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CHAPTER ONE 
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Tuesday, March 14th, 1893. Utrecht. 
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The smell of burnt flesh and mortal agony. From a face broken and bloody, a solitary, unseeing eye stared up at him. He sighed wearily.

Clamour in the corridor. Unusual chaos outside and inside the quiet white rooms of Major Frederik Bastiaansen, leading coroner for the city of Utrecht. The door opened, yet again. Dik, the hospital’s youngest orderly, nearly stumbled in. Beads of sweat were dripping from his blond hair, and he was panting heavily, as he had to carry not only his own, fleshy, body. “Where do we put this one?” he wheezed. He was already lowering the stretcher, he and his fellow orderly had carried in, onto the white floor. In the corridor behind them, the sound of more men. More stretchers. More dead bodies. More chaos.

“There are far too many. I need more hands. And more ice.” Frederik could hear the tired cynicism in his own voice. It was a state of mind he knew too well.

“Sorry, Major. Half a mile of carnage, Major”, the older orderly, a small, wiry man, commented sombrely. “Some coaches you wouldn’t know ever were coaches. Ha.” Grim satisfaction. “They never could get me on one of those iron traps. A horse is what goes in front of a coach, not a big, fast, steaming piece of machinery. As is once again apparent. And how it could’ve gone so wrong this morning, no one knows.”

“That remains to be seen”, Frederik said with impatience. People made assumptions far too easily. Somewhere, someone might very well know. Dik was still trying to catch his breath.

“Bodies keep coming in”, he said. “And many more wounded. Never seen anything like it.”

“It’s an awful thing to say,” Dik’s colleague said, “but I feel some are so badly wounded that they'd be better off dead.” Lacking stretchers, behind the orderlies, the next two bodies were carried in on blood-soaked sheets and blankets.

“We’re all better off dead.” Frederik didn’t wait for a response to that gloomy conclusion. He looked up at the white ceiling and ran his hands over his sideburns before he viewed his domain again. Far too many people, both living and dead, were inside it. The eight cooling drawers in his cutting room were occupied. Both examination tables were occupied. Two bodies he already had put onto the worktop that ran along two of the walls. None had ever been placed there before. Nor had there ever been in the mortuary’s hall, where three had been placed minutes ago. The hall gave entrance to the two smaller cutting rooms. They were full, too. Frederik didn’t keep his aggravation from his face or from his voice. “I have neither the space nor the time for this many new specimens.” Nevertheless, four hurried men put sheets and their lifeless cargo down on the cold white floor tiles. Audible sighs of relief as they were released from the heavy burdens. Quickly, they made their way out of the room and back up the corridor. Still more to come. Damn it.

“Where to put this one, Major?” Dik repeated politely. Dik was a good lad. Frederik jerked his chin at the worktop to his left. The orderlies lifted the stretcher off the floor and let the corpse slide onto the one space that had still been empty. Frederik lifted the sheet. A woman. Clotted blood in her ash-blonde hair. Skin so pale and soft, he knew she’d never worked a day in her life.

“Pretty”, said the older orderly. “Shame.”

“Yes. Shame.” Frederik meant it, but he didn’t feel it. Not anymore. Not after so many dead in so many years. The orderlies rushed out as Frederik put the sheet back over the woman. Hurriedly, he followed the men out of the mortuary and into the long, dark corridor that led up to the hospital. “Don’t bring more in here,” he called out at the orderlies’ backs. “Leave them in the corridor.” Almost halfway up the corridor, Dik turned round. In a gesture of compliance, he saluted the coroner.

“Yes, Major”, he called out happily. Dik was also a light-hearted lad. A naive boy in a cruel world. The next arrival was already being carried past the leaving orderlies.

“Leave them here”, Frederik repeated at the newcomers. He pointed at the corridor’s floor just to his right, the end of the corridor. Here, the next body was put down. He lifted the sheets that covered the new arrivals. More broken bones protruding skin. More burns. The cause of death should be clear enough, it was the identification of the anonymous souls that would make this job a hard one.

Again, footsteps. Two firemen in their smeared uniforms had entered the corridor, running at a fast pace, carrying in another stretcher. Without a word, they put it down in line with the bodies on the floor, along the corridor wall. They stopped to wipe their brows.

“You two, get me some more ice down here”, Frederik ordered brusquely. “Ask the nurses upstairs where they get it from.” It annoyed him he didn’t know that. The younger fireman opened his mouth to object, Frederik judged from the offended look on his face. His colleague was faster, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him back up the corridor.

“Sir”, the interfering man called out. “We’ll get the ice, Major, sir.” The coroner grunted in reluctant approval. He stepped back into his white room and looked over at the one-eyed corpse.

“Good”, he spoke to the deaf ears. “A man that knows when an order is an order.” He glanced at the ash-blonde specimen on his worktop.

There was something strange about it.

He walked over and folded the sheet back again. A nasty burn on her upper left arm. Scorch marks on her clothing. He frowned. It was a nightgown.

He threw the sheet back over her pale face. He was too busy to contemplate the clothes of a dead woman.
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CHAPTER TWO 
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The distorted sound of a door closing. Receding footsteps.

Silence.

A single thought in her head.

Bear.

For a moment, the thought had no meaning. Then, slowly, a faint memory pushed through the clouds in her head. So faint, all it did was leave her with a sense of sorrow.

“Bear.” Her voice was a hoarse, distant whisper. The uttering of the single name hurt her throat. Violently, uncontrollably, she coughed. And then gasped for breath. Her lungs ached. For a moment, she lay still as if frozen.

Beneath her was a hard, cold surface. She opened her eyes. Something white was covering her face. Covering her whole body. A sheet. The speed of her heart was barely able to catch up with her fast-growing panic. she clawed at the sheet. It came off. She tried to sit up. The effort invoked more coughing. More hurting. Hunched, shivering, she was now sitting. Bright light made her close her eyes tightly. A thumping pain in her head.

Carefully, she opened her eyes again. White tiles. The light bouncing off them blinded her. For seconds, she held her eyes shut again. The room was cold. She shivered. Dizziness. Nausea. The sound of incessant, loud train whistling in her head. The smell of smoke around her. Of burnt fabric. And burnt flesh. With a vengeance, the coughing came back.

