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PART 1


1.

Traffic was heavy as it zoomed by on Central Park West. Jens had attempted to hail a cab several times. It was rush hour and therefore pretty hard to stop one of those yellow monsters. New York cab drivers consider driving to be a matter of life and death. He threw back his long hair and lit a cigarette. Now he definitely wouldn’t get a cab any time soon. Smoking had practically become a capital offense in his home country. However, the stricter the rules became, the heavier Jens smoked.

A middle-aged woman with two miniature Pinschers crossed to the grand old trees on the opposite side of the street. So many dogs had watered the trees that it was a miracle they were budding again this spring. The woman, who was at least twenty years older, looked thoughtfully at Jens and greeted him with a vague smile.

He inhaled deeply, feeling his adrenaline level slowly come down. It had been pretty high during the past hour. He’d had a meeting with Brigitte Friends, a pop singer who, although she wasn’t on the Forbes 400, was definitely worth over one hundred million dollars. The walls of her guest bathroom were covered from floor to ceiling in gold records.

Jens had received a call a week ago from one of Friends’s personal assistants. He initially assumed a friend of his was playing a trick, especially when he was immediately transferred to the star herself.

Brigitte Friends was famous for avoiding publicity. She gave interviews only when she released a new album or kicked off a tour. The interviews were generally no more than superficial chitchat lasting at most fifteen minutes, to which reporters were often invited in groups of two or three.

Brigitte seldom talked about her private life. Her standard line was that she was extremely boring, that she preferred spending her evenings watching soaps, and that she hated being in the spotlight everywhere she went. The only reporter who had ever really tried to delve into her past hadn’t found out more than that she was from Europe and estranged from her family. She had adopted her artist name Friends since—as she said regularly in interviews—her friends were her real family.

Jens had reservations when he first talked to Brigitte. Why would a star like her personally invite a guy like him over to talk? She said she wanted to get acquainted, to find out “whom she was dealing with.” She was looking for someone to write her biography. Jens had immediately said yes. His friends were probably tricking him or they were organizing a surprise party. Either way, he wouldn’t disappoint them.

The Brigitte impersonation was first-rate. She had a distinct voice and he couldn’t imagine, off the top of his head, which of his female friends would be able to imitate Friends’s wonderful gravelly sound. The longer the conversation lasted, the more he wondered if it really was a joke. What if this was for real? However uninteresting Brigitte Friends may be, any publisher would still pay a hefty advance to acquire the rights to a book about her.

“May I ask what kind of book you have in mind?” Jens had asked. She said she would rather explain in person.

“Very well,” he replied, adding warily, “An unusual request from someone who’s known for avoiding publicity. You do realize who I am and what I do?”

Brigitte knew. She gave a rapid and perfect summary of his résumé, much better than Jens could ever do himself. He would go on and on and get lost in details while at the same time being so modest that in the end you still wouldn’t have learned anything about him.

Jens Jameson was born in Boston and raised on Cape Cod, the Mecca for writers, poets, painters and other artists who were attracted to the place where Tennessee Williams, Truman Capote and Norman Mailer had found inspiration.

He had gone to Boston College, where he majored in journalism. However, his heart hadn’t been in it. He wanted to be a writer, although he hadn’t decided on a genre yet. He was drawn mostly to nonfiction. Now, at age thirty-eight, he had written three books. Two of them hadn’t made it to a second printing but the third was a modest success.

His first book dealt with the New York punk scene at the end of the seventies. It had resulted in an argument with the manager of the Ramones, who didn’t like the way Jens had portrayed the band. The second book was a portrait of the London guitarist Steven Curtain. Jens had been convinced this guy would be famous. Despite being severely autistic, Curtain composed the most unusual melodies. Later he was accused of plagiarism. He and his guitar subsequently ended up in an institution and were never heard from again.

His most recent book was about Jenna Long, a forgotten pop star who had had hit after hit in the seventies. After a tumultuous career involving lots of drinking and drugs, she had retreated to Cape Town, where she had set up a small business with township youth making trendy sandals from car tires. Jens first met her while she was fundraising for her project in the States. He was impressed with her and suggested writing a book about her life. They could split the profits, which could end her financial problems.

For three months Jens stayed in a small corrugated iron hut in Jenna’s backyard. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling and he had one outlet, enough to charge his laptop. The book was a success and even though he had to split the money, he had been able to live off his half quite comfortably for roughly six years.

But now his reserves had pretty much dried up. His little one-bedroom apartment in Tribeca cost a fortune in rent each month and he paid child support for his daughter Barbora. Life in New York isn’t cheap for a bachelor who doesn’t like cooking and who likes to party from time to time.

Brigitte Friends’s apartment was on the ninth floor. She opened the door herself, after the doorman had let him into the building. She wasn’t what he expected. In her clips, Brigitte was a sexy bombshell with heavy make-up, provocatively scant clothing, long blond hair and big, dark brown eyes. The little girl in a ponytail standing before him wore glasses and absolutely no make-up. She was clad in faded jeans, a sparkling white t-shirt and well-worn sneakers. She thanked him cordially for coming. He followed her into the living room, where he was introduced to Nora, her personal assistant. Nora took his coat and went off to hang it in another room.

The apartment was minimally decorated in a modern style. No exaggerated design furniture, but nevertheless quite a few luxury brands. The furniture was the opposite of the classical style of the apartment itself, with its countless details in the doors and ceilings. Despite this juxtaposition the whole was in perfect harmony. Jens asked Brigitte who her interior designer was and he wasn’t at all surprised when she proudly told him she had chosen everything herself.

He sat down uneasily. Just a sweet, regular kid, he thought as he sank into a de Sede chair and glanced around. Brigitte sat on the sofa, kicked off her sneakers and folded her legs Indian style.

“I read your book about Jenna. I like your writing.” She spoke with the slightly raspy, sensual voice he had heard on the phone. “Did you enjoy working with her?”

“Jenna’s extraordinary. I couldn’t have found anything negative to write about her if I tried, not even when I was forced to hang out with her for three months in the slums of Cape Town.”

“I envy her. I wish I could do what she does.”

