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Part One
‘In the way to study a long silence’

When Dick stopped to look into the jewellers’ window it was for no good reason, nor even for a bad one. The little ends of thread leading nowhere that govern our lives can suddenly plait themselves together into a cord strong enough to hang a dog by.

Dick wanted to eat his sandwich. He hadn’t really wanted the sandwich, and certainly not in that smelly snackbar, but he had some kind of nervous hunger which was making his stomach rumble. Nor did he want to eat it in the crowded street, and this was a good place, a privileged position, for the jewellers’ sat back in a sort of bay where the pavement was broader, where the window-gazer was not bumped by the restless eddy of people passing by, privileged because most of Amsterdam’s shopping streets are narrow and noisy, but this was not a place for zircon engagement rings and little plated charms, where you go for an alarm-clock. A sanctum all dim light and ash-grey velvet, and when you go inside valuable but useless antiques like sedan chairs or inlaid chess-tables are scattered casually about.

There was not really much to see: the shop was deep but narrow, and the thick armour glass masked by baroque wrought-iron grilles, themselves masking sophisticated alarm systems. But the door pleased him; very thick and heavy, a sort of glass box, or perhaps a glass coffin, thought Dick, standing up on end. It was divided into many shallow glass shelves, and these were filled with the little items of bric-à-brac which are good publicity because they catch the eye – snuffboxes, scent-bottles, uncut semi-precious stones, tortoiseshell whatnots studded with brilliants and little figurines of amber or soapstone.

Dick chewed leisurely at his sandwich – a Dutch sandwich, a roll sliced lengthwise and overflowing with tough roast beef – and admired a little silver coach harnessed to six tiny silver horses, and became aware of a fish, a fish which swims up to the glass of an aquarium and goggles at the goggling spectator. He was being observed, probably with disapproval for blocking the entrance, or worse still might he be a hippy who would break something and not even to steal but just for the hell of it? No, he was neat, clean, and wearing a carefully pressed suit; he looked like what he was, a quiet, well-brought-up boy. He didn’t care anyway; he was doing no harm. Then the door opened slightly and he still didn’t care but chewed on stolidly. No law against eating in the street. If he had a lot of money, and wanted a snuff-box badly, perhaps to keep pills in – then perhaps he would fancy that little enamel one, were it not that he took no pills, didn’t want a snuff-box, and hadn’t any money. He paid no attention to the silent figure watching him until the voice spoke, and then he was surprised by the voice not being hostile but friendly, and perhaps a thought amused.

‘Good appetite.’

Dick swallowed, and being a neat boy found a paper tissue in his pocket. He wiped his mouth carefully and then his hands, grinning back at the man, because anyway he was not being picked up with distaste like a scrap of fluff and deposited in a nice clean ashtray.

‘Just killing time,’ he said easily. ‘Got a business date but a bit early. Doesn’t do to be too early.’ It was not the prissy elderly stick in a black coat he would have suspected, but a young man not much older than himself – well, not over thirty anyhow. Casual fair hair, casual tweed suit. Wearing more money; that was the only real difference. He was leaning against the door-pillar, hands in pockets, smiling a bit, not patronizing or supercilious, considering Dick with alert amused brown eyes.

‘You don’t bother me at all. Relax all you please.’

‘Like you?’

‘Oh me … we’re oriental in this business. People come, go, buy nothing; doesn’t bother us. We’ve time for everything— and everyone. Looking, like yourself.’ He offered a cigarette-case, plain silver, hammered, a nice one.

‘Thanks,’ said Dick, taking one happily. ‘First today.’

‘Cutting down?’

‘Just rationed.’

‘Ah – money tight,’ with sympathy as though he knew all about that despite the case, the very good watch, the gold signet on the thin hand.

‘Money non-existent,’ as the lighter clicked. ‘Thanks.’

‘What’s your business date?’ Not in a prying way, just easily interested.

‘Oh – job – possibly.’

‘Good one?’

‘No, lousy. Selling some junk.’

‘Want it badly?’

‘Yes but not that one!’ And both smiles blossomed into laughs. Suddenly the door opened wider and the man said ‘Come in’ politely.

‘Why?’ asked Dick, surprised.

‘You’ve got a bit of time? Good: maybe I can offer you something more interesting,’ making a loose gesture with the hand, which was small and thin but tanned. ‘I’ve time too.’

Why not? thought Dick, said ‘Why not?’ and stepped inside with a show of negligence. Nice, inside. Lights were dim but would suddenly glitter on things. The velvet was a faded apricot, and went back a long, long way. At the front were modern showcases, and further back a jumble of ancient objects but all in all, thought Dick vaguely, a hell of a lot of fancy things, complete quiet a metre away from the street, and most pleasurable quantities of money. Gave one an illusion of wealth, nice even if only an illusion.

‘Like this,’ said the man reasonably. ‘Everything happens together. There should be a manager and an assistant here. The one was old and due to retire. So he retires, his perfect right, and I take his place provisionally. And the assistant goes off for something, to bury a relative I do believe, and probably has one too many because what does he do but fall downstairs and break a shoulder. Which leaves me with the short straw.’

‘You’re the owner?’ asked Dick a bit dubiously: the man seemed too young somehow.

‘I’m Mr Prins’s nephew, Larry Saint – at your service. Mr Prins’s the owner. But he’s away most of the while – valuations; he’s a leading expert.’

‘I see – or I don’t really see. You mean you’re offering me a job as sort of assistant? But I know nothing about a business like this. Anyway you don’t know me from Adam. And doesn’t one have to be bonded or whatever they call it? I mean, hell – it’s sort of sudden, isn’t it?’

‘My dear man,’ patiently, ‘if you’re not interested then say no more. Maybe your other offer’s better. As you justly remark there isn’t a great deal of money for an untrained man.’

‘I didn’t mean that – I only meant I’m standing there eating a sandwich and you just throw the idea at me. Thought you’d have advertised or something.’

‘Quite so,’ equable, ‘and what is advertising but taking people off the street? This is a high-class business, and as I remarked oriental. We want a young man untrained, to learn this individual job. Even if we wanted a trained man we wouldn’t bother advertising – we’d work by word of mouth. I saw you, and I used my eyes. You’re personable and obviously intelligent. And you’re looking for a job, you tell me. What more do we need? You speak politely, with an educated manner. You know nothing, and that has no importance. We get maybe ten serious customers a day. Those you hand on to me, or stall politely if I happen to be absent. For the rest you murmur polite phrases and butter up the idlers who haven’t the remotest intention of buying anything. For this, we’ll pay you. Not perhaps terribly much, but if you stay, and learn, and pick up the jargon, more. All we really need is someone who is always there; if I’m called away I dislike putting a notice on the door saying Back Soon, or Closed on account of Yom Kippur or some such pawnbroker’s phrase. As for being bonded,’ with a shrug at this notion, ‘there’s nothing to pinch here. Too easy to identify,’ and the hand flicked casually at an ivory figure with pieces of jade grouped around it. ‘This isn’t the Prisunic. If it doesn’t appeal, of course – no harm done.’

‘Of course it appeals,’ said Dick, almost crossly. The man said nothing, stood leaning against the counter, legs crossed, arms folded, head a little on one side, expression of a dealer not hurrying a customer who is seduced, but not quite sure if he can afford it.

‘Just like that,’ muttered Dick, irresolute.

‘Didn’t I say we were oriental? In this kind of high-class business we work on trust. And believe me, one develops an eye.’

‘Very well,’ said Dick at last, almost despite himself: it seemed an Arabian Nights sort of situation, somewhat daft. ‘In that case, I suppose, you’re on.’

There was no show of pleasure or displeasure – Saint uncrossed his arms, leaned his fingertips on the counter behind him.

‘Excellent. Now do you want to go and see this other fellow – is he counting on you?’

‘Hell, no. Probably twenty people after two lousy jobs.’

‘I wouldn’t want you to let anyone down.’

‘No question of that.’

‘Good. So you could begin by just staying here?’

‘Well, I suppose – I don’t see why not.’

‘It would be a weight off my mind; I’ve quite a few things to see to. We’ll call this a full day, then, and if you’re short I’ll advance you something, this evening.’

Dick grinned.

‘Was it that obvious?’

‘My dear man – standing there so careful with your shoes shined, looking, if you’ll forgive the remark, so exactly the type on his way to an interview. Now let’s put you wise. There’s nothing to it really. If anyone asks something you don’t know, just be open – be honest – it pays off the best. Say I’ll be back in an hour, hour and a half. My uncle will be in later. He’s an old man, very quiet, he won’t worry you. I’ll show you where to wash, and so forth. The things in the door are for sale; they’re labelled and priced – that price; you’re sorry but you don’t accept near offers. That will be all tourists take anyhow, but let them walk about and look, and they’ll be quite happy. All the other cases are locked and protected. Time enough to show you later, you wouldn’t want any of that the first day, how to deal with people who ask to handle a fragile object and then drop it.’

‘Suppose a bandit comes in with a gun?’

‘Let him. He can only get the petty cash anyhow. There’s no big money here. The windows and cases alarm automatically if interfered with. Well – it’s a deal?’

They shook hands, and then, with perfect simplicity Saint said, ‘See you in a little while,’ walked to the door, closed it behind him, and was gone …

Dick was left alone. He felt breathless.

There was plenty to explore in this Aladdin’s cave but he felt too nervous and restless to do more than fidget for twenty minutes, when a customer came in. He gulped and then became easy, because it was two American women tourists, not troublesome, and he was surprised to find how easy it was.

‘Is it genuine? I mean…’

‘Everything is genuine here, Madame.’

‘I mean it’s not reproduction?’

‘Certainly not, Madame.’

‘The price seems very high.’

‘It is as marked, Madame.’

‘What period is it?’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t say – I have only just started here.’

‘Well, I know enough not to be had, and at that price if it isn’t eighteenth it’s a diddle.’

‘Then I feel sure it will be, but if you care to come back in an hour Mr Saint will be able to tell you exactly,’

‘No – well – what do you think, Sadie?’ They took it.

Then there was an old dear in a fur coat. Had her ring, her diamond ring, come back from the cleaners? He couldn’t say? Hm, tiresome: she snorted a bit before going off. Then there was a haggard man in a dirty polo-necked sweater with draggly hair who put his nose in, twitched, and said ‘Louis here? No? Tell him I got them sapphires in – Jackie Baur, he’ll know,’ twitched again and vanished. A middle-aged, drably dressed, very conventional woman wanted to know where that miniature had come from because it reminded her so much of her mother. Dick felt encouraged: one could bring a book, or the paper, there was an arrangement for making tea; it would be easy to organize a few comforts.

When time hung there were explorations. The jewellery, the antiques, the yellowed picture on an easel with a dim sub-Caravaggio look did not tell him much. Some silky old Persian rugs – looked old anyhow, and might he supposed be silk. In a range of little drawers were small objects wrapped in tissue, replacements as he guessed for the tourist showcase. A drawer of cleaning materials, a cupboard of old sale and auction catalogues, a drawer of small tools for precise measurements and calibrations, packets of stick-on and tie-on labels, a couple of loupes which he tried in his eye and got on poorly with. Some very yellowed stuff about what to do in case of fire. He gazed at some modern table-silver and was bored by it: the really good stuff was all out of sight somewhere, he guessed. Before Saint came back he had made another sale: a child’s christening mug.

‘What did I tell you?’ said Saint calmly. ‘Earned your keep, and with no trouble at all.’

It was just before lunch when an old man came in, a big smooth face with a Roman nose, a lot of wiry grey hair behind a high brown forehead, a moustache, a cigar. He wore baggy grey trousers and a wide jacket of coarse tweed with huge pockets, all apparently full of junk. He looked at Dick incuriously, with benignity.

‘Hallo, Louis,’ said Saint easily. ‘This is Richard – we’ve acquired him, or he’s acquired us, we’re not sure yet. Everything okay?’

‘Everything okay.’ Unmannered, unaffected, very relaxed – Dick felt that his Arabian Nights adventure was turning out with no problems, even if disappointingly prosaic …

*

Van der Valk, sitting in his new office, looked at his neat desk with mixed feelings, and as was his habit when things got mixed, was writing them down in a notebook. He had several notebooks, ranging from the small one which lived in his pocket to a thick ‘desk diary’ bound in artificial leather in which he was writing his thesis, but most of them were school exercise-books. He looked at the small one with curiosity as though it were a clue to something – a pocket diary for the year 1963, full of useful hints for electrical engineers, with ‘Technische Bureau Zijlstra, Dordrechtsekade 81, Alphen a.d. Rijn’ printed on the cover. Where could he have acquired that? The smeary pages were stained with rain from being consulted in the street, grease from being written-up while eating a sandwich, and, alarmingly frequently, beer as a result of telephone calls made in cafés. They were full of phone-numbers whose purpose had been forgotten, lines of shorthand made up on the spot, indecipherable even to himself a fortnight later, and chores like’ A. sweater pick up cleaners’.

And those exercise-books … virulent plastic covers like kitchen tablecloths or shower-curtains in the Campbell tartan: they’d got arty lately in a jazzy style, he had noticed. Surrealist butterflies all over everything were a recent Dutch craze. These exercise-books, as with children, started by being neat and orderly, each for its own carefully defined purpose, but after a week the right one had invariably been left at home, or wasn’t at hand just as he was in a frenzy, and then loose ends from current enquiries appeared upside down in ‘Office Administration’, or an orderly exposition to be written up as a formal report this coming week-end had disconcerting interruptions (paraphrase of undoubtedly interesting if turgid remarks by Professor Grimmeisen concerning infantile behaviour, in which certain conclusions by Doctor Summers of Baltimore had been thought ill-judged).

Altogether a sorry collection, belonging in the satchel of a poorly-disciplined twelve-year-old, and out of place in this prissy building annexed to the Ministry of Social Affairs in the Hague. So was he; he took one of the notebooks, turned to a clean page, and wrote down ‘Pride’. He was a disreputable person, and he had come by devious ways, but had reached a summit that ten years ago would have appeared as unlikely as his going to the South Pole, he thought, writing down ‘South Pole’.

It was the South Pole, which he had imagined in childhood as a rough pillar, tapering to a point, like the war memorial in the Damrak in Amsterdam, and like that deplorable object much shat-on by seagulls. It was a new and shoddy building in a scrambling noisy quarter, a long white oblong like a flower-box stood on end, with some ungainly stilts splayed out at the base to give a fictitious stability. Twenty-eight storeys of odd fragments from several Ministries, acquired to ‘house the overspill’. That was him! along with the effect of exhaust gases upon commuters stuck in traffic jams, and the seepage of industrial effluent into the subsoil. The Commission for Enquiry into Law Reform (sub-committee criminal code, studying the replacement of repressive elements by educative mechanisms), one of whose cogs was Commissaris van der Valk. He was sufficiently wary and experienced a public servant to be sceptical about committees, but he was a Principal Commissaire, and that is an animal high in police hierarchies, a thing to be proud about. He’d never thought of getting that far.

For a few years now, hampered by a crippling physical injury, and a built-in reputation for being both indiscreet and irresponsible, he had been at a dead end. True, as chief of a mobile criminal brigade in South Holland’s metroland, he had been kept busy, but was aware of moving sideways, voie de garage as Arlette called it; the sensation of being on a shelf. No further promotional prospect and precious little of real interest. Everything in such jobs was cut and dried, dependent upon decisions taken thirty years before. Except in minor details he had no power to innovate. To ‘fluctuate a bit’ from time to time; it seemed a disappointing finish for a senior police officer with over twenty-five years’ service. Especially in the last five years, in a society breaking up and becoming continually more fluid under the pressure of fermentations not understood yet, and least of all by government functionaries, his work had come to appear increasingly trivial and irrelevant. Not much interest or pride to be found in the identification and sequestration of criminals in ever-growing numbers, most of them either not really criminals at all or defined as such for the wrong reasons. But all had to be presented to the Officer of Justice, the instructing and prosecuting magistrate, who might sometimes agree with him that the reams of paper, the monstrously involved and detailed dossiers, were a shocking waste of everyone’s time.

Even when summoned, as happened perhaps twice a year, to attend upon the Procureur-General, the chief legal authority in the province, he was bored. Once or twice in the past it had meant an enquiry of too delicate or embarrassing a sort to come through legal channels, occasionally productive of amusing or hair-raising episodes, but such things were more trouble than they were worth. Senior officials whose wives had taken to shoplifting, ticklish behaviour by Japanese or Bulgarian purchasing agents – such things no longer interested him. And mostly, anyway, such a summons had meant no more than a telling-off.

This time he had been surprised. The high official had been blunt, almost brief.

‘Sit down. This is unofficial, and in confidence. Recent government conciliabule has tended to become increasingly preoccupied with social questions. The blurring, or obliteration of traditional values – however, I waste no time on this with you; it’s stale cake to both of us. Very well – most European countries as you know are studying these problems, and groups exist all over the place, many over-fragmented and isolated. Much work is purely empirical patching-over of holes, and more is over-theoretical. Now it is proposed that a commission be set up to co-ordinate some proposals on a European scale, and to draw up further recommendations. I have myself been asked to submit my own notions, and also to assist in the nomination of some members of this commission. Much of that work concerns the reform of the magistrature, and some purely juristic points – let that pass. It was agreed that a voice from the police would be beneficial, particularly as concerns the relations of the public to legal codes. Your name was mentioned in this context, eventually put forward for serving upon this commission, and subsequently approved, subject of course to your acceptance. I have called you to offer you this position, and to explain a few of the conditions attached.

‘It is not a paid post, but would in your case and a few others involve full-time work, so that the proposal is to withdraw you for this period, which might amount to two or even three years, from your administrative duties, and transfer you to The Hague, where evidently you would be continued in your rank and at full pay. A civil-service flat and of course an office would be found for you there. You have doubtless further questions; put them.’

He had accepted on the spot. The Procureur-General had, he thought, been pleased by this alacrity.

‘By the way, Van der Valk,’ as he was on the verge of leaving, ‘it is felt that the members of this commission should where appropriate possess titles’, drily, ‘of a certain weight and substance. I will therefore mention to you that I have implemented a recommendation that you should have the rank and emoluments of a principal commissaire, and add that I think this not inappropriate in an officer of your seniority and experience. That is all, I think.’

‘My wife will be very pleased,’ said Van der Valk with a small smile.

The Procureur-General, who was not without humour at odd moments, responded to this smile and tapped his fountain-pen upon the virgin blotter before pointing it at him.

