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The Customer’s Chair
The message arrived on Tuesday evening, between a payment request and an offer on shoes. Wednesday, half ten. You need to collect something. Can you bring a car?
Mara read it standing at the washing machine with one sock on. The other was somewhere in the bedding. She pulled a fitted sheet from the drum and replied: What is it?
The two ticks turned blue. No answer appeared.
On her laptop, Wednesday morning’s meeting was still open. An hour with Lotte and the woman from the regional archive, going through the captions beneath the photographs. Four versions of the same list were still circulating. Mara had wanted to compare them, preferably with everyone round the table, before somebody sent anything else to the printer.
She rang her mother. After four rings, it went to voicemail. A clock struck three times behind Ada’s recorded greeting; Mara heard those chimes more often than she heard her mother.
‘I just need to know how big it is,’ she said. ‘So I can book the car.’
She went back to the washing machine. The sock was caught in a corner of the sheet, wet and flat as something washed ashore. She draped it over the basket. Her phone lit up. An ordinary car will do. Back seats need to fold down.
Mara thought of the printer that had been printing only the right-hand half of each page for months. Or boxes of old invoices. Last time, Ada had sorted the envelopes by colour. The blue ones were out of sight under the workbench. Mara had opened them that afternoon while her mother explained to a man that his mechanical clock did not run on batteries.
She booked a car-club car from ten until two and messaged Lotte to ask whether they could move the meeting to the afternoon. The woman from the archive couldn’t make it. Lotte suggested Friday, Nora added a thumbs-up, and that settled it. Mara sent another message asking which caption list they should use until then. Nobody answered that one.
On Wednesday morning, the car smelt of sweet air freshener. A flattened packet of chewing gum lay beneath the passenger seat. Mara took the photographs the app required, moved the seat forward and drove out of the car park. Her phone rang at the second junction. She couldn’t see whether it was Ada and left it ringing.
Nothing was wrong, she told herself. If something really were wrong, her mother would say so. She tried hearing that in Ada’s voice and had to reconsider by the next red light.
A laundry van was blocking half the shopping street. Mara drove slowly past it. A few doors further along, her mother was standing on a kitchen stepladder, her screwdriver pressed against the opening-hours sign. The bottom of her apron was trapped between her knee and the top step.
Mara stopped in a loading bay, got out and went over.
‘Don’t touch the ladder,’ Ada said without looking round.
Mara kept her hands at her sides. ‘Good morning.’
‘The left leg’s crooked. If you hold it, you’ll make it wobble.’
The shopfront was supposed to have been cobalt blue. Ada had mixed more paint into it herself, and in sunlight there was green in it. Beneath the window, a pale rectangle marked the place where a payment company’s sticker had spent years. Mara looked up at the two screws. The top one came away as her mother pulled the sign off the wall.
‘Watch out, it’s falling.’
Ada caught the screw in her apron. She climbed down and put it in the inside pocket, as though she’d had a pocket made for precisely that purpose.
‘You can’t park there.’
‘I know. I didn’t know whether we’d be loading something straight away.’
‘We can’t yet.’
Mara went back to the car and moved it into the side street. She paid for an hour and a half. By the time she returned, the stepladder was lying beside the door and Ada had put the sign on the workbench.
Inside, the coffee smelt as though it had spent too long on the hotplate. Beneath the amber lamp lay a pair of tweezers, two broken springs and a sandwich on a till receipt. A sheet of tissue paper kept the crumbs off an open movement. The customer’s chair was occupied by a tall, narrow clock case.
Mara recognised the damage beside the glass door. She had caught it on a door frame when she moved. The pale wood in the scratch had darkened since then.
‘That’s mine.’
‘That’s what I called about.’
Ada hadn’t called, but Mara didn’t correct her. She put her bag on a corner of the counter and looked through the glass. Four holes showed where the dial had been. There was a line of dust along the bottom.
‘Is it ready?’
‘There’s no movement in it.’
‘I know. I thought—’
‘In that box. It’s all there.’
The box was under the chair, inside a shopping bag bearing an old shop name. Mara had brought the bag herself. Six years ago, soon after she and Daan split up. Just for now, she’d said. There wasn’t a suitable wall in her new place. Since then she’d moved again, to somewhere with a wall that could easily have held three such cases.
She put the car key beside her bag.
‘I thought something was wrong.’
‘Something is. I need that chair.’
‘I needn’t have moved a meeting for this.’
Ada glanced at her sandwich and pushed the tweezers away from it. ‘I didn’t ask you to.’
Mara unzipped her coat. A narrow strip of sunlight reached her shoes through the window. On the way over, she had worked out what to ask about the rent, whether her mother had called the bookkeeper, whether they could finally get rid of the little chest of drawers and make room for all the paperwork. And here was her own clock case.
‘You could have said something sooner.’
‘It was here yesterday too.’
‘That’s not what I mean.’
Ada put her sandwich on a small plate. It was one of the blue-rimmed saucers that used to stand beneath the plant pots at home. Things acquired second uses in the shop for which, Mara thought, they were never quite suited. There was still a faint brown ring on this saucer.
‘Coffee?’
‘Only if you make fresh.’
Her mother picked up the jug and emptied it into the little sink. No argument. Mara took off her coat and hung it over the corner of the counter, rather than the chair.
Beside the coffee machine stood a familiar folder. Ribbon had replaced the old elastic bands. A blue envelope stuck out.
‘That’s from last month,’ Ada said, seeing her look. ‘I’ve dealt with that. I just need to send them something.’
‘What?’
‘A figure. I’ll do it tomorrow.’
Mara kept her hand away from the folder. She stood in front of the clock case and tried to lift it off the chair. It weighed less than she’d expected, but its lower edge dragged across the upholstery and she put it back.
‘Glass out first,’ Ada said.
‘Yes. In a minute.’
While the coffee brewed, her mother laid the sign directly beneath the lamp. Wednesday still said nine to six. A strip of cream paper had been stuck over it. The brush beside it was a thumb’s width across.
‘Are you closing for an afternoon?’
‘All day.’
‘Starting when?’
‘Today.’
Mara looked towards the window, at the people passing. A woman held the hand of a child who had pressed his face to the glass to look at a clock with a moving bird. The bird only moved on the hour. As a child, Mara had sometimes dragged a stool over to the window and made noises behind the little curtain. Ada hadn’t found out until a customer asked about it.
‘We’ll have to change the website. And Google. Otherwise people will turn up and find you shut.’
‘Can you show me how?’
‘I can do it now.’
‘I know.’
Ada put the mugs on the counter and pulled up the stool. Mara took her laptop from her bag. There was a white speck on the screen. She wiped it away with her sleeve and opened the page they had made together a year earlier.
Her mother slid her reading glasses down her nose and took a slip of paper from the notebook beneath the phone. She laid it beside the keyboard. Her first attempt produced a red box. She typed again, more slowly.
Mara spotted the wrong letter. Her forefinger was already moving towards the key, but she pointed to the paper instead.
‘That’s a capital I. You’ve put a small L.’
Ada held her finger above the keyboard. ‘It was the other way round on the last one.’
‘I don’t remember.’
‘I do.’
She changed the letter. The page opened. A photograph of the shopfront appeared, still with the payment sticker on it. Ada studied it as though someone had put an old photograph of her on the table.
‘That could go too.’
‘Opening hours first.’
They found the right box. Ada changed Wednesday to closed and read the line again.
‘Do I click Save now?’
‘Yes.’
She clicked. Then she wanted to know how to check whether it had really worked. Mara showed her how to open a new window and type in the address. Ada almost copied an extra slash after it from a line on the screen. When the ordinary page appeared, Wednesday did indeed say closed.
The other website took longer. Ada had to get a code from her own phone and lost her place halfway through entering the digits. She started again. Meanwhile, Mara let her coffee cool.
‘Your rent’s gone up, though,’ she said.
‘By forty-eight euros.’
‘Exactly.’
Ada put down her phone and pulled her notebook out from beneath the slip of paper. One page held twelve dates with amounts beside them. At the bottom, in red: people will come on Thursday. Beside it, smaller: perhaps not all of them.
Mara bent over the figures. One Wednesday had brought in twice as much as the week before. She was about to ask why, but her mother had taken off her glasses and was looking at the lenses.
‘So you’ve already looked into this.’
‘A bit.’
Across the road, somebody put down a crate of bottles. The brief clatter reached them behind the counter. Mara saw the letter about the new rent tucked between two pages. Ada had circled the amount. The letter was open, slightly torn along the fold.
‘And if they don’t come?’
‘Then I’ll find out.’
Mara blew on her coffee, though it was no longer hot. On the page turned back beneath it was a name and telephone number. Kamal Driving School. She turned the notebook a quarter-turn.
‘Are you having driving lessons?’
‘At twelve.’
‘Today?’
‘I’d be rather early otherwise.’
Mara looked out at the narrow street, the laundry van now standing outside another door with its rear doors open, a cyclist squeezing between two parked cars. Her mother was sixty-eight. She cycled everywhere with a basket wired to the handlebars. For a big shop, she rang Mara. Sometimes only once Mara was already somewhere else.
‘Wouldn’t an automatic be easier?’
‘It is.’
‘And has he taught people who’ve started a bit later?’
‘He’s taught people who can’t drive. I thought that would do.’
Mara looked into her mug. She could hear herself asking about tests, insurance, parking permits. There wasn’t even a car yet. She took a sip and held it in her mouth for a moment before swallowing.
‘I went last week,’ Ada said. ‘Sat in the car first. Looked at the controls. Then he had me drive out of the yard.’
‘How was it?’
‘I took the corner too wide. He said I had to leave some of the road for other people.’
She gave a brief laugh. Mara caught a glimpse of a tooth usually hidden behind the corner of her lip.
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘Because you’d have started looking for the best driving school.’
Mara put down her mug carefully. Ada looked at the strip of paper on the sign. One end had come loose. She pressed it back with her thumb.
‘And once you’ve passed? Will you open on Wednesdays again?’
‘First I’m going to try parking at the supermarket.’
The laptop sounded. A message from Lotte: which list did she mean, exactly, yesterday’s or Monday’s? Mara read the first few words and left the window open. She knew the answer as long as she didn’t have to look at the dates.
Ada pushed her empty mug aside and went over to the case. She tapped the upper hinge with her forefinger.
‘I need you to hold this.’
Mara got up. She laid her phone face down beside the laptop and took hold of the narrow door with both hands.
The Short Pin
The upper hinge pin wouldn’t come out at first. Ada held her hand beneath it, and Mara felt the door grow a little heavier.
‘Not towards you,’ Ada said. ‘Keep it there.’
‘I’m not moving.’
‘You’re pulling with your thumb.’