“What makes you think you couldn’t?” Jens was genuinely surprised.

“I don’t have the guts. I might think of stuff like that but when it comes down to it, I’m a coward.”

“It can’t be easy to perform for ten thousand people, though.”

“Oh, that’s a piece of cake. I don’t actually see any of them. Just my own band. I stare into the light and all I see is a big black void. I don’t hear anyone. Sure, a wall of screaming, applause, some whistling, but if anybody yells ‘You suck,’ I don’t hear it.”

Jens had never thought of it like that. And he was amazed that she spoke with such candor, considering he was a complete stranger.

“It would be scarier to sing just for you, right here. I used to get really nervous when I had to play in the small clubs where the audience could almost touch me.”

She shuddered at the memory.

Nora entered, holding a tray with a cappuccino, a glass of water and a white wine. It was almost five—the time Jens usually had his first alcoholic drink of the day. He was slightly taken aback when Nora put the wine in front of him, gave Brigitte the cappuccino and took the glass of water for herself.

“Cheers,” he said.

“Cheers.” Brigitte laughed impishly at Jens as he took his glass. “I had a background check done on you. I hope you don’t mind.”

Jens did mind. How did she know what kind of wine he drank and when? Had she hired a detective?

“Have you been delving into my private life?”

“Well, it’s a habit with Onkel Gerard, my manager. He always checks out anyone we do business with.”

“I’m not sure I want to do any business with Onkel Gerard.” His voice betrayed his annoyance.

“Come, come, Jens Jameson. Isn’t it your job to delve into people’s private lives? At least I’m straightforward about it.”

“You can’t imagine the idiots who show up at the door or try to intrude on Brigitte’s life in other ways,” added Nora, taking a sip of her water.

Jens held his wine up to examine it against the light. He sniffed the glass and took a softly slurping drink, rolling the wine around in his mouth before swallowing. Not that he was a wine connoisseur—he either liked it or he didn’t. This one was divine.

“I rarely drink wine like this.” A jab at whoever had checked him out.

“I don’t drink at all. I just wanted to treat you to something special to make up for the background check.”

“Well, it does help.” Jens took another sip. “And did you discover anything interesting?”

Brigitte sipped her cappuccino and smiled sweetly.

“Not really. And that’s fine. You were married. You have a fourteen-year-old daughter named Barbora. You wrote three wonderful books. You rent a small apartment on Jay Street. No criminal record. You don’t do drugs. Your friends are normal. The occasional date—nothing steady. You’re almost broke and you write really well. That’s pretty much all I need to know.”

“Sounds hopelessly boring when you put it like that.”

“Nothing wrong with that.” She laughed. “You know my reputation.”

The rest had been chitchat. He referred to her research a few more times and in the end they had both laughed about it. Nora was constantly called away by a ringing phone in the next room. It sounded like one of those old-fashion dial phones, which seemed out of place in these surroundings. Jens didn’t mind, though; Nora obviously didn’t feel as friendly toward him as Brigitte did.

“She’s just trying to protect me from everything and everyone out there,” said Brigitte as Nora left the room yet again.

“Shall we get down to it—the biography?”

“Yes.” Brigitte’s mood quickly changed. She considered how to say what she wanted.

“You probably did some background checking yourself before you came here.” She gave a short laugh. “I’m aware there’s little to say about me. On the other hand, there’s nothing less to say about me than about any other artist.” She paused to catch her breath. “Nobody’s familiar with my past for the reason that nothing is actually known!” She waited for the remark to sink in. “I don’t know everything about my past and I’ve reached a point in my life where I’d like to learn more.”

She got up, walked over to a smooth white sideboard and pushed one of the panels. A drawer opened without a sound. She took out a photo and gave it to Jens. As she stood beside him, he smelled a subtle perfume he couldn’t identify. As with wine, he only knew if he liked it or not.

The photo showed a woman with a baby on her lap that he would never have recognized as Brigitte. The moment she gave him the picture, she touched him lightly. She gazed intently into his eyes, as if that would tell her if she could trust him. Jens met her gaze questioningly and she nodded, satisfied, as if this was exactly the reaction she had expected.

Jens turned the picture over to see if there was anything on the back. A date and a town he didn’t recognize. However, the photographer’s stamp mentioned Amsterdam. He turned the picture back over to see if he could detect anything Dutch in the background, but it was taken in a studio.

“You and your mother, I presume?”

“Yes, that’s my mother. I haven’t had any contact with her in fifteen years. The last time was when I was fifteen, before I ran away from home.”

“Were you born in the Netherlands?”

“Yes, but I’m an American citizen. My mother moved around a lot and I’ve lived all over.”

“And your father?”

“Well, that’s the big question.” Brigitte returned to her place on the sofa, though she sat on the very edge. She put her elbows on her knees and supported her head with her hands. “I never knew my father. And you know how it is with us bastards.” She laughed, looking to see if Jens got her little joke. “Little girls grow up and want to know who their father is.”

“Aha,” said Jens. “And why—?”

She interrupted him. “—haven’t I hired a private investigator to find out who my father is?”

“Exactly.”

“I did.” She leaned back and crossed her legs. “He didn’t find anything. He worked for months and sent a whopper of a bill.”

“Well, making a child is a pretty intimate event. Your mother won’t tell you anything?”

“That’s the gist of it.”

“And what do you think I can do?”

Brigitte gazed silently at Jens for a while. Her eyes betrayed insecurity, hope and despondency, all at once. She swallowed a few times.

“I don’t know. Maybe you’ll find something, maybe you won’t. Consider it a journey into my past, to find out who I am—who I am now as well. Does that sound silly?”

“No. Anyone would want to know. And you have the luxury of hiring somebody to find out for you.”

“Does that bother you?”

“I’m no private investigator. I really want to write this book, but we do have to discuss what I can and can’t write. I’m not a ghostwriter. If that’s what you want, you’d better find someone who will just do what you want—who writes what you want to read.”

“I’m not as stupid as I look,” Brigitte said fiercely. “I chose you because I believe you’re stubborn enough to really delve into the story and make it special.”