‘Yes. You might give thought too to the idea that it is possibly the first time a police officer has been given his step for – aha – literary reasons. Well, goodbye, Van der Valk. Offer your wife my congratulations would you?’

So now he felt pride. He had his name upon a door instead of his rank. He had an office smaller, to be sure, than the last, and probably even more dismal. But quieter, and definitely more private. And more luxurious, as befitted the higher pay. He no longer had policemen in shirt-sleeves clattering in and out, or the public with its incoherent rambling tales of persecution and victimization. To tell the truth he missed both these elements. But he didn’t miss the wire baskets, piled with paper of unbearable crassness, the phone ringing all the time and the floor which stayed dirty no matter how often it got mopped.

No linoleum here! A modern office, with moquette wall-to-wall! An austere desk, slab of so-called teak on a complicated metal undercarriage, and a black leather chair. A window which wouldn’t open, for reasons of dust, noise, vertigo, possible suicides, and upsetting the air-conditioning. The phones were throttled to a civil-service purr. And next door, with some chaste filing cabinets, he had a secretary, a rather wearisome female called Wattermann, a name whose associations with fountain pens, venereal disease and French tram-drivers confused him, so that he sometimes called her Miss Hasselblad or Miss Valentine, and she was convinced he did this on purpose, and tended to bridle – or was it bristle? Down in the basement was an IBM computer which he was waiting to catch out in some exceptionally childish error, and which supplied him with a great many more statistics than really he wanted to know (amazing the number of persons convicted of indictable offences in Pittsburg one or both of whose parents, when known, suffered from tuberculosis). Next door was a professor of something or other behavioural from Utrecht who was rather nice, quite human except first thing in the morning, and smoked Three Nuns in an English pipe, just what you would expect.

The desk was bare, but for the notebooks and a jamjar full of ball-point pens and paper-clips, but there were a few things put away in drawers: the small, bland, Swiss cigars he smoked nowadays, eau-de-cologne, and a terribly secret bottle of brandy, in case Watterman came all over queer and had to be revived. There was nothing else in the office but shelves holding his law books, a growing collection of paperback thrillers, and a vase of flowers: he had thrown out – to Wattermann’s consternation – all the climbing plants. The corners were silting up inexorably with deposits of learning about Criminal Law: there was an awful lot of it. Under ‘Pride’ in the notebook he wrote ‘Claustrophobia’ because every now and then he found himself wishing that the mayor would suddenly ring him up with a tale about embezzlement in municipal parking lots; just the kind of thing that used to make him swear so. He looked at his notebook, scratched, and suddenly wondered what some bright young Ph.D. from Besancon or Berkhamsted would make of all that if he were to drop dead suddenly. These palaeontological speculations were interrupted by his secretary. Not that you could call those discreet sliding movements an interruption, or even an irruption. Arlette called her Miss Typhoo Tea: when asked why said because she appeared like the tiny tip of the tender leaf.

‘There’s a young man,’ said Miss Wattermann, ‘asking to see you.’

‘Has he filled in all the proper forms?’

‘He says his business is personal and unofficial.’

‘Does he seem agitated?’

‘No, quite reasonable and relaxed.’

‘So he’s safe in your opinion?’

‘He doesn’t seem to be on a trip or anything.’

‘Then I think frisk him for concealed weapons and send him in.’

Van der Valk had learned a long time ago that to stand up and be polite, no matter who it was, never did any harm. The young man seemed ‘reasonable and relaxed’ enough but he had a balky look Van der Valk knew well, that of someone who is already regretting an impulse.

‘No, no, you don’t disturb me; I’m accessible. You’re quite wet, I suggest you hang your raincoat up over there, and there’s a chair in that corner.’

The young man had a student look, but was dressed in a suit and a white shirt, giving him a formal air. Dark hair, fairly long and very clean; pale skin and a washed appearance, or was that the effect of rain? The sober suit was that of a bank-clerk. Neat hands; clean nails. Polished shoes, too, instead of those huge suede boots. Intelligent face; manner neither aggressive nor dotty. The usual difficulty in starting.

‘Visitors are always pleasant,’ said Van der Valk, ‘you’d like a cigarette?’

‘Yes – no – yes, after all I will. Thanks.’

‘What have you got, a story for me?’

‘I suppose – it’s bound to sound silly.’

‘They mostly do,’ rattling a matchbox to see whether there was anything inside, ‘at first. Which you bring to me to make it sound less silly; why? – because I’m a policeman?’

‘I suppose so, I don’t know. Wanted your opinion, I suppose.’

‘Because I’m no longer an actively employed policeman, was that it? Seemed less compromising somehow?’ The boy seemed relieved: yes, that was it.

‘It was because of the television really.’

‘I understand. And you knew where to find me?’

‘Well I asked at the Ministry. They sent me on here.’

‘Bit of detective work?’

The boy grinned.

‘That’s right.’ Rather rewarding and encouraging, thought Van der Valk. Somebody had been looking at him – somebody had even listened.

It had been decided, nobody knew by whom, that the active members of the Commission should be introduced to the public, as a first step in the education campaign. Result, they were presented on television, safely late at night, with a bland young man to interview them.

‘This evening we have Professor Doctor Bandaid of the Institute of Industrial Psychology in Nijmegen, who has been studying some of the odder ways you and I behave, and he is going to tell us some startling things, which we believe will be having a lot of impact on this world of ours. I ask him to begin by defining some of the basic attitudes he believes we will have to adopt if we are going to be able to control our environment, a word we’ve heard a lot of lately.’

With just the same patronizingly apologetic patter Van der Valk had been given his turn at ‘speaking the Epilogue’; Tuesday nights after the variety show, when one could feel comfortably assured that ninety-five per cent of the sets had been switched off at the first syllable. Still, they had all gone through it, shrugging and muttering that after all it wasn’t a bad idea they supposed: secret Star Chambers were always a bad thing.

‘With us tonight we have Commissaris van der Valk whose thirty years’ experience with the Criminal Brigade has given him we believe an unusual insight into the traumatic perhaps I can use the word contacts of the public with the criminal code of law. An increasing number of us perhaps feel frustrated by what we find an excessive rigidity perhaps in the application of what we might perhaps call a rather anachronistic and um, antiquated apparatus.’ The fellow is pleased with his phrase, thought Van der Valk. And he on his cue, bothered by sweating too much, hoping he did not sound condescending, nervous in a grey suit a little too heavy for the overheated studio and an expensive silk tie with little marguerites bought by Arlette.

‘Most policemen,’ he began a little hesitantly, ‘are polite, clean, patient, and willing to take trouble. These are not the characteristics of pigs. Plainly this is not enough, since many people are convinced that we are pigs. It is also fair to remark that if one treats people, and policemen are people, as pigs then they begin to behave like pigs. We have therefore two basic proposals from which we must start examining our problem: to educate ourselves, and to educate the public.’

The interviewer was leaning forward with an eager, expectant look, lips slightly parted and eyes shiny, so that Van der Valk feared he was sounding dull and hurried on.

‘Holland is a very law-abiding country. Our rate of serious crime is negligible, our gangsters are simple-minded and pathetic oafs, and we tend to congratulate ourselves that crime belongs in countries like England, France or America. This extreme complacency and self-satisfaction is, simply, catastrophic …’

*

‘Was I very bad?’ he asked Arlette anxiously.

‘Not at all, I think. Quite a future as a reforming popu-larizer.’

It wasn’t quite the answer he would have liked; her remarks seldom were.

‘I didn’t make a fool of myself?’

‘Pas trop.’ Not too much; faint praise.

*

And now this boy coming bumbling into the office with a silly story … But wasn’t that what he had meant – a renewal of trust between the police and the public, a renewal of communication. He should be grateful!

‘Well,’ he said, ‘suppose you tell me your silly story.’

When it came to the point the boy squirmed a bit, because they always did. He’d done something stupid, and then invented a whole drama to cover it up, which was boring. It was a job for kindhearted Harry from Ham Common, the rustic cop on English television. Boy worked in this jewellers’, and there were all sorts of odd occurrences, yes to be sure, and … Van der Valk had avoided the bleak act of give-your-name, place and date of birth, and the rest which was so discouraging, but one could overdo the kindly paternalism.

‘You pinched something,’ he said.

‘Well – yes and no – the thing is, I’m sure it was meant.’

Yes, of course!

‘What was it?’

‘This.’ It was a plain, square, severely expensive wristwatch, a solid gold Patek Philippe; yes indeed, seductive thing. Banal affair. Van der Valk shrugged; still, he would be full of forgiveness and make no fuss.

‘Simple enough – put it back.’

‘But I’m telling you – I’m sure it was meant – that I was meant to take it.’

‘That’s catch twenty-two I’m afraid; being meant to take it is no defence in law.’

‘Yes but look, I mean, when I tell you I’m sure you’d agree. There are these drawers, see, full of junk, and Larry that’s the boss so to speak said very casually to clear one out and throw it all away. A lot of packing stuff, you know, little cardboard boxes, foam plastic and crap that little leather cases come wrapped in, you know, so I took an armful to the dustbin, and then this box seemed a bit heavy you know, and this was just thrown inside, no label on it or case, and it’s not marked on the stock sheet I looked and well he said to sling all that junk but then after I thought hey there must have been an invoice but there wasn’t and how could I put it back, and where?’

‘Simpler still – give it back. When in doubt, tell the truth.’

‘But why isn’t there a record of it?’

And now he thought of it, yes, why wasn’t there? And come to that, he had known firms do things of astonishing stupidity. Even big firms sometimes just went home forgetting to lock the door after them. As a policeman he had known human error of staggering magnitude. But jewellers – those notoriously careful stocktakers who counted everything every day – no, it was true; they did not do such things.

‘And Larry Saint – he’s a nice guy, but there’s no denying he’s a bit – I mean he’s so easy-going, it just isn’t for real. About getting this job, now, I mean, I’ll tell you.’

‘Yes,’ said Van der Valk slowly, ‘you’d better let me have some facts.’ He reached for a notebook. A third full of some legal guff: to punish the legal guff he turned it upside down and smoothed out a virgin page.

Richard Oddinga, age twenty-two. Father dead. Been business man up in backwoods of Friesland, boy been sent to Amsterdam to read law at the university. Failed some courses, been dropped, had been leading the happy-go-lucky loafer’s existence of the phony student which is so common. Had been suddenly offered this job in of all places a jewellers’, and it did sound a bit persuasive. Could there be something in this? Hm, to plant a watch and acquire a hold on the boy was perfectly classic and laughably easy – but what would that be aimed at? Though it still sounded like an episode for Mac of Mockturtle the understanding bobby.

‘I think it might be a kind of bribe,’ said the boy. ‘And I don’t know – I think they’ve got rid of anyone who really knows anything about the business, on some kind of pretext.’

‘Where is this shop?’ Van der Valk picked his pen up.

‘Prins.’

‘Prins?’ Astonished, he put the pen down again. ‘You mean there on the Spui?’

‘That’s right.’

‘But that’s dead fancy – Cartier, Van Cleef and – all that stuff, and dressy antiques, Fabergé easter eggs or whatnot in the window.’

‘Just try and find anything that genuinely is by Cartier. Some boxes, maybe.’

Van der Valk, by now amused, pushed his glasses up and rubbed his eyes.

‘Do you have some conclusion about all this?’

‘I don’t know – I thought of some insurance fraud – they would stage a fire or a burglary or something, but I suppose that’s too crude.’

‘A little,’ smiling. ‘Insurance companies aren’t quite that soft a touch. Perhaps something that if you’ll forgive me would look innocent enough to a more experienced eye. Has even an innocent explanation.’

‘I guessed you’d say that,’ downcast. ‘And yet – I know I couldn’t prove it or anything, but I do have a feeling something funny’s going on. That’s why I thought of you, I mean coming to say – but I might have known, you’ve got no use for that so I’ve wasted my time. Sorry.’

‘No. Not mine or yours. Funny feelings are sometimes better than facts. They have, occasionally, more resonance. But it would still be more sensible to put the watch back. On the other hand,’ with regrettable frivolity, ‘suppose you were right and it were a sort of bribe – it might be interesting to know what it was and why. If you get into trouble on account of this come and tell me. All right?’

The boy looked relieved.

‘As long as I’m covered. I mean, that’s what I came to see you for.’

‘Quite,’ said Van der Valk dispassionately. ‘You pinch a watch and see whether you can’t arrange for me to be an accessory. No, don’t worry, I’m joking. Put it back or not, exactly as you please. You’ve made no formal deposition, and I’m making no record. All informal – I haven’t even written anything down.’

*

‘Such a cheap business,’ said Larry Saint with distaste, putting a tray of little boxes back and re-setting the alarm, ‘rings … watches … one might be selling lucky charms. We only do it, fortunately, for a few people as a favour, Dick, remember that. Watches simply aren’t worth the trouble. By the way, I was reminded of a stupid incident I’d totally forgotten. You recall that drawer full of old rubbish. Extraordinary mentality, old Bosboom – one of those people who keep crooked nails and little twists of string, because you never know “it might come in handy”. You did clear it all out, didn’t you?’

‘Yes,’ briefly.

‘Oh good. That’s all right then. One slightly comic detail – do you remember those incredible people a few years ago who kept all their savings in the dustbin?’

‘Yes, now that you mention it.’ And indeed it had been exactly the right newspaper story to keep all Holland in an ecstasy for a fortnight, and was a favourite of Van der Valk’s. Some worthy people with a nest egg of a few thousand pounds in bank notes had had the brilliant notion of foxing burglars by keeping it in the dustbin. In an unhappy moment the dustbin had been put out for emptying … From the municipal garbage truck to a collective dump, to the ‘garbage train’ – a tidy Dutch phenomenon – to a dump on waste land far far away in the wilds of Friesland, these misfortunate people had engaged in a dogged pursuit worthy of a film by Erich von Stroheim. For day after day the whole family had haunted the enormous dump, which had since been tidied and levelled by neurotic bulldozers … helped by many eager amateur treasure-hunters. Van der Valk, a great believer in ‘getting to know a man by his garbage’, had made sociological observations about the habits of Amsterdammers which had staggered even him, and written a witty report on the subject which had not been appreciated by his superiors, nor by Arlette, who had sent all his clothes to the cleaners, because ‘I’d never get the smell out’.

‘Lovely,’ pursued Saint with enjoyment. ‘I’ve only just rumbled that all unwitting I’d contributed something rather nice to the same worthy cause. But of course you hadn’t noticed – how could you? No, of course you don’t understand. You see, Dick, I had one of these tiresome people – this is rather a good lesson for you in customer psychology – who always feel that they must be cleverer than the dealer. They have an obscure need to score points. In fact he’s quite sane about his subject, which is Chinese pottery: that T’ang horse went to him, which Louis bought specially from Spinks in London. Well, to oblige him I sold him a watch from Patek Philippe, rather nice. And of course he comes back and says it’s not right, and I sent it to the workshop, who had it on the electronic counter thing for a fortnight, and of course it’s perfect, but knowing this old loony I’m perfectly aware that this is just an act because he and people like him do these tricks with a vague notion of putting us in our place. I fixed him up with a Perregaux model he was perfectly happy with, and as I now recall’ there was enjoyment in Saint’s voice ‘I slipped the other, which was perfect, into an old box and heaven knows why – all my fault – I dropped it absentmindedly into that drawer. And now’ in accents of classical tragedy ‘it’s been flung out and has been swept away by the bulldozer. Louis would be most upset; we mustn’t tell him. A pity – it was a pretty one.’

‘You don’t think there’d still be a chance of finding it?’ asked Dick.

‘No no, alas, not a hope. I’d be ready to give a handsome reward to some honest dustbin man who turned it in – but there’s no chance of that. If you’d found it I’d have given it you, actually – no good to us any more, I wrote it off as a trading loss. Didn’t matter because just between us, Louis did rather well with the horse.’

‘Well, as a matter of fact – ’

‘Don’t tell me you found it,’ said Saint, clasping his hands in a dramatic attitude of prayer.

‘I thought it was junk, slung like that – I mean I felt sure you’d never tell me to throw it away if it was any good.’

‘So you slung it?’ sadly.

‘Well actually I thought the strap might be worth keeping – it seemed good still.’

‘But my dear Dick – don’t keep me in suspense – you’ve got it?’

‘Well yes, actually: I don’t know why I never mentioned it, I suppose I thought it was just not possible it could be any good.’

‘But isn’t that wonderful. You keep it, my dear Dick, and bloody good luck, the thing’s perfect.’

‘But don’t you want it back?’

‘No, no, no, as I told you, I wrote it off in the books. Couldn’t resuscitate it now, haha, the tax man would wonder what was going on.’

‘I mean, you don’t think I stole it or something?’

‘Come now, Dick, don’t be absurd: you know perfectly well that’s impossible. No, no, no false feelings I beg. I’m only too glad it wasn’t wasted.’

‘You see, I wasn’t feeling very happy about it. I mean – now of course I understand. But I couldn’t quite make it out.’

Saint burst out laughing.

‘Dick, Dick, I do enjoy you. No, no, don’t be offended, I don’t mean that as sarcasm or to be patronizing – just that at your age one is so touchy and suspicious, and at the same time so innocent and transparent. I knew perfectly well you had that watch – no, don’t stare like that. I’d been wondering where the hell I put it, and realized it must have got in with those junky boxes. I was ready to write it off, and then I noticed how guilty you were looking each time we were handling watches – not exactly blushing but embarrassed and fidgety.’

‘You mean you could see that?’ asked Dick, startled.

‘But of course – I’m a dealer, my lad, I’ve learned to use my eyes. What are the things I tell you – never be tactless, never show impatience, never sarcasms or personalities. Making personal remarks thought to be funny – rather a national thing, that – terrible. Not too much servility, not smiling overmuch; well, you’re learning all that. And of course you’re picking up technical stuff, recognition of china, silver, glass. But learn to use your eyes on art and you’ll learn to use them on people. Study the artist: why did he do it that way? To please? To follow a fashion? Or more than that? No, no, I could see you there, bothered about that watch, wondering whether you’d stolen it, worrying whether to give it back and what I’d say. I did wonder for a moment whether if I mentioned it you’d make an act of pretending not to know what I was talking about. I’m very pleased to see I wasn’t wrong. Come on, my lad, to work. Work and then play. You haven’t any idea yet how to play, either – you’ll learn something about that, too, one of these days.’

