this: he has vanished, without fuss or furore, quite simply, with no indication where or why.’

‘That is exact.’

‘And you simply want him found.’

‘Equally. It is puzzling, you understand. There may have been a rootlessness, a restlessness, but it has been replaced by many years of calm and stability. He has shown no evidence of emotional disturbance, is not given to extravagance or a parade of wealth, and is in perfect health.’

‘There is one thing I do not see, Mr Canisius, and that is why you come to me. You confirm that he has done nothing illegal. There is no suggestion of fraud or false pretence. He is just missing, and since there is a fortune involved, that is disturbing. I can see that, but isn’t this a job for a private detective?’

Mr Canisius smiled then, very slightly, for the first time. He got up and settled his coat, though it had remained precisely buttoned throughout the interview. He picked up his hat and examined it for signs of contamination. Finding none he put it on his head. He drew on his glove.

‘I do not think I need answer that question, Mr Van der Valk. I think, though, that you may receive an answer to it.’ He bowed slightly with perfect politeness, opened the door, and was gone.

*

Van der Valk shrugged. He scratched his jaw, then behind his ear, reading over the notes he had made. There were any number of possibilities. The man could have had a row with his wife without it being public. He could have done something to make him the victim of a blackmail attempt. He could have just felt like getting away from it all for a while and forgotten to tell anyone. Mr Canisius might have told him a lot of eyewash. Good grief, there were a million tensions or disturbances that might exist in the life of a very rich man to explain his bunking. None of them were of much interest to him: his job was the detection and prevention of infringements of the criminal code in the city of Amsterdam.

He shut the notebook and picked up a file he had been interrupted in reading. He then felt a tickle in the middle of his back; a hair must be lodged there. This was altogether more complicated and interesting; with his free hand he dragged at his tie, undid his collar-button and poked a pencil down the back of his neck. Mr Canisius was interesting, and so no doubt was Mr Jean-Claude Marschal, and it was all very mysterious, but the tickle was altogether more urgent.

The pencil was not long enough. There was a wooden ruler somewhere; he was hunting for it in a drawer when the phone rang.

‘Van der Valk.’ There it was; he slid it down luxuriantly and slalomed with both shoulders.

‘Hoofd Commissaris here,’ an elderly fussy tone, familiar to him. He left the ruler sticking where it was; this was the head of the Amsterdam Police, and his Commander in Chief.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You’re the desk duty officer over there, are you?’

‘Yes sir.’

There was a long pause as though he were talking to someone with his hand on the mouthpiece. Old boy’s voice sounded a scrap querulous. Had there been a complaint again about the towels in the washroom getting dirty so quickly? This was just the kind of thing that would bring out all his Highness’ administrative and detective talents. Van der Valk hated those towels; they were the horrible mechanical type that buzzed and clicked when you pulled at them, and then let you have a grudging ten centimetres. Last week he had given a brisk jerk, and brought the whole damn lot out like a huge hateful roll of lavatory paper.

‘You have had a call from a certain Mr Canisius.’

So there the wind lay.

‘Yes sir. Missing person.’

‘You will act upon this request, Van der Valk. Yourself, personally, immediately. You are detached from your normal duties; your superiors will be notified. You will take steps to find this missing person.’

Well … That was categorical enough. Was it really his Highness that had decided he would be a good choice for finding missing millionaires? Or was it conceivably Mr Canisius?

‘Ha-hm. You are not permitted to use official transport or official channels. Your expenses will be allowed, within reason. You need no help. You will work quietly, discreetly. Courtesy, Van der Valk, caution, tact – quiet. You understand, hm? Is that clear? Despatch, energy, acuity – but quiet. Hm?’

‘Perfectly clear, sir.’

‘You may be called on to cross the frontier. That is authorized. No authorization for any appeal to the administration in this or any other country unless circumstances expressly demand it.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘You can begin at once. The sub-inspector will take over your duty. The Commissaire will be in his office this afternoon.’

‘Understood, sir.’

The voice had a rasping, nagging note, worse than lavatory towels.

‘Mr Canisius expects you at his office at two this afternoon.’

‘Very well, sir.’ The phone had clanked crossly. Well … Thunder on the left was, as far as he could recall, considered a bad omen by the Roman augurs.

Mr Canisius, or the Sopexique, whichever way you cared to read it, possessed one hell of a drag. They didn’t need publicity; oh dear no. They picked up the telephone, and asked for the Minister.

Big firms did that, of course; there wasn’t anything immoral about it. He recalled a recent case, not unlike this one; a fairly important brick in one of the huge industrial pyramids who vanished on his way back from a conference in Paris. The whole police apparatus of the entire country had been turned out, with remarkable speed, and the man had been found a week later in an obscure waterside village. The very simple explanation was that the poor bugger had gone off the rails with overwork and had been within a sheet of paper’s thickness of going mataglap; his psychiatrist had prescribed an immediate complete break and a fishing-rod. So distraught had the wretched fellow been – pity the poor executive – that he had forgotten even to tell his wife. She had rushed about bedevilled with anxiety and the press had got the whole tale.

The press hadn’t got this one.

There is also a difference, he thought, between ringing the bell for a rabble of country gendarmerie and going on tiptoe to the Chief of Police with instructions to detach a full inspector of the criminal brigade, quietly, courteously, tactfully. With all his expenses paid, of course! Poor old Highness must have really had his arm twisted.

The inference was, presumably, that the Sopexique had just as much drag or more as a firm that was a household word over the entire world. If whatever was good for General Motors was good for the nation it was also a logical conclusion that whatever was bad for the Sopex was bad, very, for several nations.

Which was not exactly going to make things easy for him …

He went on scratching with the ruler while he made notes. He decided that the courtesy campaign had better begin with going home, having the best lunch he could lay his hands on, putting on a clean shirt, asking his wife to pack a weekend case, and immediately having a quick super-de-luxe haircut. He would then put on his new suit, very dark brown, from Olde Englande – he didn’t know who he mightn’t be meeting.

*

The tourist, getting the quick rundown on Rembrandt, is told that what makes the city of Amsterdam notable is, firstly, twice as many waterways and bridges as Venice and, secondly, the very fine seventeenth-century architecture. It is true that at a time when the glories of Paris and Vienna were still to come, when the political capital of the world was Madrid and the diplomatic and artistic capital was Venice, Amsterdam was the world’s commercial and banking capital. The tourist, seeing little evidence of all this, is inclined to be sceptical. For with less intelligence than Venice, less than Innsbruck, less even than St Malo, the city fathers have allowed the automobile full liberty and destroyed practically all the beauty.

There was beauty; there was a great deal. The money-grubbing materialists of Amsterdam were among the world’s foremost art patrons; they loved beauty and paid money for it. If artists died broke or in the workhouse, like Hals, or sold pictures to pay the baker, like Vermeer, it was not altogether the fault of the money-grubbers, for these vulgar bankers and burgomasters built themselves superb houses and filled them with beauty.

The houses can still be seen, lying in a tight neat belt around the heart of Amsterdam in four concentric circles. The Singel, the Gentlemen’s Waterway, the Emperors’ Waterway, the Princes’ Waterway. Puffy names that sound ludicrous to our ears: these men were, however, all they claimed.

The friends of the automobile claim that the belt strangles Amsterdam. They would like to see all the waterways filled in and made into ring roads, with Underground Parking Lots. The city fathers squirm and snivel, and do nothing.

The beautiful houses are degraded and squalid, and nothing is left but the façades; the insides have been devoured like cheese by the cheesemites of a dingier and pettier commerce than that of the seventeenth century. In each house there are four or five three-ha’penny pricecutters, and as many worthy people crammed into garrets, politely called flats, above. Sometimes a very-important-business has spread its fat bottom over a whole house, and embellished it with a Reception Hall, and massive-marble-and-mahogany, and curly bronze letters, and safes with Deeds, and an air of weight suitable to Atlas.

There are plenty of bombastic nobodies, Delegations and Missions and Consuls, and there are plenty of slummy shysters. If there are two or three of these lovely houses in private ownership still, it is a little miracle.

As far as Van der Valk was concerned there were none. (Does not the Palace of Justice itself take up several hundred metres of hydra ugliness along the Prinsengracht?) He had been in many of these houses to sort out anything from a fraudulent book-keeper to a phony palmist, but private ownership on the waterways encourages nobody’s eyes. The houses will be blind and shuttered, with a door that never opens, for against the basement railings bicycles are piled like bones at Verdun. Typists and clerks clatter on the minuscule cobbled pavement all day long. The business men’s famous autos are stacked along the water like the tins of salmon in a grocer’s they so resemble. There is dust and straw and dirty newspaper, amid which dogs and humans sniff and pee and rummage about. Vans bump and grind; there is a horrible racket, a bad smell and no room at all. Van der Valk, stepping delicately like a cat, arrived at the offices of the Sopexique, which had, of course, a house to itself.

There was a very small, very highly polished brass plate, and immediately inside the door, allowing room for one thin person to put his mouth somewhere near the concierge’s forbidding peephole, there was another door, armour-plated and massive, that would yield to nothing but a teeny button that lived under the concierge’s bunion. He showed his card, murmured, and waited humbly while checking went on over the telephone.

Mr Canisius lived in an office like that in many very rich businesses. It was clean, tidy and quiet, and had at least the merit of no pretensions at all.

‘Sit down … I will tell you outright that I do not wish you to question the staff here. I have made very careful inquiries. No eccentricity, no irregularity has been found whatever.’

‘I will tell you something, equally outright, with your permission,’ said Van der Valk, pleasantly and politely. ‘I will question whom I please, discreetly, according to my instructions, or I will go quietly and catch the plague and you can find someone élse.’

Mr Canisius smiled very faintly.

‘I make no restriction outside this building. I will give you the addresses of Mrs Marschal, a doctor, a notary, and the last person known to have spoken to Mr Marschal, a man with whom he was friendly. You must take my word for it that nobody in this office can help you.’

‘I’ll take your word with pleasure right here and now. What I learn elsewhere may change my mind.’

‘In that case I will give you my home address. Telephone if you wish, come to see me if necessary – but do not, please, call or telephone here.’

‘Who had most to do with him, here?’

‘His personal secretary. Very well, she is a discreet person: I will allow the exception. Outside the office, please.’

He picked up the telephone.

‘Twenty-three. Miss Kramer? I wish you to meet someone this evening for a short talk. Five-thirty? Café Polen? – that suit you?’ to Van der Valk. Nod. ‘Take that as settled, Miss Kramer. I need say no more, I think? Thank you.’

Van der Valk stood up, took the piece of paper handed to him with neat writing upon it, tucked it in his breast pocket, bowed and opened the door.

‘Telephone me from time to time, Mr Van der Valk,’ came the polite murmur. ‘Shall we say at least once a week. I am always at home. Oftener, if you have anything of importance.’

He nodded and closed the door.

The piece of paper had ‘From F. R. Canisius’ engraved on it. It carried the firm’s Amsterdam address, was banknote quality, and had no little pictures or slogans whatever.

Mr Canisius lived in a dinky villa well outside the town, the kind that has glass walls and photo-electric cells to open doors, but all the other addresses, he was pleased to see, were within a couple of hundred metres of where he stood.

At the notary’s, he was let in straight away, treated with freezing distaste in the darkest office he had ever seen, as dim and dreary as a pine forest in Lapland on Midwinter Day, and told nothing whatever. The private affairs, financial circumstances, testamentary dispositions and family relationships of Mr Marschal were no concern whatever either of the police, or the Sopex, or all the Canisiuses in creation. He left with a flea in his ear and a suspicion that Canisius had known this all perfectly and staged a tiny trap for him.

The doctor was a lot more difficult of access, but a great deal more forthcoming. Not that it helped.

‘I gave him a routine checkover once a year, and apart from that he consulted me occasionally for something banal like laryngitis. Constitution of an athlete, lived a regular and pretty sober life, no weaknesses whatever. Sorry I can’t help you. No handy medical way out, I’m afraid. No epilepsy, syphilis, tuberculosis, nothing. No neurotic fears or fantasies – or if he had he never told me about them. Anything disabling I’d certainly have noticed. You can rule out a fugue, or any sort of syndrome. No physiological disability at all; heart, lungs and liver of a man of twenty. Psychological troubles …’ Shrug.

‘Did he ever consult a doctor of psychiatry or whatever, to your knowledge?’

‘No, not to my knowledge. I’d be surprised, frankly. There’d be a certain neuropsychic pattern. He’d had various slight injuries, ski-ing accidents or whatnot, but no disturbance or dilapidation. If he hadn’t better health than you and me put together, my dear inspector, I’ll eat that telephone directory.’

‘When was it you last saw him?’ A file was flipped through.

‘Last October, a little virus infection; there was quite a bit floating at the time. August, renewal of vaccinations. February, a back-garden strep throat. Three calls in thirteen months.’

‘Many thanks.’

‘Many regrets.’

Mrs Marschal was only just across the road in the Keizersgracht. He had not been surprised, since there are plenty of expensive flats there, but he found a house; a blind closed wall of aristocratic privacy. He had read of such things but never seen one. He walked up steep stone steps, a bit awestruck in spite of himself, and found a bell with some difficulty, concealed in intricate but pure baroque wrought-ironwork.

Nothing happened, and he got a feeling that he had been observed through a periscope and put down as some yob, selling things and knowing no better than to ring here. He had nearly given up when a soft voice surprised him; his back was to the door.

‘Monsieur wishes?’

Astonishment; there stood a majordomo, in full classic costume, striped yellow waistcoat and all. Nestor?!

‘I should very much like to see Madame if she is at home. Here is my card.’

‘I am sorry to disappoint you, sir, but Madame cannot receive you unless she is expecting you.’ Courteous regret, in the correct, pedantic Dutch of someone who has learned the language off gramophone records.

The answer is, of course, to say ‘Police’ but he had been told … Was this chap perhaps Spanish?