Jens had looked at her again. He hadn’t expected such a strong reaction. He was beginning to like her. He had only begun seriously listening to her songs a few days ago—he didn’t really care for that genre of pop music.

“I’m sorry, but you have to realize that I must have the freedom to tackle it my way.”

“I suggest we talk more some other time,” said Brigitte. “This was just a chance to get acquainted. Take your time to think about it.”

Jens sensed she might be having second thoughts. “I don’t have to think about it. I like you and I believe you’re interesting enough.”

“Onkel Gerard will want to draw up a contract . . .”

“I’ll be waiting for it.”

Brigitte got up and left the room. Jens assumed the meeting had come to an end, but she came back a minute later with a bottle of wine. A Chardonnay Three Sisters Vineyard 2006. It must have cost at least two hundred dollars. She poured him some, even though he hadn’t emptied his glass yet.

“Maybe you can take the bottle with you. Nobody here drinks it and it would be a waste to throw it out.”

Jens was amazed at this multi-millionaire’s frugality. “Keep it for the next time I’m here.”

“But wine won’t keep once it’s opened, will it?”

Jens felt terribly guilty. This pop idol was his financial savior and he had spoken scornfully about her because her music wasn’t taken seriously in his circles. He had pigeonholed her as just another diva. Now he was telling her about vacuum tops for opened wine bottles.

They had remained in the living room a while longer. She drank two glasses of water and he drank three more glasses of wine. She wanted to know all about his daughter, his time with Jenna Long, and the New York nightlife. He had invited her to go out with him and said bluntly, “Nobody will recognize you the way you look right now.” When she took that the wrong way, he had scrambled to find so many compliments that she blushed. It was a confusing encounter. When he left, so little remained in the bottle that neither of them mentioned it.

Back on the street, he savored the first drag of smoke in his lungs and the effect of the nicotine on his body. I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but I just hit the jackpot. I’m definitely going to party tonight! He set off walking and felt the wine gradually sink to his thighs and calves. He threw down his cigarette and finally managed to stop a cab by recklessly jumping out into the street.


2.

Onkel Gerard’s office was on a floor of a prestigious office building on W 57th Street near Broadway. Jens sat in one of the tasteless but expensive leather chairs in the waiting room. Displayed on the table were expensive coffee table books and magazines that looked like they had never been touched.

For the past week Jens had been busy researching Brigitte and Onkel Gerard, whose actual name was Gerard Schöteldreier. In his business, with a name like that, anyone would have taken an artist name or alias. Schöteldreier got his nickname when he discovered the 15-year-old Brigitte Vermeer in Hamburg, Germany, where he was co-owner of a café on the Reeperbahn. It was located in the middle of the red-light district, although Jens couldn’t find anything linking the Musik Café Das Schwere Hertz to the sex industry. The age difference between the 15-year-old runaway and the then 48-year-old Schöteldreier immediately gave rise to questions, so he presented himself as her uncle—hence his nickname.

The information Jens uncovered wasn’t general knowledge, yet it had been amazingly easy to acquire. His request for information about Schöteldreier’s management company at the Chamber of Commerce resulted in his age and full name. A colleague who spoke German googled him and learned that his hometown was Hamburg. Thanks to a local correspondent for an American newspaper he occasionally wrote for, Jens had gotten a pretty good picture of Gerard Schöteldreier.

It wouldn’t take him long to put together Brigitte’s biographical time-line. Apparently no one had ever taken the trouble. Investigative journalism used to be an important part of the profession; nowadays there was barely time or money to do much more than collect data off the Internet.

Despite his age—sixty-three—Schöteldreier could be found at every party in New York. Also at those in Los Angeles, London and Paris. His favorite drink was champagne from the most expensive house. Aside from Brigitte he also had a few other starlets under contract. They brought in less money than his cash cow but they did help him stay in with the tabloids.

The man seemed untouchable on the scene and only had one enemy—Frank Johnson from Entertainment Inside, a seedy pulp magazine that unfortunately couldn’t be ignored because it had a circulation of three million a week nationwide. It was a mystery where Johnson got his mud. Every week he came up with new painful exposés. Particularly at his home base New York, Johnson was a hated figure with every star, agent and record producer whose dirty laundry he aired. Nightclub owners had tried to ban him from their establishments but Johnson had sued them, winning every time. With freedom of the press, discrimination of homosexuals—although it was doubtful he really was one—or some other argument, Frank Johnson’s lawyer always got legal redress. He left exasperated judges no other choice than to fine club owners and demand compensation. For a while, this was a better source of income for Johnson than his day job. And it was obvious; he wore the most expensive Rolex watches, Armani suits and Prada shoes.

Schöteldreier made Jens wait for more than thirty minutes. Evidently the pecking order was being established. The first contract he had sent left Jens just enough room to write some sweet little story. And even that would have to be authorized by Onkel Gerard.

Jens had been furious. He had a double hangover. Subsequent to meeting with Brigitte, he had treated his friends and partied late into the night. The contract came special delivery the next day. He read it with a throbbing headache, his heart banging with excitement, and then tears of disillusionment had welled.

He called Brigitte but Nora answered. Brigitte wasn’t in, she said, but she would give her the message. He couldn’t work with such a contract, Jens had said. Either Schöteldreier had drawn up something completely different from what he and Brigitte had discussed, or they had totally misunderstood each other. He left his cell phone number and stomped furiously into the first bar he stumbled upon to drink away his frustration.

Winning the lottery but losing the ticket—that’s how Jens felt as he sat on the stoop of that bar with his cigarette. The worldwide smoking ban had also reached the New York food-service industry. He sat there, staring despondently, convinced that Schöteldreier and Nora had talked Brigitte out of her foolish plan. His iPhone did a piano riff and displayed a private number. He looked at it despondently, and then pressed Answer anyway. When he heard her voice, he jumped up and began to pace.

“This is Brigitte. Are you upset?”

“No, dear Brigitte, I’m not upset. I just let myself get carried away yesterday. Your plan isn’t possible, not like that.”

“What do you mean not like that?”

“Well, that you would trust me with writing your life story. Trust just doesn’t belong in this world anymore.”