*

Van der Valk, coming across a couple of scribbled lines in a notebook, wondered what they were, read them with a bit of difficulty, and meditated a moment.

‘Tale about stolen watch supposed planted’ it read. ‘Why come to me? R. Oddinga, Lindengracht, job peculiar hazard, nothing tangible but sensation atmos. not quite right. Seeks reassurance, comes all this distance, power of television, energy impulse sudden imaginative flare boys this age, it struck me.’ As quite often happened, he was not sure at first what all this meant. He recalled the episode, but the note had been meant to link his mind to another idea altogether. Yes, of course. He reached out for another notebook, the one holding notes for his thesis, ruffled his hair, lit a cigarette, polished his glasses, and wrote rapidly.

‘The relearning of sensitivity. The professional police detective has none because he is (a) overworked, (b) over-specialized i.e. deals only with fragments of an enquiry, (c) blunted by repetition, (d) same as (b) he is part of a clumsy machine, a cog, with no interest or understanding of other cogs.

‘Contrast now the attitude of the classical fictional “private detective” – he is one man, with all the elements in his possession. Invariably his time and leisure is used in contemplative and imaginative work, aided by pipes, violins, dope, as S. Holmes, or chess and whisky as P. Marlowe. Quite unreal because such types do not/cannot possess all elements. Consequently author cheats – imputes far more knowledge and skill than one man possesses. Hence mechanical introduction of brainwaves, produced by opium or whisky, and series of handy coincidences: he always happens to be ‘on the spot’ instead of in bed or sitting on the lavatory when something exciting happens, which is legitimate and necessary in fiction, but in life …

‘Nevertheless there is a valid lesson. The sensitivity, the skills at analysis and synthesis, are indispensable and not easily acquired by police-school training. Conclusion, a criminal investigation unit should perhaps consist of no more than four or five men, each with specially sensitized skills. Cf. fictional Maigret. Lucas the elderly, careful, good at details, patience, perseverance, Janvier young, ambitious and imaginative, the “little Lapointe” sensitive and idealistic, innocent and kindly, Torrence who is muscles, and Lognon the indefatigable plodder – this is a clever formula, remaining workable for fifty books. Now postulate smallish flexible computer unit, able mechanically to perform all that timewasting checking. It can give mechanical evaluation, but cannot replace sensitive human understanding, can never replace Maigret! The “private detective” element cannot be eliminated. Take for example this boy Richard, which is perfect fictional “private” example. A Marlowe/Archer might be interested because he had nothing better at the time to do. Existing police structure would have no interest and no ability anyway. Since no complaint has been made, no administrative machinery has even been set in motion. Said ad/mach. hopelessly lumbering and cumbersome.’

He closed the notebook, pushed it away, and took another, marked ‘Experimental Psychology’.

‘Suppose we conduct an experiment’ he wrote. ‘Cf. notion of difficulty insertion private detective in crim. brig-unit. This Odd, odd-ball odd boy. I would be interested in knowing, assuming I chose to handle this individually, with no official aid or backing (a) how far I would get with it and (b) whether there’s anything in it! … Administrative note: since the hypothetic “private detective” must be a highly trained and well-paid unit, how the devil do you justify this to the financial comptroller who has always the last word? Whereabouts could he be inserted in a hierarchy? Experimentally irrelevant because my time is my own. Note consequently what time I spend on it and with what result!’

Lastly he took his little pocket diary, and wrote ‘Richard A’dam, Lindengracht, watch plant fiddle, what’s in it?’ It would be interesting, he told himself. Suppose he tried a test case investigation on a purely personal basis of this boy’s tale. There was nothing in it, so that it remained purely experimental. He wouldn’t cheat, as fictional private detectives always did – when they got stuck on administrative detail, they always remembered they had a pal somewhere in an administration who ‘owed them a favour’ and then rang him up to ask for information that could only be got by professional leg-work! He wouldn’t do that. He would work on a strictly private basis, and only in his own time. He could start a notebook called ‘Experiment’. He looked in his drawer – no more notebooks. He got up and opened the door to Miss Wattermann.

‘What are you doing?’ suspiciously eyeing a pile of paper.

‘A précis for Professor de Hartog.’ Aha, his neighbour, who shared her. Nothing for him, thank heaven, in that alarming mass of print.

‘Have you any more of those exercise-books?’

‘No, I’m afraid not. I can buy you some if you give me an order. I’ll have to get it receipted by the shop and then send it in to the accountant.’

‘No, no, I’ll buy them myself.’ He went back frustrated, and took out his notebook marked ‘English Criminal Precedents’ (a very tiresome one, for not only did the English have no criminal code, so that their law depended on judicial decisions whose interpretations were very difficult to follow, but the English system was altogether different from the Scottish, and quite a few of their own experts thought the Scottish system better: long groans, and pity the poor policeman).

He turned it upside down, was aghast at finding several other notes on totally unconnected subjects because he had done this trick before, found a clean page, decided he didn’t care even if it did cause muddle, and wrote a heading saying ‘Experiment’ and underneath ‘At present no factual information – even the watch might have come from a different source.’ After biting his ball-point and lighting another cigarette he produced the following.

‘Sole fact – the boy came to see me. Whatever there is in the tale there is some truth. Starting points otherwise nonexistent. No factual notes taken, nor even possible, Boy is 20–24, of intelligence and some training – i.e. secondary school and anyway a couple of university years. Presents himself well – carefully dressed, neat, well-spoken. Has sensitivity, intelligence and ability. Engagement by jeweller plausible. Origin Friesland, nothing known save father dead, and boy is largely independent following family conflict, but no money; job therefore imperative. That could only be checked by municipal enquiry but is plausible, thus so far acceptable. Nothing known of jeweller. Must have access to criminal file if only to confirm negative on this. Larry Saint – some personal observation: address etc. easily obtainable. L. S. – is it a pseudonym? – cf. identical initials. Observation Spui unlikely to tell anyone much, obviously, but worth an effort. Possibly the retired manager who has been mentioned, and assistant said to have been drunk.

‘Approach to old man – since we have no standing or conceivable pretext whatever we must be very cautious – the slightest complaint would start a terrible hullabaloo: I am absolutely without any defence. All it comes down to is: The boy took trouble to come and find me. It is therefore reasonable to take trouble with him. I have no earthly excuse for just letting it drop. The boy wanted reassurance, and in a sense advice, but he also wanted help. I cannot neglect possibility that he needs help. That is a very unprofessional remark, and an unprofessional attitude. Quite. Hence the experimental nature of this whole notion.’ That would give him the reference he needed, and he would buy a new notebook and use it for ‘case-notes’. And now, please, it is time to do some real work…

*

Van der Valk’s experiment in private detection might still never have come to anything had it not been for Inspector – now Commissaire – Kan and a rather awkward late afternoon appointment given him by his dentist. Kan, an infernally active, important, bald person, was now in charge of the Economics Squad: Van der Valk, who had been busy in the archives, met him in a corridor and was moved to ask a question.

‘Do you know anything about a jeweller called Prins?’ Kan had always been fanatical about knowing absolutely everyone.

‘Prins, Prins, aha yes, I’m with you, jeweller, antiques.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘Anything known, mm, no, no, can’t say there is, never been any trouble there – unless it was before my time.’

‘Archives have nothing, I already looked.’

‘Nice job you’ve got – with us just for the day? Nothing like a day in the city, old chap, to sharpen up that provincial mind of yours, haha, remember me to your wife, do.’

And was gone with bouncy footsteps. Always had been so tiresomely sure of himself; if Kan didn’t know it, it didn’t exist.

Been right in one thing; he did always feel sharpened when in Amsterdam. He had been away for several years now, but it was still his home town, different from anywhere else in Holland, and he was faithful to people and to places in an innocent way, saying things like ‘You’d never find a dentist that good in The Hague.’ Handy, too, to Police Headquarters; five minutes down the road in the Keizersgracht, another devotedly loyal Amsterdammer, who moreover collected Chinese porcelain.

‘Oh that’s lovely now, you can rinse that if you like. Two helpings of amalgam, Annie. Old Louis, let’s see, about six months ago he got me a celadon plate, Ch’ing, rather nice: he’s genuine, you can rely on him.’

‘D’you know of a nephew?’

‘One moment, we’ll just polish that a bit. Nephew? – no – nice old boy there called Bosboom, never seen anyone else there. Honest? – good heavens yes, as the day. You people in The Hague suspect everybody, your professional deformation, ha, don’t chew on that for an hour or two.’

He walked back towards the station; he hated bringing the car here and it was rush-hour, which made trams impossible. Floods of little typists, thousands of boys and girls piled on to bikes and scooters, running for their suburban trains, ruthless about pushing this elderly gentleman with his hat and his stick and his briefcase, what’s the matter with you dad, if you want to stay still buy a hammock.

Beating up laboriously across wind and tide towards the Lindengracht Van der Valk felt sorry for all these freshfaced country children who come down to Amsterdam because that’s where it’s at, and find themselves in those appalling lodging-houses. Now that, he thought, really must be a potent factor in the antisocial tendencies. They may or may not be exploited at work by capitalists, but in furnished lodgings the last drop of juice is wrung from them by the pettiest and greediest of the bourgeois. A ghastly breed in general, lodging-house keepers; busybodies with lists of nasty rules, glorying in the power to make as many more as they liked, and extremely quick to put their victims on the street at the least sign of anything but meek conformity to their bullying.

Squalid windowless minds, living in squalid windowless basements to screw ten extra gulden from four square feet of glassed pane in an attic. Extortionists, and blackmailers too. Despite all his experience he had always felt an oppressive emotion of contempt for those houses where children barely out of the shell were taught the facts of life in a capital. If those rats would show a scrap of charity or just humanity – the very smallest dose of something like home. Those wretched children, getting the bleakest work, eating in the greasiest cafés, sleeping in the most threadbare shelter, trying to create warmth and happiness and the right to be an individual with the pathetic means they had … He had reached the Linden-gracht.

At least this boy Richard was luckier than most. The landlady let him in without a sour complaint at being brought up the stairs. Even the smell, close and mean though it was, held a memory of air and light however narrow the passage.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ he said politely.

‘ ’S’allright,’ she said. ‘Oddinga, ‘m, dunno ‘f he’s in ‘r not,’ clipping her ripe Amsterdam accent. ‘I s’pose y’can go on up, he’s mostly back b’now.’ She wasn’t going to face those stairs! He had to, hitching his leg behind him: it was these interminable ladders as much as anything that had made work here impossible to him, but he was going to manage in a good cause.

A startled voice said ‘Who is it?’ to his tap, opened the door on his prudent silence, staring on the dim landing, recognizing him, becoming filled with confusion, glancing alarmed down the well to where the landlady had an ear of unrivalled sharpness cocked, muttering, ‘Oh, it’s you,’ with embarrassment. The boy looked about as though trapped, and said finally, ‘Er – oh hell – sorry, it’s a bit of a mess, but come on in anyhow.’

The usual narrow room, where there is nowhere to put anything. The bed that contrives to sag and be a plank, the cretonne curtain behind which to hang one’s clothes, the window sill holding an iron and a packet of detergent, the rickety basketwork table and chair, the suitcase holding clean shirts, the camping gas ring with the dirty saucepan and the jar of Nescafé, the tin ashtray and the transistor radio. The boy wearing the cotton track-suit which is the uniform of students indoors, his good suit taken off and put on a hanger, the shirt anxiously inspected to see whether it will last a day more. The dim twenty-five-watt bulb, the antiquated and threadbare narrowness that will bend the stoutest heart, a smell of socks, and an old towel kept to masturbate on. Van der Valk had seen so many. He sat on the creaky chair, crossed his legs, lit a cigarette, and said, ‘I’m not butting in?’ mildly.

‘No, no – I only just got back and hadn’t time to tidy up yet.’

‘Doesn’t bother me.’

‘Something the matter? I mean – you coming specially like that.’

‘No. I was in the quarter; just occurred to me you’d be home, thought I’d pass to see if you were o.k. Job all right?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘No trouble with that watch of yours?’

‘Oh no.’

‘Mean you put it back?’

‘That’s right – well, actually – there was no need – I mean, I made a bit of a mistake, got in a bit of a panic, I don’t know why. I mean, I shouldn’t ever have bothered you, mean to say, you’re busy, and an important kind of person, there wasn’t any real need, I mean I don’t know how I got the idea in my head, it wasn’t anything at all really. Really there’s no need to worry, I wouldn’t want you to make a fuss, I mean there’s no sense in that, it’d just be wasting your time and – ’

‘That’s all right,’ peaceably.

‘No, I mean I don’t want any more fuss,’ in agony.

Van der Valk took pity.

‘That’s o.k., I won’t make any.’

‘I mean I’m sorry you’re putting yourself out, but really, there’s nothing to do any more.’

‘Of course,’ blandly. ‘I’m glad to hear that. Putting it back was sensible,’ looking at his watch. ‘Good, I’ll be off to my train, rush hour’ll be quietened down by now. Bye bye then, Richard, glad to hear you’re all right.’

And he took himself off, bumping on the stairs but knowing the landlady would recognize the strange step and that her antennae would relax. He was happy: he hadn’t wasted his time!

He walked as far as the café on the corner of the Noorder-markt, decided he was in no hurry, ordered blackcurrant gin and phoned Arlette to say he’d be a little late. The phonebook told him Louis Prins lived in a frumpy street over by the Jacob van Lennep where – he knew those streets – the flats were full of nineteenth-century furniture with plush and mahogany-carved scrollwork.

‘Oh, Mr Prins. So sorry to trouble you. Fact is I was trying to find Mr Saint but he doesn’t seem to be in the book, aunt of mine – yes, recommended by a friend, little matter of business, thought I’d give him a ring, oh I see, thank you so much, awfully sorry to have troubled you.’ How nice! Mr Saint lived just next door – well, very close by, in the Leliegracht; obliging of him. Mm, the neighbourhood was what you called picturesque but there, these old houses were often flats where pleasant people lived at pleasantly low rents, having been ensconced therein for numerous years. He had no pretext, or even a reason, for calling on Mr Saint. But Dicky-boy’s behaviour was of interest. It was so close by, be worth looking at.

Yes; picturesque. Picturesque – but very respectable neighbours; an Italian grocer with a windowful of lasagne and mortadella; a saddler with riding-boots, bridles, and the front end of a realistic horse. Wasn’t room for the back end, but a tasteful array of velvet jockey-caps and the like. And in between, Mr Saint lived two doors above a sex shop. Dear, dear, but one made a joke of it to one’s friends. Anyway, half the houses in central Amsterdam now had the same problem. Judging by the curtains Mr Saint was at home, but it wasn’t what you’d call a thrill. The shop had a fancy name – The Golden Apples of the Hesperides; blimey. He had been a bit intrigued by that idiot boy, but not enough to make him want any golden apples. He went home and had supper, in the new and nasty flat in the Hague, and shortly after went to bed with a book about King Charles the First, whom he had hitherto known only from the portraits on cigar boxes. He could not get very excited about this tiresome person, but Cromwell was always interesting, and the Marquis of Montrose was a discovery.

*

He woke up feeling forceful and energetic, and moved in on Miss Hufflebloom aggressively.

‘Get me the Amsterdam fire-brigade on the line will you – hell, I’ve got to go again this morning.’

‘Not finished with your dentist yet?’

‘Committee-meeting in the Overtoom, an awful bore … Yes, hallo, Van der Valk here, tell me, fire alarms, when for example you had a jeweller holding valuable stock, and everything barred and bolted … I see, yes – you’d notify, yes … can you tell me now, Prins’s there by the Spui … no, Van der Valk, Commissaris of Police, that’s right, The Hague … I see. Yes. Aha, Bosboom, that’s interesting, he’s the manager there but I’ve a notion he’s retired and they haven’t brought you up to date. Where is it he lives? – near by, I take. Max Planck Straat, oh lord, that’s miles away. Thanks very much, yes, that’s right, the Ministry. Goodbye, thanks … very worried they were, giving away information, thought maybe I was planning to set the place alight. Listen, Miss Wattermann, I’ll likely be away all day, I’ve quite a few chores.’

The conference of governmental powers awaiting him was due to take place – for reasons that escaped him – in a dreary building on the Overtoom, whose one advantage was that it was a direct tram ride from Amsterdam’s central station. He was clinking along the Leidsestraat before he missed his new gloves and realized he’d left them on the train; he leapt off the tram to phone before the worst happened!

Waiting for the next tram, on the draughty corner of the Koningsplein, he glanced irritably at his watch and was exasperated to find it stopped. Misfortunes never come singly. He took it off to investigate, and his chilled and irritable fingers dropped it on the street, where it fell – it would – into the shiny groove of the tramline. As he stooped – how is it possible these things should happen to me – the growl of the swift monster and the kling-kling-kling of its alarm made him lurch back, treading on somebody’s toe, and see his shabby, beloved watch which he’d had for twenty years chewed up under the pitying ‘oh dear’ of a middle-aged woman, the nervous ashamed grin of another, and the blank indifference of an elderly man with troubles of his own. Van der Valk arrived at the Overtoom in a very bad mood indeed.

He wasn’t in the least consoled by the concierge, coming to meet him with a tale about the station sous-chef running fast along the platform before the train pulled out, and meeting halfway a dear good soul with a pair of gloves she’d just that minute found. He was tetchy at his meeting.

Still, when he left he had a grin, because he’d had an idea. Not in the slightest superstitious, he enjoyed it when something allowed him to pretend he was. Losing a watch on the Koningsplein was at least a sign from heaven telling him to go and buy another from Mr Saint only just across the road, and that was something to grin at: he told his colleague, a lawyer with whom he was having lunch.

‘A lamentable thing happened to me; a purely personal and relatively trivial incident. It might change the whole shape of a theory I’m working on.’

The colleague was amused.

‘But that’s rather naughty, isn’t it? I know from reading your reports as well as from the way you speak that you have a highly subjective way of going to work, but isn’t this an exaggeration?’

‘Yes, of course, I’ve been reproached with it before now. I know all the arguments – a lawyer considering a brief does not stop to worry about his client being guilty – or personally unappealing – or sadistic towards his wife. He couldn’t. A negotiator, a civil servant, let’s say, working on agricultural price subsidies – he doesn’t stop to think how much he likes New Zealanders. I’d be inclined to answer firstly that he’s never truly objective however much he thinks he is, and secondly that the virtues of objectivity are greatly exaggerated. As far as police work is concerned, there is too much objectivity applied. Crime hasn’t got much to do with absolutes like right and wrong – like some more coffee? A policeman is a good deal of an actor – a comedian if you prefer. Is a doctor’s job to cure disease or to alleviate suffering? Both, of course. It all sounds easy. But when he finds himself in conflict, when the objective good of the patient is not identical with his own moral standards, as in the classic instance of abortion? He follows the law, and the law is very often bad.’