‘I hope,’ he said slowly, stumbling a little in his elementary Spanish, ‘that Madame agrees when she looks at the card.’ On the back he had written ‘Canisius’.

A smile, through the mask of courteous gravity.

‘I am Portuguese, Monsieur. I will certainly ask. Excuse my hesitation; the instruction is formal. If Monsieur will give himself the trouble of coming in …’

He was in a hall, tall and narrow, with a pinkish marble floor and painted walls, apple green and pale gold. Panels of white stuccowork; bunches of grapes and vineleaves in low relief. At the back of the hall was a door, more of that pure wrought-iron repeating the vine pattern. Through this door vanished Nestor.

For a good moment he stood open-mouthed, for he had never seen anything like this in his life; then he walked gently forwards and tried the door. It did not yield; this was the house of very rich people indeed, and burglars might be tempted: doors had secrets known only to owners, Nestor, and the Holmes Protection Company. The house was absolutely noiseless and noiseless too was Nestor’s return.

‘Madame will be happy to receive you, sir. Allow me?’ The door opened and Nestor paused on the bottom step of a stairway. ‘Will Monsieur have patience for just a moment longer?’

Beyond the stairway was a small formal orangery. To his right, facing the foot of the stairs – they were the same pinkish marble, with a fragile balustrade that was either iron or bronze – was a niche or alcove, in which stood a small marble nude. He knew very little of such things: could it be a Rodin? There was a bronze boy at the foot of the stair, that was supposed to be looked at from the orangery. Or one could climb the steps and look from above. He was ten steps high, still open-mouthed, wondering if the bronze could really possibly be Donatello, and jumped when a voice spoke just behind him.

‘You are quite right; they are there to be looked at, in just that way.’

He turned, a scrap confused. A woman in a silk housecoat was standing on the steps. Narrow vertical stripes, olive-green and silver-grey.

‘Sorry – I was staring admiring.’ She had his card in her hand, which she gave back to him, with a careful slow look of appraisal.

‘That does not matter in the least. Perhaps we will go in here, shall we?’ She opened a door beyond the stairs and waited for him.

‘Please sit down, Mr Van der Valk, and be quite comfortable. You have plenty of time? Good. So have I. Would you like some port?’

‘Not just by myself.’

She gave him a slight smile. ‘Oh no. I like port.’ She did not ring, but went to do it herself.

It was a small formal sitting room looking out on the orangery; a sort of morning room. Walnut furniture, grave, simple and pure, that was certainly English and he was fairly sure must be eighteenth-century. His father would have known – the old man had been a cabinet-maker – he wished he were here to see this and tell him. The chairs and sofa were in a rusty rose brocade: there was no carpet, the room didn’t need one. The floor was plain polished oak boards.

The label on the bottle said ‘Smith Woodhouse’. He couldn’t see the year. Did it matter?

‘Your good health,’ said Mrs Marschal, sitting down.

He took a sip of port and thought, furiously, ‘Now why did that halfwit run away from this?’

Perhaps it might be the woman; he studied her. Clear skin: clear classic features, but cold for some tastes. Dark noisette eyes, a lot of dark hair held at present in a velvet bandeau. Figure looked quite full; one couldn’t tell in a housecoat. Manner polite, even warm. There was a foot in a leather slipper; a glimpse of neat instep and neat ankle. Lot of blood, lot of race, lot of breeding. Sat very upright – convent trained.

‘You liked the statues,’ reflectively. ‘You like this room?’

‘Very much. English? Eighteenth-century?’

‘Hepplewhite. That piece there is William and Mary.’ She sipped her port. He drank his, feeling slightly tipsy already, and it wasn’t only Smith Woodhouse.

‘We are going to get along, I do believe,’ she said to the floor, ‘I really do believe.’ He said nothing – what was there to say? ‘It would make things a lot easier … Did you know that the naked girl is by Rodin?’

‘I didn’t, but I did think it might have been.’

‘We are going to get along … You’re plainly enjoying that, have some more. Get it yourself.’

Pouring, he had a crafty peep at the year. Nineteen forty-five!

‘Mr Van der Valk, what do you know about your errand in this house?’

‘That your husband is missing. That I have been asked to find him. Beyond that, absolutely nothing.’

‘Was that really all Mr Canisius had to say?’

‘He gave me a brief superficial sketch of a life and a character.’

She pushed her lower lip out a scrap.

‘He has not a high opinion of either, and he isn’t necessarily right. He is only a business man after all. One day – before I knew him better – he was drinking tea here from Sevres china. I told him it was Sevres, since he asked. His immediate reaction was to tell me that three isolated Sèvres dinner-plates had just brought an unheard of sum at Drouot. Soul of an auctioneer. My husband knows about such things and loves them. There’s a strong Jewish streak in that family, though they get furious if you suggest any such thing.’

‘You want him back?’

‘That is a fairly complex question. It might be for everyone’s good if he came back. Since he has gone deliberately, I am not sure.’

‘You don’t think, then, he’ll come back on his own, eventually?’

‘That is hard to say, even for someone that knows him as well as I do. I don’t think he will. I could be wrong.’

‘He got sick of being in leading strings?’

‘No, Mr Van der Valk, you’ve only had Canisius to go on. It isn’t that simple.’

‘Perhaps you could tell me more.’

‘I had decided that it would be a waste of time to tell anybody anything. Perhaps I am mistaken.’

He was wide awake now, sharpened by Smith Woodhouse, Rodin, and William-and-Mary. She didn’t want him to look for her husband. She hadn’t wanted to call the police and it hadn’t been her idea. There had, of course, been no suggestion made that she had brought about this disappearance. Or that she had anything to do with it. She plainly didn’t like Canisius. That gentleman, very likely, didn’t care much for her. He had no particular interest in Jean-Claude Marschal, though. Why had Canisius called the police?

He had a lot of understanding to do. A policeman, by the law of averages, gets his experience from ordinary people with ordinary jobs: they are quite complex enough, but one starts at least with a common background, a common set of impressions. One has had after all a very similar life; everybody in Holland has a very similar life. All this experience counts for nothing when you meet the very rich or the very poor. So poor you live in a bidonville, which does not exist in Holland, it is not allowed. To be as rich as this is not allowed, either. This house was a fortress against hostility and incomprehension: that could explain this woman; she was not necessarily a criminal.

‘I want to convey to you, simply, that this is not simple,’ she said slowly. ‘It is of very little use just asking me if I know where he went.’

‘Do you know where he went?’ The little half-secret smile again.

‘You want to tell me that you’ll make up your own mind about how simple or how complicated it is. It is your job, and you don’t want a silly woman making things more difficult. Very well. I’ll show you around. You can make up your mind. I will make no comments and I will tell you whatever you ask, with nothing hidden, if you want it that way. All about him. Read into everything just what you please – conclude what you wish.’

‘Tell me about you.’

He must have looked uneasy, not quite daring to smoke in this room, where it might not be allowed and where there were no ashtrays. She saw this. From the William-and-Mary piece the port had come from she got a silver box with a wooden tray inside it that made a perfectly good ashtray, and a wooden box holding Cuban claros. Her movements were quick and athletic; she didn’t ring for any footman. There was also a box of very large kitchen matches. The arrangement would have been Jean-Claude’s.

‘I live alone in this house. I have two children, both girls, away at school in Belgium. You see that there are no more Marschals.

‘I am Belgian. My name was De Meeus, my father was a baron. I used to be a ski champion. Champion means you are among the ten best. I had a bad fall when I was twenty-one, but I can still ski. I met my husband at a time when he was also among the ten best. There was a lot of opposition from my family – all that money, and from pretty dubious sources. The old Marschal, Jean-Claude’s grandfather, was a very nasty person, I imagine, hand in glove with everything shady. They certainly saw me as something to increase their respectability. Get on good terms with the monarchist money as well as the republican. They never pretended to become castle-owners or landed squires – too smart. They knew they’d look foolish and Marschals, Mr Van der Valk, never allow themselves to look foolish. Never try to humiliate a Marschal – a lesson I had to learn early. The old man, my beau-papa, is a very tough nut. It is very much his business. Canisius is just an accountant, an organization man. A nobody.

‘The business, though, bores my husband stiff. Always did. He didn’t feel humiliated at being just a master of ceremonies because he couldn’t have cared less. Money to him is a tool like a hammer, to drive in nails with. It doesn’t drive him.

‘He went to a public school, in England. I’ve sometimes wondered whether that didn’t do him a lot of harm … he never learned any philosophy. I don’t pretend to understand him, you know. Not completely. But I can tell you that his whole life has been a ferocious pursuit of something that would satisfy. His sensibility is very fine, very fragile. He is possessed by passionate enthusiasms every now and then. They absorb his whole life for three months, and then they are dropped, because he is blunted from over-eating. Crazes for sports, for arts, for exploring or mountains or whatever. Never has it satisfied his thirst. Not just pleasure, you know. He isn’t a vulgar voluptuary. I don’t know what it is he lacks. How often haven’t I sat with him at a show or a spectacle and heard him mutter ragingly, “How can they bear to sit here?” Anything bad or stupid, pretentious or false, was shameful and humiliating to him. And how often haven’t I sat with him on a terrace somewhere watching a lot of people enjoying themselves – more mutters – “How do they do it, what is it they see, they feel?” –ready to scream with envy. He just utterly lacked the gift of being happy. He had no simplicity. Nothing was ever perfect.’

‘Mr Canisius told me he had sometimes “pursued women in a lack-lustre way”.’

‘I hadn’t credited the grocer with that much observation.’

She thought for a while, as though struggling with herself. ‘Come – I will show you something. I want to show you that I haven’t anything to conceal and that I am not ashamed of being humiliated. Jean-Claude had no inclination towards crime, but he tried various vices at one time or another.’

She was walking up the stairs; there was no sign of any servant, or were they trained to keep out of the way?

‘How many servants have you?’

‘Four, inside the house. The majordomo is married to a typist at the Portuguese Embassy. The cook, my maid – they are sisters – and a housemaid.’

‘Any living in this house?’

‘No. They all live in a house we bought for them and had made into flats. There is a gardener, but he never comes inside. This is my bedroom.’ It was quite plain and unremarkable. No fourposter that had belonged to Napoleon, or anything. She led him on without comment.

‘This is my bathroom,’ colourlessly. Ah – they’d saved it up for in here.

It was twice the size of the bedroom, and must have been one of the biggest rooms in a big house. One long wall was all wardrobe, with sliding doors. These were faced with green marble – he couldn’t see how thick the layer was. The floor was a more broken yellowish-creamy marble, with streaks of dark red in it. The room was surprisingly warm: he stooped suddenly and laid his hand on the floor – yes, electric wiring underneath.

The bath was a small sunken swimming-pool. Swimming … well, it was five metres by three; it was white marble, this time. There were steps at one side, at each end were fountains – one was made out of a huge boulder. Maybe several boulders; he couldn’t see. He didn’t know what rock it was, nor where the water came from, dripping down on all sides in musical tinkling trickles. It was rough and creviced and shaggy and seemed very old. It was a moss garden, a fern garden, and lord only knew what those plants down there were, probably South American orchids or something.

The other fountain was dull green bronze, a little slim naked figure, a psyche. Mrs Marschal must have turned a tap somewhere; two plumes of sensitive wavering water fanned out from the psyche’s upstretched hands; it was as though she strewed blessings, or light, or warmth – he didn’t know.

Down the other side of the room ran a slight airy colonnade. There were more statues but he didn’t look at them; he had had all the statues he could take for a while. The ceiling was marble too – a sort of cracked uneven paving – upside down! More moss grew there. Light came like rosy-fingered Aurora from behind the colonnade: he could not help it, the whole thing, he was forced to admit it, had beauty.

‘Still I gazed and still the wonder grew,’ he muttered crossly.

‘It kept him happy for a remarkable length of time,’ she answered in a dry murmur. ‘You don’t ask what it cost?’ maliciously.

‘If it didn’t matter to him it doesn’t to me.’

‘For that you shall have a reward.’

Jean-Claude’s bedroom was on the far side. It told nothing at all; like his wife’s, it was modern, tidy and without extravagance. There were plenty of things like clothes, hairbrushes, and cufflinks, simple and expensive, and he had left them all behind without a glance. He wanted his evening shirt-studs to be real black pearls and not just jet, but they meant nothing to him; the only things that interested him were the things one couldn’t buy, like peace or the green Dresden diamond.

It was the same story everywhere. There was a beautiful library, with a Matisse, some of those very good cigars, a splendid collection of Beethoven records, and some fine morocco bindings, any one of these to an ordinary man like Van der Valk the summit of a life’s ambition. It was all rather pathetic.

‘Did he spend much time at home?’

‘Yes. There might come a time when he was out every evening for a fortnight, and there came other fortnights when he never put a foot outside the door. He liked it here, and he liked me here. Peculiar as it may seem, he was very attached to his wife. She was, I say without any pride, the only woman who had any meaning for him. She failed, somewhere.’

‘Was there anything in his behaviour at all that struck you, in the days – weeks, if you like – before he went?’

‘No. He just went, silently. No scene, no edginess, no pointer at all. He was as he always is, and one morning he was not there. He took nothing. Which means nothing, since he has virtually unlimited money and can pick up anything he fancies anywhere – down to another bathroom.’

‘One stupid, obvious, rude question that I have to ask. Were you ever unfaithful to him?’

‘No. I am, oddly, quite Spanish about such things.’

‘Thank you very much indeed.’

‘If you give your name on the telephone, this house will be open to you at any time.’

‘Again thanks. May I ask your name?’

‘Anne-Marie.’

*

He walked back towards the centre of the town, uninterested in all the antheaps that were disgorging. Daylight was beginning to fade, and as each traffic light turned green the incredible crowd of bicycles that astonish every stranger to Amsterdam surged forward like the charge of the Light Brigade. He paid no attention.

‘Anne-Marie, que fais-tu dans le monde?