Mara moved her thumb to the edge of the glass. The pin slipped free into Ada’s palm. With the lower one, she only had to wait a moment. Then Mara was holding the whole door, a thin wooden frame whose glass seemed far less secure from this angle than it had in the case.
Ada spread an old tea towel on the counter. An A embroidered in one corner had half faded away. Mara laid the door on it and held the two pins while her mother folded the cloth round the frame.
‘This one’s shorter.’
‘Top,’ Ada said. ‘Otherwise it catches that edge.’
Mara took a used envelope from the pile beside the phone and wrote short one at top on the back. She put the pins inside and folded the open end over twice.
‘If you ever want to get it running again,’ Ada began.
‘I don’t.’
Her mother tucked in a corner of the tea towel. She ran a finger along the glass beneath the cloth.
‘You could see where it might go first.’
‘I’ve never liked it.’
It came out more sharply than Mara intended. Not aimed at Ada, but here in the shop nobody could hear who a remark wasn’t meant for. A clock behind her struck the quarter-hour, too loudly for the small room.
‘It seemed a good idea at the market,’ she said. ‘Eighty euros for something other people wanted three hundred for. I kept saying that.’
‘You were determined to have it.’
‘Yes.’
Ada put the wrapped door on the counter. ‘I’ve kept it all this time.’
‘I know.’
Mara looked into the empty case. A long strip of dirt ran behind the edge where the door had been. She couldn’t remember whether it had been there at the market. Daan had called the thing a backpack for a clock. Afterwards he had helped her carry it to the car. That had happened too, alongside the things she remembered more often.
She picked up her mug and found it empty. At the sink she took two glasses from the cupboard and filled them with water. Ada kept hold of the tea towel until Mara set the glasses down.
‘I’ll take it to the charity shop. The movement as well. They can decide what to do with it.’
Her mother nodded. All the same, she took a soft cloth from a drawer and wiped the top of the case. Mara could have done that herself. She pulled the box from beneath the chair and checked the bottom for holes.
Inside were smaller containers, a dial wrapped in paper and the movement. She couldn’t name the parts. A card with her own name on it stuck up between the containers. Ada had written it in pencil, pressing a deep line into the card.
‘Is this really everything?’
‘Yes.’
Mara put the envelope of pins on top and folded the shopping bag round the box. Then she went to fetch the car.
The loading space in the side street was free now. She drove up to the shop and put on her hazard lights. Folding the back seats took longer than removing the glass door. One headrest caught behind a front seat. Mara pushed the seat forward and a corner of the air freshener brushed her cheek. Ada watched from the shop, holding the empty case.
‘I’m coming.’
‘I didn’t say anything.’
Together they slid the wood into the car. The case only fitted diagonally across the folded seats, its bottom against a blanket they had found folded in the boot. Ada wanted to put the box of clock parts beside it. Mara pointed to the floor behind the front seat.
‘It won’t slide about there.’
Ada put it down. Mara laid the wrapped glass door flat on the passenger seat. She studied the bundle and eased the seat belt across it without pulling it tight against the glass.
A woman with a shopping trolley waited to pass the open rear door. Ada stepped back towards the shopfront. The woman asked whether the shop really was closed.
‘Today, yes.’
‘On a Wednesday?’
‘From now on.’
The woman nodded towards the half-empty corner of the window and walked away. Mara watched her mother’s face for a reaction, but Ada was pulling the hem of her apron clear of the tailgate so Mara could shut it.
The customer’s chair was empty. A round impression remained in the upholstery. Mara sat down to retie her shoe. There was nothing she had to squeeze past now.
Ada carried the stepladder outside. She laid the sign back on the counter and began searching her inside pocket for the screw.
‘You haven’t finished your sign.’
‘I can put a note up for now.’
‘Have you got a thinner brush?’
Ada opened a drawer. Beneath a tape measure lay a small brush with dried blue paint on its handle. Mara bent the bristles with her thumb and let a drop of water run over them. She pencilled in the letters first. There wasn’t much room between the border and the other days. Just GESLOTEN: closed.
She was working on the O when the doorbell rang. A man came in with a wall clock under his arm. A loose piece of paper held its pendulum in place. He still wore his cycle helmet, its rim pressing two red lines into his forehead.
‘Could you have a listen?’ he asked, already putting the clock on the counter. ‘There’s an extra little tick.’
Ada looked at the sign. Mara held her brush still.
‘I’ll be here tomorrow.’
‘It’s only a little tick. It’s working perfectly otherwise.’
‘From nine.’
The man looked at Mara. Perhaps he knew her from some Saturday in the shop, though she couldn’t remember which. She looked back at the unfinished letter. A drop of paint hung from the brush tip.
After a moment he picked up his clock. ‘I’ll ring, then.’
Ada said that was fine. Once the door had shut behind him, she put the two mugs beside the coffee machine. Mara filled in the O. The word didn’t run straight across the paper. The N sat higher at the right-hand end. She put a small stroke beneath it to see whether she could bring it down, then decided to leave it.
At five to twelve, the driving-school car stopped a few doors away. Ada noticed it first. She took off her apron and hung it on the hook beside the workbench. A dark smear marked her blouse near the pocket.
Mara almost reached out.
‘Is it paint?’ Ada asked.
‘No. Oil, I think.’
‘It’ll do, then.’
She took her bag from the drawer and picked up her own key. Mara was still holding the sign.
‘I’ll put this up.’
‘Top screw’s in my apron.’
Ada didn’t look at the laptop on the counter. Mara closed it and put it in her bag. Leaving the shop door open behind her, Ada walked towards the car. The man at the wheel got out, said something Mara couldn’t hear and held the door for her.
Ada sat down. She adjusted the seat, then the mirror. It took longer than Mara expected. A van stopped behind the learner car. Its driver tapped two fingers against his steering wheel. Ada looked over her shoulder again.
Only when they had driven away did Mara hang the sign on its screws. She supported the lower edge without touching the wet letters. From across the street, it would probably look straight. She brought the stepladder inside, pulled the shop door shut and checked the handle.
Her mother hadn’t given her a key.
At the charity shop, she drove past the wrong entrance first. A sign by the big sliding doors gave the hours for donations and pointed round the side. She went round again and parked behind a man lifting two dining chairs from a trailer.
A member of staff in a green waistcoat came over to the car. He looked at the case and asked whether it worked.
‘No. The movement’s separate. Everything’s there.’
‘We don’t sell broken electrical goods.’
‘It isn’t electric.’
He bent closer to the empty opening. ‘That helps.’
He fetched a flat trolley and a second member of staff. Mara carried the wrapped glass herself. She pointed out the box of clock parts and explained about the pins in the envelope. The first man opened the box. He saw the card with her name and turned it over.
‘Can we sell it for parts?’
‘Yes.’
‘Or just the case. Some people only want the case.’
‘That’s fine.’
He took the glass door from her and laid it on an old blanket on the trolley. He put the box beside it. For a moment, as he folded the envelope shut, Mara saw the two unequal pins against the light.
‘Thank you,’ he said.
She stood there a little longer, thinking she must need to sign something. He was already pushing the trolley inside. Behind her, the man put down his second chair.
Mara went back to the car. She shook out the blanket from the boot and folded it again.
It was a quarter to one. She had the car until two, plenty of time to return it to its usual space and walk to the office. On the way, she bought a sandwich. The woman behind the counter asked whether she wanted it heated. Mara said yes and watched the cheese soften between the two halves of bread. All morning she had been going somewhere without knowing when she would be able to leave.
Back in the car park, she took the final photographs. The rear seats had to go back up. One of the belts was trapped underneath, and she had to fold the seat down again to free it. She only put her phone away once the app confirmed that the booking had ended.
The door at Bureau Veld was ajar. She could hear Lotte on the phone, speaking in her formal voice. In the kitchen, an entire cutlery drawer had been put on the floor. Nora was hunting for a clean spoon.
‘All sorted?’ she asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Good. Hester can only do half two on Friday. Did you see?’
Mara nodded, though she had only remembered the first time suggested in the message. She put her sandwich on her desk and opened her laptop.
Beside the screen lay a printout for Op straat, the exhibition’s working title. In a black-and-white photograph, a man carried a beam over his shoulder. A girl followed him with a pram that looked too big for her. The caption named the man but said nothing about the girl. Mara had marked it with a yellow question mark.
Lotte came to stand beside her. ‘That caption list. Which one can I use?’
‘I’ll send it now.’
‘Yesterday you said the one with the street names.’
‘That’s the one.’
‘It’s got the same addresses in twice.’
Mara opened the folder. Monday, Tuesday, Tuesday_new. The archive hadn’t changed the file names, only a sequence number in the corner. She had to go back to the email to find out which attachment had arrived last.
Lotte waited. Mara opened the paper wrapper round her sandwich and forgot to eat.
‘I’ll give it a version number before three,’ she said. ‘Then nobody will have to guess.’
‘I need to know whether I can carry on now.’
The photograph of the man with the beam was still open on the screen. Mara found the yellow question mark again and put her fingers on the keyboard.
Not Everyone Comes on Thursday
At ten to nine, somebody was already waiting outside. Ada saw a beige coat through the gap between two clocks. First she switched on the light above her workbench and put her bag in the drawer. Then she went to the door.
‘You’re early.’
‘You were closed yesterday.’
The woman said it as though there were a connection. Ada turned the key and let her in. She was holding a small red collection slip, folded so many times that the ink had worn away along the crease.
‘I came on Tuesday afternoon as well, but somebody had a ladder on the pavement.’
That had been the window cleaner. The door had been open. Ada didn’t say so. She took the slip and fetched an alarm clock from the cupboard behind the counter. The woman held it to her ear.
‘It never used to be that loud.’
‘It’s right beside your ear now.’
The woman lowered her arm. Ada explained the work she had done, pointed to the amount on the bill and waited while her customer took the plastic wallet containing her bank card from her bag. The new card kept slipping behind the old one.
A man Ada recognised was approaching outside. He held a clock upright against his chest. She gestured towards the empty customer’s chair. For the first time in years, it stood where it belonged.
The woman couldn’t get the payment to go through at first. Her glasses steamed up as she put them on. She said she knew perfectly well how it worked and laid her card the wrong way up on the machine. Ada didn’t move it. She pointed to the diagram.
When the receipt emerged, Ada put it in the plastic wallet with the collection slip. The woman wrapped her alarm clock in a scarf. A little fluff remained on the counter.
‘Will you be going away every Wednesday now?’
‘I’ll be closed every Wednesday.’
The woman looked at the man in the chair, as though he might have something to add. He drew his knees in to let her pass.
Ada straightened the chair. The round impression left by Mara’s case was still there in the seat. Yesterday afternoon, when she had gone back into the shop after her lesson to get her bicycle key, she had touched it. She hadn’t started work. The dust cover on the workbench had been in place and had stayed there.