‘These are student arguments,’ said the lawyer dryly. ‘Anybody of experience knows that crime or disease or whatever it may be calls for a remedy, the remedy must be applied, and if the patient dies, why, that’s just too bad.’

‘I quite agree. Cardinal Richelieu condemned one of his own oldest friends and most faithful servants to death for reasons of state, and I approve. There’s a deal too much sentimental cant spoken about compassion – in fact, in this world there’s a great deal more cant than compassion.’

‘Alarmingly true.’

‘But there are moral issues where the good of the greatest number or the safeguards of society have no bearing and where only our own personal conscience can suffice. Objectivity isn’t a virtue; it’s an overrated dodge for evading responsibility.’

‘Your ethics are questionable and your logic deplorable,’ said the lawyer, grinning.

‘Quite so,’ agreed Van der Valk. ‘Now if we split the lunch bill in half, is that objective? Or if we toss for it – is that objective? And is either more ethical than my paying for it? Give me subjectivity every time.’ And a loud laugh made several Dutch lunchers look at the two of them, without any objectivity at all.

‘Cant,’ said Van der Valk, feeling in his raincoat pocket to make sure his gloves were there, and remembering they weren’t, ‘is our worst enemy. I hear more humbug…’

He passed the Spui on his way to catch a tram, and his nose twitched. No place to buy a watch – too dear! If he found any good reason for leaning on Mr Saint a scrap, though, it might be in a good cause.

*

Mr Bosboom was a great consolation to him. Wholeness, simplicity, honour – and an earthy Dutch choice of language: it pleased him no end.

A minuscule house in the suburbs, with a minuscule front garden full of roses which had used their available space to the last centimetre. Roses occupied the metal fence and leaned over the gate, rioted round pergolas and climbed up to the gutters of the roof, embowered the front door and framed the windows. Mr Bosboom when he appeared was better still, a huge bow-legged frog with hornrimmed glasses and a nose like a potato, a shambling walk, a rumbly voice and a waistcoat with a watch-chain across it. More like a man who has spent a life in trade-unions than in jewellery. He glared at Van der Valk through roses and asked, ‘Who are you?’

No finessing here.

‘Police. Commissaire van der Valk. Need your advice.’

‘My advice is it now? What can I advise the police about?’

‘Rose-growing by the look of it. Not the police – me. In a private capacity. Rose by the name of Prins.’

Bosboom suddenly looked shrewder, though no less rustic. Shaggy eyebrows came down over the rim of his glasses.

‘Satisfy me.’

‘A young boy of twenty has been employed there. He came to me with a childish tale. I’m not municipal police, I have a special job. I’m not investigating anything. I’m seeking to satisfy my curiosity, and I have a sensation that this boy was asking me for help although he denies it. I’m looking for information. That leads me to you.’

Bosboom stared, searchingly.

‘Didn’t I see you on television?’

‘Yes.’

‘Come in.’

Inside was as honest, old fashioned and clear as champagne. Chintz, lavender polish, and walnut. On the walls hung flower-prints framed by someone who knew his job; one of the few details hinting at a past in the antique business. The name was on the tip of his tongue: Bosboom saw him looking.

‘Redouté,’ he agreed, nodding. ‘Valuable!’ in a tone between sardonic humour and surprise that anyone like himself could possibly possess anything valuable, ‘Tea?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Mother!’ bawled Bosboom. ‘Tea!’

‘Astonishing,’ looking out at the rose-bushes. ‘If this were June, now.’

‘Yes,’ said Bosboom. ‘What can I do for you?’

Van der Valk explained. Mother appeared with tea, which had jasmine in it. A woman with a lot of character, who said absolutely nothing.

‘Well,’ said Bosboom at last, putting down his cup. ‘You realize I’m retired. I owe them nothing. They owe me nothing. Louis I’ll say nothing about, save that I’ve known him and worked with him for thirty years, and that he’s honest. You needn’t look for anything there. He’s a genuine expert, a good business man – that shop wouldn’t be there if he weren’t – and a good human being. Has his share of human weaknesses – like most of us. Enough is enough – no, don’t go reading anything into my words, and I’m not answering any questions. Loyalty still means something to me.’

‘A young man called Saint,’ suggested Van der Valk.

‘A young man called Saint,’ mocked Bosboom. ‘Young dog.’

‘You know him well?’

‘No, thank God. Larry Saint,’ in a mimicry of affectation. ‘Name’s Leopold. Leopold! Leopold Neil, what a name. Old man’s nephew – sister’s son I believe. I don’t know anything about him – don’t like what I see. One of these characters that go about psychoanalysing Christ and His saints – an honest atheist I can respect. But a cynic. No self respect. Undermining everything. Seeing evil in everything. A bad man,’ he said abruptly.

‘You know that you interest me strangely?’

‘That’s all right. Conclude what you please. I don’t know him. I don’t want to know him.’

‘He worked there with you?’

‘No!’ contemptuously. ‘Knows nothing about antiques.’

‘He seems to be running that business.’

‘Then God help the business – I suppose you think that’d be just my jealousy saying the place couldn’t run without me, but it’s a business you can’t know without feeling – no, stronger – without love. A man like Saint doesn’t love anything. His own adored self.’

‘Did you know he’d got rid of the assistant as well, as it appears?’

Bosboom seemed surprised.

‘Really?’

‘Some story of his falling down and breaking an arm, and being a drunk?’

‘Mm. I suppose there’s some truth in that, but he was a decent chap. Kissinger – German chap – unreliable certainly, but a good craftsman. Wonder why he hasn’t been to see me?’

‘You’ve his address?’

‘I can find it for you if you like – out in Sloterdijk somewhere. Strange.’

‘What d’you make of this business of hiring a boy?’

‘I can’t see the point of it at all. What use is that? Might as well have a typist-girl. What can he do? Stick on stamps, answer the phone, make the tea. What do you make of it?’ with a suddenly shrewd, heavy stare.

‘I don’t know at all.’

‘There’s something, and you feel it – or you wouldn’t be here. The boy came to see you – a tale of finding a watch, you say …’

‘Which he thought was impossible.’

‘So it is,’ with a snort.

‘This story of stock being run down – one can’t attach anything to that because what could the boy know about it?’

A shrug.

‘Some modern stuff – it’s of no importance. I know, roughly; I mean that Saint was always in and out, sniffing and peering, and went on at Louis about modernizing. That’s all tripe: what does a good antique business need with modern silver?’

‘You saw no virtue in it?’

‘Och, it’s well in its way; I’ve every respect for good French craftsmanship, but those Scandinavian things – flibberty-gibbety. No real balance, no real taste. Might as well open a hairdressing saloon.’ Van der Valk laughed.

‘Good word.’

The old man snorted.

‘Good word for Saint. I dunno – perhaps not. If you were to take him seriously you might find more gibbet than flibbet.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Can’t say really – nasty crooked way of looking at things. I don’t like the chap, never will – that’s no good to you. Give you another good word – means the same in French. Patibulaire. I shouldn’t say things like that,’ he added with a grunt. ‘Not fair. Not evidential. Just backbiting anyhow. Benefit of the doubt and all that. Must be accurate; I’ve nothing against him.’

‘What can he possibly want with the boy?’ wondering aloud.

‘No, no, not that, he’s not that way. Or I’d be most surprised.’

‘Would you say,’ suddenly, ‘that he has something on Louis?’

Bosboom looked extremely disconcerted, and barked once or twice gruffly to get himself under control.

‘Nonsense, nonsense. Anyway – I’m not going to discuss Louis. I’ve told you that. Gave me his confidence for many years, not going to abuse it. Sorry and all that, no wish to appear offensive to yourself. But nosing around like this – why not just walk in and say what is all this? Do the boy no harm. Fellow’s got anything to conceal, why then, you’ve more chance of finding out than all this conjecture.’

Van der Valk nodded.

‘I even thought of walking in as a bona-fide customer and putting on an act. I want to see this Saint.’ A big grunt.

‘Want to buy some antiques? My advice would be don’t unless you know what you’re after.’

‘No, I bust my watch this morning. For good, alas.’

‘Ach – man,’ went Bosboom impatiently, ‘if you really want a watch I’ll tell you – why, I’ve even – here, I don’t know whether it’s any good to you, but it’s virtually new.’ He lumbered up and over to a secrétaire, fumbled in the little drawers. ‘I’ve had this some time. Old fashioned but nice. Proper gold, not plated; movement’s an Omega. Not automatic, no quartz vibrator. It might vary a minute or two in a month, don’t know how important that is to you.’

Van der Valk took it in his hand and liked it at once, a slim gold circle with a white face and roman numerals like an old hunter.

‘No second hand,’ said Bosboom in his expert voice, which was gentler and with love, the way he might talk to his roses, ‘and won’t tell you the date or the phase of the moon or that technological stuff. Not even phosphorescent. But if you press the winder it’ll chime for you, very tiny, it’s a repeater. Was made special. I’ll show you.’ His fingers winding were stubby and earthy, but amazingly precise and delicate. ‘Quarter past three, see!’ He pressed the winder and the watch chimed minutely, a church twenty miles away across an Alpine valley. Van der Valk was delighted.

‘Isn’t it a pretty thing,’ said Bosboom, as though it were a new baby granddaughter. ‘I kept it for my son – he wanted something more modern,’ heavily. ‘Let you have it for an apple and an egg.’ The old-fashioned Dutch phrase completed the seduction.

‘With much gratitude,’ said Van der Valk, taking out his chequebook. He would pay more than an apple and an egg, but he was not to know that. If he had gone that evening to get a watch from Saint … he would have accepted the defeat had he known, because he was accustomed to big events hanging, often, upon very trivial occasions.

*

He went out to Sloterdijk instead, a tiresome trip across the town, and as it proved a great waste of time and energy. It held, even, tragedy. He found a haggard, embittered, wretched woman in the worst kind of Dutch flat, where the economy in space and the meanness of material is not compensated by a gallant display of green plant and mopped floor but pulled down into utter squalor by neglect, smelling sour like an unaired dishcloth. The woman would not even open the door, but kept it on a chain and glared through the gap with a mad yellow eye, the eye of a captive sick parrot.

‘He’s not here. He’s in hospital. Who wants him? Why? What good could that do him? It’s too late to think about that now. He’s in hospital I tell you, and he’s dying, I know he is. He’s got cancer, and what will become of me then? You go and ask Mr Prins that. I won’t talk to you. Go away or I’ll call the police. I’ve nothing to say. Get away and leave me solitude at least. It’s all I’ve got left.’

He trekked wearily back into the town. In the bus he made his new watch chime two or three times in his ear, secretly. Time, it said to him, time. End of the round. One minute’s rest to recuperate. Put stuff on the man’s eyes, get the swellings down, or he won’t be able to carry the fight. Time again, and keep your left hand well up.

*

That afternoon’s deceptive, mild February sunshine, which had sent Bosboom out with string and secateurs to see how his beloved roses had withstood the storms of winter, lifting and airing sodden earth around the boles, with love, care and compost – the sunshine had vanished as it always did and now the evening was coming down and bringing fog with it as the weather turned colder again. People shivered, tempers shrank and snapped; trams clanged monotonously and desolately in the open spaces of the Leidseplein, modern plague carts tolling to the population to bring out its dead. Van der Valk sat heavily on a covered terrace and had two large glasses of brandy and a fresh squeezed lemon. Saint had a hold on Louis Prins. That much was obvious. Bosboom had stopped him going out by laying that big badger’s paw of his upon Van der Valk’s forearm, very gently.

‘Uh – one thing, Should you find out anything, through my remarks or otherwise, that may seem discreditable to old Louis – why, I’d like to ask, knowing I’ve no right of course to interfere in your work but I’d like just to ask – take it easy. He’s an older man than me, and he has no children. Just not to let your judgements get too abrupt or too severe is all – you won’t mind my asking you that?’

It was a temptation to go and see Larry Saint, and create a big drama about watches, and no doubt alarm that silly boy Richard who was now in such agony at any interference, and see what happened. Still time before the shop shut. It was a perfectly good tactic to lean on the laddy a bit. He had been certain that Van der Valk had forgotten all about that flustered, impulsive visit, or at least would shrug and do nothing about it: what was it after all but a piece of childishness, almost hysterical? The boy had made a fool of himself, had been humiliated – and now instead of letting it slip that bloody policeman comes bumbling officiously around Amsterdam, walking into his own private room, the one place where he can forget his extreme vulnerability. Tactless!

Van der Valk grinned. It might, too, provoke Saint in some way. The odds were that Saint had not witnessed his apotheosis on television, but if he was the man Van der Valk took him for he might have a sharp nose for plain-clothes policemen, and the story of the watch dropped in tramlines had just the right fabricated sound to make him suspect something fishy while wondering what on earth it was. The chap must be up to something – but for the life of him Van der Valk could not tell what it could be. What can you get up to in a jewellers’ shop? Bosboom had discounted any financial fiddle very firmly.

‘The professionals would be on to that in no time at all.’

‘Too many people involved – all that business is by word of mouth.’

He might be exaggerating, from self-respect and pride in a business where he himself had spent most of his life. But still – a good witness, a responsible person.

Why should Saint pretend to lose a valuable watch, let the boy find it, in circumstances tempting him to put it in his pocket, and continue to pretend he had noticed nothing?

‘What I don’t like,’ he had said to Bosboom, with whom he had been frank about his errand, ‘is that it’s such a classical manoeuvre with a young boy. I mean it’s absolutely the three-card trick. It’s a bribe, and as well a handle – I mean that technically the boy can be made out a thief, and threatened with that. Not much of a grip, because these boys nowadays don’t take that kind of accusation too seriously. They know they won’t go to any real prison, and couldn’t care less about a night or two in jug and a scolding from a police-tribunal magistrate. Nor does the social stigma bother them: petty pinching is now so widespread. Still, it’s quite a valuable object – seven or eight hundred surely, a gold Patek Philippe … So that it’s a substantial hold, and also could be a fine bribe for a boy – not just a lousy underwater watch, huh. But what I don’t see is how that could help Saint. Vice, presumably, but not just a banal bit of sodomy – comes too expensive and he can get that for free – anyway, you discount that idea.’

The shops will be closing, thought Van der Valk, looking at his watch (and taking it off to put in his pocket: Louis Prins might know it again). The rabbit-scurry in the wavering light-reflections on the Leidseplein was thickening steadily, and next door the flower-shop was putting up the shutters. Louis might not be going home, but the Jacob van Lennep was not far away; it cost nothing to go and find out. And on the whole this seemed the best line of approach. If Saint had something on the old man, it was quite probable that in return the old man knew something about nefarious activities, assuming there were any. It was even on the cards that he had a hand in them.

A frumpy street, and at a foggy February nightfall intensely dreary. Gloomy dreary surroundings, a sense of heavy dusty hangings and curtains and old women peering out behind them. Van der Valk was well aware that he was being ‘subjective’ again, and very unfair, and that all the arts of civilized living can flourish around the Wilhelmina Hospital as well as they can anywhere, but he had never been able quite to rid himself of an old suspicion, that around here the Stock Exchange page of the newspaper gets very thoroughly read, but precious little else.

Van der Valk did not expect Mr Prins to be a great fan of late-night television either, but was taking no chances. On the quayside, where fog was settling heavily upon the greasy black canal, he adopted a disguise. He had two sets of reading-glasses, one with tinted lenses. The hat, the briefcase, the precise fussy manner as of Special Branch types for whom he had always had a healthy dislike. He took his hat off, and combed his damped hair down flat. Might be a risk, but not he thought much of one.

An old woman – there are always old women – let him into a flat of such grey stillness and silence that the many objects of beauty seemed to have become dulled and stilled and lost all their sparkle. She made a great deal of fuss, and he had to be pompous. Mr Prins was not back yet, but was expected, yes, – grudgingly – any time. Van der Valk, as he always did, had a bloody good peek about. Such a contrast to the bright sunniness of the little villa where Bosboom grew roses and collected Redouté prints. The wallpaper was grey, the paint grey, the fat chairs and sofa covered in faded grey velvet. Carpet an ancient Turkey thing, hearthrug dirty white. Even the gilt picture frames had lost all their lustre. Plenty of comfort for elderly widower – or was he a bachelor? Decanters with sherry, madeira, whisky (lifting the stoppers and sniffing all three), a cabinet with a complete set of Meissen monkey musicians, and some gilded stuff looking ugly to him but that was no doubt exceedingly good. Two gilded torchères going with a large ormolu mirror, an intricate round-bellied commode with fantastically elaborate marquetry in kingwood and tulip wood and lord-knew-what-wood, so that he wished his father who had been a carpenter were there to explain. Glassfronted diamond – paned bookshelves, obstinately locked. And a great many pictures, all intensely dull to the untrained eye: he could recognize nothing but two Daumier etchings which were signed anyway. And a key in the outer doorlock, and a shuffle of old women’s feet in carpet slippers, a whispered murmur. Noises of an elderly gentleman taking off his overcoat, hanging it up, and washing his hands at the little lavabo in the entrance. Door opened silently. Old gentleman with a severe, questioning face. Van der Valk had a stiff formal bow. He had no cards but his own, but was ready to gamble with one of them if called for.

‘Police Commissaire van der Valk from The Hague. Just an informal call, Mr Prins. Just a friendly discussion. Documentary work as part of a large-scale survey.’ This was an easy role to play: pedantic governmental functionary worrying about his bits of paper; bothered about forms not being filled in properly.

Prins looked solid enough, but left an impression of lassitude and fatigue. The eyes were ringed with pouched, discoloured flesh, as though by chronic liver trouble. The movements were slack and dragging; a carpet-slipper walk. Ponderous expression with a listless quality, as though he did not much care what was said to him, and was not even really listening. That might be most deceptive, because the face was shrewd, sensitive, intelligent.

‘Sit down,’ he gestured, and moved over towards the decanters. ‘Drink?’

‘Thank you, thank you, but no.’