J’irai dans la ville, où’ly aura des soldats’

Professional skill at keeping appointments brought him to the door of the Hotel Polen at precisely five-thirty, despite bicycles. Miss Kramer was not hard to recognize, a stocky woman of fifty with a bush of greying fair hair and a tweed suit, standing just inside the doorway clutching a huge secretarial handbag and the sort of secretarial shopping bag containing a folded raincoat, indoor shoes, knitting and the raw materials of the coming evening’s supper.

‘What would you like?’

‘Might I have whisky?’ Just what he liked, a robust woman with no nonsense.

‘Two whiskies, please. Well, you know what I’m after.’

‘I have thought and thought, but I can’t recall anything the least unusual. He was as usual, in every sense. He was always quiet and polite, not at all a difficult person to work for once you knew his little ways.’

‘Was he talkative at all? I mean that some men in the little intervals of their work chat vaguely about where they’ve been, who they’ve seen, how they feel. With you, was he open or closed?’

‘Closed on the whole, but he did talk to me – it wasn’t just grunts all the while like some. I mean that he mentioned things and people. Not much; just enough to be human.’

‘Remember at all what he talked about the last day? A person, a thing, a book, a play?’

‘Nothing specific that I can recall. It was one of those very grey lowering afternoons when one almost thinks it will snow again, and I had to turn more lights on, and he said something about how dismal the town looked. I mean it was just a vague remark with no particular bearing.’

‘What did you say?’

‘Oh, some inconsequential remark.’

‘Yes, but what?’

‘Well, I come from Brabant, you see, and I said something about there at least one had the carnival at this time of the year to cheer people up and give them some gaiety. I miss that here in Amsterdam.’

‘What did he say to that?’

‘Oh just vaguely that yes, a carnival would enliven things a bit.’

‘And there was no oddity or tension at all? Nothing harassing or especially boring?’

‘Not at all, I’m afraid.’

‘I’m very grateful.’

‘Not much reward for a whisky.’

‘Do you know his wife at all?’

‘Never even seen her. He never mentioned anything private – don’t think he was the type to weep on his secretary’s shoulder. I liked him; I miss him a lot.’

‘Who is doing his work?’

‘I am, most of it. Not the dining and the wining.’

‘I won’t hold you up. What have you got for supper?’

She laughed.

‘Scrambled egg with deep-freeze shrimps – pretty dull, I’m afraid.’

‘Good appetite.’

*

He still had to ring the Amstel Hotel. Mr Libuda was back, and could see him straight away if he cared to come. Remembering suddenly that his expenses were being paid, he took a taxi. Mr Libuda was in the bar, and bought the whisky.

‘Yes, it was about this time of day – let’s see – it was today a week ago. We had dinner here – I had to go to Köln the next day. Came back yesterday – glad to be out of that, I can tell you. Carnival!’ Of course. Today was Monday. The last Monday before Lent. Rosenmontag in the Rheinland – high jinks in Köln.

‘Did you mention it while you were with him?’

‘He reminded me, now that you mention it. I’d forgotten all about it. I was groaning and he said he liked carnivals and I said rather he than me. Good grief, I left Rio to get away from all that Mardi Gras lark.’

There was no more to be heard from Mr Libuda, and it probably didn’t mean anything at all. Still, it was a crossbearing of sorts. It was the only damn one he had. He went home, taking the tram this time; the rush hour was finished.

*

There was ham omelette with spinach for supper, and the television showed snips from the carnival-gallivanting in various corners of Europe, including Köln, Mainz and München. The Germans were all roaring about happily in cowboy suits, and the beer was going down glockglockglock; herr jé, how did the German bladder stand it?

*

He went to the office next morning with the bored feeling of a lot of tedious routine jobs to be done, and so it proved. The day was spent with airline and shipping bookings, car-hire firms, hotel fiches. A whole damn day, and at the end of it a vague certainty that Jean-Claude Marschal hadn’t just gone off to some obscure corner of Holland to do some fishing.

‘I hear you’ve got a nice soft job out of the private bin,’ said Chief Inspector Kan cattily, meeting him in the corridor. Van der Valk cursed halfheartedly.

Towards evening time he got an idea. Jean-Claude Marschal had served during the war with a British Army Intelligence unit. Nothing spectacular: rank of major, the usual fistful of decorations, no wounds. Nine tenths of it desk work; still … Had he ever done anything special? Was there any corner of Europe where he had been parachuted or infiltrated or rowed ashore in a little rubber dinghy? Anything that might give him a nostalgia for a time that had been less boring? Van der Valk rang up the War Office in London; they were quite polite in a sticky way, and once they overcame a natural inertia they promised to get him off a night letter.

Anne-Marie had promised him photographs, and on his way home he picked them up. None were very recent, but the bony face with the sharp nose was not one that would change a great deal. It was even fairly distinctive; there was something about that nose that reminded him of somebody-but-he-couldn’t-say-who – it would occur to him later.

More jollification this evening; climax of carnival, under the cold, dry, bitter, dusty north-east wind. Holland watched the goings-on with a confusion of disapproval, envy, and a slightly concussed horror.

‘Turn the rubbish off, it gets on my nerves,’ said Arlette: she was dressmaking in an angry way peculiar to herself, with vicious snips and clashes. The tock of her thread breaking sounded like an arrow in a target; her machine had a sudden nervous whirr like partridges in stubble. There was an anguished squawk as she ripped a length of cotton across. He studied the map of Europe. Mr Marschal had a French passport. If he was in Holland he would surely have shown up by now; nobody was sleeping under any bushes in carnival weather. He had left his little Panhard coupé behind. Where was he? Or was he dead?

If one went places, to get away, to flee, to withdraw, to be alone, did one go to a place that held a special kind of memory?

Why had Mr Canisius been so insistent on bringing the police into it? Could there be any reason at all for suspecting a crime? Anne-Marie … complex woman … Van der Valk went to bed to mend his head. Vinegar and brown paper …

*

Ash Wednesday. Arlette went to church to have her forehead marked and be reminded that she was dust. He went to the office, with a gloomy feeling that a policeman was reminded daily he was dust, but there was the reply waiting for him from London.

Major Marschal had not done anything fancy. He had worked after the landings as a liaison officer between the British and General de Lattre. He had been at Colmar, Stuttgart, Ulm – the French ‘Rhine and Danube’ army. Later, under the occupation, he had been De Lattre’s contact man with the British commander in Köln – ha ha, the one that had decided that Adenauer must be sacked. Köln again; strange, that. A superstitious person sometimes, especially when he had no facts to go on, Van der Valk was fascinated by the way the name kept cropping up. He had once been there himself, to arrest a gentleman working a cheque fraud. Man had made an amusing travelling companion, though that had not stopped him getting eighteen months.

He had made a friend, too, of the German policeman that had tidied it up for him. Heinz Stössel was as German as his name, but you would have to be up early in the morning to get ahead of him. Poor old Heinz; carnival would be a naughty time; all those drunks in cowboy costume who turned out next day to be company directors. How would Heinz look in cowboy costume?

It was ridiculous, of course; there was absolutely no reason to believe that Jean-Claude Marschal was anywhere in the Rhein-land. Fellow was in Switzerland long gone, with a damned great bank account under a code number in Zürich. Enjoying that healthy diet of milk chocolate.

Still, he had been told not to make official inquiries, but nothing had been said about the old-boy network. He picked up his telephone.

‘Police Praesidium, Köln. Hallo? Any chance of finding Stössel in his office? May not be gone yet? – put me through anyway. Hallo? Heinz? How are all the cowboys?’

A deep dramatic groan vibrated the diaphragm.

‘Gets worse every year – dustbin men swore they’d go on strike, three taxi-drivers were attacked, we had one hundred and forty-seven auto thefts and the bill for broken glass is astronomical. The insurance people refuse all carnival claims on principle – they say it comes under civil war. Over now – I love Lent!’

‘How’s your trade in missing persons?’

There was a sudden silence.

‘Why d’you ask? I have a very naughty one but it’s not on your teletype yet. You clairvoyant or something?’ The voice sharpened suddenly. ‘You haven’t found a girl, have you?’

‘No. I’ve lost a man.’

‘You’ve come to the wrong address, son. We’ve lost a girl – and the press got it before we did.’

‘Yes, that’s the worst sort.’

‘There’s worse still – we’ve just found her clothes in some woods. You can see the headline – Naked Beauty Disappears!’

‘Any starting point?’

‘Precious little – a barman saw her the night of Rose Monday with what is described as a handsome middle-aged man. Now you tell me your troubles. I haven’t seen any signal, but to be honest I’ve been too busy to look.’

‘It isn’t on the teletype. It’s one of those confidential jobs. Man’s a millionaire.’

A groan of disgust.

‘And I suppose he’s handsome and middle-aged, is he?’

‘I suppose he could be called that – by a barman. I’m not seriously suggesting it: I’ve got no pointer at all. But the name of Köln has come up three or four times in an oddly peculiar way. The thing is that just before he ducked my man was talking vaguely about the carnival.’

‘So was everybody else.’

‘Do you believe in coincidence, dad?’

‘You got photos?’

‘In my pocket.’

‘Not much though, is it? Handsome middle-aged man. You might as well say he had a glass of beer and a cowboy costume.’

‘I’m going to catch a plane.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘My expenses are guaranteed.’

There wasn’t any need to tell anybody, even Heinz Stössel, who would understand. There were two things driving him. One was simply the wish to get off the ground: he had had a feeling already for twenty-four hours that he was going round and round and staying in the same place. The other was pure wishful thinking. Like a poker player, with a fistful of rubbish, who discards three and keeps two miserable small hearts; by wishing hard enough he feels certain that his three new cards, turning them cautiously, one by one, corner by corner, up towards his twitching nose, will be three more hearts. Occasionally, they are.

He rang the airport; no space on the afternoon plane, but one at midday. He went home to pick up his bag, regretting the impulse a little already: it meant that instead of getting dinner from Arlette he would get a plastic tray with thingummybobs in aspic, and dry salad, and a huge piece of pastry with whipped cream that had gone slightly cardboardy from being kept in the fridge – he knew that airport food!

He didn’t believe Mr Marschal was dead: he didn’t believe in any crime: he couldn’t accept that the man was any sort of criminal. Yet because he heard a nonsensical tale about a naked girl and a handsome middle-aged man he went haring off to Köln. I am like the man in the Bible, he told himself, who strained at a gnat but swallowed a camel. Or was that in the Bible? Not that it mattered.

*

In Köln there was a message from Heinz. He had gone home to get some sleep; he would meet Van der Valk this evening at six on the Rhine Terrace. Here, in the meanwhile, was a transcript of the meagre facts available.

The girl was seventeen, rising eighteen. Her name was Dagmar Schwiewelbein – the kind of name a German sees nothing comic in. She was described as extremely pretty. There were photos available but they were misleading, apparently; the girl had shot up suddenly and changed her hairstyle, plucked her eyebrows, done all sorts of things the parents disapproved of. These parents were very quiet, simple honest folk. Father was clerk in an insurance office, a very nice chap, not conspicuous for brains. There was an elder brother in the army; the girl had lived at home with her parents. They were utterly distraught, of course. They had brought their daughter up simply, innocently; she had always been quiet and good, an honest little German girl wearing an apron with little pockets in the shape of hearts, and her hair in ringlets. Not an outstanding schoolgirl, not bright enough to go on to a higher school. She had taken a job in an expensive flashy shop as countergirl, selling sports clothes. She had never been away from home till last year, when she had gone with two other girls on a wintersport holiday; her hobby was gymnastics and she was mad on ski-ing. She had never had a regular boyfriend, though she had been to the cinema with various young hopefuls. A good, quiet, innocent girl.

The parents had not liked the job: she had got hard and flashy, ‘like all the other girls nowadays’, and sometimes wilful and cheeky with her mum.

Last month a big event had come to her life. She had been chosen for the Carnival as a Tanzmariechen.

This is a German phenomenon: the Carnival Prince has a troop of attendants, among them a sort of bodyguard that he carts about with him. These are the tanzmariechen, twenty or so of the prettiest and longest-legged girls in the town. They wear a very fetching musical-comedy-military costume: a kind of hussar tunic, tights, high boots, and a Cossack fur hat. It is very becoming on a tall slim girl.

I can’t think about her, thought Van der Valk, as Dagmar Schwiewelbein. I can think of her, though, as the tanzmariechen, which is a pretty name for a delightful phenomenon.

They ride in the parade with the Carnival Prince, on Rose Monday, and they appear of course at the great ball and banquet. This one hadn’t; she had just disappeared. She had been seen that night having a drink with the famous ‘handsome man’ in a café; nobody had thought anything of it. Nobody had ever seen her again. The costume – recognized by the sobbing mother – had been found in a neat pile in some woods ten kilometres or so outside the town, that were being searched as a matter of routine. There was no sign at all of trampling or a struggle or anything else: just a little pile of clothes. A naked tanzmariechen had disappeared into the cold March wind, veering between north-west, when it inclined to be wet, and north-east, when it was just cold.

Van der Valk trudged through Köln and got as far as the Rhine Terrace. Ash Wednesday – a carnival hangover: the streets seemed empty, the people slow and depressed. There were scarcely any people in the big glassed-in air-conditioned terrace. There was a view over a glaucous clouded-over Rhine, the huge heavy current even dirtier and more sullen than usual. The totally deserted outside terrace was decorated with flags of many countries, a few upside-down and almost all frayed by the wind and eaten by the Ruhr air. A vast poster announced that the Köln Football Club was host that Saturday to Borussia Dortmund. Banners advertised beer and fizzy lemonade. Another huge poster shouted the praises of the great ancient Roman Kennedy-visited Capital of the Rheinland. Everywhere one looked one saw the familiar twin towers of the Cathedral and the leggy stilts of the Rhine bridge.