“You’re drunk and you’re being sentimental.”

“Sorry. I was drinking away my defeat. I’m not drunk, just disappointed.”

“I haven’t seen the contract. As far as I’m concerned, we don’t need one but Onkel Gerard insists on having something on paper.”

“Okay, but I’m not acquainted with Onkel Gerard. So is it going to be a battle between lawyers?”

“Just send me a contract. Tell me how you want it. I trust you.”

Brigitte was apparently being addressed by someone next to her— Nora or perhaps Schöteldreier. Her vexed response was clearly audible: “This is what I want.”

Then to Jens, “I didn’t think you’d give up so easily. I’m a bit disappointed as well.”

Jens had thrown away his cigarette and he moved his jaws quickly up and down and from left to right to mask his delayed speech.

“I haven’t given up. I only said I can’t work with such a contract.”

“Nora informed me you had canceled. That you no longer wanted it.”

“Well, it must be hard having so many people around you who have their own ideas of what you should or shouldn’t do.” He felt cowardly, because he had in fact already given up on the idea of a book.

“You’re quite the diplomat,” Brigitte had said before hanging up.

After the phone call, Jens had walked over to Broadway and then four blocks uptown to his literary agent’s office. Jerry Walker was pretty much useless. He had never gone out of his way for him. It was always Jens who came up with new ideas. It was always Jens who made the decisions for the cover, for the book presentation and for the promotion campaign, limited as he was by the lousy budget Walker made available. He also had to do much of the work himself, such as preparing snacks and opening wine bottles at promotional events. But in New York it was a big deal to even have a literary agent who said he believed in you, even if he didn’t mean it. And anyway, within Walker’s small firm Jens had connected with people who really did believe in him, people who had become friends, like his editor Ellen Jacobs. She rewrote Jens’s texts better than he ever could have put them on paper.

Ellen was twenty-seven. At first glance, with her glasses, her hair in a bun and a stuffy suit, she seemed the type of woman who might change into a bombshell if she would let down her hair, take off the glasses and open her blouse . . . However, she wasn’t at all sexy in that way. Her glasses hid a monobrow and an unnerving gaze due to a defect in her eye muscles. And at five-seven and 130 pounds she wasn’t the voluptuous secretary of the average male fantasy. But Ellen was sweet, likeable and extremely capable. Jens loved her. She had a perfect sense of humor; she was rarely serious if it didn’t involve cracking a text, as she would say. At times she was Jens’s best friend. Except when a woman temporarily came into his life. Then it didn’t work. Ellen was possessive, even though they had never shared a bed.

She was surprised when Jens came storming into the office without an appointment.

“Jens, you’ve been drinking and you stink,” was the first thing she said. Jens looked at her pathetically, so she added, “Nothing serious, I hope?”

“I need an advance.” Jens sat down in a chair across from the desk.

“How would you feel about fifty thousand dollars?”

It was a joke, of course, but Jens didn’t blink. “No, I need at least double that.”

Jerry Walker spotted Jens at Ellen’s desk as he crossed the office. He approached him, his hand extended, exuberant.

“Ah, there’s our successful author!” And then in a Mork-calling-Mindy voice, “The top man from the Walker stable calling home base.” He was the only one laughing.

“Jens wants a hundred-thousand-dollar advance.” Ellen loved getting her boss riled up. Even if it was about a mere hundred dollars, it never failed.

“Ha, ha, ha!” Walker said, as believable as possible.

“I also need a lawyer who can put together a contract,” said Jens.

Walker grabbed a chair, glaring at him.

“Come on,” Jens continued. “It’s not as if it’s coming out of your own pocket.”

“Yeah, yeah. Bring me the story first—if you’re serious, that is.”

Jens shrugged. “I could go elsewhere. I only came here because I like working with Ellen.”

“I believe in you, Jens. I’ve invested in you, man. Tell me what you have.” Walker spoke loudly as they walked to his office, which was absolutely chaotic. Manuscripts were piled from floor to ceiling. They found a place to sit among the books, binders and contracts. Paper bags with half-eaten sandwiches, empty wine and water bottles, boxes with leftover pizza slices and ashtrays were scattered everywhere, as well as coffee cups with cigarette butts.

Jens cleared his throat. “An authorized biography of Brigitte Friends, all the way, with her deepest desires, pain, loves, a complete revelation of her rough past, a hunt for the father she has never met, maybe even reconciliation with her mother from whom she’s been estranged since she was fifteen. She’s letting me draw up the contract. Complete author freedom.”

Jens had already lit a cigarette while he gave this summary. He sucked hard, letting the smoke press deeply into his lungs.

Walker had sighed. He realized he had just been handed the golden ticket. This was the absolute top, he knew, and he thought of all the publishers he could play off one another for this book. He grabbed the phone and called the Walker Agency lawyer, who would draw up the contract with everything Jens wanted.

Brigitte’s manager Onkel Gerard was ready to see Jens. A secretary ushered him to his spacious office. The man was on the phone and the discussion could have been about a deal involving millions of dollars but just as easily about his grandson making the baseball team. Except that Jens knew the man had never been married and had neither children nor grandchildren.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” said Schöteldreier.

“It doesn’t matter. I expect this meeting won’t be that important and that we can get right to signing the contract.”

Schöteldreier ignored the remark. He was a big man. He may at one time have been a blond, blue-eyed German but now he was gray, wrinkled and his eyes were dull. Only the lights in his pupils indicated that somewhere deep down this man still had passion. Whether this passion stemmed from an original mind or a criminal mind wasn’t yet clear to Jens. Either way, he would never trust him. He knew that ten seconds into the meeting.

Schöteldreier wore a tailor-made suit with a red bow tie over a white shirt with light blue stripes. He gave Jens the once-over and clearly disapproved of his appearance. Jens wore warm boots lined with rabbit fur all year round, along with tight-fitting jeans, a t-shirt and a leather jacket. He wore his long hair in a ponytail and he shaved his beard every ten days, mainly because by then it started to bother him. He hated shaving, barbers and buying clothes. His personal care was limited to showering once a day and brushing his teeth twice a day.