The man waited until she was behind the counter. Paul Hoving, she remembered now. Years ago he had brought in a wooden kitchen clock which she had never seen back on his kitchen worktop, since customers didn’t invite her round to look.
This time he had a brass table clock. Two little columns stood beside the dial; on the base was a dark patch where fingers had repeatedly touched the same spot. He waited for Ada to spread a soft sheet on the counter before setting it down.
‘It keeps stopping.’
‘After how long?’
‘Depends. Sometimes an hour. Sometimes it’s stopped before I’ve finished my coffee.’
Ada asked whether it stood in its usual place and whether it had been moved. Hoving turned it round to show her the back. Behind the little door, the pendulum hung motionless. A piece of string tied the key to one of the feet.
‘My wife thought something might be catching.’
‘I can have a look first.’
His hand rested on the brass. He cut his nails very short; the skin along the edge of his thumb was a little ragged. As she bent to look from the side, he took his hand away.
Ada checked past the hands and round the pendulum. Having settled the clock carefully in position, she listened. Her customer remained standing at the counter. A tick, an answer, another tick. None of the clocks on the wall kept the same pace.
‘You can hardly tell them apart in here,’ Hoving said.
‘I can hear this one.’
She wanted to see how it ran first. Hoving shifted his weight, his coat rubbing against the counter.
‘When was it last serviced?’
He gave a year, then immediately reconsidered. It might have been two years before that. It ought to say on the old receipt, but he didn’t have it.
Ada wrote his name on a job sheet. Her pen wouldn’t work at first. She scribbled a loop on the edge of an old envelope and tried again. Hoving watched the little boxes.
‘You can fix it, though?’
‘I need to examine the movement properly first. I can’t tell you exactly what’s wrong yet.’
He nodded, then stepped back as though that settled everything. Ada asked for his telephone number. They passed the sheet back and forth once more because one digit was unclear.
The shop phone rang. Ada let it ring once, picked up and heard yesterday’s man asking whether she remembered him. The wall clock with the extra little tick.
‘You said Thursday, but I’m at work.’
‘I’m here until one on Saturday.’
‘I can’t this Saturday. Or the two after that. I’ve already arranged things with my daughter.’
He wasn’t apologising. Ada took her diary from beneath the notebook. A page corner caught on the elastic. She had a space at ten this Saturday.
‘I can do the fourth Saturday,’ the man said. ‘Three weeks after this one. Ten, if that’s possible.’
Ada turned the pages and put her finger on the right Saturday.
‘I’ll put you in there, then. Your name?’
‘Vermeer. V-e-r—’
‘I’ve got it.’
She wrote out the whole name while he finished spelling it anyway. Saturday in three weeks, ten o’clock, bringing wall clock. She read the appointment back. Vermeer repeated the time. His clock was still at home; she pictured the folded paper alongside its pendulum.
When she hung up, Hoving was still standing in front of her. The table clock was running. That wasn’t the same as finished.
‘Will you ring me before doing anything expensive?’
‘I will.’
She copied the job sheet for him and put the table clock on the low rack behind the bench. She attached a name tag to the key, leaving it loose enough not to put a strain on anything. When she returned to the front, a woman with a large shopping bag was at the door.
She only wanted to know whether her clock was ready. Ada had said she would ring on Thursday afternoon.
‘I was passing anyway.’
The movement stood on the far side of the workbench, under a dome to keep the dust off. Ada had intended to put it back in its case and leave it running again. The dial still lay loose beside it. Seeing the woman look towards the bench, she pulled the job sheet closer.
‘I’ll ring this afternoon.’
‘But if it’s already—’
‘It isn’t ready to take home yet.’
The woman lowered her bag to the floor. Ada didn’t want another question about exactly when, but asked one herself: where did her customer live, and would coming back be difficult? Three streets away. Friday would be possible, though not before coffee with her sister.
Ada wrote Friday after eleven on the sheet. When the woman left, she moved the slip to a different place. She had meant to keep Thursday afternoon for the work; now her customer had put it off for her. A piece of luck Ada hadn’t arranged.
By half ten she had handled two movements without being able to get on with either. Her coffee was made but still in the jug. She lifted it off the hotplate and poured half down the sink. There was no need to keep a whole jug hot for one mug.
Her phone gave a brief beep. A message from Mara: Everything dropped off. Car returned too. The photograph beneath it showed the empty car interior. Ada didn’t zoom in. She replied Good. Thank you, then lingered over the empty message box.
Mara’s question about the lesson had arrived yesterday evening, just as Ada was draining the potatoes into the colander. She had typed Fine with one hand. More had happened than that. Kamal had made her wait before releasing the brake, and she had felt the car creep forwards like a slow-moving cupboard. At the first corner she had gone too wide again. Not as wide as last week. He had sent her back past a row of low garage doors, round the same route once more. The third time she had made the turn without seeing his hand move towards the wheel.
When she got home, she hadn’t had to demonstrate it to anyone.
Ada put her phone in the drawer and moved her mug well away from the open movements. She pulled the lamp towards her. Nothing had changed in the movement already on the bench since yesterday. She knew where every little container stood. Even so, she needed a few minutes looking before her hands remembered where to begin again.
She took the first screw with her tweezers. Not too tight: something she had learnt to feel long ago without being able to explain it. She dropped it into the container beside the appropriate parts. Two springs from another clock lay on the small tray in front of her. She set them aside and checked the clean paper beneath her work again.
At the second part, the bell rang.
A boy wanted a new strap for his watch. Ada had nothing to fit this particular watch. He asked whether she had anything he could use temporarily and was already putting the watch down. The strap had torn beside a hole where somebody had been pulling it harder and harder. She had no temporary solution either. She showed him where to find the shop that sold straps, two streets away. He entered the directions on his phone, then stopped beside the empty customer’s chair on his way out.
‘That’s crooked,’ he said.
‘Not the chair.’
He looked as though he didn’t understand. Ada could hear that she had been thinking of something else. She wished him a good day and pulled her stool back up.
Towards lunchtime, people stopped coming. She ate her sandwich at the narrow surface beside the sink instead of at the workbench. Standing there felt awkward. Her plate only just fitted beside the coffee machine. Outside, the woman with the shopping bag passed again, on the opposite pavement. She didn’t look in.
Ada fetched her diary. Vermeer was on the correct Saturday, at ten. She had given the Friday customer a new time. Beside another name she had written Thursday and a question mark. She rang. No answer. She left a message: the little clock needed another day so she could check that the striking mechanism kept doing what it should. She had meant to check it yesterday morning. Yesterday she had been closed.
For a moment she sat with her pen against the edge of her lip. The question mark looked like an invitation to leave things as they were. She wrote Friday beside it.
That day’s entries in her notebook were the alarm-clock payment and a small amount for a spare winding key somebody had collected early. Together they came to less than the takings on her last open Wednesday. She wrote down both amounts, leaving a blank line beneath them.
At half three, the woman with the alarm clock passed the window again. This time she raised a hand. Ada waved back without leaving her stool. Hoving’s brass clock still stood on the rack in front of her. It had stopped after a little over an hour, its hands showing a time that said nothing about the rest of the afternoon.
Ada took the job sheet and added: stops after just over an hour. She put the tag back and looked at the movement she had finally been able to work on uninterrupted. It wasn’t back in its case yet. The top container still needed to be emptied.
She lowered the lamp a little and turned her stool halfway towards the bench.
The Empty Afternoon
Ada had picked her bag up from the chair and put it back three times. Inside were a bottle of water, a towel and some trainers whose soles she wasn’t sure were still any good. She had bought them years ago because they were comfortable. They had never been inside a sports hall.
The advertisement lay on the kitchen table. Wednesday afternoons, two o’clock, beginners and returning players welcome. Returning players was what had made her take the leaflet. It didn’t say how much you were allowed to have forgotten. She had played badminton at school, with a racket whose handle turned in her hand. The shuttle usually went over the fence. Perhaps that had been part of the game then.
She tucked the advertisement between the towel and bottle, pulled it out again and folded it into her coat pocket. There was a telephone number, but she hadn’t rung. Somebody might have said they would be expecting her.
A week after the Wednesday when Mara took the case away, she walked to the shopping street at a quarter to twelve. Her third lesson with Kamal. She had left her bicycle at home. The queue at the bakery reached the door. She looked at the rolls as though she had forgotten what day it was, then walked on.
Outside the shop, she paused. GESLOTEN was easy to read at a distance, though the final letter sloped upwards. Mara hadn’t mentioned the lettering again. The photograph of the donated case was still in their messages. Ada hadn’t needed a photograph of the empty back seat to know what was missing.
The learner car arrived on time. Kamal stopped a few doors away and waited until she came round to the passenger side.
‘Over there today,’ he said, pointing to the driver’s side.
‘Same as the last two times.’
‘You know the way, then.’
He lifted his folder from the other seat. Ada got in and took her bag from between her feet. Kamal pointed to the back seat. She put it there. Next she had to adjust the seat. Last week she had found the lever straight away. Now she felt beneath the wrong edge until her fingers met the metal.
The mirror showed a piece of Kamal’s shoulder. She readjusted it. Outside, a boy passed with a delivery bag; a patch of sunlight lay on her empty shop counter.
Kamal asked what she remembered from the previous lesson. She mentioned the corner by the garage doors.
‘And what did you do there?’
‘Went too wide.’
‘First time. Not afterwards.’
He wrote in the folder. Ada wanted to see whether he put it on the right line, but he had already closed it. Her hands rested on the wheel, their knuckles paler than usual.
She knew the first stretch now. The car no longer went too fast of its own accord, as she had thought in her first lesson; she had done something with her foot without properly feeling the effect. She still couldn’t quite feel it, but it surprised her less.
At the side road, she let a cyclist go first. He raised a hand and rode on. She watched him until Kamal told her to look ahead again.
‘I was checking he’d really gone.’
‘He’s gone.’
In the shop, she could draw her work towards her. Here, things came from every direction. A bus stop, a woman with a red shopping bag, a lorry whose driver looked much too high up behind the glass. Ada had cycled this road for years. Behind the wheel the distances were different, as though somebody had narrowed the street without touching the buildings.
She drove into the quieter residential streets. Kamal had her stop at another junction. The engine remained steady. Her shoulders didn’t.
‘You needn’t lean so far forward,’ he said.
Ada sat back against the seat. She could still reach the wheel.
She had to turn by the little park. She noticed the kerb on the left too late, then steered back too soon. Kamal said her name, quietly. His hand came close to the wheel. The car stayed on the road.
She bit the inside of her cheek.
‘I want to go round there again,’ she said when they were heading straight on.
