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I
My name is Bart Hoffman. Actually it’s Johannes Albertus Hoffman—Hoffman as in Dustin, with a double f and one n. I was born almost fifty years ago in Zutphen, a town on a river in the easternmost part of Holland. My father was the head of a Christian primary school.
I’m a crime correspondent with a national newspaper—I belong to the generation of student dropouts who found their way into journalism. A guy I knew from studying Dutch wrote the occasional piece for the arts page of a big daily. He heard that they were looking for someone in the sports section to type in the results on Sunday morning. When they were short-handed, I was occasionally allowed to go to an unimportant football match. Writing came quite easily to me, and when they were looking for a reporter, I put in for it and got the job.
It was painless, packing in my studies. I didn’t like the other students. I didn’t like all the hot air they talked about Dutch writers like Reve and Lucebert, or Chomsky’s generative grammar. I was the only person in my year who read Football International. The fact that I could effortlessly recite the first five minutes of the TV commentary of the 1974 World Cup Final, a fantastic ready-made artwork, made no impression on my fellow students. Long before it came into vogue, I had a very good imitation of Johan Cruyff in my repertoire, but they didn’t even recognize it.
After two years, the paper’s cycling reporter retired and I was able to take over from him. In the spring I followed the peloton and reported first on the Paris-Nice or the Tirreno-Adriatico and then on the classics, and in the summer I went to the Tour de France.
During the day I would drive slightly behind the peloton and afterward talk to the racers. Then I would type up a piece, and in the evening go out with colleagues to a good restaurant to talk over the race and life in general. I couldn’t imagine a better existence, and I was always sorry in the autumn when, after the world championship, Paris-Tours, and the Giro di Lombardia, it was over for another five months.
When I was 24, the week after Holland became European football champion, I moved in with Hinke. She was beautiful, and had the white skin and the clear, challenging Nordic eyes. She could easily put her long legs behind her neck, since she had done gymnastics from an early age. I was in love and thought she was a very nice person, but that was before I had awakened a less nice side in her.
On the fourth birthday of our daughter Anna, in 1995, she gave me a choice. I could choose between fatherhood and the nomadic existence of a cycling correspondent. In the case of the former, she would continue to be a part of my life, and in the latter, she would disappear from it and take my daughter with her. I chose to become a real father.
I went to the editor-in-chief and explained my situation. A month earlier, our crime correspondent had died of a heart attack. The editor-in-chief asked if I knew anything about crime and justice.
‘I’ve been a cycling correspondent and I’ve read Crime and Punishment,’ I replied, more or less as a joke.
‘Okay, then you’re the man we need. Congratulations.’
When I turned 40, I stopped smoking, got my old Batavus out of the shed, and began cleaning it up. It was, may I say, one of my better decisions. On the bike I began slowly but surely to realize that you can go right, but also left. That you can always take the same route, but you can also choose a different one. That things sometimes happen to you, but that you can do something for yourself. Anyway, it was another five years before we got divorced. Anna was 18 by then, and there was no longer any reason for Hinke and me to stay together.
Since I’ve been alone again, I’ve lived in a spacious flat in the centre of Alkmaar. I once moved to the town because I found Amsterdam too big and the people too noisy and far too full of themselves, and now I don’t want to leave. The flat is sparsely furnished, but that doesn’t bother me. Everything I need is there, and I like space around me.
I know every metre of cyclable road between Den Helder and Purmerend. On the bike you think time is standing still, or at least that it is no threat at all. The bike protects you from despair.
Anna has bought a Bianchi—she was well brought up. Not a German racing bike via the Internet, not some new American racer, but an Italian classic make. She knows who Coppi and Bartali were, and likes the Giro better than the Tour.
‘Brilliant colour,’ I said, when she brought it to show me. ‘Nice sea-green.’
‘Celeste, it’s called.’
Never knew that; you have to be a cycling woman for that.
‘La Dama Bianca,’ I said.
‘Giulia Occhini.’
‘The doctor?’
‘Locatelli. Enrico.’
‘In?’
‘Varano Borghi.’
‘On…’
‘Lago Comabbio.’
‘Never heard of it.’
‘Never existed, it’s the tears of dottore Locatelli, mixed with the sweat of Fausto Coppi.’
‘And the love juices of Giulia Occhini.’
She started roaring with laughter. ‘Bart! The child is here!’
The latter was a quote from her mother. I immediately saw the tent before me, on the Italian campsite, the rickety table with the breakfast on it and Anna’s conspiratorial smile.
‘Passion or betrayal?’
‘Passion. If she hadn’t gone with Fausto it would have been betrayal.’
‘Very good.’
‘Bart! You’re making the child completely amoral! Of course it was betrayal.’