A foul stench reached her nose. Something much worse than burnt flesh. She held her breath in disgust. She raised her head a little. Beyond her feet lay a bloody sheet. It covered an alien but at the same time somehow familiar shape. Beyond still, along the wall perpendicular, lay another brooding shape. She was now shivering with fear, not cold. But what the shapes were, eluded her still.

Running out of oxygen, she had to take another breath. The foul air made her stomach turn. The sickening sensation was immediately overtaken by a dark feeling, a feeling that she should know what the shapes were and know it urgently. Trying hard to think straight, she grasped the top of her hurting head. She moaned. The room started moving around her. She wavered. She reached to her right. The cold, tiled wall. She reached to her left. And fell.

Like a ragdoll, she landed on a hard floor. Cringing in pain, she looked up. On the floor, covered in more bloody sheets, were more shapes. Now, she recognised them.

People.

Straining, she moved her head up further. Her eyes followed up the slender legs of a table until they reached the top. On the table, faced away from her and laid on its side, the naked body of a pale, obese man.

She stared at his flabby back. Oddly-shaped, large, colourful bruises disfigured his skin. Her breathing faltered.

Corpses.

Her blood curdled. Silence in her head. But only for a moment. Then another horrible realisation.

Mortuary.

The sheer terror made her clasp her chest. Made her head spin faster still and her breathing uncontrollable. Fighting the dizziness, she struggled to get to her feet as quickly as she could. Holding on to the worktop she had just fallen off, she looked to her left. A wide door. Right next to it was a bulky blanket. An arm protruded from it, the skin streaked with dried blood, the hand clawed. She looked on. More covered corpses. Underneath the sheet furthest away, something much smaller. Sadder.

A child.

Trying to stay as far away as she could from the grasp of the claw on the floor, she moved sideways towards the door. She grabbed her left knee. A stabbing pain. Again not able to hold her breath any longer, she took in another lungful of putrid air. She pushed the handle down. The door opened. Not daring to breathe a sigh of relief and fighting back a new fit of dizziness, she stepped through the doorway.

She recoiled. A half dozen more bodies were lined along the wall in front of her. To the left, a long, windowless sparsely-lit corridor. It led into darkness. Not daring to step back into the bright, white room, she looked the other way. Two doors, blocked by yet more bodies. A dead end. Clasping the doorframe, clenching her teeth in agony, she stepped back into the room. She spun round. And had to wait for the room to stop spinning, too.

Against the opposite wall stood an enormous oak cabinet. In it were two rows of four tiny doors with big brass hinges and latches. To the left of the cabinet was another wide door, the only other door in the room. She had to go there. Past the bodies. Another wave of sickness came over her. To not give in to her vertigo, she was desperate to hold on to something. But the scattered corpses made her stand upright unaided, wavering, faltering. Horrified of the thought of touching them, she took careful steps among the dead.

She made it across the room. Noticing how her hand was shaking, she reached for the door handle. This door was unlocked, too. Wanting to rush through it, but wary of what may be beyond, she opened it slowly.

A well-lit, white hall. She took two steps. As she stared at the three more covered bodies to her left in the hall, somehow, she now felt almost numb. Even the sound of her breathing was remote. To the other side, the hall was clear. A dozen doors, all but two closed. She turned there, not daring to go back through the white room again. Or into the dark corridor beyond it.

Whatever lay beyond this hall, at least, here, there was light. At least, here, she would be able to see death. To see evil. Holding on to the wall, she shuffled along the rectangular hall. After some twenty feet, another wide door. She opened it. Bright light. White tiles. Bodies.

Her knees buckling, she closed the door. She lifted her right hand. And stared at the palm. It was red and sore. She clenched it. Then suppressed a cry of pain.

Just ahead, there was yet another wide door. Shuffling, she moved towards it and she reached for the door handle. Then stopped and looked round the hall. The other doors in the hall were different. Of normal size. White rooms with dead people. Perhaps that’s where all the wide doors go to. She let the door handle go and walked on to the far end of the hall. There, in that short wall, was only one door. A normal door. Slowly, she pushed it open.

Darkness.

She pulled the door shut, as quietly and as quickly as she could. Quietly, to not wake the dead. Quickly, to prevent evil from coming out of the darkness and into the light hall. That makes no sense. But the feeling was too real. She tried another door. A strange, strong smell came from the darkness behind it. She moved on, now, back towards the eerie, bloody blankets at the other end of the white space. The next door was ajar. There was light coming from inside. Wary, she pushed the door open further. No corpses. No corpses.

There were no corpses. White tiles reflected the light around the room. It was stuffed. Ceiling-high racks along the walls. A large table covered with stacks of papers. In the middle of the room, two more rows of racks and their contents hindered her view of the opposite wall. If over there was a way out of here, she couldn’t tell. She looked back at the bodies lying on the floor of the hall. She took a step inside the room. Beneath her bare feet, the cold, white tiles were again making her quiver uncontrollably. She looked down. She touched the fabric of her nightgown. Perhaps I’m dead, too. Perhaps she’d died in her sleep and was taken here, in her nightgown, to be among the others who had died tonight. To be laid underneath a white sheet. She took a quivering breath.

“I must be dead. I am dead.” Her quiet voice seemed too loud, too close. No. I’m still in my bed. I’m only dreaming. I must be. I have to be. Holding on to a rack, she fought the dizziness as the floor seemed to be disappearing below her feet. A stinging pain behind her eyes. She grabbed her head. Her coughing made the pain so much worse. She embraced herself to stop the coughing, and to keep warm. Touching her left upper arm, she flinched in pain. Bewildered, she stared at it. Blood. Raw flesh. Burnt.

Trembling with misery, she moved on, holding on to the racks. She glanced at their many contents. Glassware, metal trays, jars with differently coloured solutions. Boxes of all sizes. Towels. Bright white sheets. It all seemed so normal, so mundane. But so confusing. There was little room to move. Stumbling, she reached a rack at the back of the room. She held on to it and looked to see.