Van der Valk didn’t want beer, especially not on a cold and dirty day in March. He cast around the bar looking for something else. Schnapps, horrible sweet vermouth, the German imitation champagne called Sekt … He saw a dusty bottle on the shelf, of a shape he recognized. Gentian, by heaven. It suited his mood exactly.

‘How d’you serve it?’ asked the barman dubiously.

‘Put some ice in an ordinary water glass. Now fill it half full.’

‘First time I’ve ever done one.’

Van der Valk sat in solitary state, with the headlines on the Naked Beauty, and waited for Inspector Stössel.

‘Ha. Beer?’

‘No beer. I’ve only just got up. Coffee.’ Everybody was drinking coffee in Köln today – Ash Wednesday.

‘Pot of black coffee for two,’ Van der Valk told the waitress, standing bored jingling the change in her apron pocket.

Heinz Stössel was like a large unsmoked ham, pale, solid, salted. Fat but firm and healthy. Without his reading glasses he looked dumb, which had deceived many; when he put them on, which he did to drink coffee with, he looked like a wicked and intelligent Roman senator. He stirred his coffee and looked at the Rhine with distaste.

‘She’s not in there, anyway. Nor in the woods. How serious are you about this?’

‘She was seen with the man.’

‘Yes. Right here. Drinking sekt. She was in her costume. The barman looked, because she’s pretty, you see. Man is much vaguer – thin, ordinary clothes, described as elegant. When a barman says elegant what do you read into it?’

‘Suppose that instead of being abducted and raped and maybe knocked off and shoved in a rabbit-hole somewhere she deliberately vanished.’

‘But what supports that? Nothing in her character or behaviour to suggest it. The rabbit-hole’s a lot more likely, I’m afraid.’

‘Look. I have a man. Exceedingly rich. Eccentric. A nervous type. He has gone, just gone like that. There’s a possibility of a rabbit-hole there too, but I can’t get along with it. Supposing he were here. I’ve nothing to prove it but he might have been. The vanishing of my man and the vanishing of your girl might be connected. Too much of a coincidence.’

Stössel sipped his coffee. If he was contemptuous of this his face did not show it.

‘Yes, but what have we got to show any connexion? Where are your photos? That barman is the one right there – that’s why I brought you to this dump.’

Van der Valk spread photos on the counter. The barman looked.

‘Well … I suppose it could have been. I didn’t really look that close at him. Like him, all right. I couldn’t honestly say for sure though.’

‘What good is that?’ asked Stössel heavily, back at the table.

‘None at all. Just a crazy notion. I’m quite prepared to admit it’s crazy. There’s something off key all the same about the way this girl vanishes.’

‘You mean she’s not the type quite. Neither is she the type to go running off with your millionaire.’

‘No.’

‘Let’s see those photos.’

He tossed the packet on the table; one slid, a little; the edge of the one above it cut the hairline off.

‘Looks like Jacques Anquetil,’ said Heinz stolidly. Van der Valk leaned over, and gave a laugh and a shrug.

‘I knew it was like somebody. Couldn’t think who.’

‘The hair changes the whole shape.’

‘And if you’re thinking of a millionaire you don’t think of a bicycle champion.’

The German got up and walked over towards the counter, still stolid.

‘It changes things, though … Listen,’ to the barman. ‘You’ve heard of Jacques Anquetil?’

‘Of course.’

‘Think carefully. Take your time. Now tell me whether perhaps the man with the girl looked at all like that?’

There was a silence, a funny silence, Van der Valk thought. There is something ridiculous about three people standing frowning, thinking of a set of features as well known as any in Europe: plastered over every newspaper in Europe, on every television screen every day for three to four weeks, every summer. Five times the winner of the Tour de France – that bony, nervous racer’s face above the handlebars is unforgettable.

‘Why yes,’ said the barman. ‘He had that kind of hair, and that sort of face. Sort of long and sharp. Sort of hollow.’

‘Now look at the photo again.’ A ham-like hand was covering the hair.

‘The hair changes it. It’s certainly like. I wouldn’t like to have to swear to it.’

‘No, we’re not asking you to. Just like or not like.’

‘Like. Very like.’

‘Fair enough … It’s not conclusive, of course.’

‘No, but smart. Of you.’ They were back at the table.

‘I’ve seen it before,’ said Stössel calmly. ‘Witnesses can never identify a photograph. But they can see the likeness of both to a third person they know. The thing is to find that third person. Jacques Anquetil …’ He gave a short snort of laughter.

‘Why not, after all? Must be a millionaire himself.’

‘And we can hardly suspect him of the job, huh?’ said Heinz.

‘Come on,’ he added, drinking up some cold coffee. ‘Back to the shop.’

*

‘Assuming you’re right …’ sitting down in an office a lot bigger, a chair more leather-padded, with a lot more ingenious machinery on the desk, than in Van der Valk’s office in Amsterdam, but with the same smell. ‘Why, would you say?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘It worries me. It seems so out of character.’

Perhaps, thought Van der Valk. You haven’t seen that house; you haven’t talked with Anne-Marie.

‘Let’s see if we can work out how.’

‘True … Planes are out. Taxis are out. Car-hire is out. Train … maybe.’

‘Car buy, maybe.’

‘We’ll try,’ with a face. ‘What might he have had – traveller’s cheques, dollars, any idea?’

‘He’s not that dim. German cheque on a German bank, likeliest, according to the hint I got.’

‘In a German name?’

‘How many autos, though, are paid for cash down and driven away?’

‘We’ll make a composite photo and show it around. Come to that, if all this is sound, he might have bought all sorts of things. A house, even. Anything expensive, not in itself unusual, but perhaps seeming unorthodox … My god, I’d hate to hear what the Polizei President would say to this notion – I’msuppressing you in my report in any case; you’ve no official standing.’

*

Van der Valk, with no standing even to read electricity meters in the city of Koln, could not take part in the hawking of a prettily faked photo around the expensive shops where a man looking like Jacques Anquetil might have bought a car, or a house, or a caravan, or … damn it, what had he thought of? Where had he gone? Where could he be hidden? It was a difficult thing, to think oneself into the shoes of a very rich man who wanted to cover his tracks.

He went to see the parents of the tanzmariechen. The mother was not much use – poor woman, she was a blur, like a water-colour left out in the rain, and whatever she could manage to tell about the girl was as bad. The father was more help. He was, thought Van der Valk, a man of surprising innocence; he did not even think of asking who this man was that spoke quite fluent German (but talked about das Zeit). A kind man, a man of goodness, simplicity, a man thinking evil of nobody: the girl, thought Van der Valk, had these characteristics too. Might that have struck Jean-Claude Marschal?

*

As they expected, a quite astonishing number of eccentric people had bought eccentric things and behaved in eccentric ways; it had, after all, been carnival time. Every policeman, in every shop, was regaled with tales that went, ‘That’s nothing, though. Why, I could tell you. There was a man that bought twelve nightdresses all different colours …’ It was exactly like the old ‘Believe it or not …’ column that had made Mr Ripley a household word when they were boys. But nobody recognized the photo, except the man in the garage, who thought it might have been a man he had sold a car just before carnival started, on the Friday: Carrera 1900: German racing silver: a Mr Alfred Kellermann. The man in the garage cared nothing for bikes though, and had never heard of Jacques Anquetil. If it had looked like Stirling Moss, now … It was all very vague.

Mr Kellermann had spoken good German, but not like a Rhinelander; more like a South German or an Austrian. The cheque was on a big bank: no information was forthcoming about the account without a court order.

Middle-aged handsome men in red, black, blue and white Porsche autos were reported all over Germany.

‘I can’t believe in it,’ said Heinz Stössel. ‘Where could they sleep? They must spend the night somewhere. You don’t sleep in a Porsche auto.’ He had the stubborn obstinacy, the refusal to be discouraged, that Van der Valk lacked.

‘They’re over the border long gone. Holed up somewhere in a wintersport village. He was a good skier. She worked in a sports shop and liked it too.’

‘It’s on the list,’ said Heinz briefly. His theory was that you can find anything and anyone with a routine, if that routine is only well enough co-ordinated. Police departments are increasingly fragmented and where they fail is in faulty liaison. A man looked for by, for instance, the fraud squad for a very smooth savings’ bank trick may be completely unknown to a murder squad, who would not know him even if they had him in the office as a witness. Heinz Stössel had fired arrows at every department in the organization. Faced with a man who, technically, had committed no crime at all (they had absolutely no pretext for looking up, for instance, the bank account) he had calmly assumed that the man was guilty of every crime in the penal code. He had made a list of everything he could imagine Mr Marschal doing, had virtually every policeman in Germany hunting for it, and had every report made put on his telex. Every hour, he went with his red pencil, line by line, through the reams of tape. He was looking, he said, for a co-ordinate.

‘I think there might be something here. It’s inconclusive, though. A large quantity of ski equipment and clothes, including some for a woman, was bought in München. The man does not follow our description particularly, but was tall, thin and assured. Knew all about what he wanted. The only thing that really struck them was that at the end he signed a very large cheque without even checking the number of items on the bill. When questioned they said that another thing that struck them was being told to deliver everything to the luggage office at the station. Cheque on a local bank. München looked for any more cheques in the same name. They found one at a travel agency – two first-class tickets to Innsbruck.’

‘What’s the name on the cheque?’

‘Funny name. Nay.’

‘Nay?’ said Van der Valk. ‘Nay?’

“That’s what it says on the tape. Nay.’

‘Ring them up, Heinz. I am a fool, ring them up, tell them to check the spelling.’

Slightly astonished at this vehemence, Stössel picked his phone up. ‘München … one six seven, miss, please … hallo? … hallo? Schneegans? Stössel here in Köln. This cheque in the ski-shop. Did the operator get the name right? Nay, yes. Check it will you? … yes? … OK, thanks.’ He put the phone down. ‘Yes, but how did you know? Easy slip to make, can’t blame them really. An e instead of an a. Ney. I don’t see it.’

‘Ney,’ said Van der Valk, grinning, ‘is the name – it’s absurdly childish – one of Napoleon’s marshals. Born German – in the Saar. Kellermann is one too. I’ve kept thinking and thinking what it was that was memorable about it.’

‘You mean this is him?’

‘Can’t be anyone else.’

‘Gone to Innsbruck. Looks like a risk but it was safe really. München to Innsbruck! Well … what can have happened to the auto?’

‘That damn routine of yours,’ said Van der Valk, still grinning.

‘I had every auto checked,’ indignantly. ‘Bought, hired, borrowed or stolen.’

‘You don’t know an auto’s stolen, though, till someone reports it stolen.’

‘Yes, but … ’

‘What better way would there be of getting rid of an auto you think might be recognized? Leave it on the street unlocked in a town that size – it’ll be gone without trace in three hours. You simply never report its loss.’

‘What – a brand new Porsche?’

‘We just haven’t been keeping pace with this kind of mind. That brand new Porsche means about as much to a fellow like this as a Dinky toy.’

‘I see. No wonder we missed him … Anyway, we’ve got the two linked. We know now that he went off with the girl. Find him, and we find the girl. Or the other way round. I need to get the President, now, to ring up Innsbruck.’

‘No need. I’m going to go there myself.’

‘You’ve no authority, though.’

‘I don’t need it. All I have to do is walk up to him and say the party’s over. The whole drama will collapse and the girl will just come home. What can it be, after all? Just a whim of a rich man. A romantic escapade. She’ll have come to no harm. But he’ll be watching the German papers, Heinz, amusing himself, I’ve no doubt. Don’t let the press get it.’

*

It was like passing from one world into another, he thought, in the plane. He hadn’t been able to tell Heinz, but everything there had been out of key, the scenery and lighting false and melodramatic, the shadows exaggerated and distorted, the feeling of the whole atmosphere wrong. If a girl disappears, there is a possible crime; if the girl is not raped, or murdered, or sold into slavery, or something, well, there remains an abduction. The distraught parents, the screaming press, the hundreds of policemen and firemen and soldiers in high boots peering under bramble bushes – everything gets out of hand. Jean-Claude Marschal had committed no crime. He had to keep reminding himself of that, but he was sure it was true; Jean-Claude had quite likely never even realized that the German police would take it all so seriously. To him getting a girl to run away with you was a new sensation, a new thing, a new experience. That was how it looked; he didn’t know, himself. Jean-Claude had run away; he had known or guessed that he would be searched for. Really searched for? By the police? He had hidden himself cunningly; it had taken Heinz Stössel’s fantastic routine, with threads from the whole of the Federal Republic twisted into a lasso by a teletype, to find him. It hadn’t caught him.

Van der Valk was distracted momentarily. First by the stewardess, who had so much hair that he wondered for several moments how on earth she managed to keep her cap on, and then by the beer he asked for. It was perfectly good beer, but by the peculiar snobbish alchemy of airlines it was Danish. Because, he thought indignantly, we are flying at three or four thousand feet over the territory of the Federal Republic, German beer becomes immediately too proletarian for the likes of us – and I shell out four and sixpence for a gold-label Carlsberg as meek as Minnie Mouse. Indignation at this meekness had to simmer down before he could concentrate on Marschal.

Marschal must surely realize that the police hunt for persons reported missing. He might have reckoned on Anne-Marie making no fuss; she hadn’t wanted any police – she’d made that clear enough. He must, too, have thought that Canisius would be unperturbed – and there he had made an error. He had known that his absence made no difference to the business, and he had known that as the heir to the Marschal fortune he was a person of importance in everyone’s eyes. Conclusion was, surely, that to fall into the error of supposing that Canisius would take no steps towards having him found he must have imagined that Canisius would be glad to have him gone, out of the way, forgotten even.

Not only had Canisius taken steps – he had taken very drastic steps. An inspector of the criminal brigade had been detached, with wide powers and all expenses guaranteed. As though there had been a crime. Yet there had been no crime. Yes, persuading a girl under age to run away from her home was a legal offence, but Marschal had not thought of that. Otherwise he must have known that the police would look for this girl, as well as for him. Had he thought that the girl would confuse everything, providing him with a kind of camouflage?