It was one of our set dialogues. We had about ten of them, and both of us knew our lines perfectly. This one was extra special. On a holiday trip when she was 10 we rode to Varano Borghi, not so far from Lago Maggiore, to see where Giulia came from. I had just seen a play called Fausto and Giulia and wanted to know whether there was anything to be found in the village that evoked the most famous love story in sport.
There was nothing. I asked a passer-by if he knew where dottore Locatelli’s old house had been, but he shrugged his shoulders.
It was the end of February; people were still talking about the Eleven Cities Skating Race, but she had already done a few circuits. She pointed to the kilometre counter: 195 kilometres. ‘Four times. Not bad, is it? And alone, you know, you’ve got to allow for that. Average 26.1.’ We made a date for two days later. I was looking forward to it—cycling together is friendship, love and togetherness, all in one.
We rode west. At Egmond we went into the dunes. Rays of sunshine were drawing the cold out of the ground. ‘Take it easy, Dad,’ shouted Anna. ‘I’m still not properly in shape.’
She was talking like a pro in the early spring. I held back, rode alongside her, and gave her a push in the back. ‘You’re pedalling too hard! All women pedal too hard. It’s because they’re always toiling along on those crazy Granny bikes. You must keep it supple. Change gears more lightly.’ She did as I said. I put my hands on the handlebars and just for a moment touched happiness.
In a café in Bakkum, a handsome lad served us coffee. Anna had taken her jacket off and he looked at her jersey.
‘Suits you,’ he said.
‘Thank you,’ she said, and gave him a heavenly smile.
‘Bottoms suit you too.’ She waved him away with a casual gesture.
I drank a mouthful of coffee and looked at her. ‘Strange things are happening, Anna,’ I said.
‘Very strange things are happening. In America, a panther walked into a house on a new estate and fell asleep on the sofa. I read it this morning on…’
‘With me. With my life.’
‘Oh. What kind of strange things?’
‘Well, first I see my old friend André in court.’
‘Is he a judge?’
‘No.’
‘A lawyer?’
‘No, he’s a criminal.’
‘Christ. And is he your friend? Will he have to go to jail?’
‘No, acquitted due to lack of evidence.’
‘Lucky. For him, that is. And what else, in the way of odd things?’
‘A little later I read that my friend Joost has been nominated for the Spinoza Prize.’
‘What does he do?’
‘He’s a brilliant physicist. At least that was what the paper said.’
‘Oh. Don’t know the prize.’
‘Kind of Dutch Nobel Prize, you could say.’
‘Funny friends you’ve got. And the other one, what’s his name…’
‘David. From the travel agency. He doesn’t count for the moment, because I still see him regularly and he calls me twice a week.’
‘But what kind of strange stuff is going on then?’
‘Everything is coming back.’
She looked at me thoughtfully. ‘I don’t find it that strange, I think. These things happen. Chance.’
‘There were two other friends,’ I said. ‘Or rather, a friend and a girlfriend, Peter and Laura.’
Now she raised her eyebrows. ‘And have they turned up, too?’
‘No.’
I waved to the waiter and ordered two more coffees. I hesitated whether to tell her the story, and decided not to. The day was too beautiful.
‘Or are they dead?’ she asked.
I had come across André at the beginning of 2012, in the dossier of a coke case in which ‘senior civil servants and other prominent people’ were possibly involved. I heard myself saying, ‘Hey, André’.
I went to the trial and waited until the accused came in. André had shaved his head. He looked sharp, in a suit that had undoubtedly cost more than my entire wardrobe. His eyes scanned those present. I saw from a barely perceptible nod of his head that he recognized me. I think he knew I would be there before he had seen me.
A few weeks later he was acquitted. André looked at me more openly now and smiled. Undoubtedly he had also read my look and interpreted it accurately: good work, a result, well done, man.
A week later I read an article about Professor Joost M. Walvoort and his work on string theory. He was a nominee for the Spinoza Prize, worth one and a half million euros. ‘A tidy sum, which you can really do something with as a researcher,’ said Joost in the paper. I knew exactly how he had said that and how he had looked—a mixture of nonchalance and smugness.
I looked for Joost’s name on the website of Leiden University. ‘Prof. J.M. Walvoort (Joost),’ it said. ‘Theoretical Physics’. I could see from the accompanying photo that the years had not left any excessively deep marks. He was looking confidently into the lens, with that slightly mocking expression.
I keyed in the number and he answered immediately.
‘Bart here.’
‘Hey Pol, you again?’ As if I had him on the line for the fourth time that day. On the bike Joost called me Pol, because the sound of it suggested Flemish cycling aces. He was Tuur.