Only more racks. No door. No escape.

She slumped back against the rack, making stoppers rattle in their brown glass flasks. Her head started spinning faster. With effort, she touched the back of her head. It, too, was sore. And wet and sticky. She pulled her hand back. And stared at the blood on her fingers. Why? The simple question had no answer. Her head spun faster still. The racks spun. The room spun. Her head ached excruciatingly. One name emerged from the hurting fog. “Bear...”, she whispered, her hoarse voice sounding further away still. She couldn’t fathom why she felt so worried about him. Or just quite who he was. There was only a vague recollection of the danger he was in.

Poor little Bear...
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CHAPTER THREE 
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The body Frederik had started working on early this morning, before the many victims from the train collision had come in and sent his white rooms into mayhem, was still lying uncovered and on its side. The state of decomposition was already such that the cutting room had filled with its smell. Should’ve taken the time to put him back in his cold bed.

“Morning, Major.” The unmistakable, grave voice of Detective Inspector Vrooman. Vrooman took off his high hat and, by lack of space on the worktops, held it in his hands. His sallow skin and grey, thin hair made him look older than Frederik knew him to be. Makes him look as old as he sounds. “Body of one of the train drivers is in next”, Vrooman went on. “Reeks of alcohol. Kindly examine him straight away, Mr Scholten lets ask. Stomach contents, I gather. Might be a clue to what caused”, he looked round the cutting room, “all this miserable mayhem.”

“Will do, Vrooman.” Vrooman nodded, donned his high hat back and left. But Frederik’s peace wasn’t to last. Orderly Dik hurried in past the policeman.

“Director Moritz told me to tell you to hurry up”, he said with an enthusiasm that Frederik certainly didn’t have. “The trains’ casualties are to be identified as quickly as possible”, he added, imitating a pompous and overzealous Moritz. “Worried relatives are calling at the hospital’s gates, you see.”

“I do see”, he said curtly. “Bloody annoying. I don’t like to be told how to do my job.”

“I know”, the orderly said and he nodded firmly.

“I’m on my bloody own here today”, Frederik went on. “Next, I will have to fill out forms. Myself. Many forms.” He opened a small cupboard and rummaged through its contents. “Only last month, I had someone to order to fetch me new forms. And fill them in. But he left the job prematurely.”

“I know, Major. One in a line of many.” Still enthusiasm in the lad’s voice and face. Frederik shot him a withering look. With a bang, he closed the cupboard door. “Sorry, Major.” Only a little less joy. But the apology sounded sincere enough. “Can’t be of help, though, Major, I have to go upstairs. Matron’s got lots more for me to do.”

“Just help me put this specimen back in.” Carefully, they turned the obese man back onto his back and covered him with a sheet. With some effort, the heavy body was put back onto the cooling drawer it had come from. The coroner slammed the small, insulated cooling drawer door shut.

“Major, Sir.” Saluting him happily, Dik left. Frederik shook his head at the lad’s good spirits. Pulling the wide door of his cutting room shut behind him, he stepped out into the hall and turned left, where his office was. 

––––––––
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Footsteps sounded outside the room. Heavy footsteps.

Her salvation or her doom?

As the fog in her head wouldn’t clear up, she couldn’t decide. She tried to think. The dead have never walked. This had to be a living human being. It has to be. She should call for help, step out of the room, back into the hall. Back with the dead.

The fog was thickening again. She wasn’t even sure if she was still standing on her feet or floating in the air. A voice in the back of her head spoke. Too softly. She tried to listen. It was asking a question. She shuddered as she understood it.

If you are alive, why would they be so cruel and put you among the dead?

The footsteps sounded less clear. Was it because her brain was filling with more and more fog, confusing thoughts, and hammering sounds? Or had the owner of these heavy feet receded? 

––––––––
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“Damn it.” Frederik had run out of forms in his office, too, and in here, in the vaguely musty-smelling office of his colleague, he now was still looking for forms for each of the many dead. Quickly, he glanced through several stacks of paper. Nothing. Grinding his teeth, he crossed the hall. The door of the storeroom stood open and the lights inside were on, as he had left them earlier. He went inside. The smell of chemicals and clean laundry. He looked from right to left. “Where are those damned things?”

Something was not right.

Slowly, he turned his head back. He looked straight ahead, through the racks in the middle of the room.

Looking back at him, a pair of bewildered, wide-open eyes.

He took a step to the left and gazed beyond the racks. “What the hell...?”

There, her back pressed into a rack against the far end wall, stood the pretty, ash-blonde corpse.

Her deathly pale face and wide-open grey eyes betrayed absolute fear. Her breathing was shaky. She was shivering.

She would be cold, in her nightgown inside a mortuary. 

––––––––
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The man was big, his shoulders broad and his chest square. His cropped hair was a dark colour, his long sideburns were greying. His face was motionless but his black eyes were boring into hers. He was wearing a black leather butcher’s apron. His muscular arms were revealed by the rolled-up sleeves of his white shirt. His white, bloodstained shirt. A butcher. He’s a butcher. And I’m next.

He’d said something, but she couldn’t understand what it was.

Her head was getting lighter again. Beneath her ice-cold feet, the floor disappeared. 

––––––––
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Frederik caught the woman just before she slumped onto the floor. In his arms, she lay limply and unconscious. Unconscious. Not dead. Poor woman. She wasn’t heavy. He lifted her up. “Damn it.” He clenched his teeth. Whoever was responsible for bringing her in with the dead, was of later concern. First, she should be transported upstairs, to the wards. To a doctor for the living. He didn’t want to go up there, short on time, wearing his apron and smeared with blood.

Careful not to bump her against the doorframe, he took her out of the storeroom. The most convenient would be to put her back on the worktop she came from, put her back in his cutting room. He turned in that direction and then stopped. Likely not where she wants to find herself. Again. And then, he would have to keep an eye on the shallowly breathing, unconscious woman while he called for assistance, and he couldn’t risk that she might fall off the worktop. Sighing, he moved to his office. At least, for her sake, there, it was warm. And free of corpses. Well, nearly. He looked round his office. His desk was covered with dossiers and forms. The microscope table was strewn with slides, drawings and notes. Nowhere but the hard, wooden floor to lay her down. Damn. He had to use the telephone on his desk to call the nurses’ office upstairs, to have them send orderlies to take the ragdoll from his arms. For that, he needed ten seconds and a free hand. 