The beer tasted good. Van der Valk reflected that Canisius was paying for it, just as he was for the plane ticket, and cheered up.

Could Canisius have known or guessed something about this girl? That hardly seemed possible. Could he have known or guessed that Marschal might do something of the sort? Something wild, something unstable? Had they known of some secret, some inner flaw in the man? Was that why Canisius had insisted on an inspector of the criminal brigade? And if that was the case, why hadn’t he been told?

Was Marschal unbalanced? Had he perhaps done something criminal in the past? Could this German girl be in any danger?

No no. He shook it off; that was worse than unsupported theorizing, that was senseless vaporizing. The Head Commissaris of Police in Amsterdam might be a nervous civil servant, but he would have satisfied himself that there was no crime. If there had been anything criminal, he would have followed the routine pattern, Interpol and all the rest, and he would not have departed from it for twenty millionaires. No, his Highness had behaved in a way that was plausible enough. A millionaire with amnesia, who must not be chased or harried, who must be looked for very quietly and discreetly by a responsible experienced officer – with all his expenses guaranteed – that magic phrase had been enough to quieten his Highness’s conscience, no doubt!

It was a grave mistake to get himself hot and bothered about motives, thought Van der Valk. He was an inspector of the criminal brigade: very well, that simply meant that he was a policeman like any other, acting under orders, orders to look for a man, find him, and simply report his whereabouts to Canisius. These orders were not affected by anything he might not know: even if the man were a criminal, it was irrelevant. A little thread had brought him to Köln, where a friendly gesture had put a whole country’s police apparatus in movement for him – Van der Valk knew very well that Heinz Stössel had not, until the discovery of the second bank account with a Napoleonic name, been very convinced that Mr Marschal was responsible for the disappearance of little Dagmar Schwiewelbein. Out of goodwill he had summoned a monstrous expenditure of energy (with sufficient excuse to explain it to his superiors) and had got a positive result, a clue to Marschal’s whereabouts, inside forty-eight hours.

The next little thread, in Austria, might take a bit longer, but Van der Valk knew well enough that he would find his man. The frontiers were being watched; Stössel had sent a signal about the missing girl to the police of Innsbruck. He would find him easily enough, and then he would make a phone call, and that would be the end of it. Canisius would come, or send a confidential minion, for a little chat with Jean-Claude. The German girl would be sent home, and any possible criminal charge concerning abduction would be politely forgotten. An incident … Jean-Claude Marschal was not a criminal. There had been no crime.

And Anne-Marie? Would she thank him for all that? She had not been any too enthusiastic at a policeman, however responsible, however experienced, however tactful and discreet, running after her husband. She had yielded eventually, become more open, but she had not lost all suspicion. She had agreed that Marschal should be followed up, but she had made a clear hint that Jean-Claude was not an ordinary person, and a clear appeal to him to make an effort to understand, not to accept everything he was told. Just because he had had some vague clue about those statues, some vague notion about the famous Hepplewhite furniture? Of course not, but she had thought him a little more able than most to realize that this was a peculiar bird. ‘I really do believe …’ she had said … What was it exactly that she really did believe?

Was it possible that …? Why, exactly, had Canisius sent an inspector of the criminal brigade? Could there be something more to all this than met the eye?

No, no, and no. He knew nothing, he was simply going to obey orders, follow instructions, Jean-Claude Marschal has not committed any crime, not even that of abduction; Marschal was not a criminal.

Jean-Claude Marschal has committed no crime … It was a bit like the famous phrase in Liberty Bar. William Brown was murdered …

The plane bumped very slightly on concrete, taxied, turned, roared its engines, and relapsed into silence; everybody hustled for the door. The air was stinging cold and there were mountains all around. This was Innsbruck.

*

First of all, Innsbruck was a great deal fuller than he had thought. He got a hotel room, but not without a struggle. Next week, apparently, there would be the final big international competition of the ski season, and the whole of the ‘white circus’ would be on parade. The place would swarm with lookers-on and hangers-on, there would be journalists and photographers. And there were, still, any amount of holidaymakers. March or no March, there were forty centimetres of snow right here, and a hundred and twenty on the slopes …

There he was, too, deep in the forty centimetres, with town shoes, and a silly light overcoat that had looked perfectly all right in Köln, but here was absurd. Very well, the Sopex was paying the expenses. He was supposed to find Mr Marschal, but nobody had warned him that he might have to paddle in the snow. He went into the first shop he came to in the Maximilianstrasse, and bought himself a mighty pair of boots, and a lovely loden ‘canadienne’ jacket. They tried to sell him the whole damn shop, scenting a novice.

‘I could do with a St Bernard dog.’ That shut them up.

Once equipped he had to make his routine call on the police. They weren’t a bit interested.

‘Fine place you’ve picked. We’ve got all the hotel registrations, naturally, but the valley’s full of chalets and houses that would take a year to check. You don’t see that, but all these mountain districts are the same. People own a house, good. We know their name. They let it for a month, the tenants sublet, the subletter camps a dozen pals in the kitchen – do you think we know their names? We don’t even get the tourist tax half the time.’

The commissaire’s name was Bratfisch. He was rough and tough; rough blond hair, a rough tweed jacket, a pair of shoulders made to burst in doors, and boots like Van der Valk’s, made to kick people out of them. Van der Valk leant back in his chair, with his hands in his pockets, and chewed on a matchstick. It was just the fellow’s manner, he thought. Plus a message. You damned policemen from the towns in your clean white shirts may think yourselves clever, but don’t think that we bow down before you. We are mountaineers.

‘It isn’t really my fault that they came here, though,’ softly.

‘Ach, of course not. Just that this can’t be done one-two-three. Firstly, your birds could be in the Vorarlberg by now, or in the Engadine. Second, they can get very worked up in Köln about a girl that’s disappeared but here, one has to realize, these things are a daily occurrence. You know how many girls reported missing I’ve had here since the season started? I’ll tell you – eighteen. The air goes to their heads. They get seduced by beach boys and fall off the tree like cherries. Six weeks later they turn up at their consulates without a sou asking for a ticket home.’

Van der Valk did not mention Jean-Claude Marschal. He knew what answer he would get. That a missing millionaire might be a horrible great headache to some finance company but that all the millions wouldn’t put more than twenty-four hours in the day.

Bratfisch obviously felt he had been a little too uncooperative.

‘I’ll help you all I can, naturally. Next week it’ll be different. This last few days is the worst. Last classic of the season. Blame it on the mountain air. The old women are the worst. They dress up as though they were twenty, leave money and jewels all over their hotel rooms, walk off a terrace leaving mink jackets on the backs of chairs – you know how many people come each year new to the winter sports? Twenty per cent over the year before. And you know what it is here, since the Olympics? Forty per cent. Every man I have is up to the ears and short of sleep. Next Monday the circus will be gone. Try me then, if you haven’t found them. Servus.’

‘Servus,’ said Van der Valk. He wasn’t particularly bothered.

*

They weren’t being disagreeable; it was all perfectly true.

Look at those old women in the tea-room there, gorging on whipped cream. And as for handsome middle-aged men – even if they weren’t handsome they looked it in brilliant sweaters and tight ski-trousers: you couldn’t see their hair under knitted ski-caps, and you couldn’t tell whether they were thirty or fifty; and if they hadn’t had girls when they came they had now. German girls, English, Danish, Finnish girls: the Innsbruck Anschluss was as classic as the Kandahar Run.

The wonderful new snowboots were hurting his unaccustomed feet; he hobbled rather over the creaky snow. ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’ he muttered, catching sight of his reflection in a round knitted cap with a bobble on the top. But at least he no longer stuck out in this crowd like Miss Bikini-Bust.

The reception desk was full of people writing picture postcards. He asked for a telephone line to Amsterdam, was told there would be an hour’s delay, and went into the bar, where he drank gentian and took his boots off surreptitiously in the dim light under the table.

‘Mr Canisius? Van der Valk here. Speaking from the Hotel Kandahar at Innsbruck. He’s around here somewhere. He was in Germany. He went off with a girl. Yes, just picked up a young girl and seemingly talked her into leaving home without a word of warning. That got signalled, of course, by the German Police. The two are here now. They’ll find it very difficult to leave now, because all the borders are on the lookout. I’ve no doubt I’ll find them, but it’s still very crowded with holidaymakers here, and it may take some days. Does this news surprise you?’

‘Not at all,’ came Canisius’ voice, dry, level, practised at speaking over long-distance telephones. The line was astonishingly good: mountains or not, he could have been in the next room. ‘It is exactly the kind of unbalanced act I had feared. A possible scandal looming. Now you know why I was emphatic about discretion. Do the local police know all this?’

‘They know about the girl. That is the pretext for my inquiries. Nobody knows about him yet, though the German police know something, naturally, since I had to tell them. They haven’t released anything to the press, though.’

‘Good, good. Excellent. I have no doubt that you can find a pretext for keeping Mr Marschal from any further escapades until I can be notified. I will know then what steps to take. I am very pleased that you have got on his traces so quickly; congratulations. Remember, Mr Van de Valk – discretion. He may do something unexpected if he finds himself cornered.’

‘You think that he is unbalanced, do you?’

‘Don’t concern yourself about that, my dear inspector,’ the voice was silky. ‘Remember that we are all acting for the protection of himself as well as of very considerable interests. Ring me again the moment you have any news. Goodbye now.’

He went and had dinner. He was extremely sleepy from the mountain air, and his leg muscles were aching: he got some stuff from the porter to grease the stiff newness out of the famous snow-boots, and put his legs in hot and cold water. But he was a little overtired and overtense.

He had left his gloves somewhere, and would have to buy some more, and snowglasses. He was beginning to understand Mr Bratfisch, especially after reading the local paper.

He could speak and understand German well enough, but this mountain dialect was a bit beyond him; they had all sorts of words for things that foxed him. He was a bit of a fish out of water here: he had never been on skis in his life, and didn’t intend to start, thanks, and get shipped home with plaster on his leg. He would have to do a lot of walking, he could see that. In the snow; on the slopes – those poor leg muscles were going to suffer. Too bad about them.

He didn’t understand a thing about Jean-Claude Marschal. To talk about being unbalanced … Running away suddenly with the tanzmariechen – he was sure there was nothing premeditated about it – was that really unbalanced? Mr Canisius was very quck to say it was. Anne-Marie had remarked that it didn’t do to take the word of a Canisius as an infallible guide to understanding Marschal. What sort of a fellow was he? Romantic, impetuous, contemptuous of consequence. There was something paradoxically schoolboyish about a millionaire who has private bank accounts in half the major towns in Europe, keeping them under the names of Napoleonic Marshals. He was giving a romantic dash and sheen to that prosaic money. What was the point? Yes, he thought, he would have to go to the library and get a list of all those Napoleonic characters. Likely as not there was an account here in Innsbruck: he recalled vaguely that there were several Alsatian ones – Strasbourg was a great breeding-ground of marshals – with Germanic names.

He thought about the tanzmariechen. A hussar, a cavalier, almost a Rosenkavalier? Full of innocence, of courage, of trust. What pull could that exercise on Marschal? Did it really mean anything deep to him?

He had had Anne-Marie’s word that Jean-Claude had never found any woman but herself that really meant anything to him. He hadn’t thought she was lying, either.

If Marschal was behaving in a peculiar way, so was Canisius. Van der Valk had come round again to the old puzzle: what was Canisius so anxious about? Surely an escapade more or less trivial of the son-of-the-family could not seriously worry the Sopex? How did it warrant sticking a criminal-brigade inspector on his tracks? It was as though they were sure he had committed or would commit crimes, as though they knew something he did not know? Or – maybe, maybe – as though Jean-Claude Marschal knew something about them, and they knew it.

He didn’t know it. He had again that uneasy feeling that there were too many things he hadn’t been told.

What could Jean-Claude have on the Sopex? Or perhaps on Canisius? Some disgraceful fiddle? Some mean murderous strangling of something or someone that had got in their way? A huge tax evasion? Could he have heard or accidentally discovered some fact about that huge enterprise, that gigantic fortune, that had shocked that rather juvenile, immature, romantic spirit?

He didn’t know; right this minute he didn’t very much care. He turned on his stomach with a deep groan, pushed the pillow around a bit with his face, and fell instantly, heavily, asleep.

*

He was still sound asleep when a tremendous bang at his door announced eight-thirty, chambermaid, and coffee. He sat up yawning and hungry.

‘Herein’ She was already gone when he noticed that there were two cups. Well, he could eat breakfast for two. With all the anschluss going on, probably Innsbruck chambermaids automatically brought breakfast for two! He was scrubbing his teeth when there was another bang. There you are, silly bitch had brought the wrong breakfast. He struggled with the toothpaste and turned around to find Anne-Marie – calmly sitting pouring out coffee!

‘Good morning. I hope you don’t mind having a guest to breakfast. Black or milk?’

It took him some time to collect scattered wits.

‘You a detective or something?’

‘Canisius told me. I acted upon a sudden impulse. I discovered I could get a night connexion, through Paris. My plane landed two hours ago.’

It was all too much to grasp, when he hadn’t even had coffee. He felt extraordinarily bleary, decidedly hemmed in. She had, he supposed, a perfect right to appear here, but wasn’t it a bit drastic to appear like this with the coffee? Still, one had to admit it wasn’t a disagreeable sight. She looked very young: in black trousers and sweater – she was even wearing ski-boots – he saw the girl of fifteen years back, who had married Jean-Claude Marschal. He drank his coffee and felt less woolly.

‘Canisius,’ she said calmly, eating brioche with apricot jam, ‘who thoroughly enjoys telling people things they might find disagreeable, said he had a girl with him. What is it? Some rag-doll of the ski-slopes?’

‘I don’t know. She comes from Köln. He met her there. She is eighteen years old, a shop assistant, very pretty, good at things like dancing and skating, and her name is Dagmar.’