‘I thought: I should give Joost a call.’
‘Great. How’s things then? Prick still completely in order?’
That’s the nice thing about old friendships. The fact that you ring up after twenty-five years and your scholarly friend inquires first of all about the health of your prick.
‘Exceptional,’ I replied.
‘Good. Shall we go for a few beers again?’
‘That’s why I’m calling you.’
‘Nice. Just say when.’
I mentioned a date.
‘Fine. In Amsterdam where you are or in Leiden where I am? Or don’t you live in Amsterdam anymore? Alkmaar? Then let’s do it on my patch in Leiden. Huis De Bijlen, do you know it? Eight o’clock. We’ll have a bite to eat first. Nice!’
With him it was no sooner said than done, and he took control, as if he had rung me or had at least been on the point of doing so.
‘Right,’ I said. ‘It’ll be nice to see you again, Joost.’ I hadn’t changed a bit either, immediately ready to accept Joost’s leading role.
‘Okay. If you like you can sleep over. Bags of room.’
He still had that slight Amsterdam accent.
I didn’t say that three days before our date, I was due to go cycling with André.



II
In 1970, Eddy Merckx won his second Tour de France. I was 6, watching TV with my father, and saw Merckx, the cycling marvel. ‘The cannibal,’ said my father. ‘So young and already so good. He’s going to sweep the board. No one can compete with him.’
I reversed the handlebars on my bike and did a circuit through the neighbourhood. I imagined that I was Merckx on the Tourmalet. I looked back: no one! I’d left them all for dead. I stopped outside André’s house.
He was lying on the sofa reading a Billy’s Boots comic.
‘André, let’s be racing cyclists.’
‘Huh?’
‘Let’s be racing cyclists like Eddy Merckx. You know, from the Tour. We’ll reverse your handlebars, too.’
‘My father’s already a racing cyclist. I’m going to be a footballer.’
It was the first time that one of us didn’t immediately jump aboard the other’s fantasy.
‘Shame.’ If André didn’t want to know about cycling, there was no point in my getting involved. ‘Swim?’
‘Right.’
But the seed was sown that summer. From that moment on, cycling catered for years to my need for heroes.
The urge to sit on a racing bike again came back later. That was after I had read The Rider by Tim Krabbé. I was 15, read it at one sitting, and knew instantly what I had to do. True, it would have been better if I had pursued the sport from the age of 6, but Merckx was a late starter, too.
I took my savings out of the bank, borrowed another two hundred guilders from my mother, and bought a Batavus from Van Spankeren’s cycle shop. Joost and André looked at me pityingly. Cycling was still a sport for thickos who shouted unintelligibly into the microphone. But I didn’t care. I joined a training group that left from the Zaadmarkt every Sunday morning for a ride of about eighty kilometres. The guys gave me some funny looks the first time. They immediately commented on my unshaven legs and my football shorts, but they accepted it for this once.
Afterward, they started riding me into the ground. I had kept up for about ten kilometres when I saw them pulling away from me. They didn’t look back; of course they knew it would happen, it was an initiation ritual. During the following week I rode out a couple of times by myself, hoping that it would go better the next Sunday. I actually could keep up for a little longer in my new cycling shorts, but not that much longer.
On the fifth Sunday we went to the Montferland. On the way, Kees Nales told me that he had climbed Mont Ventoux. Mont Ventoux! I knew the mountain from the stories about Tommy Simpson, the Jesus of cycling, who suffered for all doping sinners and died on the Bare Mountain.
But Kees Nales had survived. I was deeply impressed and resolved there and then, as our wheels whooshed towards Montferland, that I must also climb Mont Ventoux.
‘How was it,’ I asked, ‘Mont Ventoux?’
‘Tough.’
‘Had you trained a lot for it?’
‘Nah.’ I didn’t yet know that cyclists always say that they’ve done scarcely any training.
‘Do you think I could do it?’
Kees looked at my legs, which still weren’t shaven. ‘You don’t look like a climber. More of a sprinter, if you ask me.’
We got to Beek. Just outside the village, in the Peeskesweg, was a steep length of asphalt. The lads immediately stood out of their saddles and started sprinting up. Only Kees Nales looked around one more time to see whether I wasn’t perhaps a sprinter, after all. But I knew after the first hundred metres. I felt the strength draining out of my legs.
‘I’m not a climber, dammit,’ I shouted, as a kind of indictment of the Creator. No one heard.
At the top, the lads stood waiting until I arrived. They looked at me pityingly. Couldn’t climb, poor sod.
‘I thought so,’ said Kees Nales. ‘Too heavy and no climbing muscles.’