––––––––
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The stinging inside her head woke her. Shutting her eyes more tightly, she again fought the pain and dizziness. Vaguely, she became aware the cold and the nauseating smells had gone. Instead, warmth and the musty smell of old paper, of books. She coughed. A deep, rattling cough that made her body shake. That made her aware she was sitting up, not lying down. But not in a chair nor on the floor.

Feeling the hairs on the back of her neck rise, she opened her eyes.

She was seated in someone’s lap.

She was leaning against a chest and sat on one sturdy thigh, with her own legs dangling to the right of it. A big, muscular arm prevented her from falling off. It gave her the briefest sensation of safety, for one moment, she was a child again, sitting in her father’s lap. The man’s opposite arm was reaching for something in front of them. A telephone. On a desk. She looked up.

The butcher.

Her breathing stalled. He withdrew his hand. And she was looking into his dark eyes again, but now from very close up.

“If you want me to put you back in my cutting room, just say so.” His low voice made the sadistic offer sound even worse. She shuddered and couldn’t think, could only stare. Unblinkingly, he was staring back at her with his unfathomable, penetrating eyes, waiting for a response.

“Why am I here?” Her quivering voice sounded odd to her own ears. “Why am I with dead people?” He blinked.

“They’re from a train collision, near Centraal Station, three hours ago.” His look darkened. “I don’t know why you are here, in hospital, who you are or where you’re from. Not from any train, I imagine.” She imagined, in turn, there was now a twinkle in his eye. “Not dressed like that.” Straining to, she looked down. And stared at her frilly, silk nightgown.

“Oh no, Mother will be horrified.” She couldn’t manage much more than a worried whisp. Worse, her own words barely meant anything to her. Who is Mother?

And still, she was sitting in his lap. I have to get up. Get away from here. From him. But the room hadn’t quite stopped wobbling. And somehow, through the notion of dread, there was again a sense of safety. The butcher had reached for the telephone again.

“More specimens will come in, soon.” He sounded half matter-of-fact, half annoyed.

“Specimens?” Her voice was breaking down.

“Bodies. Body parts. If they can cut them out of the wrecks. Fire and twisted metal. Hell.” It was a horrifying picture he was painting. “Damn, woman, you got mixed up with the dead, upstairs.” Now, he sounded almost awed, but she didn’t have the impression that with ‘upstairs’ he meant up in heaven, seeing that she was still alive, even though she felt half-dead. He took a deep breath through his nose. “What’s your name?” he inquired, suddenly rather sternly, almost impatiently. Name? She was certain she had a name. But the fog in her brain kept it from forming in her head.

“I... I can’t remember”, she whispered, and her own words made her want to cry. Another second and then he took his intent gaze off her. He picked up the telephone horn. A clicking sound. A haughty, female voice on the other end of the line answered, unintelligible.

“I got a breather down here, idiots”, he yelled into the horn without a grain of sympathy. “With a concussion, I’d hazard to guess.” From the horn, the woman’s voice answered. There was surprise in her voice, but her words were still inaudible. “Yes”, he replied even more impatiently. “Send orderlies down to get her. And bring a stretcher, she’s a breather, not a walker.” The voice answered again. “No. Get someone down here, now. I have work to do here. And I’m bloody sure she’s dying to get out of here.” With a bang, the butcher put the horn down. She flinched as the sound echoed inside her head.

“Where is Bear?” Her voice was trembling again and sounded weak. “My dog.” She’d remembered. She remembered at least that.

“Who knows?” As if to stress his callous answer, he was already looking away again. She moved, trying to get up from his lap. She struggled. He grabbed her by the wrist. “Stop moving.” It wasn’t a polite invitation. “You’re not well. Orderlies are coming down to take you away.” His words made no sense. Panic rose inside her. She tried to pull her wrist from his grasp. But had nowhere near the strength and that made her panic grow. Her breathing became too fast.

And the world went dark again.
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Rhythmic movement. As if in a boat on the water.

Loud voices. Whispering voices. A commanding voice.

She strained to open her eyes. She was lying down. High above her, a panelled ceiling passed by. The pain in her head was unbearable. The cacophony of noises was swelling louder and louder.

And then, everything went quiet again. 

––––––––
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The noises came back. Together with the pain. She stared up at a high, decorated wood-panelled ceiling. Through closed curtains, light was seeping in. In the distance, she could hear herself moan.

Where are the dead? Where am I? Too fast, she turned her head. Wood-panelled walls spun round her. As the pain worsened, the spinning slowed down and she could see she was alone in the room. High up from the floor, she was lying in a bed. A hospital bed. A pristine white sheet and a blue blanket were tucked in tightly round her.

Footsteps, soft but determined.

“Good afternoon, miss.” Trying to turn towards the stern woman’s voice, she moved her left arm. It hurt. She looked at it. Her upper arm was wrapped with white swathes of cloth. Carefully, she touched it. Grimacing, she remembered the raw wound. It made her feel sick and she didn’t want to know what was underneath the bandages. She pulled her hand away and looked up. At the foot of her bed, stood a woman in a long, white pinafore. Her straight stance and the white bonnet in her grey hair gave her an unmistakably authoritative appearance. A nurse. A matron. “It is burnt”, the matron explained in a condescending voice. “Your house was burning.” A fire? Oh, no! “And you went back into it.” Clear disapproval now in the matron’s voice and on her already unpleasant face. “To get your dog.” Bear. She started pulling sheet and blanket off. I have to find him. The matron was quicker. “You will stay in this bed.” The sternness was back in the matron’s voice. “You are not well, you are concussed.” She opened her mouth to protest, to explain, but capable hands had already put her underneath the tight bedding again. “Your family should be back shortly.” And with that, the nurse regent left the room.

My family?

My family. 