“I would like to make a few amendments to the contract.”

“Mr. Gerard, or however you want me to address you, it’s a pretty simple contract, founded on trust. Trust between Brigitte and me. Don’t ask me what that trust is based on. We only know each other from one hour-long meeting a few days ago. But there was a connection. I’m sure you’ve experienced it, that sense of . . . you know . . . I trust this person. That’s it. I had a hard time explaining it to my publisher’s lawyer as well, because as you can see, it’s a big risk for them too.”

Schöteldreier hadn’t expected this cascade of words. “I don’t see it that way. . . . What’s the risk for them?”

“They will give me an advance of my fee and they’ll pay tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of expenses.”

“But our risk is many times bigger.”

“Why’s that?”

“Something like a book—a biography—can result in tremendous damage to her reputation. That’s our risk. That can cost millions.”

“You mean there’s a lot to hide?” Jens feigned surprise.

Schöteldreier smiled.

“Come, Mr. Jens, you know that certain trivialities can spell disaster for a star.”

“Such as?”

“Have you begun your interviews yet?”

“I mean, give me an example. Apart from Brigitte.”

“Something in someone’s past. A misdemeanor. Drug use. Political activity.”

“Oh come on, we live in modern times, Mr. Gerard. Besides, it won’t be that kind of book.”

“Just call me Gerard.” He put on his heavy horn-rimmed reading glasses and scanned the contract again, including the notes in the margins. He growled at every one of them. “These are our lawyer’s comments. He doesn’t understand this contract.”

Jens waited patiently until Schöteldreier had reached the end of the text, which he had written himself, based on a concept by Walker’s lawyer, who had also been extremely unhappy with the result. But he had stood his ground.

At one point Jens studied contractual law in the States. An American contract is an average of ten inches of paper in various binders. Personally, he preferred Japanese contracts, in which everything was said on a single sheet of paper, in a maximum of five hundred words. In the end, it’s about the essence of what both parties agree to. That’s how Jens had drawn up this contract. He would write a book about Brigitte. He had the freedom to describe her life to the best of his abilities with respect for all journalistic and ethical standards. He promised not to harm Brigitte with the publication, neither personally nor professionally. It included just about everything from the eighty-page contract Schöteldreier had sent him.

“Brigitte has arrived at a difficult point in her life. I have to protect her,” said Schöteldreier.

“I realize that what she wants is an inconvenience to you. Still, everyone can arrive in a phase where certain questions must be answered. Brigitte wants to find out more about her father. About her background. She’s interested and so is the rest of the world. I don’t feel the need to practice sensational journalism, and that’s why she chose me. She read my book about Jenna Long and she concluded that I would be the right author for her biography. It was a good choice. So come on, just sign the contract and let me get to work.”

Schöteldreier was exasperated. The meeting wasn’t going as he had expected, mainly because Jens Jameson wasn’t what he had expected. He was determined, smart, and refused to be pushed around. So Onkel Gerard changed his tone.

“Okay, if this is how you’re going to word it, I want a few guarantees of my own. I mean regarding what you write about me.”

“What sort of guarantees?”

“I have a say about what you write about me.”

Jens exhaled heavily. So that’s what this was all about. Gerard Schöteldreier would rather keep his past secret.

“The story is about Brigitte and the people in her life. I don’t intend to invade anyone’s privacy if it doesn’t serve the greater story, but I can’t make any promises. You’ll just have to trust me, Gerard.”

Schöteldreier looked at Jens again and then rode his chair to the printer, which produced a clean contract.

Jens took his pen from his pocket. “I would like Brigitte to sign the contract.”

Schöteldreier gave him a weary look. “I have full authority to sign on her behalf.”

“Okay, explain that to me. I sign a contract with an individual, not with a company. Are you Brigitte’s trustee?”

“Jesus Christ, Jameson, what do you want?”

Jens had enough of Schöteldreier’s arrogance. “I trust Brigitte Friends and she trusts me. I have yet to trust you, Mr. Schöteldreier. I’m sorry.”

Alarmed, Schöteldreier jumped up. Apparently it had been a long time since anyone had called him by that name. He seemed to realize he was in trouble. “Apparently you have already begun, if you know my real name,” he said churlishly.

“It only makes sense to look into someone you do business with. Didn’t you do the same—have someone run a background check on me?”

Schöteldreier only growled. He slid the contract across the table toward Jens, placing the pen next to it. Jens skimmed it to make sure it was the same contract he had sent. Then he initialed the first page and signed the second. At the bottom of the second page he added, “In complete trust.”

He slid the contract back and when Schöteldreier looked at it and grinned, he said without much conviction, “You will provide the signature?”

“Yeah, sure.” Onkel Gerard’s German accent came through.

Jens rose and shook his hand. “Don’t worry; it’s going to be a great book.”

Schöteldreier scowled.


3.

Jens had made reservations at Joop’s Hotel, which offered studio apartments at a reduced price on the Internet. He got an apartment with three beds, a kitchenette and a dining room table he could use as a desk. He threw his luggage on one of the twin beds and threw himself on the king. It was 10 a.m. He had taken the overnight flight from JFK to Schiphol Airport in Amsterdam. He never managed to sleep on planes. With his height of six-four and the ever-shrinking legroom in economy class, he always felt like Houdini locked in a box for too long.

Brigitte had offered him the use of her private jet service. Just out of curiosity Jens had looked it up to see what that would cost. He could get a one-way ticket from New York to Amsterdam for $72,500.

“Very funny,” he had replied. “I could live off that amount for two years.”

When she had wanted to arrange a first-class ticket for him instead, he had refused that too. She had seemed puzzled but eventually nodded that she understood.

Jens’s second meeting with Brigitte had been in a simple restaurant in SoHo. It was his idea to take her out to dinner. At first she had laughed, saying she seldom left her apartment, let alone without security to keep away pesky fans. Jens reassured her. He instructed her to dress just as inconspicuously as that morning they first met. She was to put on her glasses, have her hair in a ponytail and skip the make-up. Nobody would recognize her. He had made reservations at the Broom St. Bar, a good no-frills American bistro. He picked her up in a cab and gave her an approving look when she hopped in sporting a cheap denim jacket. Nora stood on the sidewalk and stuck her head through the window to ask where they were going.