A little further on they went up the Eltenberg. It was a bit steeper and longer than the Peeske. They didn’t even wait for me at the top. I decided to cycle alone from then on. I tried to get André onto his father’s old bike, but failed.
Cycling is a sport of the imagination. On my own, I was the talented one, and my unshaven legs didn’t matter. Others rode me and my fantasy into the ground.
I celebrated my 45th birthday alone, since I had got divorced a few months earlier. One day, after everything was settled, I bought a Pinarello Angliru, blue with red and grey highlights. As a consolation, I told myself, but actually it was more of a reward.
The Ventoux came back into my head.



III
The first time we heard Joost say anything, immediately after he had entered our classroom, he made us laugh. It was because of his accent. It was 1969, October or November, I suspect, as we were making dolls of chestnuts and matches.
Miss Hospes introduced him. ‘This is Joost,’ she said, with those nice Eastern os.
‘What a small class’, said Joost. ‘In Amsterdam the class is much bigger. And we have an aquarium, too. Our teacher is called Miss Prins.’
‘Joost’s father is a doctor,’ said Miss Hospes. Joost nodded. ‘First Joost’s father was a doctor in Amsterdam, now he’s a doctor here. Perhaps you will be able to go to Joost’s father sometime, if you’re ill.’
‘Or if you die.’ Joost laughed out loud, but we were shocked and Cora Berg started crying.
‘Don’t say those funny things, Joost,’ said Miss Hospes.
‘And my mother plays the saxophone.’ No one knew what a saxophone was.
‘Really, that’s nice. So tell the class what nice songs she plays.’
‘No songs. Mummy plays jazz.’
‘Oh,’ said Miss Hospes, who knew more about psalms.
‘She puts on records by Charlie Parker and she plays along. It drives Daddy crazy. “Can’t you stop that tooting,” he shouts. “It’s just like a cow.” Then she shouts, “Prick.”’ Joost must have found that very funny, because he almost got the giggles.
‘Have you got any brothers and sisters?’ asked Miss Hospes, with a blush on her cheeks.
‘I’ve got sisters. One is called Louise and the other Sandra. Louise is seven and Sandra is seven, too. They’re twins. I can’t tell them apart, they’re so alike. But I like Sandra better than Louise.’
‘Right, Joost,’ said Miss Hospes, ‘go and sit next to Bart. Bart is that boy with the red sweater. Can you see him?’
‘Yes, he looks like a leprechaun.’
He came over to me and said we were going to the clay tray. He paid scarcely any attention to the other children. I beckoned André, who was sitting opposite me at our table. ‘We’re going to the clay tray, come on.’
‘This is clay,’ said Joost at the clay tray, as if he were giving a commentary. ‘When I pick up a piece of clay, I can make something out of it. For example, a little man. But when I throw the man back in the clay tray and I give him a thump, he becomes clay again.’ He sounded really surprised, as if he himself were listening to something new. André looked at him open-mouthed.
Within a day we were inseparable. AndréJoostandBart.



IV
André lived in an apartment complex in South Rotterdam. I parked my car by the water, crossed the road, and walked toward a large glass door. I looked for number 85 and rang the bell. I had traced his address through a lawyer with whom I was friendly and sent him a postcard. On it I had written that I would be at his place on 16 March at 11 o’clock, and he should let me know if that didn’t suit him. I got an email in reply. ‘Bring your bike with you,’ it said. ‘You looked as if you were in training.’
‘Bart!’ cried a familiar voice. ‘Good to see you, man! Same as ever! Didn’t shave this morning, I see,’ There was a buzzing tone. ‘Door’s open. Come right up. Fourth floor. Got your bike with you?’
I didn’t reply, but pushed the door open and went to the lift.
Of all my old friends, André is the most precious to me. Or perhaps I should say: the memories of André are dearest to me. Our friendship is older than we are. Our mothers were friends because our grannies were already friends. We went about together when our mothers sat opposite each other at table with their big tummies. Once we were born, a week apart, we were immediately an inseparable duo.
I have a photo in which the two of us are sitting in a playpen, two boys of eighteen months, in the same pink knickerbockers and the same white jumpers. ‘November 1965, Bart and André, my mother has written on the back. We are playing with blocks, me with my left hand, André with his right. We have put our free arms around each other. ‘The two of you sat like that for hours,’ says my mother.
I think friendship is based more on shared experiences than on compatibility or attraction. I share more with André than anyone else.
He gave me a Russian bear hug, long and powerful, kissed me on both cheeks, and beamed at me. He was moved, and I was probably the only person in the world who could spot that.
‘Bart, man, I’m really chuffed to see you again.’
‘Me too, André.’
‘Coffee? Cappuccino?’
‘I’d love one.’