‘You see? – a rag doll,’ through another bite of brioche. ‘Jean-Claude must be out of his mind. It bothered me. There must be something wrong with him – that’s why I came. You don’t mind?’

‘Madame, he’s your husband. I’ve only been told to find him.’

‘It isn’t a crime, to run off with little girls in Köln.’

‘No. Unless he’d used violence of some sort. Which is extremely unlikely. An imprudence perhaps – if he really didn’t want to be found.’

‘Wasn’t it Talleyrand who said that an imprudence was worse than a crime?’

‘I think he was talking about something that was both. I’m wondering whether your husband has ever committed any crime?’

‘Why should you think that?’

‘Perhaps because I’m a policeman. I have to shave.’

‘Go ahead and shave. Don’t mind me.’

It was disconcerting. He felt oafish and provincial: this was really an infernal nuisance. Having this woman hanging about would not make things any easier. What was she driving at? Why had she come to drink coffee in his room before he was even shaved?

‘Is it impertinent to ask what you propose to do?’

He felt his jaw and put away the razor.

‘Have a shower,’ he said, picking up his clothes. It must be because they are so rich. I don’t belong in this league, in fact I feel a bloody fool. I should be back in Amsterdam, sitting writing reports in the office. I don’t belong in Innsbruck; I can’t get accustomed to waking up and finding a millionaire’s wife by my bed pouring out coffee.

Still, the hint had been broad. She would have gone away, he hoped, rubbing his hair dry and feeling rather clearer.

She had gone away, but she had come back again. On his bed lay a very gay, extremely luscious, appallingly expensive sweater – the kind of thing the expensive sports shops display casually in their windows, knotted round a pair of batons. He stared at this. She was standing by the window smoking a cigarette.

‘What’s this?’

‘A sweater. That v-necked thing you have is no good here. You need trousers too – I’ll get you some. The boots will do.’ He stared at the sweater, which was exactly the right colour and extremely tempting.

‘I have to tell you two things, Mrs Marschal. First, I am a policeman and can’t accept any sort of a gift for obvious reasons. You know, what the French delicately call a pot of wine. Second I don’t take things, even in private life, from women. Come to that, I usually drink my coffee in the morning with my wife.’

‘Very stupid you sound,’ she said calmly. ‘If this girl is as stupid as that Jean-Claude will simply put her on the train home. You’ll never be able to ski if you stay as stiff and Dutch as that.’

‘I don’t want to ski. I don’t intend to ski.’

‘You’re on the slope,’ impatiently. ‘Ski, or stay sitting on your dead arse.’ He opened his mouth, and shut it again. Life was too rapid this morning; he was getting old.

‘Put it on. You’ll look good in it. And don’t talk that childish nonsense about “gifts” since I know perfectly well that Canisius is paying your expenses. You came here, didn’t you? You took a train or a taxi or some damn thing. Put it on.’

‘Are you jealous of him? Or hoping to see him and make him jealous about you?’ She just looked at him then, saying nothing.

Well, this was life with the rich; ski, or sit on your dead arse. He picked up the sweater and started putting it on. While he had it over his head he was knocked over backwards by a pair of strong arms and held by something hard and muscular that smelt good: the trouble was that this was not particularly disagreeable. He felt something the way Jonah did, when he saw the whale’s mouth open. He got the sweater over his head and took the biggest gulp of fresh air he could get; the arms let him go suddenly. She leaned back on his bed and put her hands behind her head. In an absentminded sort of way she started doing leglifts with her boots on, to strengthen her stomach muscles.

‘I am a capricious, vexatious, nasty person,’ she said quietly. ‘I have been badly hurt. I hope I see this dancing girl, this beauty, this Pisslinger. I hope I see her in the middle of the Olympic Piste. I’ll do some slinging. I’ll knock her off her goddam skis.’

He brushed his hair and grinned.

‘Very nice sweater, this. I’m going to enjoy it. You’re a downhill girl, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. When I schuss, I schuss. I don’t want just to make pretty patterns.’

‘He could be anywhere in Austria, you know.’

‘There’s a competition starting today. The girls are going to run down the Olympic Piste. Draw a big crowd.’

‘I see. You sound quite enthusiastic. And you think it’ll draw him?’

‘He likes to watch the competition girls. Look over this year’s crop. Of course, if you want to go running round Austria, that’s your look-out. Be a great waste of time. Loosen up, enjoy yourself; don’t be so Dutch. This is all unimportant. Can’t you see that?’

‘Sure. Everything is unimportant.’

‘You’re taking everything too seriously,’ impatiently. ‘It’s all plain as daylight now. Jean-Claude went off in the mood for some amusement for a change. He picks up this ridiculous doll somewhere and goes off to do a bit of ski-ing. Can’t you see that just knowing that is enough? There’s no call any longer for all this pompous tracking performance. Forget about that fool Canisius. He called you because he’s an old maid. You’re here now – very well, profit from the occasion. Amuse yourself.’

‘With you,’ grinning.

‘Ach, pay no heed. That was just a little spat of rage on my part. Jealousy, if you like. I’m a downhill type and I work up voltage.’

‘You were one of the competition girls, weren’t you?’

‘Yes. When it comes to a competition, I can go faster than this Pisslinger, and Jean-Claude knows that perfectly well. What’s her real name, anyway?’

‘Dagmar Schwiewelbein.’

‘There you are. Call that a name?’ She laughed.

‘The Germans see nothing comic in it.’

‘I do, though. For a skier!’

‘So you’re thinking of just walking up and tapping him on the shoulder.’

‘Tell me then, what would you have done, if I wasn’t here to find him for you?’

‘Oh, quite a boring long routine,’ he said calmly, watching her. ‘One sets a machine going in a given area. Go through hotels, restaurants, chalet hire services, garages, shops, the lot, if necessary.’ No need to tell her how little enthusiasm the Austrian police had for all that – between Salzburg and Feldkirch!

‘You see?’ she said, shrugging. ‘It’s perfectly imbecile. Just as though he were a gangster or something. Forget you’re a policeman. I’ll teach you to ski.’

‘Very well,’ he said calmly.

Who did she think she was kidding?

*

The downhill girl! Very well, he would stick to her; there was truth enough in her tale to make it the right move. Undoubtedly she did want to find Jean-Claude, and undoubtedly it was easier to find that gentleman with her than without her. In a crowd he might not recognize the man at all. She would, though! Naturally, he knew he could find Mr Marschal even if he had to look all the way from Salzburg to Feldkirch: people have to eat and sleep somewhere, and Marschal had expensive tastes. …

But it would work this way. He was pretty sure she was right, and that the two were in Innsbruck or near by, and that they had left a track that she knew how to follow. He had not said anything about the bank accounts, but he had gone with her to the bank; she had come in a hurry, and needed to pick up a little money. He found it wonderful that these people took money so for granted; to them it was as natural as water to a town-dweller – you turned the tap and there it came. He watched her making jokes with the teller behind the counter, walking over towards him stuffing Austrian banknotes casually into the sleeve pocket of her anorak.

‘You got an account, in Innsbruck?’

‘No – Wien.’ He didn’t take it any further. She got some news there, he thought.

And now they were watching the competition, or rather the crowd. There was no sign of anyone that looked either like Jean Claude or the tanzmariechen.

He had got quite interested in the ski-ing. It was the first time he had seen a competition, and he liked the way the girls hurtled round the curve, biting their skis in to grip the snow, leaning over against the centrifugal force, tucking their batons under their arms and hunching down into the ‘egg’ for the long run in, rocking slightly to get the last scrap of speed from the slope. It was very fast, very graceful, very exciting.

Anne-Marie had taken a dislike to the girl that had made the fastest time.

‘Stump-legged, stump-witted, about as much sex appeal as a glass of stale beer. Always the same.’

‘Uh?’ There were perhaps ten thousand people, perhaps more, but another couple of thousand made no odds in the huge white valley. A football stadium would have been easier, but there one would have no liberty to walk about. They had started at the top of the hill and worked down: the crowd was strung along the four kilometres of the Olympic Piste and with a little patience one could look at everybody. Around the finishing line at the bottom were no more than two thousand people, perhaps; he had his binoculars on them.

‘Always the same,’ she was going on. ‘The really good skiers, the amusing ones, with a nice style and a bit of flair, get a bad starting number or have a sturz, and something wins with a style like a jeep, all tit and elbows.’ Yes, he thought, vaguely, the one he had liked best was the girl who had come slashing down giving herself shouts of encouragement, gone too far out on a curve, done a skater’s step on an icy patch and with a huge dismayed howl cabrioled into the crowd like a rabbit. A flurry of anxious hands had helped her up, and she had sat shaking with laughter.

There were still riders coming down, but a ski competition is won and lost by the first dozen, and the fanatics, the ones who were interested only by the performance and not by the spectacle and the atmosphere, what the Germans call the Stimmung, were already trickling down the slope at the bottom back to their autos. He was looking at one pair in particular, perhaps four hundred metres away and fifty, forty below, a rifle-shot, say. That, now, could perfectly well be Marschal and the tanzmariechen; the girl, in a big white fur hat, was in the right clothes for the part; the man was loading skis on to the rack of a red station wagon. The trouble was that a thousand pairs looked exactly the same. He could not see the nose at all, let alone the face; he held the binoculars steady, waiting for the man to turn, when the glasses were snatched out of his hand: Anne-Marie had suddenly noticed what he was doing. The red auto backed with a swirl and shot down the valley road, hidden at once by an awkward clump of pines. He took the glasses back leisurely. It had been a Fiat twenty-three hundred.

‘Mark,’ he said, contentedly. He had them! They were really here! He felt exactly as though he had drunk a tumbler full of champagne, straight off. His feet were no longer cold and his eyes no longer vague. He glanced at her; she had put on an indifferent face.

‘So.’

‘I couldn’t really see whether it was Jean-Claude or not,’ she said. ‘He was already stooping to get in – whoever it was.’ It was as obvious a lie as ever he had heard.

‘The Austrian police can pick that auto up in half an hour.’ He had no intention of telling the Austrian police, but he wanted to see how she would react.

‘Don’t be such a damned idiot,’ furiously. ‘If you call the police the whole damn thing comes out in the open, just for that silly girl. You can’t do that. Anyway you don’t need to. They’ll be here tomorrow, for the slalom. You can watch out for them – it’ll be easy.’

‘It’ll be even more easy to get them roped in straight away. They could just as easily have seen us – you, I mean.’ He knew something would have to give, now.

‘You fool, you fool – can’t you see that’s exactly what Canisius wants?’ He was walking rapidly down the slope; she was having to hurry to keep up with him. ‘Stop.’ He stopped. The auto she had hired was parked in the crowd, perhaps fifty paces from where Jean-Claude had left the red Fiat. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Please come back in the car with me. I want to explain something to you. Will you just not do anything precipitate till you’ve heard what I have to say?’

‘Very well.’ She unlocked the auto; there was the usual stuffy, tinny smell. It was an ordinary hire-service Rekord. There hadn’t, officially, been a car left to hire in the whole of Innsbruck: she had got one though. She got things done the way Jean-Claude got them done.

It had been sunny all morning, but it had clouded over now and was going to snow again. Yesterday’s fresh snow was lying thick on the whole valley, but the road had been kept free and one could drive fairly fast. She was driving a little too fast, but well. ‘Not much of a car is it, by your standards?’ She shrugged. ‘They’re all useless things. I’ve had them all: I know. I’ve had Ferraris and Maseratis, I’ve had a Hispano nineteen-thirty, with a solid stork and an ivory steering-wheel. You get there just as well on a scooter.’

A downhill girl! Or no – he was changing his mind about her: it was more Jean-Claude who was the downhill type. Calmly picking up a girl like that and not bothering his head for a second whether her family would be worried, whether the police would be notified, anything: someone else would have stopped to think. Would he himself not be searched for? And the girl – people were not going to just sit gazing at the fact that an eighteen-year-old girl vanishes. Yet he had not bothered, just come carting off here to Innsbruck and amused himself ski-ing, without a care in the world? That made no sense. There was something that drove him: he wanted to get somewhere fast. Anne-Marie knew about that.

The competition skiers call the downhill run ‘the hole’. You jump into it, and once you go there is nothing to stop you but the crash into the loose snow at the edge of the piste, where you can as easily break your leg or even your neck as find yourself panting, shaken, covered in snow, either laughing like that girl today, or crying, like three others that had gone off at exactly the same spot. You know nothing and you think of nothing. You simply get there, on nothing but your muscles and your instincts, at anything up to a hundred kilometres an hour. The top-class men average over ninety along the whole course; the girls hardly less. Competition ski-ing itself is a nonsense, because anybody at all can win, since conditions change in a minute, and the biggest championship can be won by one hundredth of a second. But the fact of going as fast as you can, stopping for nothing, on a course every metre of which can put you in hospital for a year, is enough, for in no other sport are you so close to the magic heart of life. He had seen that, this morning.

No, Anne-Marie was really more of a slalom girl. There are two ways you can run a slalom. You can wildcat it, hoping you hit nothing, or you can run it cunning, taking good care you hit nothing. For those frail stalks with the little fluttering pennants turn the darting iridescent dragonfly back into the shabby laborious caterpillar. They are made, even, of a special flexible plastic, for at the speed of a slalom nowadays a wooden or bamboo stick would be too dangerous.

To him, Anne-Marie was on a slalom course whose flags he could not see. All the movements were like the ski-jargon, meaningless. What was the point of the jet turn and the light christiania, the wax and the fix, the skate and the schuss, when a thick fog of not understanding lay over the whole maze? When he could see no flag?

She stopped outside the Kaisershof, and jumped out without looking at him.

‘Come on up to my room. I want to talk to you in quiet, and the place is full of gibbering journalists.’

She had to pause a second for her key. Two of the journalists were waiting for telephone lines.

‘I tell you a lightweight has a natural advantage on that kind of gymkhana course,’ one was saying.