‘We will.’
The second time, she watched the kerb so carefully that she forgot to look down the other street. Further on, Kamal had her stop. He asked what she had seen.
‘That post.’
‘What else?’
She thought of the bin beside the zebra crossing. She had seen it, though perhaps that didn’t count. She said it anyway. Kamal waited. Ada looked towards the street behind them.
‘I didn’t look properly to the right.’
‘Let’s talk about that.’
He explained again. Outside, somebody wheeled a tall suitcase along the pavement, its little wheels briefly rattling louder than his voice. Ada listened, impatient for him to finish so that she could try again. She had already made the mistake; apparently the answer still had to come from her.
Towards the end of the lesson, she managed the turn without his hand coming near. It wasn’t elegant. A woman on the corner had to keep her bicycle a little further back because Ada had left so much room while waiting. Once she was past, Ada didn’t look round to see whether the woman was watching.
Kamal drove the last stretch back. Ada sat on the other side again, her bag on her lap. He asked whether the same time next week still suited her.
‘Yes.’
‘Twelve, here.’
She didn’t write it down. It was already on her calendar. Even so, as she got out, she checked her coat pocket for her phone.
Across the road was the packaging shop. She needed small boxes. Four left, perhaps five, and it was useful to have more in stock. She was halfway across before she remembered going in last week for exactly that order. The new boxes were under her workbench. She hadn’t unpacked them yet.
She stopped on the traffic island. Opposite, the shopkeeper opened his door and put a crate outside. He nodded to her. Ada nodded back, turned round and walked to the bus stop.
At home, she changed her trousers. Instead of hanging her blouse up properly, she draped it over a chair. The oil mark was still on the pocket. She rubbed it with a damp cloth and watched the stain grow. She left the blouse where it was.
The bread she took into the kitchen hadn’t thawed. She laid two slices side by side and ate a piece of cheese from her hand first. The advertisement wasn’t on the table any more. She went looking, found it in her coat and studied the little map.
The sports hall wasn’t at any of Mara’s old schools. It was across the canal, behind the supermarket. Two stops on the bus. She could have cycled, but her shoes were already in the bag and she didn’t want to tie that to the handlebars again.
Ten minutes until the bus. Ada put her plate in the sink and went to the door. The small space between the table and the kitchen worktop was full of things that needed nothing urgently.
In the sports hall’s entrance, a fan turned without any audible hurry. A boy behind the reception desk looked up when she asked where the badminton was.
‘Two o’clock.’
‘I know.’
He pointed to the bench by the changing rooms. ‘They’ll be here in a minute.’
Ada sat down, her bag between her feet. Across the hall hung a photograph of a team in yellow shirts. Everyone wore the same shirt except a man at the end, who was in an ordinary jumper, looking at something outside the photograph.
Two women came in together. One carried a racket sticking out of the top of its cover. Ada was about to stand and ask whether they were in the group, but they went straight into the changing room. She followed at what felt an unnecessarily long distance.
Inside, it smelt of shower gel and rubber. The woman with the racket cover put her coat on a bench and sat down to change her shoes.
‘First time?’
‘Depends. Here, yes.’
‘I’m Leonie.’
Ada introduced herself. The other woman was already disappearing through the door at the far end. Leonie pulled a knot out of her shoelace with her teeth. Ada avoided looking at her face while she did it.
‘Do I need to pay?’
‘Man in the blue shirt. Three euros for your first go, I think. You can borrow a racket.’
The nets were already up. Ada had to cross a line exactly the same colour as another running diagonally through it. In one half of the hall, two people were gently knocking a shuttle back and forth. It seemed to hang in the air until somebody hit it.
The man in blue asked whether she had played before. Ada said it had been a long time.
‘We won’t start by keeping score, then.’
He gave her a racket. The grip was thicker than she remembered. At first she held it too close to the head, then slid her hand down. Leonie waited across the net.
The first shuttle hit Ada on top of the wrist. She had seen it; her hand was simply somewhere else.
‘Another one,’ Leonie said.
Ada bent down but couldn’t scoop it off the floor with her racket as the others did. She picked it up between two fingers. The feathers tickled her thumb.
Her first serve went straight into the net. The second went underneath. On the third, the shuttle flew unexpectedly high, beyond Leonie, who let it fall without hurrying.
‘No need for me to chase that one,’ she said.
Ada laughed, too late to show she had understood straight away. She glanced behind her to see whether anyone else was waiting. Nobody. Further along, a woman with a grey plait walked slowly towards a shuttle. There was no whistle.
After a while, Leonie came to play beside her and two people took the other side. Ada didn’t know which line marked the edge. She asked once, then watched the wrong one.
A shuttle came between them. Ada stepped towards it. So did Leonie. Their rackets clacked together loudly enough for the man in blue to look up.
‘I had that,’ Leonie said.
‘I thought—’
‘Doesn’t matter. Call for it, though.’
Next time, Ada shouted ‘Mine!’ when the shuttle was already on the floor. Leonie bent to pick it up. Heat climbed Ada’s neck.
At the drinks break, she sat on a bench against the wall. Her water was lukewarm. She hadn’t done much, yet her arm felt heavier than when she’d arrived. Leonie took two long swallows from a metal bottle and watched the people now playing on court.
‘He used to smash everything,’ she said. ‘Now you have to hold back or he’ll send you running past.’
Ada followed her gaze. She couldn’t tell who she meant, and said so.
‘Red trousers.’
There were two pairs of red trousers. Ada pointed to the wrong man, and Leonie shook her head. Then she picked up her racket. Somebody was waiting on the other side.
Ada stayed on the bench a moment longer. She could have said she’d had enough. Her coat was in the changing room. Nobody knew whether she had other plans.
The woman with the plait asked whether she fancied another knockabout. Ada got up.
‘Without scoring?’
‘Much nicer.’
This time the shuttle came back more often. Not always. Sometimes Ada swung at the place it had just left. But once it crossed the net five times, and at the sixth shot she noticed her mouth was open.
At half three, they took down the nets. Ada carried one of the loose posts towards the wall and waited for somebody to show her where it went. In the changing room, Leonie already had her coat on.
‘Next week?’ Ada asked.
‘I usually come. If work allows.’
‘Perhaps see you, then.’
She said it to a door that was already half closed. A forgotten hair elastic lay on the bench. Ada tied her own laces and left it there.
Outside, the afternoon had brightened. Her bus wasn’t due for another quarter of an hour. She walked a little way along the sports hall and came to a low fence with a cycle rack behind it. A shuttle lay point down in the grass. There was a dark spot on it. She walked on without picking it up.
At home, she put her trainers beneath the coat rack. Her work shoes were still beside them. She opened the window a crack, took the advertisement from her pocket and wrote the time of the return bus on the back. Then she put it by the calendar.
In the kitchen, the bread had softened. She ate a slice standing up, looking at the last of the afternoon light on the table. She could feel her arm when she lifted her mug. She tried the movement again with her empty hand, felt faintly ridiculous, and put the kettle on.
The Second Proof
The sheet came out of the printer with a white stripe through the man’s head. Mara lifted it from the tray and tilted it. The stripe wasn’t in the photograph. Something wrong with the toner, for the third time that week.
‘Feed it upside down and it comes out somewhere else,’ Lotte said.
‘That won’t improve it.’
‘No. But you’ll be able to see his face.’
Mara laid the sheet on her desk. The photograph was for Op straat, an exhibition travelling from the regional archive to four venues. At each stop, different visitors would recognise the streets in the pictures. She liked that, until somebody supplied a place name that couldn’t be right. According to one list, a man with a child’s bicycle had lived on Dorpsstraat; according to another, he hadn’t lived in the town at all.
On the Friday after her visit to Ada, they had compared the lists. Hester van Roon had arrived with a blue folder and spent the first twenty minutes talking about the photograph on its cover. The meeting had overrun, but afterwards they had numbered and dated the texts. Mara had dragged the wrong files into a folder called old. For a while, the week had seemed manageable.
Now, a week later, Hester had sent additions. Not in the numbered list: in a separate document. New names had been found, two old ones might be wrong after all, and one photograph should probably say date unknown. Mara had highlighted probably in yellow. There was no room for that on a panel.
Six printouts marked with pencil lines lay on Lotte’s desk. She held a ruler against a caption and moved the paper a millimetre.
‘I still need the long captions for these three,’ she said.
‘They’re in the additions.’
‘I mean at the right length.’
‘I’ll ask Hester to cut them.’
‘I asked on Monday.’
Mara opened the email. There it was. Hester had replied that she needed to check the folder. Then there had been two emails about the lighting. Mara had answered one because she knew which fittings the first venue had. Somehow that had left her remembering the caption query as dealt with.
She rang the archive. Somebody called for Hester. A door closed and opened again. Hester was still talking to a colleague when she came on the line.
‘I’ve got it here,’ she said. ‘But cut anything else and it stops being a caption. Nobody will know why those people are there.’
Mara looked at the photograph. Nine people in front of a bus, except for the boy sitting on its bumper. She hadn’t known there was a reason for where they stood.
‘What absolutely has to stay?’
Hester began explaining. Mara made short notes, one beneath another. After a while, she had as many words as the original. She put down her pen.
‘We’ve got room for about half that.’
‘Make it smaller, then.’
‘People won’t be able to read it.’
Hester sighed. Not because of Mara, but audibly at her. They agreed that Mara would draft something for Hester to check on Monday. It was Friday morning. Hester wouldn’t be back at her computer that afternoon.
Mara put down the phone and looked at her schedule. A thick arrow pointed to Wednesday for the first print proof. There was time before that, if you looked only at the appointments. Lotte had two other jobs on Monday and Tuesday. The only white space was Wednesday morning.
The office landline rang. Bram from Drukkerij Van Dam wanted to know whether Wednesday was still happening. He had booked the large printer for a proof on the actual panel material. They had once approved a colour on ordinary paper that came out too red on the board. He needed to know in good time.
‘Yes,’ Mara said. ‘We’ll get it to you on Tuesday afternoon.’
Lotte lowered her ruler.
‘Those last captions too?’ Bram asked.
‘We’ll include them.’
‘I’d rather have one complete file. Then I can get on with it.’
Mara agreed. She wrote complete beside the arrow.
Lotte had put her printout back on the pile. She didn’t look angry. Not yet.
‘Include them where?’
‘In the proof.’
‘I haven’t got any time left on Tuesday.’
‘If Hester gets back to us on Monday morning, it’s just putting them in.’
Lotte turned a printout towards her. Beneath the photograph were five lines. The other version had nine.
‘Five fit here. If you say this text has to go in, something else has to move.’
Mara looked at the white margin below. A small number sat there, an installation code. Visually, there was space. She also knew it was there for a reason.