––––––––
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Whispers behind his back. A few visitors and a patient with his arm in bandages, all looking up with shock on their faces at what Frederik knew was his own angry face. They quickly moved out of his way and he marched on through the hospital’s corridors. He was on his way to see the hospital director, to have a word about a long-running issue. Again.

“Hey, if it’s not Fred the Ripper”, a jovial voice rang out. “I hear one of your specimens ran off this morning.” Inwardly fuming, Frederik faced the trespasser. Of course. The silver-spooned surgeon. Nooteboom was a doctor in training who tended to take too many liberties with too many of the wrong people. Grinding his teeth, Frederik pointed at the young man.

“Don’t call me Fred”, he snarled. Nooteboom took a step back.

“Er, sorry, Major Bastiaansen. It’s just a silly nickname. I didn’t think you would mind that much. Tis a batch of honour. Of sorts. I suppose.” Frederik huffed.

“Mind you, Nooteboom, she didn’t run off. She sat patiently on my lap, waiting to be taken up to the wards.” Nooteboom pulled what Frederik assumed was supposed to be a brave face. He failed.

“Ah, interesting. Well, always nice to talk to you”, Nooteboom called out. “But I’m afraid I must dash.” And the coward was gone.

“Afternoon, Bastiaansen”, an amused voice sounded from behind him. Frederik turned. In his sixties, with a big, bushy beard, round-rimmed spectacles, and a long, white coat, Doctor Johan Kats exuded a calm authority.

“Afternoon, Kats”, Frederik answered his esteemed colleague.

“Nooteboom being a dickhead again?” Kats asked undisturbedly.

“Very much.”

“I trust you gave him his comeuppance?”

“No. I have enough aggravation. I’m on my way to see Moritz. I’m still waiting for that new diener.”

“I see. Aggravation awaits thee, indeed. Come, I was just on the way back to my office, I’ll walk you up to your fate.”  
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Moritz’s office was on the first floor of the hospital’s second left wing. On this floor, it was much quieter, and it breathed luxury through its big, black floor tiles, oak ceilings, oak doors, and brass door handles. At the top of the stairs, Frederik stopped. “I wonder.”

“What?” Kats was climbing the last few stairs rather less briskly than Frederik and now caught up with him.

“The live one that ended up on my plate.” He nodded up ahead, to three wide doors in the quiet corridor. “Wonder why Moritz himself is so eager to point his finger at the first idiot that thought her dead. She must be quite important. In fact, she did look well-off. And if so, she’ll be in one of these private rooms.” He sniffed. “I’ve no concern with her, now. Dead, she’d be of more interest to me. Healthy organs, I imagine. Good specimens for comparisons. Not that I would then dare take them out, of course. Very much forbidden.” He raised his eyebrows in mock innocence and straightened his clean, white shirt. “And, surely, she wouldn’t appreciate a visit from her friendly coroner at all.” Kats chuckled.

“Good luck with our director. Tell me all about it over supper?”

“If I still work here by then.” Kats clapped him on the back, shook his head smilingly, and walked on. Frederik walked on in the opposite direction. Two of the wide doors stood wide open. He pushed open the one that stood ajar. Ha. I knew it.

Her face was still deadly pale. Her wavy hair lay in an ash-blonde halo on the white pillow. Her eyes were closed. He took three steps into the brightly-lit room. She didn’t move. Her breathing was slow. A clipboard was hanging from a chain from the bed’s footboard. He read the chart attached to it. 
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Patient: Miss Charlotte Ursula van Seist, 15-01-1860

Date of adm: 14-03-1893 







A vaguely familiar surname. He frowned. Thirty-three years old and still a ‘miss'? He squinted. There was some illegible scribbling on the chart and then ‘37,5’. A body temperature indeed not compatible with death. He turned on his heels. He had more to do.

In the corridor, moving in his directing, a red-headed woman in a vibrant blue dress and an elaborate green hat was trying to keep up with an older woman, while carrying a medical bag that was apparently heavy. The older woman was dressed in black from hat to shoes and her hair was even blacker, unnaturally black. She was striding through the hospital as if she owned it. He disliked her instantly. In their wake, her head bowed, another woman. Her hair was light brown, her dress and hat were best described as plain, and her demeanour as meek, maybe even skittish. A house mouse.

“Oh,” the lady in black called out, “I do beg your pardon.” She’d been about to step into Miss Charlotte Ursula van Seist’s room and had almost walked into him. Eyeing him, she clutched the pearls round her bony neck. Frederik presumed she mistrusted anyone who didn’t look her class of people. And with no long white coat and with rolled-up shirt sleeves, he wasn’t exactly dressed as the other hospital doctors. Bloody snob. He glanced over the three women again. He understood who they were. He tapped his imaginary hat. “Ladies”, he greeted them laconically. The woman in black raised her remarkably light-coloured eyebrows in a disapproving fashion. It was too much. Solemnly, he scraped his throat.

“Miss Van Seist seems to be doing hardly any better than when I found her in my mortuary, this morning. But she looks fine.” He paused. “For a dead girl.”

And on he walked. 
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“Charlie.” An elated voice. And the lonely room changed into a place of belonging and relief.

Yes. Charlie. Yes, yes, of course. I am Charlie.

In the doorway stood a woman with curly strawberry-blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. Madie. Her sister. “You’re awake, finally.” Madie hastened towards her and embraced her tightly. Charlie tried not to flinch in pain, as Madie had inadvertently touched her burn wounds. A middle-aged, black-haired, bony woman approached, stiffly, her stance as straight as that of the stern nurse, her grey eyes cold. Mother.

“Charlotte, how horrible.” Mother sounded almost emotionless. For this unkind thought, Charlie felt a twinge of guilt. Silently, as if she seemed to feel she didn’t have the right to intrude, another woman had approached the bed. Slender, pale-faced, her light-brown hair lank, her hat a decade out of fashion. Her eldest sister, Tillie. Pale, solemn Tillie, looking years older than her thirty-eight winters. Seeming to wait her turn, Tillie looked down at the floor while Madie caressed Charlie’s cheek. “Charlotte.” Mother gave her a barely visible smile. “What in heaven’s name happened?”