The huge room was white. White walls, a floor of white tiles, and a white ceiling. In the middle there was a black Gispen table with six Jacobsen chairs around it. In front of the window with a view of the River Maas stood a large sofa; hanging on the wall was a TV screen of cinema proportions. In two corners were two tall speakers. Apart from that, the room was empty.
André’s father was caretaker at the Baudartius, our secondary school. He had been a renowned amateur cyclist with a powerful finishing sprint. In André’s parental home, the living room was full of lamps, vases, and other knick-knacks that old Gerrit had won in the criteriums of the eastern Netherlands. Perhaps that explained André’s sparse interior.
The emptiness spoke for itself and did not beg to be filled. In that emptiness stood a bike, a splendid racing bike. I walked around it once, I touched the stem and stroked the saddle. It was soft brown, like the tape on the handlebars and a strip on the tubes. The bike itself was white. Gold leaf seemed to have been applied on the down and seat tubes of the triangle of the frame.
‘Wow,’ I said. I saw André smiling contentedly as he came into the room with two cups on a tray.
‘Listen a minute.’ He took a remote off the table and pressed the button. I heard a guitar, and a little later a couple of violins, and then Nick Drake: ‘When the day is done, down to earth then sinks the sun…’
André sang along, in a rather hoarse voice. ‘When the night is cold, some get by but some get old…’
He turned the sound down and shot me a questioning look.
‘Fives Leaves Left.’ He nodded with pleasure. ‘Sjaak’s first LP, 1970, I think.’ Sjaak was his elder brother.
‘When he was out I always played this track, do you remember? I actually wasn’t allowed to touch his turntable. There were all kinds of scratches where I put the needle on, just before “Day is Done”. We were very young, weren’t we? I thought it was the greatest song I’d ever heard. From the word go, and I still do. That guitar at the beginning, or those violins. I had no idea what the words were about. I do now.’
I didn’t understand why he was playing the track. ‘What a fabulous bike, André. A bit different from that old Raleigh of your father’s.’
He laughed mysteriously. ‘Pegoretti, hand-built. Dario Pegoretti is his name. I went to Caldonazzo, where he lives. Plays only jazz in his workshop. Love, man, love. I’ve never seen so much love. I just stood and watched and I never wanted to leave.’ Now ‘Day is Done’ sounded through the room in a jazz version. ‘Pegoretti is a jazz freak. I’m standing there and he puts this on, in a version by Brad Mehldau.’ I still didn’t understand.
He put his hand on the saddle. ‘This model is the Pegoretti “Day is Done”’. He stopped talking and looked out of the window.
‘Do you understand anything about chance, Bart?’
‘There’s no such thing as chance. We call things chance for want of a better explanation. The fact that you go to an Italian cycle-maker and he’s making a bike he names after a song that you played forty years ago until the record wore out only seems to be chance, because we have no idea how such a thing is possible, because we are terrified of admitting that it isn’t chance at all.’
‘You haven’t changed a bit, Bart, you’ve always got an answer. So it isn’t coincidence either that you’re here. It wasn’t coincidence that you were sitting in that court with your notepad.’ He looked serious.
‘It was cool calculation. I thought: I must see André again. Let’s have a look to see where he might be. Hey, he’s on trial.’
‘They couldn’t touch me, could they? Those guys didn’t stand a chance. Suckers.’
‘I’m not so sure,’ I said.
‘Leave it. I mustn’t talk to you about it. You put it nicely. André T., unproven dealer in pleasure and oblivion. That’s how it is. That’s how it was, I should say. I’m going to do other things. Important things. For myself, that is.’
I looked at him and saw that he did not want to go into details about his new activities. Not now, at any rate.
‘Bart, you old wanker. It’s as if you were here yesterday, with that slow Puch moped of yours. Haha.’
‘I was never the Kreidler type. I’m still not, as a matter of fact.’
He looked at me seriously. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘for all those years of silence. I should have responded, at least to the announcement of your daughter’s birth.’
‘I expect you were busy.’
‘Pretty.’
‘No excuse, bastard.’
‘No.’
‘She’ll be 21 soon.’
‘Yes, well anyway, congratulations on your daughter’s birth.’
‘Thanks a lot.’
‘Have you got a photo with you? I’m interested to see what you’ve produced.’
It happened by itself, he said a little later. ‘People always want to know how it could have reached that point, how you wind up in the wrong world. The answer is simple: step by step. You scarcely realize that you’re going irrevocably in a certain direction. Just like people who have the same office jobs all their lives. How did it happen to them?’
‘If you ask me, you were already involved when I got married. With your Porsche and your Mandy.’
‘That’s right. It didn’t work out with Mandy.’
‘And how did it happen?’