‘We could shift the photograph up a bit.’
‘Then it won’t line up with the others.’
Nora emerged from her room with a phone to her ear. She held up her free hand as though holding a lift. Once she had hung up, she looked from one of them to the other.
‘What is it?’
Mara explained. She heard herself say just and left it out of her next sentence. Nora picked up the printout and held it at arm’s length.
‘I’d keep the whole bus in.’
Lotte looked towards the window. A van was reversing into the courtyard, beeping with every metre. Suddenly Mara could barely fit her thoughts between the beeps.
‘I’ll draft the caption first,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll see how much room we need.’
‘And Bram?’ Nora asked.
‘Proof on Wednesday.’
‘Good. Otherwise everything slips.’
She put down the paper and returned to her room. Lotte picked up the ruler, held it between her hands a moment, then pushed the pile of printouts aside.
That afternoon, Mara managed to shorten two of the three captions. For the third, she had to choose between the bus company’s name and the explanation for everyone wearing their Sunday best. She didn’t want to decide which part of its history a street photograph was allowed to keep. She drafted two alternatives and sent both. That made Hester’s job no easier, but at least it was sent.
Ellen rang at half five. Seeing her name, Mara took the phone into the kitchen. A cold pan of soup stood on the worktop, covered with a plate too small for it.
‘You were going to let me know,’ Ellen said.
Mara closed her eyes. Something about a Thursday evening. A few weeks ahead, the Thursday of the first installation. She opened the calendar on her phone, although that meant taking Ellen away from her ear.
‘I can help that evening.’
‘Are you sure? You had something for the exhibition.’
‘We’ll have finished setting up by then. It opens on Friday.’
‘I want those boxes off the floor. If you can’t make it, I need to know.’
‘Six o’clock. I’ll bring something to eat.’
‘I’ll sort out food. Bring a screwdriver. Mine’s in a box I can’t get to.’
Mara entered Ellen, boxes, six o’clock on the Thursday of the first installation. The installation occupied the daytime. There was a contingency block until five. She shortened it by an hour and put the appointment beneath it. It fitted on the screen.
When she went back, Lotte had left. The sheet with the white stripe lay on her desk. In the original photograph, the man carried a wooden beam on his shoulder. Now the printer’s white stripe ran across his face, making it impossible to judge what needed changing in the dark areas. Mara switched the printer off, waited and switched it on. A light flashed three times. The next print had no stripe.
On Monday morning, the soup was still in the fridge beneath the same undersized plate. Mara took it out and put it by the sink. Then she looked for Hester’s reply.
There were two messages. In the first, Hester chose the shortest text. In the second, she changed a surname and asked whether the other paragraph might be nicer after all. Each message had a new document attached.
Mara opened them side by side. On one page the name was beneath the photograph, on the other above it. Hunting for Friday’s pencil notes, she found a shopping list first. The right notes were under her laptop.
Lotte came in with a wet coat over her arm. She hung it on a chair, pushed up her sleeves and put down her bag without switching on her computer.
‘Have you got what I need?’
‘Almost.’
‘That isn’t what I need.’
Mara turned her screen. She tried to explain that they only had to combine things now. The chosen short text, the correct name from the second document, one extra sentence to make the jump in time clear. Lotte sat and read everything.
‘Which of these has she approved?’
‘The separate bits.’
‘Not this.’
Mara turned the screen back. Her own reply to Bram was still at the top of the email. Complete file, Tuesday afternoon. She had put it in writing, and somebody was keeping a machine free for it.
She rang Hester again. Hester was in a meeting and would call after lunch. Mara left a message spelling out the three decisions they still needed. Then she made a reference file herself. She couldn’t lay out the photographs the way Lotte could, but she could put pages in the right order.
She placed the short caption beneath the bus photograph, with the long version in a comment alongside it. For a second photograph she only meant to take the new surname. Pasting it in shifted the document by a page. She reduced the line spacing and watched a heading disappear onto the wrong side of a page break.
Lotte was wearing headphones. On her screen was an entirely different design, red with a large white circle. Mara wanted to ask her something and didn’t. Lotte would know where to point to put the document right at once. Precisely the sort of question that made her drop her own work every time.
Mara created a new page and put the photograph on it. She copied the code at the bottom from the previous page. She would change it later. Then the phone rang.
Somebody from the first venue wanted to know whether they had checked the hanging system. The wall wasn’t equally strong all the way along. Mara opened the photographs of the room. By one door, a coat rack on wheels stood against the wall. It would have to move when they set up.
‘We’ve made a note of that,’ she said.
Only now did she write it down.
After the call, she saw it was half twelve. The reference file was still open. She scrolled down, checked that every photograph appeared once, and sent it to Hester, asking her to consider only the text for approval. Then she sent the same file to Lotte as a starting point.
The reply came while she was in the kitchen. No words at first, just a screenshot. The same code twice. In the next image, a caption belonged with the photograph beside it.
Mara went back without eating. Lotte had taken her headphones off.
‘I haven’t sent it to Bram,’ Mara said.
‘Thank goodness.’
‘It was for the text.’
‘You called it a starting point. That means this is the running order.’
Mara opened the file on her screen. She could see exactly where the two pages had shifted. Both photographs were there, but the captions followed the codes she had copied. Somebody could have ended up standing in a shopping street that wasn’t his. She thought of the man with the beam and couldn’t remember which name was right now.
‘I’ll put it right,’ she said.
Lotte pushed back her chair. ‘Where do I charge the time for that?’
There was no box for it in Mara’s schedule. She found the timesheet, opened it and added a block beside her own name. That didn’t make a usable print proof. The other appointment stayed where she had put it.
Hester called back. Mara answered and laid the printouts side by side in the right order. She kept a hand on the first so she wouldn’t start moving them again before Hester had finished.
Hester didn’t begin with the bus. She began with the girl behind the man carrying the beam. She had spoken to somebody who thought the pram was for the girl’s little brother. That wasn’t certain enough to put on the panel. They still didn’t have the girl’s name either.
‘We could leave it as something we don’t know,’ Mara said.
‘That feels so bare.’
Mara turned the photograph towards her. The girl looked straight into the lens. One hand held the pram handle, the other touched her hair, as though she were about to walk away. Behind her, the man’s feet disappeared beneath the beam. When Mara first saw the picture, she had assumed he was building something. Perhaps he was simply clearing up.
‘Then let’s ask,’ she said. ‘Who is the girl with the pram? Somebody might know.’
Hester fell quiet. At her end, a drawer slid shut.
‘We could do that on more of them.’
‘Not everywhere. It’ll turn into a questionnaire.’
‘No, that isn’t what I meant.’
They agreed to keep the question on one panel. Mara typed it exactly as Hester wanted it and read it back. Then they moved to the bus. This time Hester chose the shortest version, with nothing added from the second document. She did want one surname spelt differently.
Mara wrote the name on a separate sheet and asked Hester to spell it. Nine letters. Hester hesitated at the sixth and went to check again. While she waited, Mara looked out of the window. In the courtyard, a man turned a sack truck round without losing its load.
Once the name was settled, she sent the sentence back. Lotte needed to know that this was the version before she could go on.
‘For today,’ Hester said.
Mara looked at the arrow pointing to Tuesday. Could the rest of the list be confirmed by that afternoon?
‘I’ll try.’
Mara wrote her own name beneath the note. She put the sheet with the other printouts and stayed where she was for a moment, her phone in her hand.
A Presentable Case
Saskia had put the clock in a shopping bag, then put that inside a larger bag. At first Ada saw only the red handles. Then came a folded beach towel with a hard wooden corner poking into it.
‘I thought I’d knock it against everything otherwise.’
Ada cleared the counter. The beach towel was bigger than the work surface. She folded it back to uncover the case: dark wood, two little columns beside the dial, a glass door in front of the pendulum. A pale scratch crossed the right-hand corner. A dent at the back had long since darkened to match the rest.
‘My father’s,’ Saskia said. ‘He gave it to me a year ago. He does like it to be working when he comes round.’
‘Has it stopped altogether?’
‘Sometimes. I go to the kitchen and when I come back it’s stopped.’
Ada asked where it stood, whether the cabinet beneath it was steady and what happened to the pendulum. Saskia put her bag on the customer’s chair and looked at the clocks on the wall.
‘It strikes wrong too. Three times at two, I think. I’ve rather lost track.’
‘Do you know whether that started at the same time?’
‘I wasn’t paying attention.’
Ada wrote running and striking mechanism on the job sheet. She asked when the clock had last been examined. Saskia took her phone from her coat and found a photograph of a narrow paper slip bearing another workshop’s name. The date was clear enough to read.
‘They’ve closed down,’ she said. ‘My father still had the slip. He thought at first I’d been rough with it.’
Ada turned the clock carefully, running her fingers along the wood without pressing the damaged spot. Beneath its dull surface, the case had a lovely warm colour. Turning the lamp made the scratch look paler still.
‘We could do something about this as well.’
Saskia bent to look. ‘That’s been there for years.’
‘It catches the eye now.’
‘I’d never really noticed.’
Ada looked at the front again. A little attention would bring out the two columns. She could picture it on Saskia’s cabinet without the pale patch catching every bit of light from the window. The movement had to come first, of course. That was where you began. Still, it was pleasant to return something that looked finished on the outside too.
She added a second line, woodwork, and held her pen above it.
‘I’ll draw up a quote first. Nothing goes ahead until we’ve agreed.’
Saskia nodded. She folded her beach towel, unfolded it again and asked whether Ada would keep it for when she returned the clock.
‘I’ve plenty of blankets.’
Saskia put the towel in the red bag. Ada gave her a slip for collecting the quote, not a repaired clock. Once more, she explained that preparing a quote didn’t mean the job would be finished that afternoon. Saskia wasn’t in a hurry, she said, as long as she knew what to expect.
‘Shall I ring on Wednesday?’
‘I’m closed then. I can send you something on Friday. Or you’re welcome to come in on Saturday and go through it.’
‘Next Saturday, then. I can’t this coming one.’
She asked whether the end of the month would be all right. Ada checked her diary. Next Saturday she had Vermeer at ten. Before that, Saskia could simply come in for a piece of paper; Ada wouldn’t need to bring the clock out of the workshop.
‘Half nine?’
‘I can make that.’
Ada wrote in her name. Once the door closed, she taped the slip to the clock’s tag. The tape stuck to her finger first.
Some days Ada began nothing except the work left half finished the day before. This Tuesday she had drawn towards her the movement of a small clock due back on Friday. Clean parts lay arranged in little containers. Opposite, Hoving’s brass table clock still stood on the rack. It ran longer now than on its first trial, but it had done that the day before yesterday too. Its key dangled on its string.