‘Sorry – I’ve had a busy day.’ He sat heavily in a big armchair, pushed his glasses up to rub his eyes. Big flat ears with bunches of dark hair growing on them, pale massive hands that were beautifully shaped, this beauty accented by two antique rings of pale massive gold. His hair needed cutting, but his grey moustache was neatly trimmed. He was wearing an old-fashioned waistcoat with two buttons undone, and a flannel shirt, but there was no egg spilt on them. The presence of a commissaire of police was giving him, possibly, a hunted look, but that might just as easily have been a wish to escape from boredom.

‘We’re not very happy about art,’ Van der Valk tittupped on. So might the president of a large chemical company address his board of directors – ‘I’m not very pleased with fertilizer just at present.’ A prim cough. Prins looked a little blearily at him: might have had a rough day, but that was nothing to this poisonous clown awaiting him at the end of it.

‘What is all this about?’ he muttered.

‘We’re not really content with existing income-tax and death-duty provisions,’ Van der Valk went on mercilessly. ‘And we have grave cause for concern in the impoverishment of the national heritage brought about by an increasing tendency towards the export, which is upon occasion quite illegal, of paintings and other objects of art for which licences have not been granted.’ Did Prins sit up slightly? Rock him back to sleep quick. ‘Now the experience gained in Italy …’ he droned on hastily, ‘grave lacunae in juridical procedure … cases have been brought to our attention … we feel considerable cause for concern … a speculative approach to objects of art … You’ve got some nice pictures here.’

The simple phrase – it was actually comprehensible – aroused Prins from apathy.

‘You know something about pictures?’

‘No, no, no, no,’ with perfect truth. Prins seemed relieved; at least he was not going to get told about art.

‘They’re of no great value except to myself. Wouldn’t do. The insurance you know too …’

‘And the – er – ormolu?’ looking at the chimneypiece.

‘After Caffieri only,’ explained Prins carefully.

‘Quite so. Now in your business?’

‘I handle the technical side: my nephew, Mr Saint, handles the finance and administrative details. I’m sure you’d find everything in order. You’d need to produce authority for anything like examination of our books or anything like that.’

‘To be sure, to be sure,’ said Van der Valk, who did not want to get wound up in this, especially as he knew there was a real person somewhere who worried about illegal export of works of art. He waved such indecent suggestions aside. ‘No no – in view, er, of the breadth, er, of your experience – the respect in which you are held, er, we should like to feel that if you were cognisant of irregularities anywhere, er, you would be quick to cooperate, to assist, er, the authorities in any enquiries.’

‘I know of no irregularities,’ said Prins politely. ‘I hope you will excuse me, Mr er – a dinner appointment.’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ said Van der Valk and made a getaway before Prins could think of asking, ‘What was your name again?’ or asking, even, for his card.

Van der Valk drew pictures in his notebook, because there was nothing to write. He hadn’t learned anything, and yet he had seen a lot. A series of shaky aspects – his arabesques were building up into a shape a very long way indeed after Caffieri. It was true that he knew nothing about art, but he had recognized the pictures for what they were, a dozen well-made affairs by minor but good seventeenth-century masters, people whose names caused no sensation in an auction-room catalogue but would make the nose of anyone who really knew his subject begin twitching. People like burglars, dealers or restorers would have no clue at all – only a dozen or so people in the world really understood such things or knew what they were worth. He had this confirmed for him by Charles van Deijssel, an old acquaintance, a picture dealer whose brains he went to pick when it was anything to do with art, whom he asked out for a cognac and who appeared as usual looking like a fashionable dress designer, in lilac linen with an orchid in his buttonhole.

‘Of course,’ said Charles. ‘I wouldn’t even know, probably, if I saw them except to say yes, good – as you know I don’t even pretend to be expert outside my period. I know how it’s done, of course – they pick these things up in the bread and butter line, pay fifty, do a bit of work, get an identification and sell for a few hundred, and every so often you think “that’s interesting” and you do some detective work on it, maybe a great deal, trace it back maybe to a catalogue, maybe two hundred years ago. Getting the confirmation for that, really nailing the provenance and the author might take years. Easy enough to point to some dusty old studio inventory saying “Diana and Actaeon” or whatever – proving it’s another matter. And you’ve got to find proof, otherwise it’ll never be worth more than a few hundred.’

‘Whereas if you did find proof?’

‘Quite a difference,’ dryly, ‘in that case might easily run to several thousand.’

‘You know anything at all about Prins?’

‘What would I know about him? Just because we’re in the same business – we scarcely meet unless a general sale has stuff that attracts us both. Know him to nod to. He has enormous erudition, handles coins, ivories, miniatures, bronzes – he’s not really a picture dealer except by accident. He probably does too much, and doesn’t get anything really first-rate in that shop of his – the specialized competition’s too fierce. But he does very well with the second-rate, and every now and then, probably, he’ll find something really good and turn it over with no trouble at all.’

‘Not putting it through the books?’

‘Well, you know,’ Charles with a false smile, ‘books are there to be cooked. Not your line of country though, is it?’

‘No. Just sniffing privately. Nothing to go on, no witness, no material evidence, just a person, who interests me somehow. No no, not Prins.’

‘He’s perfectly honest as far as I know.’

‘But possibilities of all sorts of little quiet fiddles.’

‘Yes, of course, but you’d have the devil’s own job ever proving anything.’

‘That’s what I guessed.’

Yes, he thought, going back on his train, no good having feelings about things. Prins loved beauty and beautiful objects, just like old Bosboom. In perhaps a darker way, more secret, more twisted. People left a stain upon the mind. Sometimes clear soft colours, tranquil patterns, and sometimes harsh, clashing, muddy reds and purples, jagged distorted shapes. He had got a sombre feel in that sombre flat. Bosboom had as good as told him straight out that there was something. Crooked corners in a character. He shrugged. What link or tie with Mr Saint? Never mind. One could not press people; one never got any information that way. He had leaned on the old man ever so slightly, just brushed him as it were with police wings. He would do the same with Saint, some day soon, next time he was in Amsterdam. And he looked at his new watch with pleasure. Yes, he would lean on Saint a little, just for fun. Private detectives did not lean much. But they had fun. What could that boy have meant with a phrase like ‘all being steadily cleaned out’? Were they realizing assets, gathering up all the liquid money they could find, perhaps for some really big deal? Could the old man have found some really major picture somewhere, running into the hundreds of thousands? Van der Valk shrugged. And suppose he had? What would they want that boy for? And was it any of his business, let alone police business? The train slowed. He hoped Arlette had something nice for supper.

*

Richard was beginning to feel confidence, and even beginning to taste that pleasant sensation, the growing certainty that one is on to a good thing. He was accustomed to the shop by now, had learned to move with some assurance in handling the bric-à-brac, and Larry Saint left him an amazing amount of freedom and responsibility, left him increasingly alone. Larry was in fact a hell of a cool card, and up to some sharpish tricks. But not small, thought Dick with a bit of half-reluctant admiration. Not just a squalid little fixer. He had laughed when Dick appeared finally, impudently – worried lest it might not be a bit too cheeky – wearing the watch.

‘Quite right, Dick,’ he had chuckled. ‘Shows you’ve got good taste. But it’s small fry, you know, small fry. Stay with us – you’ll get better opportunities than that.’

Dick no longer felt that slight fear of Larry he had had at the start. He went a bit hot and cold still thinking of that policeman. He’d made a monumental fool of himself there. Still, the chap was retired now – no threat. Elderly, deskbound, lazy, playing about in the university or whatnot with theses and a lot of sociological crap. Having in his day – only a few months back but Dick felt he had become a great deal more adult since then – toyed a bit with sociology courses at the university, he could afford to feel contemptuous. Anyway, he had choked the fellow off. No nosy policemen had come hanging about.

He no longer felt the awe he had had for old Louis either – in fact he had said ‘Morning, Louis’ in quite a casual way this morning and the old boy hadn’t got on a high horse but just said ‘Morning, Richard.’ True, those muttered conversations still went on at the back from which he felt excluded, since if he happened to be in that direction silence fell, and Larry had been inclined to refer to the old boy in respectfully hushed tones, but he had noticed a thing or two these last days – Larry’s way of talking had got a lot freer. He had that casual, throw-away style of speaking still, but his words were more to the point. It was as though Dick had passed a period of probation, had been sized up as it were, and not found too stupid. Well, he wasn’t too stupid even if he said so himself. Normal that Larry, who was sharp as a bloody needle and missed nothing, should have understood that. He had worked hard, been willing, run all the errands, cleaned up a lot of dirty old junk in the cellar – a few of those old pictures had absolutely the filth of centuries on them. He hadn’t complained once, not asked for more money or anything. He was still getting peanuts, but well – look at that watch. A perk, Larry had said laughing. Was worth a lump.

Only just this morning Louis, too, had been freer in speaking in front of him than hitherto. Just showed he was getting given more confidence. He’d pricked his ears up for a second too!

‘Had some policeman in to see me last night,’ Louis had said.

‘Really?’ said Larry indifferently. ‘What was his name?’

‘How should I know? Van something. I didn’t look at his dam’ card.’

Dick had prickled for a second before reflecting that half Holland was called Van something, that nothing could be done officially – there had been no complaint made – and that it had nothing to do with old Louis anyway, who didn’t even know they stocked any watches, like as not; he was quite uninterested in the front of the shop.

‘The usual, I suppose?’ Larry was saying, reading the paper.

‘No, they come here to the shop from time, to time with their little lists – we know them, usual burglary-detail types. This was some damn bureaucrat, customs and excise stuff, worrying away about export licences – I’ve had the same kind of thing before once or twice. Just a warning really to lie low. What about that – you know, the French one?’

‘Why worry?’ Larry did not even look up from his paper. ‘Are we involved or something?’

‘Well, but…’

‘But what? It was in our cellar for over five years – no question of a speculation there. We made a perfectly fair deal with a third person. If he has dealt illegally we don’t even know.’

‘Oh I’m aware how adept you are at invariably finding a third person. It will never be you, my boy, who carries the can, will it now?’

The paper rustled slightly, as though with irritation, but Saint did not allow his voice to rise.

‘I don’t see you complaining when there’s money to be made.’

‘If it was only in this business – if it was only pictures,’ said Louis angrily. Dick, embarrassed, was staying very still, but Prins had perhaps forgotten all about him. ‘There’s nothing wrong with this business and one should stick to that, I’ve said so a hundred times.’

‘You’ve said so a hundred times,’ repeated Saint, in a colourless tone that was somehow more insulting than mimicry. Spire was stung.

‘That girly stuff, and dirty books – I suppose that’s trivial, but-’

‘Not to you it isn’t!’ and this time Saint’s voice had an unmistakable edge.

‘These other fishy deals …’ Louis’s voice trailed off.

‘That’s my business,’ slowly and coldly. ‘You’re the picture expert. You stick to art.’ But Prins was not going to be snubbed.

‘Art,’ with a snort of real contempt, making for the door. ‘You talk about art as though it were groceries in a supermarket, and to you that’s about all it is. You think yourself clever, my boy, and you take all your precautions – oh yes, I realize – but you’ll never know anything about art.’ He could not slam the shop door, because it could not be slammed, but he went through the movements.

Saint lowered his paper and smiled sidelong at Richard, as though inviting him to share a private joke.

‘Dear old Louis; whenever he gets cranky – you must make allowances, he’s no longer as young as he has been – he always thinks he can squash me by telling me I know nothing. The old invariably think that, as you’ll have noticed.’

‘My god, yes,’ Dick was pleased at not having to be embarrassed any further. It had only been a little spat of words, a little family squabble. ‘And after all he really is a big expert, isn’t he, and they can’t bear being wrong.’

‘Very good,’ said Saint, laughing. ‘Well observed. Of course Louis is a first-class expert, but not on life, as you’ll find out. Their trouble is their refusal – or their inability – to understand the limits of their expertise.’

‘What was all that about dirty books?’ with immense casualness.

‘Unimportant.’ Saint shrugged. ‘Forms a part of any antique business – erotic engravings and all that – what booksellers call the “curious” trade. Any dealer has a few dirty books; that and “occult” – it’s part of the business. There are always good customers for it – nothing for you though; the customers like somebody older, they find him more “understanding” of their special needs.’

The morning was much as usual, with Saint absent for most of it. A little before lunchtime he reappeared, pottered about aimlessly for a minute or two, and then said suddenly ‘Come and have a drink, Dick.’

‘Lovely. Though I don’t drink much. Can’t afford it on my salary.’ Saint grinned.

‘That’s all right, I’m paying. We won’t go to a bar – let’s see, you’ve never been in my flat, have you?’

‘I don’t even know where it is. You live on the Leliegracht somewhere, don’t you?’

Richard was first surprised, and then impressed. The shabby, mean little entrance next door to the sex-shop did not seem like Saint, nor did the narrow, fusty stairway. That the flat should be so big, so airy – and so rich … he opened his eyes. Persian rugs and some good antique furniture – well, Larry was in the right business to get hold of them. But he liked the creaky old parquet floor with its inlaid pattern in pale hardwood, beautifully lavender-waxed, the superb bathroom where he was taken to wash his hands, the ease and elegance of it all. When he thought of his own ghastly room …

‘Is that really a Renoir?’

‘No, it’s a fake,’ said Larry negligently. ‘But people think it real when I want them to think it real, which is just as good. Now – Campari, Lillet, Chambéry? Or a real Spanish pernod, nearest thing to real absinthe nowadays?’

‘Campari, please’ – since it was the only one he’d ever heard of.

‘What about a cigarette? – those are blonde, those are French and those are reefers, take your pick.’

‘I don’t get reefers as a rule,’ with a self-conscious giggle. ‘Too dear. I say – pretty good here.’

‘Yes,’ vaguely. ‘Ice? A dealer gets his hands on all sorts of things as you are beginning to understand, and some of them can make plenty. That now – no, you needn’t bother they aren’t dirty books – the poems of Horace in the original binding, sixteenth century, right here in Amsterdam, you’d be surprised what it’s worth.’

‘Nice.’

‘Yes, you’ve got taste. But it’s only like your watch, you know: these material things are small fry. The moth corrupts and the rust spots – I say, that sounds Biblical, doesn’t it? They get burgled or broken or lost in a fire and where are you then? It’s brains that make money, my lad.’

‘You’ve got to have them first, though, don’t you?’

‘Oh one can acquire them,’ merrily. ‘I like you, Dick. Been watching you, as you know, and pretty happy with the promise you show. I’ll let you into something – how would you like to come tonight? – I’ve a bit of a party on: I don’t want to sound patronizing but I think it’s time you learned something of the world.’

‘You bet – but I don’t have anything to wear much.’

‘No strain – we don’t go for dinner-jackets any more. If you have money, spend it on clothes if that’s what you enjoy – if not, a shirt and corduroy pants goes just as well. Grey matter is what counts. What was your comment again – that one didn’t always have it? Very true but other people have, or they have talent. One deals in that,’ shaking the iceblocks in his drink gently. ‘The best basic capital, Dicky, the most fruitful, the most adaptable. Doesn’t get wet, warped or broken. A clever impresario makes a little country girl into a singer – a star. And he refuses ten million dollars for her. Takes skill, I grant, and luck too, but no more than the Stock Exchange, or any of those other nineteenth-century ways of getting rich. Barney Barnato to Bernie Cornfeld, how out of date it all does sound. Like politics, whether it’s Perón or Papa Doc – they made plenty, I grant you, but how clumsy, how complicated, how restricted – and dangerous too,’ as an afterthought, ‘always at the mercy of some imbecile with a gun. Things can get taken away from you. Finding a thing you understand and using it, like Charles Engelhard – pretty good – gold, wasn’t it? Metals, anyway. But human beings are better. Find what the ruck wants, and give it them. When the small fry start getting into the act, then get out.’

‘The ruck?’

‘The populace, my boy, the consumers. The ones with the money.’

‘But if it were as simple as that everyone would be rich.’

‘A surprising number of people are,’ blandly. ‘They don’t advertise it, that’s all. No need to get the tax people in too much of a fluster.’ He grinned suddenly.

‘Beginning to sound like a James Bond villain, am I? Doctor No or something?’ Richard was a little shocked. Larry had that disconcerting way of putting things. ‘I’m just small fry too. This place is nothing.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. You’ve got some pretty nice things here.’

‘Toys,’ contemptuously. ‘Nothing. But I’m learning too, Dicky, you see. This town is nothing much.’

‘What, Amsterdam!’

‘Ach, it’s fashionable. People think it’s terrific. It’s a springboard, I suppose. No, it took me a long while to learn and I’ve hardly begun to move. I’ve got my arms free at last. I was stuck in that bog of a shop for too long.’

‘Hey!’

‘Yes, quite, now it’s you that is stuck there. And there you’ll have to stay for a while, my boy. But it’s not a bad place to learn. You have to learn to be lucid, and how to control yourself. Handling people is surgery, that’s all. Oh yes, I did a few years’ medicine at the university, I was bored stiff, but now I realize it was very good training, you learn to understand the human machine, that’s all it is. You learn when to leave things alone altogether, when to let them ripen a while longer. When to make a little incision, and when to cut deep – you have to do that too sometimes, and it takes nerve. There is a flow of blood – and you learn to cut that off. Nobody need be frightened by a flow of blood, but it does take training. If you’re interested in learning I’ll find an object-lesson for you one of these days. Meanwhile you get on top of this piddling jewellery business – oh well, it’s a milch cow. Like another? The ice-bucket’s there on your side. Time before lunch still. And about this evening – you’d like that? – right then, fine, you trot along here around eight or nine – not a dinner, but cold things I get a place to send along for me, so there’ll be plenty to eat. Nothing formal, nobody to be alarmed at, just a few people, imbeciles for the most part, make a good first lesson for you. That’s understood then. Pay no heed if old Louis gets a bit shirty with you – he might be humiliated at having let his hair down in front of you.’

*

‘A quiet evening,’ said Van der Valk yawning, ‘I couldn’t for the life of me say why, but I’ve had a hard day, I think it’s Shufflebottom, she’s so extraordinarily energetic.’ He looked at his wife with pleasure and surprise, both more underlined than was usual after a hard day.

‘I’ve no wish to contradict,’ said Arlette, with a listlessness that was for her unusual too, so that he felt quite agitated: what was wrong with them?