‘What about the long schuss at the end, then?’ countered the other. ‘Her ten kilos extra picked her up damn near a second on that stretch alone: I clocked her there.’ Just so, friends.

Anne-Marie kicked her boots off, flung her anorak at a baroque gilded chair, and picked up the telephone.

‘Send up a bottle of whisky and two glasses.’ She looked at him. ‘Sit down,’ abrupt. She walked about, and looked out of the window, where the snow was beginning to fall again. He lit a cigarette peacefully. She was going to slalom, and he was going to guess at the flagstaffs!

‘I’m going to ask you to stop. To leave Jean-Claude alone altogether. To go home and forget him. I have a right to ask that. I’m his wife, after all. The rest is pure formalism. Don’t bother about Canisius: I’ll deal with that.’

‘It’s not quite that easy. Canisius didn’t hire me like a private eye.’

‘But you can’t arrest him or anything. He’s committed no crime.’

‘As to that, I haven’t been told,’ drily. ‘I’m a police officer, acting under instructions. Those instructions were simply to find him and establish if possible what he is proposing to do.’

‘And why do you think you were given those instructions?’

‘I don’t need to think about it. My superiors were satisfied that they were justified. We already have evidence that they were justified. Taking a girl away from her home sounds harmless enough. She’s under age, though, and she comes under the care-and-protection statutes. There exist in all European countries criminal charges that apply. Never heard of détournement de jeunesse – corruption of youth?’

She poured out a big glass of whisky, and drank it straight off, as though to fortify herself in a struggle against obstinate imbeciles.

‘Look – when I saw you in Amsterdam I could see you were not a foolish man. You don’t believe all this claptrap. You know perfectly that it’s a pretext.’

‘Certainly. From the first moment I was handed this tale I began asking myself why a man missing from home – an occasion for a police operation that is the simplest routine – was made a reason for sending an inspector of the criminal brigade, which is what I am, personally to try and find him. Without any of the usual steps being taken. No notice to Interpol, no notice to any of the administrative branches whose job it is to check things like hotels. Very unusual. In fact I’ve never heard of such a thing being done in all my experience.’

‘And why, do you think, was it done?’ Her voice was silky; her eyes gleamed, probably with whisky. She poured another one into her glass and, as an afterthought, filled the second glass too. She came over and handed it to him; he took it and drank some. Very good whisky.

‘I should say,’ steadily, ‘that a very large quantity indeed of money had something to do with the case. Mr Canisius and his friends are perhaps nervous that your husband may do things that look irresponsible, in the eyes of the world. They might be alarmed at the thought of his being able to run all round the world playing duck-and-drake with what everybody agreed is a colossal fortune.’

‘Have you sympathy with that point of view?’

‘I don’t have sympathies; I’m getting paid.’

She shook her head over him, sadly.

‘Use your intelligence. Try to understand.’ He drank some more whisky: he was enjoying it very much.

‘People v/ho have a great deal of money – a very great deal – are not easy to understand. They do things that people like me find confusing. I am trying to see why a man like Mr Marschal suddenly leaves his home without telling anyone. Why he goes to Köln at carnival time and runs off with a pretty girl in a gay uniform. Why he then sails off to the winter sports and has no cares, apparently, but to look over this year’s crop of ski-girls.’

‘You are paid to have no sympathies,’ she said. ‘Here, have some more whisky. Very well. I have, as you remark, a great deal of money. I will pay you to try and be less stupid. You want me to tell you why?’

She had already finished her second glass of whisky. She picked up the bottle, brought it over with her and bent over him to fill his glass up. Van der Valk understood at that moment that an extremely good-looking woman in ski-clothes, drinking whisky in a hotel bedroom with mountains outside the window, is a very tempting object, as tempting, perhaps, as a girl of eighteen at carnival time, dressed in the costume of a tanzmariechen.

‘Suppose I was to explain all this to you in bed?’ she said gently in his ear. She smelt of healthy woman, and faintly of sweat and perfume. There was the smell of expensive wool from her sweater, of ski-wax, of leather, of whisky. It is the world’s most seductive smell.

‘Canisius, and the clan, are very clever, you know. Take my clothes off.’

‘I can remember the same woman saying to me in Amsterdam “I am quite Spanish about such things.” Well, it just so happens – so am I.’

‘You think that Canisius has something on Jean-Claude – or on me? Don’t you?’ She was behind him now, with her arms round his neck. ‘You want me to tell you about it. I will show you how Spanish I am – if you like.’

He stood up, took the bottle from the table where she had put it, filled his glass, took a long drink, took a big breath of the scented air.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I would like to know several things. I think that Mr Marschal could tell me most of them. I would like to meet him. I want to meet him more than ever. If he’s planning to go and see the girls slalom tomorrow, I’ll be watching out for him. If he’s not there, I’ll turn the whole of Austria upside-down and keep shaking till he pops out. The German police, he may not have realized, are watching all the borders. They want this girl back. So do I. Going to bed with you would be very nice, and there’s only one thing I want more. To talk to your husband. That, for me, is the important thing. I’m a policeman. What Canisius thinks or does is of less interest to me than what Jean-Claude Marschal thinks – and does.’

‘Very well,’ she said after a moment. ‘Very well. You may be right. We’ll see – tomorrow.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow morning,’ easily. ‘Thanks for the whisky.’

*

The waiter sat him at a table where two journalists were still drinking coffee, brushing crumbs negligently and explaining that there was rather a squash and tables for one were not easy to come by. Anne-Marie would have got one all right … He didn’t mind; he would pick their brains and enjoy it. So would they; everybody likes explaining things to the starry-eyed beginner. No lack of openings either; the shoptalk was continuing undiminished.

‘Of course she’s unbeatable downhill – just that which makes her hopeless between the sticks. Not just too heavy – too crude – she slams the door.’

‘Please explain to me how this thing works,’ said Van der Valk through a mouthful of bread. ‘Just weaving between sticks – it’s always seemed dull to me.’

‘No no no, just the contrary,’ with enthusiasm. One pushed all the coffee-cups away and started to lay a course out with lumps of sugar. ‘It just looks like a slope, huh, with snow on it. But apart from all the bumps and hollows, there are lateral slopes from side to side as well, see. Laying the thing out they’re dead cunning. The runner shoots out of one gate here, see, and finds himself going sharp downhill and tilted far over to the right. So just to be nasty they set the next gate facing acute left pointing back uphill – so … no natural line to follow … you’ve got to pull up against the plunge of your own speed and weight, turn into a fresh line right across the tilt of the terrain, and find the exact angle to thread the next gate – remember five centimetres the wrong way and your ski hooks in the pole – without losing the rhythm. It’s tough as hell.’

‘And they change the rhythm’ – the other was anxious to impart knowledge too. ‘They give you a dogleg stretch like he says, gates fairly far apart, and just as you’re getting the hang of it they squeeze you into a very tight serpentine bit where the gates are only three or four metres apart instead of ten or twelve, and the runner that can tango like a dream gets buggered doing the twist.’

‘Chicken or veal cutlet?’ – the waiter, clanking coffee-cups on the tray.

‘Veal.’ He knew those hotel chickens, trotting tinnily off their assembly line. …

‘Come on Harry – don’t forget the crumpet.’

‘Do it no harm to wait a little,’ said Harry.

‘Anschluss,’ explained the other. ‘Norwegian anschluss. We teach them to slalom and they teach us to ski-jump, ha.’

‘Giant slalom – intervals of thirty metres,’ added Harry in a lecherous way. ‘Bye now.’

Yes, Anne-Marie’s slalom course was quite as wickedly laid out. Why the sudden change of front? Why had she suddenly come har-ing over to Innsbruck? Why had she suddenly started heading him off and wishing him to lose interest, after she had accepted the notion of his looking for her husband, back in Amsterdam?

Yes, Canisius had told her. Fair enough – normal that Canisius should ring her up, reassuringly. We’ve got news of him; don’t worry, whatever is biting him we’ll get it straightened out. But it hadn’t been like that. Canisius, making malicious hints about Jean-Claude being in Innsbruck with a pretty young German girl, had said something that had bitten her deep, and he wasn’t at all sure that it was just jealousy.

It must have been a shock to her. He thought of her words ‘I am the only woman who has any real meaning for him’ – and that little spat of rage she had shown over the coffee-cups had not been mere pretence. But was it only jealousy? He wasn’t so sure. She had made too abrupt a volte-face – was trying now too crudely to head him off and send him to play with the Norwegian girls. ‘I couldn’t really see if it was him or not.’ What was bad about his meeting Jean-Claude, talking to him, sorting out his tanzmariechen and sending her home to Mum? Surely Anne-Marie could have no objection to that!

Could her behaviour have anything to do with Canisius? Something he had said – or hinted – or implied – or spoken about in a gloating kind of way?

Van der Valk didn’t know. He went to ring his wife up, before going to bed.

*

There was a terrific queue for the téléphériques. A great many people were going up to look at the slalom course, which had been laid out in two halves down and along the slopes near the downhill track, and the Olympic Piste itself was open again to the public this morning, after being closed for a week for the competition. Several people with their skis on their shoulders were going to go up and see what they could do on the downhill run, excited and emboldened by the exploits of the girls yesterday. A good few of these were nowhere near skilful enough, nor experienced enough, to run a very fast and difficult course, and quite a few might well pay for biting off more than they could chew – with a broken leg or a dislocated shoulder! The Austrians were prepared for that, Van der Valk noticed cynically. They had the helicopter parked at the bottom of the piste; if anybody had a real crash, they used it to whisk the patient back to hospital, and of course, in case one of the competition girls had a bad ‘sturz’ in the slalom – that happened too!

Round the slalom course and thickest at the bottom, naturally, there was a thick crowd and a lot of excitement. Journalists gabbled, the public gabbled, the loudspeaker blatted. Radio relays were being set up and tested, the television cameras were hamming more than their fair share of space, officials were running about being important with little pieces of paper. The electronic scoreboard was racing lunatically through figures that didn’t belong to anybody at all, and the usual regiment of busy little dwarfs was trotting around like ants, pegging in ropes to keep the public back, dumping stretchers at strategic intervals, and staircasing laboriously up and down the twisting track between the gates, patting and fussing at the snow.

Outside the wooden huts with the banners the helicopter pilot was having a flirtation with the dextrose-tablets girl and enjoying a free cup of Ovaltine. And the reporters were dashing to and fro buttoning people, microphones brandished in their hands and hanging on their ties, cables up their sleeve and trailing behind them – they were extraordinarily good at not tripping, flicking the loose festoon of cable out from their feet as a woman flicks a long evening skirt.

There was a lot of tension. Last big competition of the season and this run would decide the combination prize. The Austrian girls had fought for a tiny edge yesterday in the downhill run. Would the French girls steal it back with their better slalom technique? Everybody knew, and was busy explaining why to his neighbour. Van der Valk didn’t know, and didn’t care. He had found a red Fiat station wagon parked, and was using his spare pair of eyes as well.

Anne-Marie, with her skis on her shoulder, was talking to one of the reporters, whom she knew, it seemed – she knew everybody! She walked back towards him.

‘Ten centimetres fell during the night, but married well to the old stuff. Good powder, very fast piste. Icy patches – they think it’ll favour the French girls. I feel like having a go – I’m going up to the top.’

‘I’m staying here for the moment.’

‘Please yourself,’ she said.

He turned his glasses on the group climbing into the télé-phérique; there was a fur hat that had caught his eye. Just such a Cossack hat wore the tanzmariechen. It might be, and it might not be: he couldn’t see properly. There was a man with her; might not be – and might be: it was as simple as that. He tucked the binoculars into the top of his zip and took large kangaroo hops down the hill, sliding and plunging. At the bottom it was well trodden; he ran fast.

The crowd had thinned when he got there, and he did not have to wait. The man and the woman were long gone, and Anne-Marie was gone – on the ‘bucket’ just in front of him. How slow it went – wobbling, vibrating, humming. The sun came out suddenly, amazingly warm in the gripping, biting air.

‘That’ll put oil on the piste,’ said a man next door to him. They had an excellent view of the slalom course, where the first try-out runner was slithering down in a chain of controlled skids.

He leapt off with no skis to wait for or encumber him and ran towards the top of the piste. Yes – there was Anne-Marie, kneeling, doing something with the binding on her ski; he could see her flipping the catch as though she were not quite satisfied with it. Half a dozen people were waiting their turn to schuss, at the top. Van der Valk stumbled through the fresh snow: a runner pushed himself off with an over-ambitious leap, and flew very fast about thirty metres before his arms started to windmill and he hit a tiny hump, lost both legs, and disappeared splendidly into a bank of loose soft stuff left there to make happy landings for the unwary. A knot of boys and girls standing at the top split themselves laughing. He reached Anne-Marie; she had her skis on and as he came panting up she did an about-turn conversion.

‘So you did come. Watch me schuss.’ They both saw the fur hat together. He gripped her sleeve; two more skiers launched themselves gingerly on the piste, leaning carefully forward, keeping their skis flat: she shrieked.

‘Jean-Claude. Jean-Claude.’

He saw the man at the same second; he had been masked by a fat fellow who had let his skis down, done a neat oblique glide, and dug his edges in a couple of metres further. Jacques Anquetil’s nose!

Marschal looked only for a second. He saw his wife, and his eye rested for perhaps seven-hundredths of a second (timed by the electronic scoreboard) on Van der Valk. He moved with no hesitation. He put a hand on the fur hat’s back, and launched her on the slope. Letting his skis down the way the fat man had done he started a skid, gathered his batons hanging by the wristloops, and went. With professional ease and speed; it was him all right.

Anne-Marie, her batons planted, was tucking her hair under her cap, panting.

‘Go on, damn you, go. Catch them up, do anything, stand on your head, but hold on to him. I have to talk to him, I must. Now go, what are you waiting for?’

Marschal had caught the girl up before the turn, swung well out to give her room, and passed her. She was going very carefully; it was too fast and steep for her but she was ski-ing steadily. Anne-Marie went, with a long tearing sigh of the skis, very fast, holding to the line, leaning right over to keep her balance on the turn.