Ada fitted a new bulb in the lamp above the bench. The old one still worked, but sometimes cast a trembling edge round what she was doing. She had brought a box of bulbs yesterday. In the morning, better light seemed unnecessary; as soon as she bent closer, she could see the difference.
The lamp’s base was in the way. She moved a container, caught a brush with her sleeve and snatched it with her other hand before it fell into the movement. Its tip left a faint stroke on the paper.
She looked at Friday’s clock. Its return date had already changed. First it was to have been ready last Thursday, then Friday; then she had explained to the customer that she wanted to test it for longer. That last part was true. It hadn’t made the earlier work happen any faster.
The landline rang. Ada answered with her surname, as always, and a man said he wasn’t sure he had the right shop. He was from Sportvereniging De Zoom. They had brought in a large clock.
‘The round wooden one?’
‘Yes. Remco de Wit. I brought it myself.’
Ada looked at the low shelf. The clock faced the wall, protected from things passing in front of it. It had arrived in the first full week after her Wednesday decision. Large, plain on the outside, no striking mechanism. Remco had said it hung above the clubhouse coffee machine. Now people had to check their phones to see when training was over.
‘I wondered roughly when you’d be ringing.’
She took the receiver towards the shelf, as far as the cord allowed. The tag hung at the back. She hadn’t written down a collection date. She had said she wanted it back before winter. Somebody had mentioned a tournament. That had seemed further away than it felt now.
‘I haven’t started on it yet.’
‘That’s all right. I just need something to tell the meeting. People are asking if there’s any news.’
Ada fetched her diary. She turned past Vermeer and the next two Saturdays. Hoving didn’t yet have a price beside a date. Nor did Saskia. At the moment they all seemed like clocks she could manage once she got started.
‘Early December should be possible,’ she said.
‘Good. Not right before Christmas.’
‘No, earlier.’
They agreed to speak in the first full week of December about the precise delivery arrangements. Remco repeated it as he wrote it down. Afterwards, Ada wrote it down too. Now it felt like an actual appointment, a date where previously she had only sensed some space.
After the call, she moved the clock to a higher rack where it was easier to reach. It was a large thing to lift, but the weight wasn’t the difficulty. She had to negotiate a box of packaging on the floor. She still hadn’t unpacked the little boxes.
She took them out one by one and put them in the cupboard. For a moment she held on to the empty outer box. It would fit a clock somebody had yet to bring. She flattened it and slid it beside the cupboard. The space on the floor suddenly looked wide.
Before lunch, she put Saskia’s clock on a separate sheet of paper. She noted the scratched corner and the old damage at the back, checked the hands again and recorded her initial findings. It needed servicing before she could promise anything about its running and striking. She worked out the labour from similar movements she knew, leaving a small allowance for parts.
The figure came to two hundred and sixty. Beside it she put ninety-five for the woodwork. The second figure was already on the page when she remembered that Saskia hadn’t asked for it.
Ada read the sheet. The two lines came to three hundred and fifty-five. She copied the total onto the quotation. Woodwork separate, so it wouldn’t disappear into one indecipherable sum. She could explain on Saturday.
She ate a sandwich and laid her phone beside her. Tomorrow’s calendar said badminton. She hadn’t bought a racket. Perhaps another two sessions would tell her whether the handle ought to feel different. Leonie had used a smaller head, or perhaps Ada had only thought so because Leonie’s arm moved faster.
It had been a long time since Ada had thought about anything like that while sitting in the shop. That didn’t mean she wanted the sports bag cluttering the shop again on Thursday. She put her phone away.
Paul Hoving rang while she was copying Saskia’s quotation. The machine was slow to produce the sheet. He wanted to know whether she had anything to report about his table clock.
‘I’ve examined it. Not just listened.’
‘And?’
Ada held the top of the job sheet to stop herself looking at the wrong clock again.
‘There’s work to do. I need to order a part, and the movement needs servicing. As things stand, it comes to two hundred and ninety.’
‘And it’ll work again then?’
‘That’s the idea.’
She could still hear the sentence after saying it. No simple question followed to let her return to what she had and hadn’t found. Hoving asked whether the case would stay in good condition. She said she would handle it carefully.
‘I don’t want it costing much more than the two hundred and ninety.’
‘I wouldn’t go ahead with that without asking.’
‘I mean if you can’t fix it.’
Ada looked at the pendulum behind the little door. Motionless. An hour earlier she had seen the clock running and gone to do something else.
‘No repair, no bill,’ she said. ‘If anything else turns up, we’ll discuss it first.’
Hoving said that was clear. She asked for ninety euros in advance for the materials she needed to order and explained that it would come off the agreed price. He wanted it in writing. Ada prepared a payment request with the price agreement attached. He would read it, then pay.
‘When do you think?’
She looked at the diary with De Zoom’s December entry.
‘I’m aiming to have it finished for you in six weeks. I’ll ring sooner as soon as I know anything.’
‘Then we can have it back on the cabinet for a while. Fine.’
After hanging up, she didn’t go straight to the bench. The paper had fed crookedly through the copier. She straightened it and saw that the bottom of Saskia’s quote hadn’t printed. She made it again.
Hoving’s payment notification arrived shortly afterwards. Ninety. She entered it against his name in the notebook, in the separate column for advances, away from the collected repairs. On the job sheet, she wrote advance paid and the date.
A man came to try an old winding key. She couldn’t check it without the clock, she said. He had thought she could tell from the hole, which he had photographed on his phone. They looked at it together. Taken so close, the photograph blurred the shape. He would come back with the clock sometime. Ada took in no work.
Then she ordered Hoving’s part. She checked the details twice, although the supplier’s page kept jumping to the top. The part was in stock. Once it arrived, she could look further.
Towards five, she put Saskia’s copy of the quote in an envelope. Outside, the sun still warmed the blue wood. Three kinds of paper lay on the counter: a signed receipt for taking in a clock, a price somebody had accepted, a quote still to be read. Hoving’s clock remained stopped on the rack.
Ada pulled Friday’s movement towards her. She didn’t set its glass dome on the job sheet, where the rim would cross the wet ink. First she laid down clean paper. Her hand rested on it a moment.
An hour until closing. She tucked her feet under the stool, checked which screw went back first and began.
The thin parts lay in the order she had removed them. One was on a different piece of paper because its original space hadn’t been free. Ada moved it back, checked that both containers still belonged to the same clock and fetched the drawing she had made while dismantling it. Three short pencil lines and an arrow which would have meant nothing later if she hadn’t drawn it that morning.
A passer-by stopped outside the window. Ada saw only the shadow on the floor. She didn’t wait for the bell. She looked through her loupe again and felt her fingers slow. Moving her hand closer to the work didn’t bring back its ease. She took off the loupe, rubbed her nose and began again.
By the time the little wall clock was back in its case, the opposite side of the street was in shade. Ada didn’t hold it up to the window to inspect it from a distance yet. First, its usual place against the back wall, where it could run without somebody touching it at every question. She hung the dated tag beneath it and watched the pendulum long enough to see that nothing rubbed.
Its tick remained among the other sounds. She wrote down the start time. That one line would have to do for today; there was no point writing ready beside the customer’s name yet.
A pair of shoes had left a streak of sand on the shop floor. Ada took the little dustpan and brush. She glanced at the movement again before bending to sweep up. A loose bristle lodged between two floorboards. She pulled it out, emptied the pan and returned it to the hook beside the sink.
The clock was still running. The brass table clock beside it had stopped. Ada put the plastic cover over the work left on the bench and switched off the large lamp. The small light by the rack stayed on, ready for her to check the hands tomorrow.
Behind the Sign
Ada had replied that she would be there until a quarter to twelve. Mara could collect the charger. Below it sat the photograph of a broken bicycle light her mother had sent later that evening without a caption. Mara had asked whether she should bring a new one. No reply to that.
On Wednesday morning, she didn’t bring a bicycle light. She hadn’t one at home, and the cycle shop wouldn’t open until she was due at the printer’s. It wasn’t clear whether Ada wanted to replace the whole light or simply show her the broken tab. Mara meant to ask when she got there.
Rain had left a dark edge beneath the windowsill. The sign was in place. GESLOTEN. The work lamp shone behind the glass. She could see her mother sitting with her back slightly rounded, her head close above something bright.
Mara didn’t knock at once. The woman from the bakery came out with an empty crate and greeted her. Mara returned the greeting, walked past the shop window and tapped her key against the wood. Not the shop key. She didn’t have one.
Ada looked up, saw her and pushed back her stool. She opened the door only halfway.
‘Quick, come in. They’ll think I’m open.’
Mara left her bicycle outside, its front wheel still in the rack, and slipped past her mother to the counter. Where her laptop had stood lay a sheet of paper with two figures, one beneath the other. The charger was plugged in behind the coffee machine.
‘There it is.’
‘I nearly took it out. Then I thought you might want to know where it was.’
Mara unplugged it and wound the cable round the block. A small piece of Ada’s tape clung to the end, a ragged edge that hadn’t been there before. She peeled it away and put the charger in her bag.
The brass table clock was open on the workbench, its movement separate. Beside a small labelled bag stood a box she hadn’t seen yesterday. She hadn’t been in the shop yesterday, she remembered. It was longer ago than the place made it feel.
‘Are you working?’
‘You can see I am.’
‘You’re closed.’
‘Yes.’
Ada sat down again. Up close, Mara could hear how quietly a clock could tick. On the wall, the sounds had run together. Here there were distinct silences between them.
She checked her phone. A quarter past ten. At eleven, Bram would have the first material samples ready. She could stay fifteen minutes. No more.
‘That picture of your bicycle light. What was wrong with it?’
‘That’s come off.’ Ada pointed behind her at the windowsill. There lay the light. The tab had indeed broken. ‘I’ve fixed it with an elastic band, but it doesn’t sit properly.’
‘Do you want a new one?’
‘I’m going to get one.’
‘Good.’
Mara still held her bag. She hadn’t put it on the counter. There were too many things there, but she also knew she was more likely to stay if she put it down.
Ada took the ordered part from its bag and laid it beside the clock. Mara couldn’t see why that piece should be different from the one already there. She could tell a good label from a bad one; here, something else was being judged.
‘I ordered it yesterday,’ Ada said. ‘Just arrived. If I try fitting it now, I’ll know whether I can go on.’
‘Couldn’t it wait until tomorrow?’
‘Anything could. Somebody will be here again tomorrow.’
Mara looked at the empty customer’s chair. The round impression was still faintly visible, if you knew to look. She put her bag over her shoulder.
‘I thought you’d taken today for yourself.’
Ada picked up her tweezers. ‘I’ve got my lesson at twelve.’
Mara had heard herself do that too: name an appointment as proof that the rest of the day was under control. She didn’t want to make the comparison here in her mother’s shop. Nor did she want to say that it was fine, as though her permission were required.