“I can’t remember, Mother”, Charlie said quietly. “I don’t know what happened. I woke up in a–” She fell silent. “There were bodies everywhere.” It felt wrong to moan about it. They are dead, I am still alive. Still, the self-pity remained, together with the memories of fear and foul smells.

“Oh, my goodness, it’s all so horrifying.” Again, Mother sounded almost emotionless. With that, she straightened her straight back and sat down on the cushioned chair next to the bed. All too audibly, she sighed. Mother was dressed in a black hat, a black dress, and black, fingerless lace gloves. Charlie didn’t remember ever seeing her dressed in any other colour. As always, her hair was impeccable. It was thick and black and it didn’t seem to suit her bony, pale face and light eyebrows. It was a wig, Charlie knew. Anyone would know.

“Tillie?” Charlie looked behind Madie. With a nervous glance at Mother, her shoulders slumped, slowly, Tillie quietly moved towards the bed. Briefly, she hugged Charlie. Just as quickly, she took a step back. With slightly shaking hands, she opened up her black velvet purse with silver purse mount. From its depths, she took out her silver scent bottle. Carefully, because it was such a tiny bottle, she unscrewed it. The strong scent made Charlie nauseous. Her hands trembling more as she went along, Tillie sniffed the bottle. The trembling didn’t cease.

“Pathetic”, Mother said. Tillie cast her brown eyes down and quietly replaced the little cap.

Quickly, Madie spoke over the vicious remark. “We were so worried when the firemen took you away. You were unconscious. And then there was the blood.” She gave Charlie a look of pity. Wide-eyed, Charlie looked at the three faces surrounding her.

“What happened? A fire?” Madie grabbed her hands.

“Charlie, last night, there was a fire in Het Keyserrijck.” Despite Madie’s warm hands, Charlie’s bones turned cold. “You went back in to get Bear. You didn’t come back. Firemen got you out. You were unconscious. And then...” Madie shuddered and, for a moment, looked away. “In the hospital, there were so many dead and wounded from a terrible train collision, early this morning. It was very busy and... Well, the doctor said someone didn’t take the time to look at you and must have thought you were dead, too. That’s why they had you put in that... in the mortuary.” Charlie felt sick.

“A monstrous coincidence”, said Mother and she sounded above all annoyed. Irritated because now, all the attention isn’t on us, on her. A nasty thought. But Charlie remembered that she'd thought it many times before. And more memories flooded in.

“I remember.” She gasped with shock. “I woke up because I heard Mother screaming. I got up. The landing was filled with smoke. The wallpaper was burning. I ran too fast. The rug shifted. I fell against the wall.” She looked at her bandages. “My nightgown caught fire. I put it out.” She held up her sore, red hand. Tillie turned even paler. “I made it outside. You were all there. Sientje was, too. Poor girl, she was so frightened.”

“The maid doesn’t deserve anyone’s pity.” Mother waved away Charlie’s emotion. “It wasn’t her house that was burning down.” Charlie, again, ignored Mother’s callousness. And realised she’d done that, too, often.

“There were firemen. They were pumping up water from the canal. They yelled at us to get away from the house.”

“But then you heard Bear barking from inside the sitting room.” Shock in Madie’s voice.

“You ran back in, Charlotte.” Reproof in Mother’s voice.

“I had to get Bear.” Charlie bit her lip. “It was horrible. The hall was filling up with smoke so quickly. It was becoming unbearable. The door to the sitting room was closed. Poor Bear was trapped inside.” Why? He’s never there at night. Another confusing thought. She pushed it away. “He was standing on the sofa. He wouldn’t stop barking. I picked him up and got back into the hall.” She put her hands on her cheeks. “The smoke had got so much worse. I couldn’t see a thing. I couldn’t breathe. Then something hit me.” She touched the back of her head. That was, again, painful. “I fell. Bear jumped from my arms. There was no smoke just above the floor and I could see him running to the front door. Then everything went black.” She clasped her heart. “What happened to Bear, is he alright? Did you find him? Where is he?” Charlie feared the answer, but Madie surreptitiously looked to the door, then bent and lifted something from the floor. An old, leather medical bag. Carefully, she put it next to Charlie on the bed.

“Tillie, close the door”, she hissed. Tillie did what she was told. Madie opened up the bag. And there was little Bear. A bit wobbly as his stubby paws struggled to keep him upright inside the bag, but the little toffee-coloured dog seemed fine.

“Oh, Bear.” Smiling, relieved more than she could tell, Charlie picked him up, stroked his short, smooth coat and covered his head with kisses. Bear’s tail was wagging fast.

“Now, Madeleine, you shouldn’t have.” More reproof in Mother’s voice.

“Oh, Mother. Charlie will feel so much better for seeing Bear is just fine”, Madie retorted.

“Put him back in that bag and take him out of the hospital, Madeleine, before the matron sees him.” Mother was firm. “Or hears him.” Quickly, Charlie gave little Bear one more kiss on his head and back into the bag he went. Gently pushing his head back inside, Madie closed the bag. Inside, Bear scratched at the fabric to get back out.

“I really should take him outside now”, Madie said apologetically, glancing at Mother, who in return gave her a look full of torment, her already thin lips now barely visible.

“We have to leave shortly, in either case, Charlotte”, Mother said decidedly. “Matron Elsinga said we could only stay ten minutes.”

“And the cats?” Charlie asked. “Are the cats alright?” The sad look on Madie’s face was already a clear answer.

“The firemen found two dead. The smoke got them. One is still missing. The ginger one. But the neighbours saw the little white one this morning and she seemed fine.” Tears started welling up in Charlie’s eyes.

“Doorneweert women don’t cry, Charlotte”, Mother said emotionless. Doorneweert was her maiden name. The cold statement made Charlie shiver. She swallowed her tears.

“How did the fire start?”

“We don’t know”, Madie said. “The chimney sweep was in only last week.” Mother pressed her lips together and then gave a smile so insincere it made Charlie’s skin crawl.

“A candle must have been left burning. Someone must have been quite irresponsible. But that is all.” Mother sounded decisive. Charlie touched the back of her head again.

“What hit me on the head?” Mother gave her a harsh and penetrating look.