‘You say to yourself: this is easy money and I obviously have a talent for it. Let’s carry on with it.’
‘No pangs of conscience?’
‘Pangs of conscience are like muscle ache. You massage them away.’
He made a movement with his hand. Enough of this. He took me by the arm. ‘Glad you’re back, Bart, really glad. Come and have a look.’ He walked over to a work of art that consisted of scores of seemingly identical images of a racing cyclist on a cycle track, just before the finish line. If you looked closely, the photos were all different.
‘Attack on World Hour Record by Tony Rominger, Bordeaux, 5-11-1994’, it said underneath. ‘Tom Koster,’ said André, ‘graphic designer, great bloke. He died four years ago. I bought work from him regularly. Running, cycling, skating. One day he realizes: I can’t make any headway, what’s wrong with me? He goes to the doctor and the doctor says: Tom, my friend, you’ve got lung cancer. Nothing they could do. Lived another eleven months. Sold all his paintings to pay for the funeral and that was that. He’d just bought a new bike, shame. Was always concerned with time and suddenly time was up.’
I looked at the photos and tried to see the differences.
‘Stasis is movement,’ said André. ‘Movement is stasis. We all do our best, we all try to improve on our own world endurance record, and what’s the result?’ He shrugged his shoulders.
‘Rominger’s world endurance time was scrapped from the record books,’ I said. ‘Because of his bike, I think. Or because he established it in the EPO period. Whatever the case, all for nothing.’
‘The most beautiful thing he left was this work,’ said André, ‘except that Rominger doesn’t know about it. I should ring him. It might be a consolation.’
Someone came into the room. I turned around and thought I was going crazy. She shook hands with me and introduced herself, but I was momentarily lost for words.
‘This is Bart,’ said André. He pretended not to notice my astonishment. ‘I told you about him. Bart Hoffman, Dustin’s second cousin.’
‘Bart!’ said the woman. ‘André has told me a lot about you. I’m glad to meet you at last.’ She had an English accent.
‘Ludmilla,’ said André. ‘Tolstoy. You’re looking at the genes of War and Peace.’
‘Stop it, André,’ said Ludmilla.
I was speechless. Laura. André had found her again, in Russia, in England, Rotterdam, or God knows where. Perhaps he had her copied by a friendly plastic surgeon from his coke customer book.
It was Laura aged 35. She ran her hand through her hair in exactly the same way and had the same look in her eyes, that look halfway between embarrassment and challenge.
Ludmilla said she was popping into town. ‘See you later,’ she said. ‘I assume you’ll be staying for dinner.’
‘That’s right,’ said André, when she had gone. ‘I thought at first that I was having visions. But it was real. Look not and ye shall find. If you start looking, you’re a dope.’
I got my Pinarello out of the car and put the front wheel on. André was waiting on his Pegoretti, with one leg on the ground. He was wearing a red-and-black jersey of the Amore & Vita team. On the chest was the big M of McDonald’s.
I set the kilometre counter to zero and got on. We had to cross the Maas; we were going to do André’s training circuit, a ‘River Rotte run.’
‘You’re sponsored by the pope,’ I said.
‘Yes, I spread the Holy Word. No abortion, no euthanasia, just love and hamburgers. Got it from Ludmilla. Little moralist.’
After a kilometre we reached the Erasmus Bridge. ‘This is my mountain stage,’ said André. ‘When I feel like it I charge up and down it ten times. On the outer section, good for power.’
‘You’re taking it seriously.’
‘I live like a monk. No drink, no nicotine, no drugs. I stand on my head for an hour a day. Yoga. Rest, purity, regularity, that’s my motto now. And lots of cycling, to keep the head clear. Looking back, I think it’s a shame I didn’t ride out with you back then.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘When you came and asked if I would come and race, don’t you remember? I was lying on the sofa with a comic. Maybe I could have built up a nice career in cycle racing. I had the genes. And I was mean enough.’
He stood up on the pedals and rode ahead of me. I looked out over the river. Nice escape, coke dealer at the front, crime journalist on his wheel. We rode through the city, until we reached the Rotte and turned north-east along the river.
I asked when he had started cycling.
‘About a year ago. On my old man’s Raleigh. Part of my inheritance, you could say. Had it done up and rode it until last month. Cycling with my dead father, that feeling. Had long conversations. Good conversations. Of course, he didn’t think what I was doing would amount to anything. I’ll tell you another time.’ He paused for a moment. ‘That bike is bewitched.’
‘I know that. I sometimes think that with every cyclist you come across, there’s an invisible peloton riding along with him.’
‘Recently I had the feeling that we’d finished. That I had more or less told him everything. Then I thought: time for something new. That Raleigh was made in 1977, so it was about time. And I thought it was rather a weird idea, that bike. That’s not that odd, is it?’