“Just out,” Jens said, and he instructed the driver to go.

“This is scary but fun, too,” exclaimed Brigitte. “Why do I never do this?” she said, gazing out the window as if she were in a strange city. She commented on the people she saw, the chaotic traffic and the Iranian cab driver’s ID. She was happy.

Entering the restaurant, she nervously tried to hide behind Jens but he held the door open for her, insisting she go first. Inside, the hostess paid more attention to the reservations ledger than to her new guests’ faces. The further they got into the restaurant, the more Brigitte relaxed. No one recognized Friends the superstar. She loved it.

“This is truly the first time in ages that I have been on a date,” she said enthusiastically once they were seated and given the menu.

Jens laughed awkwardly.

“Not a real date, of course,” she added quickly.

She accepted the glass of house champagne and sipped cautiously. The second sip was bigger and within no time her first glass was empty. She took out the contract Schöteldreier had given her and handed it to Jens.

“He made a few changes but I printed your version and signed it. Here you go.”

Jens took it and without further checking, he initialed and signed one of the two copies and gave it back to Brigitte.

She was astounded. “Don’t you want to check it?”

“Whatever,” he exclaimed, and they both burst out laughing.

When they recovered he said, “I would like to just tear this contract up and throw it in the trash. The problem is: I can’t work without an advance from my publisher. As your detective can tell you, I need money, and if I want to pay for this project myself, I need a contract.”

“I could finance it,” Brigitte said cautiously.

“I know, but it wouldn’t be the same.”

“Nobody needs to know.”

“That’s not it. I would know that you’re paying for the project. And you would know. You asked me because you wanted an honest story and that’s why I’m paying for this myself.”

“Well, let me pay for dinner.”

“Don’t be silly. I invited you.”

“Split the bill then?”

“That must be your background showing—going Dutch. It’s not going to happen.”

It was a pleasant evening. They talked politics, love, ambitions, parents and their talents, in short, everything two people discuss on their first date. Brigitte was slowly getting drunk, ordering one champagne after another. Jens kept pouring water for her, encouraging her to drink it. Finally he refused to order any more champagne for her. He kept drinking himself but with his threshold it had little or no effect.

On the way out she greeted all the diners and told them how much she had enjoyed herself. Jens steered her to the exit and apologized for her behavior.

He took her home in a cab. In her apartment he carried her to her gigantic bed and undressed her except for her underwear. He quickly covered her beautiful body with the comforter. Brigitte put her arms around him, saying he was a wonderful man and did he want to stay for breakfast? Jens told her he would definitely come back for breakfast, since tomorrow was their first interview session, which would last all day. But now he was going home to get some sleep. He kissed her forehead and quietly left the apartment.

The next morning at ten he rang the doorbell, carrying fresh donuts, buns, eggs and bacon. Nora opened the door and informed him he wasn’t welcome; Brigitte was still asleep. He looked at Nora and asked if he could speak with her in private. She was surprised but let him in.

“Listen, Nora,” he said just inside the door, “I get that you love Brigitte a lot. I only met her a few days ago and I think she’s pretty amazing, too. I’m going to write a book about her and to do that I have to spend time with her, whether you like it or not. I also like to have fun and yesterday Brigitte had a wonderful evening. I wish I had a personal assistant like you—I really mean that. Please don’t make this difficult. I’m here and I’m not leaving until the book is finished or until Brigitte tells me to go.”

Nora tried in vain to break off his monologue. When Jens was done she was momentarily quiet. Then they both heard Brigitte calling from her bedroom.

“Jens? Are you finally here? Where’s my breakfast?” This morning her voice was definitely not Emmy-worthy.

Nora and Jens looked at each other and laughed. Jens extended his hand and Nora shook it. The peace treaty was signed.

“It’s coming, it’s coming. Are you decent?” Jens scoured the kitchen for a skillet so he could fry the eggs. The kitchen was roughly the size of Jens’s entire apartment but it didn’t have a simple skillet. Brigitte entered wearing only a t-shirt. She poured a glass of water and drank it with two ibuprofen.

“You were a real gentleman.” Her voice betrayed neither admiration nor letdown.

“Is that good or bad?”

“You decide. Any other man would have joined me in bed.”

“Except you weren’t really there.”

“Are you sure?”

Jens smiled. He was positive Brigitte hadn’t experienced the last hour of the evening. He continued to fry the bacon and eggs. Brigitte peeked in the broiler he was using and the sight obviously made her stomach churn.

“Well, I believe I was still in high school the last time someone was that nervous taking off my pants.”

Jens dropped the fork in the pan and looked at her.

“And then there was my warm embrace with a cool kiss on my forehead in reply. In the restaurant you apologized for my behavior and referred to me as your wife.”

“Jesus, Brigitte, I could have dumped you at the front door. I just assumed you wouldn’t remember any of it the next day.”

Brigitte looked at him and burst out laughing. “I haven’t had such a great evening in years, and . . .” She pushed away her hair and struck a challenging pose, “Ta-da! Nobody recognized Brigitte Friends.”

Although Jens pushed the English breakfast, Brigitte only took a few nibbles. Then they began the interview. Jens turned on his digital recorder, which could hold 186 hours. He also took notes in a small Moleskin notebook. An hour into it Brigitte was already complaining that she’d had enough but Jens persisted until, six and a half hours later, she refused to give him any more answers.

Now he was lying on his hotel bed in Haarlem, the Netherlands—a city that perhaps still had some connection to Harlem, New York, although he hadn’t been able to detect any similarities on his way to the hotel. He was bushed. The seven-hour time difference, the many alcoholic beverages on the plane and the lack of sleep made him feel like he was in a vacuum.

Haarlem was a provincial town twelve miles from Amsterdam and only four miles or so from the beach town of Zandvoort, where—Jens had already discovered—Brigitte’s mother lived. He had decided not to take a hotel in the little town itself. It was May, off-season, and an American in such a village would be conspicuous.