“No, Charlotte. It was the other way round, certainly. You must have fallen first. Perhaps you inhaled too much smoke, perhaps you tripped. And then you hit your head on the floor. There was nothing in the hall that could have fallen on you. The fire hadn’t reached it yet.”

“But... no. My head hurt before I was on the floor. I just had this vivid memory–”

“Charlotte,” Mother interrupted her even more decisively, “what you have is a vivid imagination. An imagination that has been known to turn into lies on more than one occasion, has it not?”

“Yes, Mother”, said Charlie. From under her dark eyelashes, Tillie gave Charlie a reproachful look. Madie grimaced and Charlie blushed. Because Mother wasn’t exaggerating. “But, Mother, I–”

“Stop thinking about it, you must rest, Charlotte. And what I say happens, happens.” Mother’s stern face added to her words. There was to be no more on this subject. “The house will need to be restored, naturally. We have moved into the Hotel des Pays-Bas. It’s a very fine hotel indeed and only some four hundred yards from the house, so I can oversee the restorations. In fact, I do think now is a great opportunity to have some remodelling done. We are getting electricity.” An exciting prospect. “The maid will stay with us in the hotel. I don’t approve of strangers in our rooms.”

“Ahem.” It sounded from behind Madie’s back. The three women turned to face Matron Elsinga, who had inconspicuously re-entered the room. “The patient needs her rest. Kindly leave.” Her tone was so authoritarian, that Mother immediately got up from her chair.

“Certainly, sister. Come, girls.” Mother and the matron moved towards the door. Madie blew a kiss at Charlie. Tillie smiled sadly at her. Mother was frowning at her. “Mind your posture, Charlotte. I’ll have your corset brought over.” Madie rolled her eyes at Mother’s back. Looking up at Mother timidly, Tillie straightened her own back. And they were gone.

Like mist on a cold, dark night, loneliness settled over Charlie. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Sometimes, the boy without a name would listen to the voices outside. He despised them. Sometimes, he would listen to the voices inside. He despised them even more.

And he loved them.

The voices inside had gone quiet. He had to wait for them to come back.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Wednesday, March 15th 
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Charlie was back inside the cold, white room. Nailed to the floor, she was just standing there.

The small but tall table was empty. The floor was empty. The worktop in front of her, empty. But a sense of doom was there.

A rustling sound to her left.

Agonisingly slowly, unable to move faster, she turned towards it. Her heart sped up. At the worktop along the other wall, with his back to her, a plump, deathly pale man stood. Naked. The skin on his back showed ugly purple, red, and white patches. His flat buttocks stood in stark contrast to his portly body. On the surface before him, he was moving things around. What they were, she couldn’t see. His movements were oddly slow. Like hers.

Her heart was pounding faster still. The man might turn round. She might see his dead face. He might see me. She opened her mouth to scream. But not a sound came. Clutching her throat, she woke up.

In her bed inside the warm hospital room, she was sitting up, breathing heavily. Shards of memories of human shapes underneath bloody sheets, the fat man’s corpse high upon the table, the bright white tiles, the dark eyes of the butcher. She grabbed her head, trying to protect it from these gloomy images. She fell back onto the bed. The sudden soreness when the back of her head hit the pillow, reminded her of the other memory that had plagued her throughout the lonely night in the hospital. It hurt before I fell. It did. Did it? Was anything from that night and that morning clear, at all? Was her head anything more than a vessel of churning memories, memories both diluted and vivid?

Outside her hospital room, voices grew louder, footsteps sounded closer. Then they passed her door and faded. More came from the other direction. They, too, passed her door.

Somehow, surrounded by people, she felt isolated. 
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“Charlie”, sounded Madie’s cheerful voice. Relieved she was no longer alone with her ghostly thoughts, Charlie smiled. Madie rushed up to her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Mother, in contrast, sat down on the only chair in the room, folded her hands in her lap, and gave Charlie an intent look.

“How are you today, Charlotte? I trust you’re doing better?” Mother sounded polite, but Charlie knew Mother wasn’t waiting for any bad news. She’s not even really waiting for an answer. Charlie looked at Tillie and Madie. And all they want is a reassuring answer. They wouldn’t want to see her hurting. To hear about her horrible headaches, about these inexplicable feelings of isolation and, worse, much worse, about her memories of the horrible things she had seen. And had felt. Not able to moister a genuine smile, Charlie again gave them the shadow of one. For long seconds, no one spoke. Madie broke the silence.

“I brought you this.” She delved into the old medical bag. But it was not a little dog that she took out this time. “Swiss chocolate, guaranteed to make you feel better”, she said happily. Charlie smiled and put the box of delicacies in her lap. The thought of food made her stomach turn. Now seemingly almost hesitant, Madie handed her a newspaper. ‘DE TELEGRAAF’, it said in curly capitals. Madie pointed at an article on the first page, under ‘Domestic news’. Mother gave the newspaper a look of annoyance.

“I haven’t yet decided on this new newspaper. Too much dramatising, that I do know”, she declared.

“Yet, we read on”, Madie concluded dryly.

Charlie looked at the newspaper again, quietly fought her tiredness and dizziness, and started reading. 

––––––––
[image: ]


DISASTER TRAIN COLLISION UTRECHT.


Utrecht, Tuesday March 14th. Early in the morning, tragedy struck the unsuspecting passengers of the 6.05 train from Utrecht to Arnhem and the 5.45 train from Maastricht with final destination Den Haag. The lives of 58 are lost. Over a 100 wounded. 18 still missing. Due to reasons yet to be unveiled, the trains collided, at full speed, Southeast of the city, and derailed, narrowly missing tranquil First General Cemetery Soestbergen and its many unyielding trees, a tragic blessing. Several coaches on both trains caught fire.

“The screaming of those poor souls trapped inside the coaches, was like cries from hell”, says a still visibly shaken witness.