‘How was badminton?’ she asked.
Ada glanced up. ‘I hit it.’
‘The shuttle?’
‘Sometimes the other woman’s racket too.’
She smiled down at the container in front of her. Mara asked whether she was going again.
‘This afternoon. Once this is finished.’
Mara checked her phone again. Only four minutes had passed. She felt she had been standing there long enough for something to have been settled.
‘That won’t take all morning, will it?’
Ada put down the tweezers. ‘I just need a chance to look at this, Mara.’
She hadn’t raised her voice, but Mara felt her shoulders pull back. It was Mara who had asked on Tuesday evening when she could come. She had been let in for a charger. Yet here her mother sat behind the sign they had put up together. Only a week ago she’d been occupied with an afternoon that needn’t lead anywhere.
‘I have to get to the printer’s,’ Mara said.
‘You said.’
‘I only thought it.’
Now Ada looked at her. For a moment she seemed unsure what to say.
‘Shall I move your bicycle? I need to shut the door.’
‘I’ll do it.’
Mara went out and pulled the door behind her. The handle sprang back up, but it hadn’t locked. Ada came to the door and turned the key. She raised a hand. Mara waved back and took her bicycle from the rack.
At the traffic lights, she put a foot on the wet kerb. The charger was tucked into the top of her bag, its hard block pressing against her back. The bicycle light was still broken. There was nothing she could do about it now.
The printer’s was on a small industrial estate behind a vet’s and a storage unit with roller shutters. Mara rode past the office first. Bram stood at the other door, waving a coffee pot as though to signal where she should go.
Inside, it was warmer than at the office. There was a dry smell of paper and printed boards. A load stood in the corner beneath a sheet marked NIET AAN KOMEN in large letters: do not touch. Somebody had subsequently joined the last two Dutch words together.
Bram pointed at the table. ‘Yours.’
Three proofs lay on the actual panel material. Lotte came out of the little room behind the machines. Her coat was already off, and she held a pencil.
‘I can only stay a moment,’ she told Mara. ‘Then I have to go back.’
The largest print showed the bus. Its blacks were deeper than on paper. Faces Mara had been able to make out on screen now merged with the dark windows. She bent closer.
‘We’re losing that woman at the back.’
‘She was in shadow already,’ Bram said.
‘You could still see her in the photograph.’
Lotte brought up the original image on the laptop beside it. The woman was barely visible there either. Mara hadn’t realised how much her eyes supplied now that she knew the woman was there.
They moved towards the light by the outside door. Bram held one board upright, Lotte another. A forklift passed outside with a load that briefly blocked the light. Once it had gone, Mara could see the woman behind the window again.
‘That isn’t the light in the exhibition room either,’ Lotte said.
Bram put the board down. ‘We’ve got a photograph of it, haven’t we?’
Mara found the photographs. One view of the room showed the ceiling. Not all the lights were on. She had asked about the hanging system, not whether this was the normal lighting.
‘I’ll ring.’
Her contact wasn’t there. She got a colleague, explained why she was calling and had to begin again when the phone was handed to somebody else. Lotte laid down her pencil. A machine gave a brief noise; Bram went over and came back.
In the end, all they established was that extra lights could be switched on. The man didn’t know which ones or where they fell. He would take a photograph once the key to the switch cupboard was back.
Mara looked at the three pieces. She could have the shadows lightened a little. But that would change the whole photograph, not just the one woman. Lotte showed her on screen. The beam on the man’s shoulder lost weight; the dark wood looked flatter.
‘What matters most?’ Bram asked.
Mara wanted to say that everybody should be visible. She looked at the girl with the pram on the other board. The new question was there: Who is the girl? The lettering fitted, the question mark clear of the edge.
‘Keep this one as it is,’ she said. ‘We need to see the room before deciding about the bus.’
Bram fetched the schedule. If they knew that afternoon, they could still proceed. Otherwise, one part of the work would slip. The other panels weren’t tied to this proof, he said. There was no need to stop everything.
Lotte pointed to the bottom code. It differed from the printout Mara had brought: two digits reversed. She laid the papers side by side.
‘Which folder is this?’
Bram opened Tuesday’s file. It bore a date and the word complete. At the edge of his screen, Mara saw her own email sending it. She had sent it herself. The final text approval had arrived in a separate message and still needed linking to the correct page. She had sent Lotte a note about that. The note hadn’t gone to Bram.
‘Not all of this is final,’ she said.
Bram looked from the email to her. ‘It doesn’t say so.’
She was conscious of Lotte beside her, saying nothing.
Mara asked whether anything else had been printed. Only the proofs in front of them, not the entire run. Time had been lost, material used.
‘We’ll pay for it,’ she said.
‘You will anyway.’ Bram drew the paper towards him. ‘But I need one person telling me which file I can use.’
‘Me.’
Lotte took her coat from the chair. ‘Then I need to be able to sign off the text first.’
Mara nodded. She wrote down three things, this time leaving a box for the person who had to answer. Their contact at the venue for the lighting. Hester for the remaining names. Herself for the order of the proofs. Looking over her shoulder, Lotte added the dimensions.
They put those in. With his own pen, Bram drew a line beneath the first two. He needed them today.
Lotte left. Mara stayed to mark the samples properly. She took a fine marker, read aloud which board she was holding and wrote on its back. Bram checked the code on his screen. They did all three. Only then did they roll up the paper printouts.
When Mara unlocked her bicycle outside, the rain had stopped. A new message from Ada: Usual twelve next week after all. Can’t make it shorter. Then another sentence: Paid, of course.
Mara read it twice. She didn’t know whether today’s lesson had been shortened or whether the request had simply been refused. She typed What do you mean? and waited beside the cycle rack.
Ada replied: Asked if I could start later. Same hour reserved. Won’t do that again.
There was no question. Mara put the phone away. She had to return to the office and work out which files she could keep waiting without somebody starting on them already.
On the way, she stopped at a sandwich shop where the last hot rolls were being wrapped. She bought a currant bun, ate beside her bicycle and looked at the backs of her hands. Crumbs had fallen on her coat. She brushed them away before riding on.
At the office, she propped the three samples against the blank wall beside her chair. Nora came over. Rather than bend towards the photographs, she read the small lettering at the bottom first.
‘So this can go ahead?’
‘Partly,’ Mara said.
She explained what was waiting. Nora looked at the clock above the door. She had already told the first venue they would confirm the delivery date on Friday. Mara hadn’t known, though the date was on their shared schedule.
‘What do I tell them?’
Mara turned her laptop to show the list. The two missing approvals were still outstanding. Nora sat in Lotte’s chair. Together they rang the archive.
This time Hester answered at once. Between appointments, she had time to look at the bus photograph, she said. Mara heard Nora draw in a breath. She let Hester finish, then named each decision they still needed that afternoon.
‘I can do three names now,’ Hester said. ‘I have to check the other.’
‘We need to know today which text is going to the printer.’
‘Can’t you leave that name open for now?’
Mara put her hand on the paper. The place Hester meant was in the middle of a caption. A gap would look like an oversight, which wasn’t what had happened.
‘Does he need to be named?’ Nora asked.
Hester was quiet. Mara heard paper move.
‘Not for the photograph. But he gave it to us.’
‘Could his name go in the credits?’ Mara asked.
Hester checked. He was already on that list. They wouldn’t be removing him from the exhibition by not naming him twice. They went through the other names. Mara didn’t just cross off her notes; she read back the version each belonged to.
Meanwhile, Nora went to her desk and returned with the order confirmation. The extra proofs exceeded the original number. She placed it beside Mara’s keyboard. Mara kept a finger on the line they had reached with Hester.
‘I’ll ring you back shortly,’ she said once the three names were done. ‘For the final list, not another decision.’
‘I’ll stay by my email.’
After the call, Nora pushed the confirmation towards her. ‘How much extra work?’
Mara wrote down what she knew from Bram. Material, machine time, checking. She didn’t yet know how much of Lotte’s time they needed. She put a question mark beside it rather than ring and interrupt her other job.
‘I’ll ask once she’s finished.’
Nora looked at the three boards against the wall. ‘I want to see it this afternoon, then.’
She went back to her room. Mara wrote the missing hours on a yellow sticky note and fixed it to the new list where it wouldn’t disappear behind the open screen. Then she ate the rest of her currant bun from its paper bag. It had gone dry, but she was still hungry.
The Saturday Appointment
The quote lay in a clear wallet. Ada had slipped the copy behind it so she wouldn’t give away her own notes by mistake. Two hundred and sixty for servicing, ninety-five for the wood. On the back she had added what needed checking in the running and striking mechanisms. That explanation wouldn’t fit on the front.
She opened at nine, as she always did on Saturdays. A few days earlier, she had wiped the sign with its new Wednesday hours; rain left grit on it. Mara’s lettering hadn’t run. Only at close quarters could you see the thin pencil line beneath it.
The street was still quiet. Across at the bakery, an awning was being wound out. Halfway, it stuck. The woman working the handle looked up and tried turning it the other way again. Ada lingered on the pavement, cloth in hand.
‘If you wind it right back in first,’ she said.
‘I have.’
Ada raised a hand and went inside. There was still an empty box to clear from the counter. Saskia at half nine, Vermeer at ten. Two conversations, the first only about a quote. Afterwards she could stay open until one without immediately beginning any new work.
She moved Friday’s small wall clock to another hook. It had been ready since Friday of the previous week. Its owner had meant to collect it yesterday, had been busy and would now come after the weekend. The week before, Ada had had to explain the delay; now it could sit here for days. She put the job sheet in the collection cupboard. The clock stayed on the wall where she could hear it.
Saskia arrived at nine twenty-nine. Her coat was open; she pulled it closed in the draught from the door.
‘I’m a little early.’
Ada slid the wallet forward. ‘Do sit down.’
Saskia looked at the customer’s chair, slipped her bag off her shoulder and sat. Her glasses were already in her hand as she opened the wallet. Their arms caught briefly on the plastic.
Ada waited for her to reach the price. It wasn’t the face people made when they couldn’t afford anything. It was someone trying to find her own question in the answer.
‘This is for the scratch?’ Saskia asked, pointing to the second line.
‘The woodwork. Touching up the colour, treating the outside. That corner won’t show so much.’
‘And the clock itself?’
‘First line. Servicing the movement, getting it running and striking properly. Then I need to test how it holds up.’
Saskia turned the sheet. Ada could see her pencil notes through the paper. Her customer didn’t read them, but put the page face up again.
‘I really only want the first part.’
Ada nodded. ‘That’s fine.’
‘My father’s always had it like that. Not that it has to stay damaged. It just doesn’t matter much to me.’