‘No. I wouldn’t want to ride one metre on it.’
We came to a white drawbridge. We crossed, after which we headed for town again along the other bank of the Rotte. On the Crooswijk bend, André cycled alongside me and put his arm on my shoulder. Then he stood up and pulled away from me. A little further on he sat up and stuck his arms in the air.
I was happy, too.
I clumped into the room in my cycling shoes. André gave me a towel and showed me where the bathroom was. The floor was covered in black marble. When I looked more closely at the dark-red tiles with hieroglyphic motifs on the walls, I saw little Egyptian figures on racing bikes.
Ludmilla Laura had prepared a Russian speciality, something with mince and cabbage. We ate in silence.
‘What did you think,’ asked André, ‘when you saw me in court? What a bastard?’
‘I’ve passed that stage.’
‘I wouldn’t have blamed you for thinking that. I was a bastard. And I enjoyed it.’
‘You don’t have to defend yourself.’
He smiled and took a second helping.
‘I was a sophisticated trader, make no mistake about it.’ He said ‘trader’ not ‘dealer’. ‘I saw politicians on TV pretending to be squeaky clean, though I had delivered a fresh supply to them the day before. Well-known names from TV, captains of industry, bankers. Oh, Bart, do I have to tell you that? You’re a journalist, aren’t you? Why do you think I got away with it?’
I said nothing.
‘Exactly. Your father used to say to us that what you knew was power, and he was quite right. And who you know is even more power.’
‘And now?’
‘Now it’s finished. My name has been in the paper, I’m tainted. All I can do is descend to the regular trade, and I don’t want to do that. That would make it vulgar. Anyway, I don’t need to anymore. Actually I was glad I had to draw a line.’
‘What are going to do, then?’
‘Maybe something with vintage cars. Old Peugeots and Citroëns. I’ve got four of them in a shed outside of town. I tinker about a bit. Sit in them. You can smell the past in cars, did you know that? I’ve got a 1968 DS that I swear you can smell our nursery school in.’
‘Yum yum.’
‘And I read books about medieval poetry and philosophy. I go to auctions of incunabula. Do you know what they are? Do you remember, the library of the Walburgiskerk, with those books on chains? We went once a year with the class. I thought it was fascinating even then.’
‘André, bullshit. You were always tugging at those chains. You drove those people nuts.’
He laughed. ‘That was being a tough guy. Come with me.’ In his study was a classic English desk. Along three walls stood bookshelves that were filling up nicely. On the fourth hung a photo of the six of us on the summit of Mont Ventoux. He went over to the photo and pointed at Peter. ‘He has been marked out, but he doesn’t yet know it. To paraphrase Death in the poem: ‘That on Ventoux I saw the man / I must fetch at night in Isfahan.’
‘Carpentras.’
‘Doesn’t rhyme.’
I touched Peter’s face with my finger.



V
Joost made a valiant attempt to explain the rudiments of string theory to me. We were sitting in Huis De Bijlen. He faltered now and then and waved his hands about. Then he stopped abruptly. ‘I can’t explain string theory. For the simple reason that there are no words for it. And that, in a nutshell, is the problem with the theory.’
The fact that even Joost could see there were no words for something proved that we were in a deeply abstract world.
‘It’s a mathematical concept so complicated that there aren’t many people in the world who really understand anything about it. I sometimes don’t even know if I understand the real finer points. And I’m not talking about the reality behind the theory itself, because that is far too complex to be thoroughly understood by anyone. I am making a contribution to the mystery. There are scientists who call string theory a religion.’
‘But what good is it to you, if it can’t be explained?’
‘Do you remember we used to have to sing something like “We see it, but we can’t fathom it?” It’s the same with string theory. Fathoming it is no sinecure, but sometimes we can’t see a thing. That makes it nicely complicated.’
I gave up.
‘It’s another world. One in which time and space no longer exist, with nine, ten, or perhaps even eleven dimensions. We’re thinking about something we can’t imagine.’
‘So you just sit at your desk all day, thinking?’
‘That’s what it comes down to. Pen in hand, though. Beer? Yes, beer. Drink up a bit, you’re being a real girlie.’
We had completed the update. Joost was still married to the American woman he had met when he was studying at Yale. I remembered the wedding card, with a saxophone on the front. One of his daughters was studying chemistry, the other planned to go to art school.
I told him that I never saw my ex-wife anymore and that my daughter was studying Dutch.
‘Chip off the old block. She’ll soon drop out and become a journalist, I assume. Messy divorce?’
‘No. By mutual agreement, as they say. We were through.’