Jens had rented a Smart, the cheapest wheels he could find. It was just over four feet long, so he could park it in any of Haarlem’s narrow parking spaces.

The next day he would have his first appointment with the private detective who had kicked off the search for Brigitte’s father. He was confident the man could give him some interesting pointers.

Although he would have preferred to go straight to sleep, Jens got up and took a shower. He unpacked, brushed his teeth and walked to the reception desk, where a friendly, blond, and above all large woman named Karla, who spoke perfect English with a British accent, was very helpful when he bent over the brochure stand to find out where he could get a decent, inexpensive hamburger. His jet lag made him crave one. She told him he would probably like McDonald’s or Burger King best. He gave her a disapproving look and said that he hadn’t flown more than three thousand miles to go straight to his own junk-food embassy. So she had suggested that he surrender to the food of this country. What should he eat, then, he asked her. Karla mentioned several healthy dishes. There was the soup factory, a place where you could put together your own soup, with wonderful wholegrain bread on the side.

Yuck, soup for lunch? And brown bread—way too healthy. Then there was the sushi bar where the sashimi was delicious. Ugh, raw fish rolled in sticky rice. And then there was the snack bar. Fries, frikandel, or a ham or cheese sandwich. Karla advised against ordering the burger, because they cook it in the frying pan. Gross! Fried hamburgers, how could they!

He thanked Karla for her friendly advice and walked outside to where his Smart was parked on the corner. Driving aimlessly, he suddenly found himself on the freeway. Cities weren’t big in Holland. Haarlem was the country’s tenth largest city population-wise, yet it was only a fraction of the average smaller city in the States. About ten minutes later he saw a sign to Zandvoort, and his curiosity got the better of him. He took the exit.

First, he drove through a high-end neighborhood in a wooded area with charming houses and small mansions. The landscape abruptly became bare and he was surrounded by endless dunes. Before he knew it, he was on the boulevard where the spring sun was attracting the first beach walkers. He parked and took a path down to a beach pavilion where a blackboard announced that homemade erwtensoep was still available. Jens had no idea what he had ordered, until he was presented with a bowl of peas boiled to mush with pieces of bacon and smoked sausage. It came with a side of sticky black bread with boiled bacon. He considered that Brigitte had probably been made to eat this winter sludge, and that made him curious. After a few spoonfuls he began to appreciate the strange dish. The wine he ordered and the heat from the stove in the center of the pavilion made him pleasantly rosy.

“On vacation?” asked an older gentleman, also dining alone at an adjacent table.

“No, I’m in Haarlem for business.” How convenient that almost everyone here speaks perfect English, Jens thought.

“Ah, interesting. Are you in bulbs?”

Jens immediately questioned his own assumption. “Bulbs” confused him.

“Flowers. Flower bulbs. Tulips,” the man clarified. His English was perfect and so dignified he could be mistaken for an English aristocrat.

“Ah, flower bulbs. No, I don’t know anything about them. What made you think so?”

“Haarlem. The flower capital of Holland.” He took a sip of his lemonade and extended his hand. “Ben. Ben Vervoort. But call me Ben.”

“Jens Jameson.” Jens shook the friendly old man’s hand. “I’m a writer. I’m working on a book.”

“Aha, here in Haarlem. Interesting. Not about the city’s history, obviously, or you would have known about bulbs and flowers. Ha, ha, ha!”

His laugh was friendly, contagious, yet dignified. Jens took an immediate liking to him. Ben was tall, gray and impeccably dressed in a slightly worn suit. There was something cheerful and at the same time melancholy in his eyes. He was obviously from old money and despite his age and retirement, had maintained that sophistication.

“No, it’s about an American pop star.”

“Oh dear, I don’t know anything about pop music. I don’t have any children or grandchildren, so it wasn’t part of my upbringing, so to speak. Ha, ha, ha!” After a pause, “So what are you doing in the Netherlands?”

“She was born here—the pop star. I’m looking for her roots. This erwtensoep is quite something.” Jens did his best to pronounce the word correctly in an attempt to change the subject.

“Erwtensoep.” Ben articulated clearly and slowly. He repeated it a few more times until Jens finally pronounced it so a receptive Dutch person would be able to recognize it.

“If there’s anything I can help you with,” Ben continued, “I’d be happy to, young man. I’m almost eighty-five and I was the director of the local bank for years. So I know quite a few people in the area.”

“Well, I might take you up on that. Do you have a card?”

“A card? No, dear boy.” He made a dismissive gesture and rapidly mentioned ten digits. “That’s my telephone number. Do call me. Can you remember it? Would you prefer to write it down?”

Jens repeated the number and said he had a good memory for numbers.

“Aha, I like that—someone who can remember numbers.”

While chatting with Ben about the village and the local culture, Jens wondered if he should have booked a hotel here after all. He liked Ben and he offered to drive him home.

Ben laughed when he saw the Smart. “Your knees must be almost on the street.” But once he got in, he was delighted. “From the inside it doesn’t feel at all like you’re in a covered shopping cart.”

Jens dropped him off at a grand house with a solarium of wood and glass. He passed on a cup of coffee, claiming jet lag. He told Ben he had an appointment with a private detective the next day.

“You don’t need a detective, Jens. You have me!” the man said jovially as they parted. “I know everything.”




4.



Esther crossed the newsroom to the fishbowl, as the chief editor’s glass office was called. It was in the center of the more than six-thousand-square-foot floor, surrounded by more than a hundred desks. The newsroom was located above the press in a complex surrounded by empty fields just outside the city. The editorial staff had moaned and groaned when they had to leave downtown Rotterdam. Newspapers belong in the city center, preferably near one another, the way they used to be in London’s Fleet Street. Traditionally reporters spent a large part of their lives in bars. That’s where they could share the news with one another and hone their opinions. In the port city of Rotterdam, the Witte de With Street had been the Dutch Fleet Street. Nevertheless the newspapers had moved out, and for years the street was plagued by brothels, strip clubs and cheap Chinese and Middle-Eastern restaurants. Now it was trendy—home to boutiques, art galleries and creative entrepreneurial companies. Esther had an apartment on this street. It took her thirty minutes on the subway to get to her desk in the ugly building along the freeway. Once there, she tried to tune out the thousands of telephone calls and conversations taking place around her.