And he could not ski! It had been the same ever since he came here … He ran back madly towards the lift, stumbled, skated, and sprawled full length. He ran on muttering furiously, covered in snow, his shoulder hurting.

One of the mountain ‘dwarfs’ was on the ski-lift; an old man with the thick mountain dialect he could not follow: a puckered, withered, tough little man in a hooded coat too long for him. ‘Have a sturz?’ he chuckled. Van der Valk dusted the snow off himself and cursed silently. His shoulder hurt. A cheer came up in the thin mountain air from the slalom course.

‘We’ll flip those French girls,’ said the old man.

‘Time, fifty-nine eighty-three,’ blatted the loudspeaker, but the name was drowned by the echo.

‘Who for, who for?’ squeaked the old man. ‘That’s fast, that’s very fast.’ Van der Valk stared numbly.

They had almost reached the bottom when a second bigger cheer went up.

‘Fifty-nine eighty-one, new best time,’ bawled the speaker.

‘Is it one of ours?’ yapped the dwarf, tumbling excitedly off the landing platform.

‘Sure it’s one of ours,’ muttered Van der Valk, limping, his shoulder hurting. ‘What d’you think it is, a Martian?’

He loped along the beaten path wretchedly, his heart pounding with the altitude. No fur hat, no nose to be seen at the bottom of the piste, no black trousers and sweater, either. Where had the three of them got to? Three hundred metres further the helicopter’s motor coughed and roared. As he looked it tilted clumsily, lifted off, and turned, gaining height: clouds of powder snow flew about wildly in the wind of the rotor. It roared directly over his head; someone had had a sturz.

He saw Anne-Marie, then, sliding down the last easy slope of the piste. He ran stumbling over to her.

‘Where are they?’ stupidly. ‘How is it I’m ahead of you?’

‘I had a sturz,’ ruefully. ‘A royal one. I looked at the girl instead of the track. Served me right. I flew out at a curve. Lost both skis and all my breath. You had one too by the look of you. Hurt your shoulder?’

He wasn’t looking. A new commotion was growing there, on the slope below the crowd watching the finish of the slalom. A knot of people were gesticulating and shouting; a policeman in mountain boots was running heavily, roaring crimson at another, below.

‘Someone’s pinched the bloody helicopter.’

Anne-Marie laughed, a clear soft laugh with a silver edge of malice in it. Van der Valk would have laughed too, at any other moment; it was the sort of joke he appreciated. It was just this mountain air, and the shortage of breath – he rubbed his shoulder resignedly. Tintin was here … It took that; the combination of skill and cheek that comes from having a lot of money. Jean-Claude had taken the girl with him: the tanzmariechen was gone.

Up above, the sixteen runners of the top group had finished the first leg of the slalom.

*

He went back alone to Innsbruck, rubbed liniment on his shoulder, changed, and had time to think what a fool he had made of himself. Floundering in snow …

Anne-Marie had shrieked. It had not been a cry of recognition; nor astonishment; nor anger. It had been a cry of warning. There was only one thing that she had not known, and that was Marschal’s determination to keep the girl with him. Jean-Claude had seen that Van der Valk had no skis, but that his wife had. The girl had had perhaps thirty seconds start – not enough for a skier as strong and experienced as Anne-Marie. By himself, Jean-Claude could have taken his red Fiat. He had chosen to wait for the girl. In those few seconds – perhaps a minute – he had taken the extraordinarily reckless decision to pinch a helicopter belonging to the Austrian government.

It was not, of course, such a risk as it looked. Nobody pays attention to a helicopter any more; he could put it down anywhere and get a half-hour start. The Austrian police, who were not getting themselves very wound up about a missing millionaire in Amsterdam, nor a missing shopgirl in Köln, would not even be bothered about their helicopter, once they had it back. They would put it down to the exuberance of some student.

He found a bar that was pleasantly dark and stuffy after the blinding white of the snowfields and ordered cognac gloomily. He had made a mess of this. There were a lot of things that were clearer than they had been, at least. That much was gained …

Jean-Claude Marschal was bored. He had a boring wearisome life, and found it tedious past belief. That was plain to grasp: the man simply found everything too easy. He had vast amounts of money, and was good at everything. He could win things without trying, help himself to everything he fancied without effort. If he dropped a sixpence, he found half-a-crown lying on the path. There was not much that gave him pleasure, not even vice, not even crime. To run off just because he was sick of everything was quite plausible.

There was more to it. He had been afraid. Canisius had put the police on his track. He had not known that, but he had guessed it. The second he had seen Van der Valk he had known and recognized the menace. Canisius had something on him. A crime – well, perhaps. One did not know. Perhaps an escapade of years before. Suppose – as a hypothesis – he had once had a hit-and-run accident, or something of the sort.

But why, suddenly, should Canisius have become such a menace as to force him to try and escape? If the man had a hold on him, why was it urgent at this precise moment?

Anne-Marie knew a good deal about this. She had not, at first, taken it very seriously, but when Canisius had rung her up and told her … He might have been a scrap premature with malicious triumph. When Van der Valk had phoned to tell him about the German police he had been a thought too quick to imagine he had his young friend Jean-Claude Marschal over a barrel.

Now, thought Van der Valk, I am in a cleft stick, for Anne-Marie, who is badly frightened now that she has seen the light, has made a very crude panicky approach: she offered me money, lots of money, she offered to sleep with me – just to forget about Jean-Claude.

And Canisius, for reasons I do not know, will press me all the harder to chase Jean-Claude, harry him, worry him into something still more imprudent, still more criminal. It certainly looked as though Canisius had known what he was doing when he manoeuvred the police into taking an interest …

The sensible thing to do is to go back to Amsterdam and make a very carefully worded report, stating just why I think we’re being carted and why, at the very moment when I could undoubtedly take Mr Marschal by the collar, I prefer to do no such thing; I don’t know enough.

There are several powerful arguments against this. First, it might look a little too much as though I had been sleeping with Anne-Marie – or worse. I have already committed the imprudence of taking a sweater she bought me!

Second, bigger reason was the tanzmariechen. Not only had she been charmed away from her home into what must seem to her a very romantic and glamorous adventure, but Marschal was, for some reason known only to him and perhaps obscure even at that, not letting go. He was cornered now, and frightened. Might he do something even more reckless than pinching a helicopter?

Van der Valk could understand the attraction a girl like that might have to a man sick to death of expensive and sophisticated women: he could understand the excitement of hiding her, smuggling her out of the country, being chased by the German police, taking her off to the winter sports. To someone who found it as difficult to get excited by anything as Marschal, to someone with Marschal’s reckless, incurably romantic nature, that was understandable.

But did he love her? How seriously did he take her? Was he aware that she was caught up in a tangle she could not possibly imagine? She certainly loved him furiously, uncaring: for him she would sacrifice anything. But he – he was sacrificing an innocent girl on the altar of his own boredom.

That was the flashpoint – whatever Van der Valk did, he had to get little Dagmar Schwiewelbein back to her distracted parents in Köln. Heinz Stössel was right, Marschal was of no importance: the central figure in this tale was not Jean-Claude the millionaire, nor Anne-Marie de Meeus, ex ski-champion, nor Canisius, regional manager to one of the world’s biggest financial trusts – but an eighteen-year-old shopgirl who had put on a Cossack hat and high boots to show off her pretty legs and face at the carnival. Van der Valk drank off his cognac and asked the waitress for a couple of coffeebeans to chew.

*

Mr Bratfisch was sitting at his desk telephoning.

‘Quite right … no damage? … well then, there’s no more to worry about, is there? … yes of course, but that can wait till this evening … Right you are.’ He put the phone down, picked up a forgotten cigarette smouldering in his ashtray, and grinned at Van der Valk.

‘Well – found your millionaire yet?’

‘Found your helicopter yet?’ Eyebrows went up.

‘So the wind lies there, does it?’ He got up and went to stare out of the window. ‘Clouding up, and we’re going to get a föhn. Make the snow sticky. Now if that had happened yesterday we’d have won that slalom.’

‘I was out there, but I had other things on my mind.’

‘That French sister act again. So it was you. He ran away when he saw you?’

‘He doesn’t know me. He may have guessed what I am. His wife came here, supposedly to help find him. I was with her. She shouted when she saw him, in a stupid way. We were at the top of the piste. He was on skis and I wasn’t. I can’t ski anyway; I had to go down on the bucket. He took a remarkably drastic way of getting out.’

‘That’s of little enough consequence. We weren’t worried. You can’t hide a thing like a heli. We’ve just found it. Took us two hours searching, for all that; it was quite cleverly hidden, at the top of a valley in a stand of pines. Might have taken us longer, but we took another heli to search for the first one – since last year, we have two.’ He threw away the cigarette, picked up a half eaten piece of bread and cheese, and bit into it with strong white teeth, brushing crumbs negligently on to the floor. ‘The one irritation was that I got no dinner.’

‘And?’

‘Yes, I admit, this changes things. He have this girl with him? – this one the Germans were flapping about?’

‘Yes.’

‘Bit exaggerated all this, isn’t it? I mean I don’t know why you’re after him, but when he sees you he grabs our heli. That’s in itself not serious, is it? I mean there’s no larcenous intent, so we’re left with joyriding. Is a joyride in a heli any more dangerous or serious than the same thing in a sports car? But for him to do a thing like that makes me think there’s more in this than meets the eye.’

Well, this Bratfisch might be casual, but he was not stupid.

‘I don’t know myself what he thinks I’m after. My instructions were to find him and learn why he chose to vanish from his home. He may have something on his mind I know nothing of. The point is that he feels himself cornered and he may do something more reckless than joyriding. He has a young girl with him who is innocent of anything at all.’

‘Mm,’ Bratfisch tapped the white teeth and hitched a bit of cheese out of some corner. ‘We’d better go and look. And you must come, since you can recognize this chap. We’ve got no proper description. I may say I meant to sound lukewarm when you came to see me last night, because it all sounded a bit too hole-and-corner, and I hadn’t had this chap signalled, or anything. Still – I can act on the signal Köln sent me about the girl. You do understand why I didn’t regard that as serious? We had a smash and grab in a jeweller’s last night, right here in the street. Impudence, that. It’s been taking up most of the resources I possess. Still, we’ll see what we can do now,’ leading the way downstairs.

He had a car outside, one of the old BMW saloons that are extremely solid and a great deal faster than they look. ‘Give me a description and I’ll broadcast it,’ he said with a finger flicked at the radio transmitter. ‘Mark, this valley’s not wide, and they may quite likely be still in it, since the roads are being watched. They left the heli at the head of the valley and skied down.’

*

After a bit of boy scout work they found the chalet where Marschal had been honeymooning with his tanzmariechen: there was nobody there. It was furnished with the ordinary things one finds in all mountain chalets. There were plenty of expensive things strewn about, from roses – flown into Innsbruck by plane at that time of year, and forced quite likely in Holland or Hyères, costing the earth – to a fancy Japanese camera which, alas, had no films in it. It was hard to say whether they had been back there or not. They had made little effort to take anything with them, and certainly no real luggage: the clothes that had been bought in München – and in Innsbruck! – were lying about everywhere. A careful search failed to turn up anything remarkable.

Back in Innsbruck a bit of hustling among files showed the chalet to be the property of an Italian business man: probably turn out to be a pal of Marschal’s – and quite likely someone with something to do with the Sopex! Whether he had been there or not, there would be nothing suspect or unusual to him about Jean-Claude’s turning up with a girl.

‘They’ll try to get out of Austria, now.’

‘Well, there aren’t all that many ways of getting out,’ said Bratfisch comfortably. ‘We’ve got the red Fiat, so they’d have to get another auto – and we’ve warned all garages and filling stations. Plane is right out, and I’ve got men on every train leaving Austria. He’s got to follow the valleys and what choice does that give him? Back towards Salzburg, the other way into the Vorarlberg and over towards Constance, up towards Germany, Mittenwald and Garmisch, or south over the Brenner. That looks likeliest, with the place belonging to this whatsisname from Torino, but hell, it’s easy enough to block the Brenner!’

‘What about the high passes? He seems to be useful on skis.’

Bratfisch laughed.

‘You don’t know much about mountains, do you? First, there’s an enormous amount of snow everywhere, and all but the main road passes are blocked. Second, there’s a föhn blowing. Avalanche weather. Nobody with one penny’s worth of sense is going to do any boy scout stuff on any mountains in these conditions, and anyone with no sense but a bad conscience would get stuck in a drift before he was up five hundred metres. Or might, very easily, get killed. This chap of yours wouldn’t do anything like that. No, wait twenty-four hours and we have him in a bag, girl and all.’

Van der Valk, feeling slightly curious, passed the Kaisershof on his way back to supper. There was an uproarious party going on; the French ski-team, with a crowd of trainers and hangers-on from ski and wax manufacturers, as many journalists, and a good many of the Austrian equivalents, were having a whoopee for the end of the competition season. There had been a big prizegiving and speechmaking already, with a good many banalities from the burgomaster and the President of the International Federation, and the five National Federations, and the Alpine Club, and … Anne-Marie was gone. She had packed her skis on to her hired car, and driven off earlier that afternoon, the porter said. No, she had been alone. No, she had had no messages or telephone calls, nor had she made any. No, she had seemed quite calm and sunny.

It was easy enough to check. Anne-Marie, alone, yes, quite alone, yes, they were quite sure, had passed the border at Füssen half an hour ago, in the hired car still, with the skis on top. They had noticed her particularly – yes, naturally.

Where the hell was Füssen? He had heard of it – they had an ice hockey team there. After a minute’s hunting on the map he found it, a little town just over the German border, thirty kilometres or so west of Garmisch. It didn’t have to mean anything. Anne-Marie had lost her taste for mountains and perhaps felt like a nice flat plain – Holland, for instance.
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