‘Glad to hear it. Fancy-free has its advantages. God, that wedding of yours. What a business. At a certain moment David had to get me off the table. If you don’t come off now, I’ll knock you off, he says to me. And he lifts me just like that, with one hand. Strong as an ox, David.’
‘I remember.’
‘I was so ashamed, the next day. I sent you a card with my apologies.’
‘Never arrived. Or else it was immediately thrown away by Hinke.’
‘Do you know what I was wondering the other day? What on earth her name was.’
Joost’s father had died, like mine. But his mother was still living in the old house, with her huge collection of jazz records.
‘I still think of your father a lot,’ said Joost. ‘He once said to me that you mustn’t let life call the tune. Strange how you remember things like that so vividly.’
‘He was talking to himself.’
‘We often talk to ourselves when we talk to other people.’
‘Does your mother still smoke cigars?’ Joost’s mother was different from mine in every respect, and that was best symbolized by her cigar—not just any cigar, but a big one.
‘The most expensive Havanas. The look on your face the first time you came to our place. Your eyes nearly rolled out of your head. She got them from Hajenius in Amsterdam.’
‘I wasn’t used to that kind of thing.’
‘My mother played saxophone, smoked Havanas, and was already drinking malt whisky before you could find it in Holland. She got it from an Italian friend, or rather, from her Italian lover.’ He said it casually. ‘The guy was one of the owners of Caffè San Marco in Trieste. We called in every summer on our way to our Italian holiday cottage. And he came regularly to Amsterdam. Most beautiful café in the world, by the way.’
‘Did she have lovers, then?’ I heard myself ask. Stupid. I was nearly 50 now, a veteran crime reporter, and still Joost had managed to catch me out. The son of the bohemian mother shocked his bourgeois friend.
‘Of course she did.’
‘Christ, Joost, how was I supposed to know that? I thought mothers were mothers, not lovers.’
‘If you ask me, she still has them. And she still smokes cigars. The woman is fed up with everything, fine.’ He downed his glass in one. ‘Crime journalism, yes. I read a piece by you on drugs the other day. Nice article, had a good laugh. Though that may not have been your intention. Hypocritical bastards with their War on Drugs.’
‘Hey, funny you should have read that.’ I knew the piece he was talking about.
‘Yes, I thought right away: I must give Pol a ring. But you beat me to it.’
For convenience’s sake, I believed him.
‘Beer,’ he said. ‘First I’ll go and get us two beers. Thirsty weather, tonight. Do you know how many brain cells are lost after each glass of beer? Two million. Can you imagine that. So that makes another sixteen million fewer this evening. Deadly drug, alcohol. Okay, two beers. An heir and a spare, haha!’
‘Do you still cycle?’
‘Definitely,’ said Joost. ‘Together with a couple of guys from the faculty, in the summer, one day a week. I reckon I’m in better shape than when I was 20. We must go to Mont Ventoux again. David with that car of his. David. I wonder how David’s doing?’
‘I see him a few times a year. And I get ten emails a week.’
‘Must look him up again sometime. Good old David.’
It was my turn to get beer.
‘André,’ he asked as I put the glasses on the table, ‘have you ever heard anything from André?’
I looked at him and drank a slow mouthful.
‘You were talking about that piece of mine. The one about that drugs case. Do you remember the name of the accused?’
‘No, of course I can’t remember all the names in a piece like that.’
‘André. André T.’ The glasses clinked as Joost’s fist came down. I knew that his eyes would grow larger, his mouth would fall open, and that he would lick his top lip with the tip of his tongue.
‘Holy fuck,’ said Joost, eyes wide. ‘Holy goddamned fuck. Fucking André. Into fucking drugs.’
‘He was already involved when I got married. Do you remember the Porsche he turned up in?’
‘I scarcely spoke to him at the time. All I remember was that he had a dreadful blond bimbo with him.’
‘That’s right. Mandy.’
Joost looked at me and, undoubtedly for the first time in ages, shut up for thirty seconds. I enjoyed the hubbub in the background immensely.
‘And?’
‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘The prosecutor didn’t have a chance.’
‘Oh. That’s good to hear. Well done, André. Did you talk to him?’
‘Two days ago.’
‘You’re doing a tour! Where?’
‘In Rotterdam. Cycles like crazy. Has a Pegoretti with gold leaf on it and an Anglo-Russian girlfriend of 35.’
‘Jesus,’ said Joost. ‘Jesus Christ Almighty… Anything else?’
‘No.’
‘Pils. A very large pils. It just goes to show, Pol, we haven’t seen each other for far too long.’
‘You’re right, Tuur. And one more thing. That girlfriend of André’s, that Ludmilla, is the spitting image of Laura.’
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