She worked for a quality newspaper, the last newspaper, in fact, that could afford a number of investigative reporters. At the other Dutch newspapers, investigative journalism had fallen by the wayside during the numerous mergers, downsizings and budget cuts. Esther was one of the youngest reporters at the economic desk, so her job was constantly at risk. Fortunately, Frederick Winkler was fond of her. The elderly editor in chief had been having a midlife crisis for the past five years. He had a strangely irregular hairdo with odd tufts that had been surgically implanted, he wore loud shirts with the top buttons open and he walked around in one of twenty pairs of glitzy cowboy boots. He drove a Porsche, even though his height and lack of flexibility made getting in and out a challenge.



Esther was in her mid-twenties. She listened to everyone with a direct gaze and when she talked, she did so with big gestures, clear articulation and an overwhelming smile. She was tall and usually wore her hair in a chaotic updo.



Everyone loved Esther, especially the men. She showed an interest and they were flattered by her frank open gaze and charming manner. She had entered as an intern and never left. Because she was one of the youngest employees, everyone was ready to help her and she could approach anyone with questions.



Lately Winkler was less friendly toward Esther. She had turned him down. One evening, when Esther had been working late, Winkler offered to drive her home so she could avoid riding the subway late in the evening. At Witte de With Street he had suggested getting a bite to eat. The kitchen at Hung Kee, a pretty good Chinese restaurant, was open until the early hours of the morning. Winkler had clearly been drinking heavily and after an elaborate Indonesian rice table — with ten or twelve side dishes—he had proclaimed his love for her. Esther, who didn’t drink, smoke or use drugs, looked at him directly and explained she did really like him, but that she saw him more as a father figure than a lover. For another hour and a half, Winkler tried to convince her that he couldn’t have been her father. He told her how young he actually was, how lonely he felt, how much he enjoyed her company, that a thirty-five-year age difference wasn’t a big deal, and more such incoherent arguments.



Around four in the morning Esther thanked him, kissed him on the forehead and headed home. He called after her but she was already walking away, happy to be liberated from one of those countless little dramas in her life. Too many men fell in love with Esther.



“First of all, congratulations with Fokke Stevensma. You were right. Dutch Federal Reserve has forced FSB into receivership. It’s just been announced.”



Esther glowed with pride and regarded Winkler amiably. She sat down at the conference table across from his desk.



“That’s not why I called you in, though.” He used the term “called you in” as a sign of his power over her.



Nevertheless, Esther was cheerful, expecting him to give her a new assignment. The newspaper had been the first to discover the foundering of the small private bank. Together with the news editor, Esther had written a meaty article that—it was claimed—had accelerated the bank’s downfall. More experienced reporters had taken over the job.



“It’s about this.” Winkler threw a newspaper clipping on the table. It was about the death of an English pop singer—murder or suicide. The man had a rock and roll band that had become world famous with a few hits. They performed in Europe, Japan and the United States until late in the past century, thanks to a large but aging fan base.



“A murder! But Frederick, I’m on the economic desk.”



He ignored her protest. “No, this is more complex. I got a tip. Steve Demood died flat broke while the people around him thought he had a fortune. But it’s not so much about Demood’s death. It’s about the company that had him under contract.”



“I was kind of looking forward to a week in London but I suppose it’s a Dutch company?”



“Well, it’s a multinational—The Music Company. When I checked it out, I saw that it has several famous artists. I was thinking we could work out the details of the assignment over dinner. I smell a story.”



Esther sighed sweetly and cocked her head. “Do you think that’s wise, Frederick? You know how I drive you crazy and all.”



“I can control myself, Esther. I’m not an animal!”



“I know. That’s not what worries me. You have feelings for me and I don’t want to hurt you. We can discuss it right here.”



But Winkler persisted, so they drove into town. She felt uneasy when he turned off at a park and drove onto a dark, unlit road. There were no cars—just a pedestrian or two walking their dogs. Winkler could have parked his car here and tried to rape her, but Esther wasn’t worried. After roughly half a mile an illuminated flying saucer of sorts loomed and she knew her boss had brought her to the most expensive restaurant in town. It boasted two Michelin stars and was competing for a third.



Winkler took charge of the menu. Esther was awestruck by the waiter who solicitously rattled the whole thing off, using such weird literary descriptions that she had to suppress her giggles. She asked if the chef could prepare something vegetarian.



The chef could do anything.



“The music industry is a strange business. Once you understand how it all works, you can’t help being flabbergasted,” Winkler began. Esther looked at him, thinking this was a weak opening for the promised briefing. She felt cheated but remembered that at least the evening would result in a new assignment. And if little was known, the more she could shine with what she found out. Winkler had probably spent thirty minutes googling, since it was sufficient for many reporters nowadays to write an entire article, complete with conspiracy theories, arguments and jokes they had often stolen from the Internet. Esther had been taught by old professionals. Back in the day they had to travel sixty miles by train to request information from a Chamber of Commerce in order to find a connection between two companies. Nowadays you could download it all within three minutes from an electronic database.



Esther was proficient in so-called computer-assisted research. Hers was the new generation of reporters. She went a step further than basic Internet proficiency. She had a knack for imagining all the different ways one could phrase something—words and terminology someone would use—so she could arrive at the relevant sources more quickly with advanced searches. In addition, she had found ways of pretty accurately categorizing the reliability and quality—the DIY or the I’m-just-writing-whatever value—of the various self-made websites, blogs and other social media. Some people in these environments did have something valuable to say. It was a matter of being able to distinguish fluff from substance. People were often more open than they should be in the media.



And Esther was not only an accomplished Internet researcher. She realized the Internet was merely the entrée to what you could uncover in the real world. That’s where her dazzling appearance came in handy. No one could deny her access. People couldn’t keep their mouths shut once she started probing. She knew where she got that attribute. She didn’t consider it a talent. She just had what sets reporters apart from the rest of humanity: an insatiable curiosity.
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