She wasn’t getting younger. Discovering she had grey hair, she had become extremely unbalanced about it, and spoken dramatically of ‘un coup de vieux’. In fact it suited her so well that she was prettier than ever, and the grey streak was no more than just noticeable anyway in an ash-blonde, unless one stared madly. But she was a lot thinner, and more energetic in a nervous way: she moved more, as well as more rapidly. She hadn’t got over the ‘new flat’ yet. It was, true enough, sadly poky. There hadn’t been room for more than half the furniture even if they had wanted to bring it: the solution had been to send a lorry-load to France, to ‘the cottage’ bought for retirement and now really home. It made the years to go till retirement shorter somehow to know that those things were already there. They had agreed that with his disability pension it would be worth it to retire early, even though he was not yet fifty. Good-looking woman, he thought.

At present she was nursing a grievance about the television. The place for this, she said with French logic, is in the kitchen, or at a pinch the dining-room – they never had had a dining-room, but since they ate in the kitchen this was a politeness. Dutch kitchens, alas, are very small, and living now for the first time in a modern building where space has been mercilessly economized she had been hit by this. It really was a tiny flat by any standards, doled out with the utmost parsimony. ‘Well, since your children are grown up,’ said the housing official, ‘you don’t need all those bedrooms,’ and everything else had been reduced in proportion. It was true that the boys were never home now, but the principal bedroom was too small even for their bed, so that it too had been sent to ‘the cottage’ and they slept on narrow shelves – it was like being in the army. Ruth, their adopted daughter, the only child at home and now a silent, secretive teenager, hated her bedroom too, as much as they did. ‘Beastly little cupboard’; she didn’t think much of her new school, either. Altogether Van der Valk was not free of regret at having accepted his glamorous new job. ‘Think of the money we’re saving, though,’ he said wistfully.

‘Shit,’ Arlette had replied nastily, ‘What would we save money for?’

The cottage was paid for. The boys were nearly through their studies and were already talking of the grandiose jobs they had lined up.

‘I see us as a really cranky pair of old biddies,’ she had remarked, ‘seeing our children around every six months, when they dump their brats into our laps before disappearing on another Caribbean cruise.’

She hadn’t been altogether happy about the cottage, either. ‘I’m sure it will rain all the time.’

‘Quite, and that is why the entire population is growing grapes. It’s absolutely right,’ said Van der Valk defensively, ‘just midway between’ – for he had been taken by Voltaire’s distinction between countries where one thinks and those where one just sweats.

‘If we always agreed,’ had said Arlette, resigned, ‘life would be very dull. But I’m always bossed about.’

‘You like to be bossed about.’

‘But only after a considerable argument.’ She was a poor advertisement, she remarked gratefully, for women’s lib.

The new life was very bourgeois. Arlette had found a new hospital to work in, and came and went on a bike, because there was ‘too much traffic for the deux-chevaux ’. Ruth, who had further to go to school, complained bitterly that she was not old enough to drive the deux-chevaux, and longed for a motorbike. He was nearest to his work, so he went on the tram and walked home.

‘What’s for supper?’

‘Sort of tart, with leeks in, and cream sauce. Bouh, your raincoat’s sopping, and where the hell one spreads it out to dry in this detergent-packet of a place is what I’d like to know.’

‘Has anybody seen my German dictionary?’ asked Ruth coming in, crossly.

It was all very humdrum, thought Van der Valk, picking up his book about Montrose. He liked history; it was one of the best ways of putting life into proportion, by distancing things. Arlette liked fiction, but wanted it to be an easy read; something that told a story. Unless Kai Lung unrolls his mat, she said, I’m not there at all. She was not interested in Montrose. Scotland in the seventeenth century, she said with elaborate shudders, what could be more barbaric? A great mistake, he told her austerely.

‘Supper,’ kicking open the door from the kitchen because both arms were full.

*

Marvellous flat, thought Richard, taking off his jacket and self-consciously displaying his splendid pale-green shirt with metallic silver stripes, bought just that afternoon. If everything was new it would look lousy however much money had been spent: it is those faded dark blues in the worn carpet that make one realize. The big room had an exciting, theatrical smell, like greasepaint.

‘You’ve come a bit early; that’s nice,’ said Larry with his curved smile. ‘You won’t mind giving me a hand to get a few things cleared?’

‘Of course not.’ The sensation of being behind the scenes added zest and gave a comforting familiarity which obliterated awe. Richard had no experience of parties except the student sort with Algerian plonk and a treasured bottle of cut-price vermouth, and the excessively prim little ‘receptions’ of his childhood: his mother’s agonized fussing in the kitchen with tiny bits of cheese and bacon, limp shrimps and watery smoked eel, imploring the red-handed servant girl not to touch the good china on any account. He was surprised when Larry locked the drinks cupboard with a wink and put the key in his pocket, and more surprised still to find a depressed man in the kitchen unpacking large wooden boxes. There was a pompous big paté cooked in a golden crust, a whole side of smoked salmon already sliced and cunningly reassembled – there were no less than two crates of champagne. His dazzlement was completed when one of the coffins proved to have a zinc lining and to be filled with huge bars of ice. China, glass, silver and napkins appeared magically; the caterers’ man tapped at ice with a little silver hammer, put the first dozen bottles into buckets, bowed, produced an imposing inventory, said, ‘Will that be all sir please sign here thank you very much sir’, pocketed his tip too deftly for Richard to see how big it was and vanished.

‘Who’s getting married?’ asked Richard boorishly. Larry gave the bottles a turn to settle them in the ice, wiped his fingers fastidiously, smiled and said, ‘You and Daisy.’

‘Who’s Daisy?’ in alarm and too late because the doorbell was ringing.

There were so many lessons to learn, so many tests to pass, so many little traps, so many awkward moments in which he felt his provinciality, his adolescent lumpiness and his crude student manners being brutally removed – as though with paint-stripper – and painfully sandpapered down that he certainly did not enjoy himself. He understood a few things he had wanted to ask but had had no time for, like ‘Suppose someone doesn’t like champagne?’ One of the men, a German with a noisy laugh, asked for whisky and he heard – with admiration – Larry’s silky voice saying easily, not offensively, ‘My word – we should have gone to the pub, shouldn’t we, to stock up.’ And at one moment he heard the same voice, soft and silvery, whisper, ‘Don’t drink so much’ in his ear. It was already too late, and he had to disappear discreetly a little later to vomit in the bathroom, but by making an effort he brought himself back under control, and there were other moments when he felt he was not doing too badly, as when Daisy gave him her huge flashing smile and murmured, ‘You know, Larry, I like your protégé.’ Daisy had disconcerted him greatly, and he hadn’t at all grasped the ‘marriage’ joke, because she was very thin, not really pretty at all, and when he tried being flirtatious in a rather heavy provincial way he found her icily distant. Her dark sea-green frock fitted her too well, she wore too much jewellery, and her perfume was so harshly sombre it had a choking quality, almost like ammonia. Anyway, she was nearer fifty than forty if he was any judge.

But everybody was – except for Larry of course, himself, and a young girl of perhaps eighteen who was ravishing, with a silver lamé frock and a black velvet scarf and magnificent breasts called Thalia. Nobody had familiar, solid Dutch names: there was a Winifred and a Maxine and a Franziska; they spoke Dutch when they weren’t speaking English, and their accents sounded Dutch, but they weren’t like any Dutch people Dick had ever met.

He thought perhaps Thalia had been invited a bit perhaps ‘for him’ since she was the only one of his age, but found her very arch and stand-offish, and much more interested in ‘Heinz’, the burly athlete who had wanted whisky. A slight narrowing of Larry’s eyes warned him, and he did his best to squire Daisy assiduously. There were several underground patterns he realized he didn’t understand, little formal movements of conversation like some kind of old-fashioned dance which he hadn’t learned. The men, he realized, were in an oblique way talking business, and he had sense enough not to interfere. The eating went on a very long time, but somehow he never did get an awful lot for himself: he was kept too busy getting things for Daisy and Winifred, a big handsome woman with a deep soft voice whom he had at last realized was married to the German. A long time later, it seemed, a professional waitress in a black frock and white apron was suddenly serving coffee, and Larry was standing in front of the ornate brass-inlaid cabinet drawling ‘Calvados, Jean-Claude?’ He himself wasn’t asked, but he found suddenly a brandy-glass in his hand, sipped at it wondering what it was – he had never tasted Calvados – and was greatly taken aback to find he had some kind of sugar syrup with no alcohol in at all. Daisy was drinking framboise, and Winifred brandy.

Up to now there had been no music, only that intricate, difficult conversation that turned and dodged and doubled in and out of business, magic – an extraordinary conjuror Daisy had seen – sport; ski and tennis – New York geography and restaurants in Holland and Germany. There were some subjects that were totally taboo. Art was one, oddly enough. Politics was another. ‘Oh, my dear,’ said Daisy, ‘that minister who takes his shoes off at conferences, don’t talk to me about such boring things.’ It was tricky sometimes. Money, naturally, was never mentioned: Richard had understood that nothing is more provincial than money. But neither, oddly, was anything remotely metaphysical, even where the magician was concerned. When, as occasionally it did, the conversation lapsed Dick missed the comforting shout and thud of pop groups with ever more forced names picked out for them by copywriters. It was a relief to him when after the maid had cleared away the coffee cups and disappeared, Larry put on a series of French chansonniers who agonized in a low-keyed, illegible but determinedly intellectual manner, and said gently, ‘Well, perhaps we might have a little entertainment. Thalia, my dear?’

Aha, that was the point of Thalia – she turned out to be a dancer. She did what seemed to Richard a rather brilliant imitation of Balinese girls, a great deal of carefully finished work with the elbows and fingertips, the silver lamé melting and shivering, liquidly decomposed and reforming into stylized flowers. She retired modestly to the bathroom, came back in a classic tulle skirt with a tight satin top, and did a Balanchine-Stravinsky parody which was extremely clever. Slightly less modestly, she took this off, displaying much rippling muscle, and struck an attitude before saying in her childish, tinny voice, ‘In the style of Maurice Bèjart.’ This was athletically extremely difficult and did not always come off, but was greeted with much warmth.

A bronze drum,’ said Larry elegantly.

‘My god,’ murmured Winifred to Daisy, just loud enough for Richard to hear, ‘her breasts really are superb, I could almost feel jealous.’

The girl sat crosslegged on the carpet, in something like a lotus position with her head bowed, panting from her exertion. Her face gleamed with sweat; she seemed unconscious of the remarks being made. She’s magnificent, thought Richard with whole-hearted admiration and fierce desire: he had drunk no more champagne, but a glass of water and the two cups of strong coffee had made him less woozy. He had had just enough to eat, so that his stomach was stabilized. He radiated energy; he felt fine. The girl’s body – she was very tanned, and was wearing nothing but a white collant – charged him as though with electric current: he tingled with force.

When her breathing quietened Larry said, ‘Now the Netherlands Dance Theatre’ and put on a new record. This one was a percussion group, so intricate in texture that it became orchestral: the rhythms at once stiff and liquid both emphasized and parodied the primitive quality in urban, sophisticate embroideries. The girl stretched out on her back, lay still, began to tense and relax her muscles, banal rhythmic movements modulating gradually into plastic experiments which began with no more than a flutter of her fingers, spreading up her hands and arms to her torso and gradually to her whole body, dying away again and finishing in a kind of trance that had a catatonic quality, so that it was uneasy and frightening. Suddenly she planted her feet, threw her head back, arched her body and peeled the collant off. Richard found his teeth clenched hard, and a nerve in a back tooth reminding him angrily that it needed filling.

She stretched her arms out above her head, and without moving her feet began to follow the music with her body. Too tensed and angular to be serpentine or fluid, too painful to have any beauty, her movement still held and gripped attention; it was a possession, resembling those ritual performances in which the participants pierce and wound themselves without apparent effect: even the flow of blood is suspended. The percussion clashed and jarred angrily: her body became increasingly harsh and anguished. Was she doped? – no, Richard did not think so, but she had drunk a good deal. He felt soaked in sweat; his eyes blinked dizzily, slipping out of focus; he felt as taut and strung as she appeared; her muscles bunched and roped like a gymnast’s. If she had a knife or anything, he feared, she would be doing herself an injury. She had no knife – the movements shuddered to a climax and she began to make love to herself in a way so harsh and cruel that he had to look away; it was unbearable. He saw Daisy’s face a few inches away, as hard-set as the girl’s body, a line of sweat along the stiff-curled upper lip. He looked uneasily, as though with relief, back to the girl. Everyone in the room had the same rigidly locked immobility. The girl’s body collapsed to the carpet and she lay there as though guillotined, head turning from side to side, neck muscles twitching in violent involuntary jerks. The music stopped.

There was a harsh hot moment of silence. Larry’s voice, as always soft and easy, sounded with a shrill edge to it.

‘Who will add to the gaiety? Winifred?’

Her laugh was like a crystal chandelier tearing loose and falling on a parquet floor.

‘I wish I could,’ she said.

Another woman got up suddenly, a youngish, colourless-seeming woman whom Richard had scarcely noticed. She was carrying a glass of alcohol. She stooped, half knelt, put her arm behind the girl’s head, pulled her roughly sitting upright, held the glass – shoved it – against the pale lips and said ‘Drink’ abruptly.

The girl sipped, drank, shuddered violently and spluttered half the glassful back on the woman’s shoulder. The woman paid no attention: she threw the glass under a chair where it rolled and lay and no one bothered about it. She put both hands under the girl’s shoulder blades and with a violent effort heaved her upright. The girl was limp, the woman more than half drunk; they staggered about and wobbled uncertainly. The woman braced her feet, wrapped both arms around the girl’s body and clutched it with a sort of ferocity, so that the skin, gleaming with sweat, left smudges on the pale frock. She held it so tightly that the body arched over and the head stretched back, opening the lines of the jaw and neck down to the collarbones. The woman pressed her face into the girl’s throat, kissed it, and bit her ear.

Dick found suddenly that there was a pain in his palate, and at the root of his tongue, keen and crippling. His eyes filled with tears; he leaned over without caring about manners, seized Daisy’s half-full glass, and gulped what was in it. The alcohol took his breath away like a kick in the back. When he wiped the moisture out of his eyes and could again see, the girl was holding herself up by her two hands clasped behind the woman’s neck. As he watched her hands flickered, flexed, caught hold of the zip running down the spine and tugged at it. He could see that her eyes were shut, and her lower lip caught up in her teeth in concentration.

The tension was snapped by an abrupt movement of Larry’s towards the wall. The lights in the room were all put out together. Richard felt Daisy make a sudden movement: he turned towards her with a despairing feeling that he knew what to do, but felt sure he was going to make a very poor job of it.

*

Van der Valk, lying in bed in The Hague, absorbed in reading all about that restless, slippery, crooked fellow the chief of the Clan Campbell, banged irritably at his pillow which had slipped down and said, ‘Have you any peanuts?’

‘No,’ said Arlette. ‘An apple if you want, but no peanuts. Do stop bouncing about like that. D’you want half my apple?’

‘No,’ irritably. ‘I want something salty.’

*

‘Now come on, wake up,’ said Saint sharply. He himself was as fresh and unmarked as the fine morning. Richard made an effort.

‘That auction stuff that Louis bought – a vanload of it. I’ll try to get it unpacked and cleaned up, shall I, and then make some coffee?’

‘Good,’ said Saint an hour later. ‘You’re learning to make coffee, too. All part of the same thing,’ helping himself to a little more sugar, ‘a social exercise, whether it’s in manners or coffee, you must keep to the rules … You did well there, Dicky, and for a first time it was a bit rough, I had no idea that fool of a girl was going to go that far.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘She got taken off by that man with the loud laugh, the waterski type. He’s a cretin, that man – they make a well-matched pair. Now if I hadn’t stopped you you’d have been running after her. That might I suppose have been more fun.’

‘But isn’t she…?’

‘Not at all, does that because she thinks it’s more fashionable and makes her appear more interesting: give me some more coffee, would you?’

‘Daisy …’ hesitantly; was it a taboo subject?

‘Daisy, yes, not easy, she likes her geese green and that’s what you are, if you’ll forgive my saying so, Dicky. But it will be very valuable for you. She’ll tease you, persecute you, cut you off and on again, wait for you to lose your temper, make scenes – she enjoys that. That other calf is too stupid to be vicious but Daisy is for real and that’s what I want. Come through that for a week or two, and I’ll give you a present. To help you – look at her as though she were a work of art. Her movements, her laugh, the way she eats – watcn her when she’s dressing, or putting on make-up, and you’ll see her studying her art. You got that stuff cleaned up?’

‘Lot of dusty old tat,’ distastefully.

‘I don’t mind you saying that,’ said Saint in his dryest voice, ‘as long as you don’t start to think you know what you’re talking about.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Yes. Let’s get it straight. You’ve heard me make remarks about this place being a good old moo-cow, and you add that to other scraps of conversation you overhear, and you conclude that I’m milking this business for purposes of my own. That’s one thing. Then I tell you an elementary fact or two about markets, and you realize that I’m interested in the young, and after adding that to the obvious fact that the young do not spend money in antique jewellers you think you can behave in a contemptuous fashion. An exceptionally stupid attitude. Talking of youth, there’s mayonnaise all over the window again – get that cleaned up, Dick boy, and make sure while you’re at it no dogs have been looking for lamp-posts.’

It was a continual grievance. The clientele of the snackbar strolled along the street refreshing themselves with things in paper bags. They stopped to look at shop windows, and covered the glass in greasy finger-marks. Richard, realizing this to be a rap on the knuckles, went obediently to get the little bucket and sponge. Larry and his goddam discipline. He hoped Daisy didn’t take that moment to come strolling along the pavement. That would be humiliating.

Mr Saint was also thinking of Daisy – along other lines – when the stupid boy came hurtling in as though a bull was chasing him and rushed through into the back of the shop.

‘Forgot the shammy-leather,’ he muttered confusedly. Mr Saint was considering this uncontrolled behaviour with raised eyebrows when the door swung open afresh and Van der Valk walked in with a pleasant imbecile smile tacked all over his face.

‘Good morning, sir,’ said Saint with his invariable politeness.

‘Good morning, good morning. A lamentable occurrence – I’ve broken my watch. Irreparably I fear.’

‘We’ll see what we can do. Perhaps you’d like to sit down.’ Van der Valk had decided that his ‘personal investigation’ was dragging a little, and having come from another of his boring meetings in the Overtoom had thought of improving the hour. Leaning upon Mr Saint a tiny bit was obviously the next stage.

‘It was very sad,’ he burbled. ‘I dropped it in the tramline of all things, right there in the Koningsplein; I never would have thought it possible, would you?’