Many of the wounded and all the deceased were taken to the city’s nearby General Hospital on Catharijnesingel. Here, tireless coroners are trying to identify the many casualties. “It’s difficult”, says forensic pathologist and Leading Coroner Frederik P. Bastiaansen. “The in–juries are extensive. Compound facial fractures and burns have mutilated some to such an extent it is at first sight impossible to tell even their gender. Many will even prove to be beyond recognition by their kin. I expect we will need the rest of the week to identify all the dead.” Bas–tiaansen declined to confirm or deny if either of the trains’ drivers are amongst the dead. If alive, they might have the answers as to why this horrible drama yesterday on our railway had to happen.

Investigations, as to the why the 5.45 train was running late, the speed of both trains and why neither train was redirected, are ongoing, says Utrecht’s Chief Inspector of Police, Mr Scholten. And this newspaper will work tirelessly to keep its readers fully informed as and when the news comes in.

The citizens of Utrecht are haunted by a deep sense of tragedy, as the second night approaches and 18 souls are still unaccounted for. 






The reading had worsened Charlie’s headache and made her nauseous. “Leading Coroner Bastiaansen. Is it him? The bu–, the–the man who found me?” she asked Madie.

“According to the hospital director, Professor Moritz, it was.” Madie glanced at Mother, who nodded tersely. Charlie started shaking uncontrollably. Madie put her arms round her and held her tight. Tillie grabbed her hand. Mother remained seated rigidly in her chair, her face tight with disapproval. Of what, Charlie didn’t grasp.

“There, there, Charlotte, all is well now, isn’t it?” Mother’s words sounded without emotion. “Your mother is fine, your sisters are fine, your Bear is just fine. Now, the ten minutes are already up again.” Mother got up. “We will be back this afternoon, at four o’clock.”

“I’ll miss you, sister”, Madie said softly. Charlie smiled.

“I will miss you, sister”, Tillie repeated gently and even softer.

“Quiet, Mathilde”, Mother snapped. “You’re being overly sentimental again.” Tillie gasped inaudibly and clasped her own hands.

“Mother?” She looked even paler than usual. “Why do I have to be quiet? Why not Madie?”

“Madeleine is not you.” Mother almost spat the words.

It was the most hateful thing Charlie had ever heard. And again, she wondered why in Mother’s eyes Tillie was always failing.
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CHAPTER SIX 
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Friday, March 17th 
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Frederik shook off his weariness. It had been three days since the first casualties from the train collision had been brought in and it was certain to be yet another long, hectic day at the mortuary, he knew.

The scraping of chair legs over the tiled floor of the mortuary’s kitchen. Wim van Vuuren, his esteemed fellow coroner, had got up and was patiently waiting for him to get up, too. Wim was in his fifties yet boyishly lanky while his dark brown hair was receding en masse. But Frederik tapped on the half-page article on the front page of his newspaper. “Ereyesterday’s walking dead.” And he read on. 
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TRAGEDY STRIKES AGAIN VAN SEIST FAMILY.


Utrecht. Mrs Helga van Seist-Doorneweert, 55, is again stricken with tragedy. Three days ago, in the early morning of the 14th, she found her home, the imposing ‘Het Keyserrijck’, engulfed in flames. Her middle daughter, Charlotte, 33, remained behind in their burning residence. She was rescued by the city’s brave firefighters.

Miss Charlotte suffered a concussion, smoke inhalation and severe burns. She was taken to Utrecht's General Hospital, where she is currently recovering from her ordeal. It is reported that several of the family’s pets are missing and presumed dead.

Mrs Helga van Seist-Doorneweert is the widow of one of the City of Utrecht’s most prominent merchants of his time, Carolus van Seist, who, 27 years ago, at the age of 34, died tragically in– 




“Yes,” Wim interrupted Frederik’s reading, “there has been much ado about the young lady’s erroneous trip to the mortuary.” As always, Wim’s voice was soft. He blinked his brown deer eyes. “And the responsible party has not yet come forward, thus infuriating our hospital’s good director.”

“What infuriates Moritz, is of course of great concern to me.” Far from it. Moritz continued to fail to deliver Frederik a new diener. But Wim nodded solemnly, he lacked any sense for sarcasm.

“Er... Frederik, can you lend me a hand?”

Frederik closed the newspaper, got up and followed Wim to his cutting room. 
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Charlie could hear the hospital awakening. Voices, footsteps, and the sound of clean bedpans clinking against each other while carried along the corridor. Most of the night, she’d spent with her memories and her nightmares, one worse still than the other, until she couldn’t tell memory apart from nightmare. She didn’t dare go back to sleep.

The sounds from the corridor became distorted. Metal noises. Distorted voices, coming and going. A strange, metal sound to them, too. She grabbed her head and listened to the voices and footsteps of the nurses grow fainter. A knock on the opened door startled her. “Good morning, Miss Van Seist.” A jovial voice. A young, tall, skinny man in a white coat was standing at the door opening.

“Good morning, Doctor.” She instantly realised how tired she must sound to him. He smiled, walked up to the bed, and held out his hand.

“Nooteboom, doctor in training”, he introduced himself, shaking her hand briefly. “Director Moritz sent me to see how you are doing today.”

“I’m doing much better, thank you” she lied.

“Excellent. Follow my finger. No, hold your head still.” Following his finger from left to right and back made her head spin. “Mmm. That doesn’t look much better to me. I think I shall ask the director to come see you for himself.” His doubtful frowning was disconcerting. But only for a moment. There was now a definite twinkle in his eye. “Can I ask, Miss Van Seist?” He had lowered his voice but sounded excited. “Is it true Fred the Ripper found you?” The look on her face must have been one of horror, reflecting how she felt, because Doctor Nooteboom hastened to explain himself. “I mean, our below-ground’s leading coroner.” He looked over his shoulder to the open door. The butcher.

“Fred the Ripper?” In spite of her now faster-beating heart, she continued light-heartedly. “As in Jack the Ripper? Myself and my sisters read about him all in the newspapers. And giggled in horror over the gruesome details, I admit.” He grinned awkwardly.

“London’s notorious serial killer and our coroner might have a little more in common than the hospital likes to admit.” He grimaced at her big eyes, again glanced over his shoulder at the door, and started twiddling his thumbs nervously. “Er, yes, well, Miss Van Seist, you need your rest
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