‘A very unhappy accident,’ agreed Saint gravely. ‘There is of course nothing we can do here. A new watch is the one solution to your problem, I’m afraid.’

‘I fear so, I fear so,’ shouted Van der Valk. ‘Something quite simple – er – classic.’

He was amused. He had been studying a window full of shirts – blimey, King Charles the First got up to dance the Lilac Fairy – when he had seen his idiot boy come trotting out with his bucket to clean the window. He stood grinning a dozen yards along the pavement, wondered what the reaction would be, and was delighted when the boy caught his eye suddenly while gawking about, stared in open-mouthed consternation, and bolted.

Saint came sliding over with a velvet-lined tray of expensive stuff in restrained good taste, hitched another of the little Empire chairs across and sat down, the specialist at the patient’s bedside. Van der Valk put his elbow on the little circular table and prepared to have his blood tested. An interesting face, that, a foot from his own. Character there, and determination. Very highly polished. A ‘bad man’? He had no idea. He had been many years a policeman, but had met few bad men. Plenty of silly men, and a great many stupid ones. This was neither. A man, quite certainly, in whom one could grow interested.

‘The quartz crystal vibrator …’ Saint was saying.

‘No, no tuning forks. They sing at one all the time,’ explained Van der Valk inadequately.

‘Then a classic movement. Now this Jaeger le Coultre …’ The boy was still fumbling about pretending to be busy in the back. What was more, Saint had noticed. He glanced at the door and the fine silky eyebrows drew together a little: a slight sidelong glance without turning the head; a flicker of the well— cut nostrils – no, he would say nothing in the presence of a customer.

‘Perregaux … there are very few made, you understand, only a hundred or so a year. These are all really exclusive models.’

‘They’re perhaps a little rich for my blood,’ with a loud self-conscious laugh.

‘I do rather like this one,’ he went on happily – it was a Patek Philippe, not so very dissimilar from the one the boy had had. Would there be any reaction to this extremely light touch, or should one lean a little harder? ‘I mean it’s most distinctive. Not the kind of thing one sees every day.’

‘Quite so.’ No, no flicker. Could he really not have known about that watch? Bosboom had pooh-poohed that as absurd. ‘Should I perhaps look up the prices for you?’

‘I’m afraid they’ll be alarming.’

‘Yes, well, they run at around a thousand, you know. Of course that is solid gold – a real investment.’

‘Not plated?’

‘We sell no plate,’ with a delightfully simple hauteur.

‘Oh dear. I’m quite perplexed. I do rather fancy this one.’

Van der Valk had a good stare round, with the vacant gaze of someone wondering whether he can afford it: tempted but frightened.

‘Just so. You might of course wish to think it over.’ Mr Saint was evidently well accustomed to people who went off to ‘think it over’ and were no more seen … That boy was still lurking in the shadows: locked in the lavatory as likely as not. He wouldn’t come out now, that was certain.

‘I hardly feel able, alas …’

‘But my dear sir, there is no obligation.’

‘But putting you to this trouble,’ said Van der Valk most earnestly. Saint smiled.

‘There is no trouble.’

The smile told him much. It was the smile of a man who makes a habit of contempt, and practises it frequently. Of a man who is clever, but his cleverness will never amount to much because of his vanity. When their vanity is as great as that, decided Van der Valk, they will bear watching.

‘I think perhaps an Omega or a Longines …’

‘We don’t have them I’m afraid. But of course you will have no difficulty – you see we are jewellers really, not strictly speaking watchmakers except as objects of decorative art.’

‘Something a bit more practical I feel…’

‘But I understand perfectly. Good morning, sir: thank you for your visit.’

Saint stood a moment thinking.

‘Dicky … You’re not still looking for that shammy leather, are you?’

‘Sorry – er – I had to go to the lavatory.’

‘How sudden,’ said Saint dryly.

*

‘Louis – you recall you told me of a visit by some bumbledom policeman the other day – can you tell me at all what he looked like?’

‘Looked like? I don’t know. Sort of between two ages. Biggish. Glasses – sort of hair which isn’t fair and isn’t really grey. Hell, I didn’t look; I wasn’t buying him.’

‘Did he have a walking stick?’

‘Now I come to think, believe he did.’

‘Walk a bit funny, a little stiff?’

‘Didn’t see him walk, not to notice.’

‘Talk a lot – voluble, persuasive?’

‘God, yes. Been on at you, has he?’

‘I rather think so.’

‘Not going on about that French picture, I hope.’

‘No. In fact I wonder whether he’s really interested in art at all.’

‘What, then?’

‘Snowing me with a ridiculous tale about a watch. Don’t bother, Louis – perhaps if you run across him again you might mention it.’

*

‘In pictures,’ Van der Valk wrote laboriously, spelling it all out, ‘there is plenty of opportunity. There are large sums – now what is he doing with large sums? There’s no proof or even evidence of any large illegal deal, but it doesn’t matter. The fact is that things and people are being manipulated – now why? Louis is obvious – he needs his technical expertise. But the boy – what can he need the boy for? Not for personal reasons, said B. – and he’s pretty shrewd, he’d know. But – “a bad man …’ It didn’t add up to anything, except that by the trick with the watch – and some trick there was – he had a hold over the boy. And Bosboom had said as good as straight out that he had a hold over Louis. And people who liked to acquire holds over others were never altogether to be lost from sight.’

Well, what could he do? He shrugged a bit at the silliness of it – the private detective lark. He was still a working policeman – why not make an official memo, turn it over to the criminal bureau in Amsterdam, people whom he knew, after all, and ask them to spend a little time there, preferably working from the hypothesis of a tax fiddle on works of art? No, he wouldn’t do that, because it wouldn’t get anywhere. No complaint had been made, no evidence existed, there were no grounds whatever for any perquisitions or examinations – they simply would not act and Amsterdam would not fail to point that out to him. What could they do, in any case, but warn Saint that they were interested in him, and then he would cover up anything not already well covered, and quietly go to ground.

Anyway this would dash his ‘private detective’ experiment. Did that make any difference? Was the experiment any use at all beyond a foolish whim? Hadn’t he already proved that one couldn’t do anything as a private detective, except hang around and bother people, and even then only when someone was handing out large sums of money as a ‘retainer’? Nobody had handed him any retainer. But that, he told himself, was the point. Nobody was his principal, nobody had any say in his doings, he owed nobody secrecy, loyalty or silence – except the state. Hadn’t that been the basis of his ‘experiment’ – the notion of a private detective who has no client to protect, no axe to grind, no vendettas to indulge or honesty to be compromised except his ordinary state oath, getting rid of all those fictitious private eyes with private codes of ethics?

Anyway, he had done all that a private man could do. Lean on Prins a bit, lean on Saint a bit – unless Saint was a very stupid man he would surely have realized that an eye had rested on him, and that it might be a police eye, not anyone inviting him to come to the station and assist in enquiries but a very gentle, very discreet touch intended to provoke him into getting rattled and doing something silly.

Would Saint now react? Probably not. He would lie low to see whether the cat would come out of the tree – a good Dutch phrase, that. So for Van der Valk there was nothing to do yet awhile. Just think about it from time to time, and notice whether any other fact came to his notice, huh. And that is a very sensible conclusion, he told himself, as the train slowed to stop at The Hague. He had a briefcase full of work, and he didn’t know when he would again have the time to think of Mr Saint, let alone do anything about him.

*

That very evening, oddly enough. He was finishing his book about King Charles the First, and got to the sad bit about how the Scotch finally rounded up and chopped Montrose – as well they might, seeing as how he had put the fear of the very devil into them for a longish while. What a relief to see that fellow’s head on a pike! And what a typical thing, to see this immensely gifted and noble partisan leader – moreover, an exceptionally skilful guerrilla general – sold to the government by a fellow he had trusted. It was nice to know that the said fellow, a petty local squire in the backwoods called Macleod, had acquired undesired immortality as the prototype of a dirty bastard: the Scotch were quite unconcerned about treachery, which was their historical bread-and-butter, so to speak (Charles I himself an absolute past-master at double-dealing) but they did draw the line at treachery for money: one didn’t altogether blame them. They had written a poem about this fellow – probably, he thought, originally a popular song for the boys to sing in the street, full of down-to-earth insults. Not bad either – there was a fine indignation in it, a splendid contempt, and even a spark of poetry: the ‘stripped tree of the false apples, Neil’s son of woeful Assynt’. The bitter phrase stayed with him, but it wasn’t till next morning, going to work, that an assonance somewhere brought an idea to life. Saint! Leopold Neil Saint! Standing by his desk, before even taking his coat off, since otherwise it would be forgotten, he took a notebook, reached for a ball-point, and wrote ‘Neil’s son of woeful Assynt’. And the fellow living on top of a shop called the Golden Apples of the Hesperides – a sex-shop, bonne mère; if that isn’t the tree of the rotten apples I’ve never bitten into one. And with a grin across his face he scribbled in – ‘the stripped tree of the false apples too’ – had perhaps the boyo Saint an interest in the sex business, and was that an idea which might lead him further? Louis perhaps dealing in porn? Might that be the little disgrace Bosboom had hinted at? Really, next time he had a committee meeting in Amsterdam he would go and have a look at those golden apples! He was interrupted by Miss Wattermann, who had heard him come in.

‘Professor Sammels has been on the line.’

‘This early?’ groaned Van der Valk. ‘What’s the old pedant want?’

‘He’s most anxious to have your opinion on his abortion law.’

‘Oh bonne mère,’ moaned Van der Valk. Professor Sammels was the most tenacious talker he knew, and on the subject of his proposed new abortion law notoriously inexhaustible. It would be a hard day.

*

It turned out too a hard day for young Richard Oddinga. Not that the morning had anything especially troublesome about it; just that Larry stayed the whole morning, unaccountably still and silent. Usually he came in first thing, to open up the shop and do the usual rounds of chores; checking the locks and shutters for any sign of interference, testing all the alarm circuits, keeping a severe eye on the cleaning woman, going to the bank with the take and bringing back the petty cash ‘float’, and then as a rule spending an hour with the mail, typing a few letters, signing a few cheques, while Dick rearranged things, bringing out and cleaning up an acquisition of Louis’s that would be left a few days casually in the front of the shop even if, as was often the case, it was already sold. After which Dick would make a cup of coffee, Larry would drink it while giving any memos or instructions he might have, and immediately after he would be gone, and quite possibly for the whole day, though he did mostly drop in again either before lunch or after it. But only for five minutes – what had got into Larry that he stayed the whole damned morning in the little cubbyhole where he wrote letters, reading the paper and putting it down every two minutes, gazing into space – a rarity – and smoking a great deal – even more of a rarity? Dick brought him coffee and he drank it without looking. Jackie Baur the silversmith, who liked coffee – and a nice gossip – got short shrift this morning. Even The Baron’ – one of their best customers and a snip for anything even remotely Louis Quinze – was made to feel faintly unwelcome when he dropped in for advice about the specially made gilt nails for re-covering a footstool which he liked to believe had once supported Madame de Pompadour’s active and artistic shoes. Richard felt somehow bothered. But it was nearly eleven before Larry suddenly called him, rubbing out a cigarette lengthily in the big bronze bowl which Louis had finally proved was not as he had hoped fourth-century Gallo-Roman, but a pretty impudent Italian fake.

‘Dicky!’

‘Hallo?’

‘Shut the shop.’

That by itself was highly unusual, rather disturbing; even slightly ominous. Even if there were no customers at all, Larry hated shutting the shop.

‘Done. Here’s the keys. Aye, aye, sir.’

‘Don’t be funny. Sit down. Stay still. Listen attentively. Don’t tell lies. Dicky, who is the man that came in with a big load of bullshit about dropping a watch in the tramline? Don’t say “what man?” – his voice was carrying from here to the Rozengracht. You were cleaning the window. You dropped everything and bunked. You afterwards claimed you had to go to the lavatory which was manifestly untrue because I heard you prowling the whole time he was here. I conclude that this peculiar gentleman was not unknown to you. Don’t interrupt. Now people don’t drop their watches in tramlines; it’s a ridiculous tale. The tale was meant to be ridiculous and I was meant to notice that. It was a warning. You being an exceptionally downy chick would know nothing about that, so I’ll explain. It’s the thing the police do when they’re looking at you but they’ve got no evidence. It so happens that the same man has been calling on my uncle with an equally absurd tale about export licences. It just happens that I know something of the man who works on that. I’ve checked up. He knows nothing about it and he knows nobody who corresponds to the description: ergo a phony policeman. That interested me. I worked for a while on that assumption. Until considering your behaviour it struck me that it might not have been a phony policeman – simply one from another department trying on an act which I do not understand at present, but which I intend to understand. Now who among your acquaintances fits that description, Dicky?’

There was not an awful lot Richard could do. He twisted about in the net, but it closed on him. Saint was a handy cross-examiner, witty, wounding, sarcastic, joking, implacable. He let Dick develop complicated lies for as much as five minutes on end before puncturing them. He never lost his easy conversational voice. He never forgot a detail or an expression used a quarter of an hour before. He would have made a good prosecutor had it not been for a slight sadism which a judge would not have permitted – an enjoyment at embarrassing, at confusing, at setting the boy floundering. By lunchtime he had found out everything.

‘Well, Dick, go and eat your dinner. Good appetite.’ It was a very well-aimed Parthian shot.

When the kangaroo court sat again that afternoon judgement was reached without any great delay: Larry Saint had spent his lunch break usefully.

‘Well,’ very gently, ‘I have now a little more background. A commissaire of police who is not actually on the retired list, but who is now inactive – committee work for a ministry in the Hague. Having weighed it all up rather carefully, I think it most unlikely that he has made or even can make any official move. His own words to you – please correct me if I am mistaken – were that no complaint had been registered, no official action could be envisaged, and that he himself was prepared to forget the whole thing. And yet he didn’t. I wonder why. Could it be, Dicky, that this fellow is taking an interest in any of my business activities? And would that be on account of your childish indiscretions? No, Dicky boy, I don’t think we would be going very far wrong if we were to say that you’ve made a hole in the dyke and that it’s now up to you to mend it. Wouldn’t you agree, Dicky?’

‘Well – I don’t know – I suppose that sounds logical – but I don’t see – I mean I didn’t know how could I – I mean I had no idea of giving you away in any sense. Anyway I don’t see what I could do. I mean it’s too late now.’

‘Is it? I wonder. I rather think not. Not for a cyclone shot. Which might appear a bit radical applied to an elderly busybody with time on his hands, but that, as you will shortly realize, is exactly the greatest danger. The police, my dear Dick, are disinclined to waste time on anything they can’t prove. Whereas an elderly busybody, poking his nose into my affairs – now that might be tiresome. He can’t prove anything either? Possibly, but he can very considerably hamper some of my short-term schemes, a few of which promised to be fruitful, very fruitful, I’m glad to say, until a day or so ago. And I’m not prepared, I fear, Dick, to allow your imbecilities to destroy much patient work.’

‘But what could I do? Nothing at all.’

‘More a question of what you can do. Or rather what you are going to do. And I’m very much afraid, Dick, that you haven’t any choice. You will do what I tell you to do.’

‘Well … I don’t know why you talk like that. You don’t boss me around to that extent. I mean hell, at that rate I’d just tell you up yours and walk out, I mean shit, what do you think, you can’t force me into anything.’

‘No. I can’t. I can make you force yourself though. Shall I tell you?’

‘You mean you’d accuse me of pinching that watch? Well hell, so what? I didn’t like it at the time and what’s more I told that copper so and he’d confirm that.’

‘No, not the watch,’ gently. ‘Though of course you are mistaken. I could prove very easily that you stole the watch. And your policeman friend wouldn’t stir a finger to help you. You, see, whatever you may have told him, you took the watch and kept it. Oh it wouldn’t be worth much. Perhaps six months’ jail – a small affair for a boy your age. No no, we’ll say nothing about the watch. No threats. But perhaps I might remind you of a detail I once mentioned – that I’d been a medical student. I think I remember telling you that one had to know when to leave alone and when to make an incision. I might find it necessary to incise you just a wee bit.’

The sound of Saint snapping his lighter reflectively, playing with it, was suddenly very small and very far away.

‘Are you telling me you’d kill me or something?’ It should have sounded disdainful, even supercilious: Richard was furious at not being able to stop his voice quavering.

‘Oh well, one could, you know, without really very much trouble.’

The voice was that of somebody complaining that the tea is too weak, and this is a hard thing to understand. Storybook gangsters have made so many melodramatic threats in suave sidling voices that we have every one of us become anaesthetized. Suppose we met a real gangster in real life, and he threatened us with a nasty death, and of a sudden we understood that he meant it. The sensation would be similar to watching an old Harold Lloyd film, in which he clings with fingertips to a flagpole three hundred feet above the street, and being unexpectedly plunged through the looking glass. It is here; it is now; it is happening to me. The relatively trivial acts of violence, which we come across quite frequently, committed by adolescents of retarded mentality, have still the power to nauseate and to frighten, so that our whole day is permeated by shock and vertigo. How then can we grasp a threat of death which is serious, feasible, immediate? We cannot, and this is why we take refuge in poverty-stricken clichés like ‘nightmarish’.

It is necessary to understand that at the moment he understood that Saint was serious he disintegrated completely, poor boy.

‘But what d’you want me to do?’ with a hysterical petulance. Anger at his impotence and humiliation before his servility forced his voice up into a shrill wail. ‘What can I do?’

‘Now there you are – look at you,’ said Saint with chiding gentleness, ‘You’ve no control and no courage – the moment a little difficulty presents itself in front of you what do you do? – collapse and scream about it. Oh well, that’s just inexperience. You’re, bright enough, and you’re able to learn. You ask me what you can do, and you can start by studying how to repair your mistake. You’ve made a considerable blunder, and you can’t mend this fence with just a box of matches. It will need work – in fact it will need all your free time for a week or more. You’ll have to make a project, and then study the means of putting it into practice. Well, well—,’ with condescending amiability, ‘I’ll help you. By the way, Dicky – what is this man’s name?’

‘Van der Valk.’

*

Van der Valk was worrying as well about society’s anaesthesia to violence. Not real, inhuman, extreme, barbaric violence, but the stupid, ignorant, vandalistic greed of a child picking cherries out of a cake, the miserable slaughter of landscape and townscape. What difference is there, he wondered, between a band of suburban youths breaking all the young trees and the speculators who built the suburb in the first place? If you left a child at the controls of a bulldozer you would be asking for a smash, no? Similarly, allow people who might have made quite good plumbers’ mates the control of vast amounts of money, and the results were identical. He felt disagreeably tired. The way he spent most of his days, shut up inside this odious box, and the problems over which he found himself stooped – all so different from what he had been accustomed to – made up an existence to which he was not yet accustomed, which strained and wearied him very much.

New standards of behaviour, for a new kind of society? Reforming the criminal code, he felt inclined to support, was a classic example of shutting the stable door after your horse has already knocked down three pedestrians, all of whom have sued you for gigantic damages. And he was sitting there at his desk like King Canute on the beach. Was it Xerxes who ordered the sea to be flogged for disobeying his express orders? Bonne mere, he thought, my mind is wandering. Xerxes, Canute – several megalomaniac tyrants, and come to that vast numbers of bureaucrats, oil executives, municipal engineers concerned about sewage, people interested in building marinas on picturesque coastal sites, all had the same reaction, getting extremely cross with the sea for refusing to obey their convenience and profit.

As a lawmaker one was exactly like a general, who always understood exactly how to fight wars fifteen years after the wars were finished. Propose changing anything at all, and you got looked on as the worst kind of woolly permissive liberal. The way to stop the sea – he had been told that morning by a committee member – was, as all good Dutchmen knew, to build a dyke to hold it back. He had kept quiet, himself. He knew little enough about law, despite several diplomas, though, he had to admit, he was learning. And what about all those years of experience? He shrugged: as a policeman he had spent all those years applying regulations; nothing at all to do with law.

He walked home: he had got into the habit in his last job where his house had only been five minutes from the office. Here it was twenty-five, and through extremely crowded streets, but he had too little exercise. Mm, law. These laws, a progressive colleague had remarked, are about as out of date as the dietary observances of orthodox Jewry. Van der Valk said he agreed, but wasn’t sure he had yet been given any really good reasons for changing them either. What was law anyway : wasn’t it moral law? I suppose, he had been told impatiently, that you’re in favour of stoning adulterers? These people were very unreasonable. Now you’re stoning me, he complained, only half laughing, or at least riding me on a cart and pelting me with rotten vegetables, as in Staphorst – with a placard round my neck saying ‘Regressive Reactionary Fascist.’

There, he had crossed a road without looking, thoroughly distrait if not distraught, and if he had been hit he would have taken no further interest in the problem.

He had not really learned yet how to look round problems – he had been too recently released from the little pragmatic details of how things would look to his superiors. This horse was still turning round from force of habit to shut the stable door itself.

‘Don’t be so preoccupied with detail,’ his neighbour, Professor de Hartog, had said to him today, quite kindly: they had been talking about punishment and he had given rather a lamentable demonstration of not seeing the wood for the trees. ‘You’re not in the police now. Never mind who fills the forms in; your job is to draft the texts.’

He crossed the road again, waiting patiently till the lights gave him permission. Nearly home already. This little stroll was no more than therapeutic, a moment for distancing, for getting the things into perspective that had crept too close during the day, gone blurred and out of focus. Promoters of eyestrain; he pinched the bridge of his nose automatically. This wasn’t exercise anyhow – breathing exhaust gases. Since being here he had got into the way of taking another stroll at night, through the wooded outskirts of the town where The Hague slithers out to the sea and Scheveningen. At that time there were no hurrying crowds jostling him or treading on his toes: much these typists cared for the important Committee Member! He liked those solitary strolls: there were long weekends, now, to spend with Arlette and she had never been much of a one for walks at night – been on her feet all day …

He wished though that a little restaurant existed somewhere, something unpretentious, a place to go when one just didn’t feel like cooking supper. A place to sit and eat shellfish with one’s fingers, to look out at a darkened harbour and hear the thudding of a belated fishing-boat’s diesel, and the slap of the tide against the slimy jetty – had it been a mistake, the Vosges cottage, drowned in woods and silence, a place where deer strolled up to your kitchen window and stared inquisitively in?

Couldn’t help that now – it had been all they could afford, and lucky to have that – bought half a dozen years ago, too, when still in Amsterdam, with a lump gratuity payment made after his big bullet wound – it would cost double, now …

It had been the summit of his ambition then to grow his own fruit, chop his own wood, strap on skis in winter for when snow smothered the mossy forest paths. Well, perhaps it still was. Three years to go. They had spent their holidays there now for five years, and the little house was nearly ‘ready’ – and more home now than anything here in The Hague. Wine in the cellar, and a marvellous fruitwood bed with pineapples carved on the headposts. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of car exhausts and wished he was there now, crossing the road for the last time, entering the bleak hermetic hallway of his building, unlocking his letterbox to see if anything had come, pressing the lift call button with the tip of his stick.

He was disappointed at not finding Arlette at home. Still, the stove had switched itself on under the soup. No warmth, no joy, but a smell of supper, and the narrow living-room smelt of her, faintly. He wandered about, wanting a drink but deciding to wait and not pour it out till he heard her key in the door. What was biting him? He brought it home suddenly; something he had glimpsed vaguely in the street, absent-mindedly, without interest. Some one, to be exact: it had only been the back of a head. Recalled some person he had had dealings with – remote? – less remote?

Of course – the boy from that jewellers’; his little personal problem, his ‘experiment’ in private detection. Dear, dear, this last couple of weeks he had had no time. It had gone cold on him now: the private detective needed lots of leisure! There was something there of interest all right, but hell, he had so little to go on. Two or three times he had been on the verge of ringing up Amsterdam and asking them to take a closer look, but he had no really convincing premise to offer them. Fidgety little heaps of fragments, coincidental for the most part.

A tedious little affair anyway. It wasn’t even any of his business strictly speaking; he was no longer an active policeman with reports coming in upon his desk, and subordinates to carry out the chores, and this was a chore. To be sure, that had been the point originally: he had welcomed this little actuality as something that engrossed and puzzled – a box, with a trick opening to fiddle at, and perhaps a few thorns to prick one’s fingers. He had needed that at first, a counterpoise to the road of purely theoretical work, stuff with no name on it, with which he had no personal involvement.

But there, he wasn’t getting paid to have personal involvements: he had been told that clearly enough, and reminded only today. And to get anywhere with the experiment he had to go stumping about Amsterdam. For a fortnight he had been there almost daily, in a series of meetings and consultations as well as that archive stuff he had been working on, but for the last ten days he hadn’t been there at all and had been glad of it, having a formidable pile of desk work getting fed him daily by the ineffable Wattermann. He had made notes – scattered alas through two or three of his books – half-hearted and incompetent work, which had never been more than a fantasy really.

There was something there … yes. But it was a tiresome little problem. Not a box – more of an egg; all smooth curves. You couldn’t get inside without breaking the egg. A smooth, self-satisfied, slippery fellow that whatsisname, and there would have been a certain enjoyment in giving him a tap with the eggspoon, but really it was all too much trouble.

There was Arlette, slightly late, he thought irritably, smelling the soup suddenly, realizing that he had turned it up too high and that it was now boiling over. She would tell him off! He poured two glasses of port and picked up Monde.

*

Larry Saint braked the car gently to a stop and glanced in the rear mirror, suppressing a smile as the boy caught up, opened the door and got in.

‘A snip,’ he said quietly, giving a tiny touch to the accelerator to start it rolling again. ‘A man of habit, bless his heart. I had one moment of disquiet when you let him catch up with you a bit awkwardly, but he stared straight through the back of your neck and hadn’t a clue. Seemed almost a bit too easy. You see, a policeman is not exactly altogether a soft touch, because of his training – there’s an instinctive layer of observation and enquiry beneath the immediate surface that one does well to be wary of. But in ten days I haven’t seen this fellow use his eyes.’

‘I’d like to be sure of that,’ muttered Richard.

‘I had no intention of letting you make the slightest movement before I was sure of it,’ retorted Saint tranquilly. ‘Why d’you think I’ve been so careful? I’ve made enquiries. This fellow has been put out to grass. He was in the criminal brigade in Amsterdam, and a bit of an original. It wouldn’t have been so easy, then. He was an unexpected kind of object, who did unexpected things. Then he got shot up – there isn’t any secret about it, it’s easy to trace back if one takes the trouble, a woman shot him up in Spain, good luck to her. They put him out to pasture in the provinces. Now they’ve moved him again right off the active list on to some committee work for the government – he was past his work, plainly. Now he bums about being the absent-minded professor.’

‘Then surely he’s no risk?’ argued Dick.

‘I would remind you,’ dryly, ‘that to succeed in business one takes risks, but not unnecessary ones. This is an unnecessary risk. Why’d he show himself so goddam curious? What’s he doing sniffing round Louis? Coming to the shop with a phony tale about a watch? Messing about in the Apples? He wasn’t looking like Louis for a good girly book, don’t imagine it. He’s a threat. So are you. I propose to get rid of both. And I wouldn’t be at all surprised if tonight wasn’t the night. Weather’s ideal. We’ll just see whether he goes to take his dog for a walk.’

Saint parked the car, turned out the lights, and looked with approval at the twilight gathering in front of the windscreen, and the fine drizzle, no more than a Scotch mist, blotting out visibility. He reached forward, unlocked the glove compartment, and took out a nine-millimetre pistol. A Luger. It remains one of the simplest, most direct, efficient of weapons. It is only semi-automatic, and hardly ever jams or catches. It balances well, and has a comfortable, secure grip. It has a light pull, takes standard ammunition, and when it hits you you stay hit. It is not the fussy, fashionable little gun – the Walthers and Sauers – of fictional secret agents and snobbish private eyes. It was one of Mr Saint’s little objects of art – so much better designed than all those other things …

‘Now don’t go blazing away,’ said Saint tetchily. ‘Three or four at the very most and sight at the small of the back.’

*

‘You don’t feel like a stroll?’ asked Van der Valk hopefully. He did not know why, but he would enjoy her company this evening. Arlette was stacking things in the dishwasher. They had never before had a dishwasher – never before had she had a flat so easy to keep and to clean. She loathed it as much as he did. There was every comfort and no luxury, every sensible idea and nothing of any interest. No character, charm, breadth or generosity. No sense of proportion and quite unfurnishable. Everything here was predigested; there was one place you could hang your hat and one position for your bed. No wonder, said Van der Valk, that once on the street or in a car people who live in these places become utterly demented.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘but I’ve ironing to do, and I haven’t read the paper yet, and it’s raining – I had my hair done yesterday and I’m not in the mood to stagger about under an umbrella. Anyway I’ve only one comfortable pair of walking shoes and they need to go to the menders. I’ve been looking for others,’ vaguely, ‘but they’re all so hideous this year.’

It was all unutterably unanswerable. But when he came back he would find the place liveable for once, with a smell of ironing, clothes in piles, and a wife in a housecoat, all nicely stuffy and reactionary: a wife-slave, and happy about it.

Not much fresh air, out here. Real February night. Very low cloud-ceiling and rain that is part of it. No sea wind despite a westerly airstream, no smell of sea, no smell of spring either to hope for, not for about another month at this rate.

It was the evening of March the third.

There was a smell of rotted dead leaves from last autumn, of rain-slimed and exhaust-blackened treetrunks, of sodden muddy grass underfoot alongside the pavements. The street-lamps had a depressed droop like undernourished tulips: the shimmering halo of light, reflected off raindrops, hung around them like bad breath. But this is part of it, thought Van der Valk without discontent; without this there would be no spring, no hairy pussywillows, reminding him of the scent of mimosa far down in the south. He had bought some that morning for his wife: it had been in cellophane, already desiccated from the long weary voyage that Arlette too had made, the wonderful scent long departed. Just as well, she had said, pleased, smiling at him – that way she would feel no homesickness. His wife’s smile, and the scent of mimosa vividly pictured and for one instant recaptured, would be the last thing in his life. That, and the moisture on his loden coat, and the dead leaves, and a wet leather glove: the smells of Holland.

There was nothing in the sound of a car to make him turn; a relaxed sound, of a car idling along under no pressure; a contented sound, of a motor turning easily in the moist air. There was no instinct of danger to make him turn – it was the idlest of curiosity when the car slowed behind him. Probably some out-of-season tourist checking whether the road really did lead to Scheveningen. In a years-old police automatism he did bring his back foot round to narrow the target and start going down to look for cover. There were four shots, and two missed him altogether, but he had no interest in that. He had no interest even in the face; distorted, rigid with fear, with terror at what it was doing and the complete inability to stop. The pistol had commanded its owner to shoot and there was nothing else for it. An actor for many years, Van der Valk would have been interested in this piece of theatre, but he had a new part to study, the most important of his parts. In the words of the seventeenth-century actor, he was in the way to study a long silence.

So that he had no interest in the rough clash of the transmission and the squeal of the tyres pulling away in haste. He was down on his face in the dead leaves. He knew that he was dying and was pleased that he knew, and could say the words he wished to say – very simple words.

And a few simple thoughts. He had never been afraid of dying, and least of all now. He had had a life, married a wife, raised children, dug ground and planted a tree, sailed a boat and ski’d down hill, eaten and drunk and made love. He was ready for what came next. He felt his life spilling out on the ground and turned his head a little. Bereitsein ist alles. He thought of Arlette without disappointment and without pain.

It wasn’t a bad place at all to die. With a last flick of recognition for this world he remembered Stendhal saying there was no disgrace in dying in the street, when not done on purpose. And he had …

Van der Valk began to study his long silence but was interrupted. He was dead.

*

‘The trouble with public-spirited witnesses is that they’re such infernal busybodies.’ Arlette would remember the phrase. Others too; light-hearted or disillusioned, even slightly soured.

‘One definition of aristocracy is a person who does not stop to gawk at a street fight.’ In one of the villas to the side of the road, beyond the strip of sodden poached dog-infected grass, beyond the cycle-path and the row of leafless trees, lived a public-spirited person. He had been in a first-floor front room, and he hadn’t had the television on, being absorbed at the moment in his stamp collection. The coppery bonk of pistol shots at thirty yards, however dulled by the saturated air, had startled him, and he had run to his window and jerked the curtain – but he had not seen much through the wavering fine rain which coarsened the grain of the air, so that what he had seen was a worn old gangster movie of the early thirties, made by Warner Brothers. Van der Valk had enjoyed them greatly. George Raft and James Cagney, Paul Muni and Edward G. Robinson; the young Bogart. A man lying face-down in the rain, and the dark-coloured car accelerating away. Probably with Peter Lorre and Sydney Greenstreet in the back.

Arlette was not a woman of such imagination. She saw the scene quite differently, because she had lived through it as a girl of fifteen, drinking a cup of coffee on her way home from school. A street corner in Toulon in blinding dusty sunshine, deserted. The spit and snap of an automatic pistol and the squeal of a car furiously driven. Running police and a white képi fallen off and rolling through the heavy lazy air. Most vivid of all the café owner with the big belly, ducking with such unexpected agility.

‘A plat ventre tous – on est en train de se faire flinguer.’ The young girl as well as everyone else à plat ventre in a heap – these episodes sometimes involved unpleasantly indiscriminate machine-gun fire.

Most ironic of all, for twenty-five years she had steeled herself for that telephone call from a potato-filled police mouth embarrassed into lumpish incoherence. Since the beginning of the desk job – in the civil service as it were – in The Hague of all places (that most civil-service-minded of all prim Dutch towns) she had told herself that at least there was that no longer to be afraid of. And fatally the call had come, and fatally she had not followed the rules she had long rehearsed that would govern her behaviour. The car started as though it had been waiting whetted for this moment, and she had driven ridiculously, convinced of her sedate sober mind, congratulating herself on behaving well. The deux-chevaux braked skidding to a stop. So silly to have hurried; of course she was much too late, she knew that perfectly well, for a lot of time had of course passed and there was not just a policeman gesticulating in the rain, but a whole knot of cars. And the ambulance. And a group of careful middle-aged gentlemen in raincoats with their hats on because it was still raining. The body was still in place. She did not worry about that or think anything silly like ‘he’ll get wet’. She knew about the measurements and the photographs and the conscientiousness displayed by all, even the press. Everyone made way for her politely, and she did not do anything in the least absurd like going down à plat ventre.

But being in shock she did not remember properly anything much of what happened, and her next accurate recollection was of sitting in her flat in daylight, dried, dressed, combed, politely pouring a drink for the district commissaire of police. She could not place the time very well, but thought it must have been about midday. So silly a feeling … almost as though she were pouring the usual midday drink for her husband, but in that case why was she being so formal and polite?

‘I needn’t tell you how I feel,’ he was saying. ‘Thanks, Mevrouw, no more for me. And if I may permit myself the remark, you shouldn’t be drinking whisky.’

‘I know. It has no effect upon me whatever.’

‘But it might later,’ worried.

‘That’s as may be.’

‘Yes. Er – I need hardly say … when we lose a man … we don’t give up.’

‘No,’ said Arlette, knowing that this meant they had found nothing.

‘We have – er – the skidmarks, which will tell us what kind of car it was. And – er – ejected cartridge cases, which will give us the gun. When we recover the bullets …’ He had better not dwell on that detail, he was thinking plainly.

‘Yes,’ said Arlette, knowing that the car would have been stolen and the gun ditched.

‘We are of course going to examine everyone with whom he may have had, er, dealings and who might have, er, felt a grievance. It may take a long time. We will neglect nothing.’

‘Quite,’ brightly. ‘When can you let me have my husband back?’

‘We were thinking, er, the funeral…’

‘I don’t want to seem rude, Commissaire, or ungrateful. He didn’t belong here. He came from Amsterdam, but he has no family left there. I know that you will be extremely kind, and that you will want to come, and send big wreaths and everything – forgive me please. I’m afraid I don’t want that. I’m sorry but I want to leave as soon as I can, which is as soon as you’ll let me.’

‘But where will you go?’ asked the commissaire, worried. ‘If it’s the press …’

‘No. He had, you see, a little house in France, for retiring to – you understand? And that is where I’m going, and that’s where he’s going, and I want to ask you only one thing, which is that you’ll please help me with that and see that I have no trouble, with the customs or whoever is responsible for taking dead people across frontiers. I feel sure that they’ll be very worried about whether the proper taxes have been paid.’

‘Try not to be bitter,’ gently.

She drank some more whisky and it made her shudder.

‘You’re quite right. I promise I won’t be tiresome or troublesome at all.’

He found this humility touching: he also felt uneasy. A frightening woman in a sense; one didn’t know what she mightn’t be capable of.

‘We won’t let you down,’ he said, and really meant it. 
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