She spoke carefully, as though her preference for a scratch might offend Ada. Ada rested a finger on the blank part of the sheet.
‘You needn’t have it done.’
‘You said it caught the eye.’
‘In that light.’
Saskia glanced at the work lamp. Ada felt herself making this harder than it needed to be. She could have left out the woodwork when she wrote the quote. Then her customer wouldn’t have had to decide about it.
‘I’ll make a new one for the movement alone,’ she said.
‘I do want the hands working properly. And it mustn’t strike three when it’s two o’clock.’
‘That’s included in the first part.’
On a clean sheet she wrote two hundred and sixty, followed by what they had agreed. Saskia kept her glasses on. In the lenses, Ada could see the reversed figures of her own handwriting.
The bell rang. A woman put her head round the door and asked whether they sold batteries. Ada pointed to the tray, listed the sizes and asked what it was for. A key with a button cell, it turned out, but the woman didn’t know the number. She would fetch the key from home. The door shut again.
Ada turned back. Saskia still held the first sheet.
‘If I leave the scratch, could the wood get worse?’
‘Not from that scratch alone. I haven’t seen anything loose coming away there.’
‘We’ll leave it, then.’
Beneath the other details, Ada wrote no case restoration. She had almost shortened it to movement only, but wanted it to mean the same thing to both of them later. She slid the sheet across.
Saskia read the timing too. Ada had provisionally written: notification after servicing and testing. That gave her customer no day on which to keep an afternoon free.
‘Roughly how long?’
Ada fetched her diary. It was nearing the end of September. On the pages ahead, she had four things in pencil and two in pen. Hoving had a price and a latest week. The sports club needed a firm delivery arrangement in early December. Saskia had said she wasn’t in a hurry. That didn’t mean unlimited time.
‘I’m aiming to ring you to collect it in November.’
‘Early November or late?’
Ada pointed to a Thursday further into the run of pages. Mid-November. Two other collections were pencilled into that week, on different days.
‘This week. If it’s ready sooner, I’ll ring sooner.’
Saskia read the date and checked her phone. She looked neither pleased nor dissatisfied.
‘All right. Thursday works. It needn’t be nine on the dot.’
‘No need for that.’
Ada entered the arrangement on both copies. As Saskia signed, Ada glanced towards the window. A man was coming along the opposite pavement with a clock under his arm. She saw the white paper round the pendulum before she recognised him.
Vermeer came in at ten. The wall clock said two minutes past, but Ada hadn’t adjusted it yet. She checked her own phone. He was exactly on time.
‘Good morning,’ he said.
‘Morning. I’ll be with you shortly.’
He nodded and stayed by the door because the chair was taken. He held his clock in both hands. Saskia moved her bag from her side onto her lap. There was no second chair for waiting customers; Ada had her own stool at the workbench.
‘I could fetch the stool—’ she began.
‘No, it’s all right,’ Vermeer said. ‘I’ll wait.’
Ada returned to the quote. They only needed a copy now. The machine worked straight away. She set the copy beside her customer and picked up the file for Saskia’s clock.
‘Is your telephone number still correct?’
‘Same one.’
‘That’s everything, then.’
Saskia put her glasses into their case and the wallet into her bag. She stood and looked past Ada towards the bench.
‘Could I just see it?’
Ada could have said they ought to choose a quieter moment another day. She thought of Saskia finding the photograph of the old service slip on her phone. Seeing her own clock wasn’t much to ask.
‘It’s back there.’
She went to the back and lifted the case onto the separate side surface. Not onto open movements, not between two clocks with loose tags. Saskia stood where there was just enough room left for customers.
‘My father’s got another one,’ she said. ‘Bigger. Always in the window. You can hear it from outside.’
Ada asked whether it still ran well. Behind them, Vermeer rested his clock on the very edge of the counter, keeping one hand underneath. Ada saw it reflected in the case’s glass but didn’t turn.
Saskia said her father’s large clock ran perfectly and he wouldn’t let anyone else touch it. He had given her this one after building work left no room for it. Now he kept asking whether she had wound it. She had wound it so often she wasn’t sure whether she was hearing something that wasn’t there.
‘I’ll ring if anything changes,’ Ada said.
‘If it costs more too?’
‘Then we decide again before I go ahead.’
Saskia brushed her hand along her coat instead of over the wood. Ada noticed her keeping her fingers away. She had left the clock here, yet she seemed unsure whether she was allowed to touch it.
‘Would you like to hold it?’ Ada asked.
Saskia took it, studied the front and turned it round. Ada pointed out the small existing dent so they were clear about that too. They had noted it on Tuesday. The scratch on the corner was in the same place.
Vermeer cleared his throat. Ada looked up. He was holding his clock clear of the counter again.
‘My appointment was at ten,’ he said.
‘I know. We’re finishing.’
Saskia put down her clock and checked her phone. ‘I ought to go too.’
Getting the quote back into the right compartment of her bag took a moment. The handles caught on the zip. Ada didn’t help hold the bag. She watched Vermeer’s fingers beneath the wooden case, the red marks on his knuckles where its weight rested.
‘You can put it down there,’ she said.
‘I just did.’
He spoke quietly. Saskia wished them a good day and went out. Ada waited for her to clear the narrow space by the door, then laid clean paper in front of Vermeer.
It was nearly a quarter past ten.
‘You wanted me to listen,’ she said.
‘Three weeks ago too.’
Ada looked at him. Her answer about Wednesdays had been ready. She had directed him to Thursday, and afterwards they had agreed on this Saturday. Today he hadn’t come outside her hours.
‘You’ve had to wait.’
‘Yes.’
He didn’t put down the clock. Ada heard a small tap inside the wooden case as the pendulum caught the paper. She was about to ask whether he had taken the key out of the little door for the journey, then saw it in his breast pocket.
‘If you leave it here, I can examine it properly. First I’d like to hear what you mean by the extra tick.’
‘I came at ten so you could do that.’
‘I understand.’
‘I don’t want to leave it, then have to ring again to find out when I’m allowed to come.’
There was no job sheet for him. Ada had only his name in her diary. She hadn’t taken on any work or quoted a price. She thought of the other clocks she had needed longer to examine before she could say anything. She couldn’t pretend a ten o’clock appointment made her hands work faster.
‘All I can offer, then, is to listen with you now.’
Vermeer looked at the paper. He still held the clock.
‘Never mind. I know another shop.’
He went towards the door. Ada took one step after him and stopped. She could still say she wouldn’t charge him for the time he’d spent waiting. So obvious it would sound insulting.
The bell rang as he pushed the door open. Across the road, Saskia was unlocking her bicycle. She glanced up, saw Vermeer with his clock and bent over the lock again.
Ada removed the clean paper from the counter. The appointment was still in the diary. Instead of crossing it out, she wrote beside it: left; clock not taken in.
Towards eleven, the woman returned with the car key. Ada had the right button cell. She showed her the number and told her the price. The woman kept waiting for something else to happen until Ada realised she expected her to open the key as well. She didn’t do that here. She explained where to find the locksmith and took the battery back when the woman didn’t want to buy it on its own.
Ada returned it to the tray. It still felt like a second customer carrying something away to another shop.
She put Saskia’s old quote beneath the new one, not on top. Only two hundred and sixty remained on the job sheet. She erased the pencil mark beside the woodwork and made the agreed note about the scratch clearer.
At twelve, she managed a quarter of an hour with the small wall clock that hadn’t been collected yesterday. Nothing else needed changing. She compared its hands with the time she had noted and listened to the strike as it passed the hour. Its owner hadn’t been in a hurry to collect it, but would still expect it to work.
Ada stood with her shoulder towards the door, aware that somebody could come in at any moment. It took an effort not to turn at every shadow.
At ten to one, she began clearing the counter. Her sports bag was still under the coat rack at home, ready for Wednesday. She hadn’t asked Leonie whether she was coming; she would find out next week. Hoving’s clock parts lay on the bench. The ordered part had fitted. There had been too little time since to see what difference it made.
She put the dust cover over them. She moved the small wall clock’s Friday slip to Monday and left the rest in order.
Before shutting the door, Ada looked at the floor beside the customer’s chair. A thin scrap of white paper lay there. She bent to pick it up and saw it wasn’t from Vermeer’s clock but the torn edge of one of her own slips. She threw it away.
Outside, the bakery awning was fully extended now. The woman put a crate of empty bottles beneath its edge. Ada turned her key, slipped it into her coat pocket and walked home.
The Next Column
The photograph was too wide for the space. The right-hand side of the shop had disappeared off the screen, precisely the bit that showed there was another window beside the door. Mara dragged the image to the left. Now the door had gone.
‘Just make it smaller,’ Ada said.
‘Then you get white borders.’
‘My shop has edges too.’
Mara zoomed out. She had chosen the photograph at home yesterday, between a load of washing finishing and a phone call she hadn't answered. There was no car in front of the shop, no sunlight reflected in the glass, and the painted lettering was legible. Only in this small, awkward space did it look like a photograph of a shop about to close down.
She turned the laptop a little. ‘Like that?’
Ada leaned towards the screen. ‘Yes. At least people can see where to ring.’
‘You've got a doorbell.’
‘That's what I mean.’
The bell rang. A woman wanted to know whether Ada still stocked hands for a kitchen clock. All she had brought was a photograph on her phone. Ada explained which measurement she couldn't get from the picture. The woman spread two fingers across the dial, as though enlarging it brought the part itself closer. Mara waited with her hand on the trackpad. At nine that morning she had told the office she would be out for a bit at lunchtime. It was now twelve minutes past twelve.
An empty cup stood on the windowsill, a ring of dried milk inside it. Mara picked it up and took it to the little sink. On her way back she noticed the notebook lying open beside the telephone. Her mother had written the names in a list, some with the amount crossed out beside them. One had only a question mark. A till receipt marked the page.
Mara moved the cup aside and read the first few entries without touching the notebook. Thursday. Call. Part not here yet. Beneath that was a date when a clock had been brought in, well before the Wednesday she had taken her case away.
‘So you're saying I need to bring it in?’ the woman at the counter asked.
‘If you want to know whether I've got the right one, yes.’
‘I don't live round here.’
Ada paused. Then she wrote two measurements on the back of her business card for the woman to take at home. It took her almost as long as the whole conversation up to that point. The woman tucked the card into her phone case.
Once the door had shut, Mara said, ‘You could put that on your website.’
‘What?’
‘What people need to bring. When they want parts.’
Ada sat down. ‘We were doing the photograph.’
‘It's done. You just need to click Save.’
Her mother put on her glasses and clicked. Mara had her open the public page. Ada enlarged the window and studied the picture. Outside, a branch of the tree in the street stirred in front of the real shop window. In the photograph it was still green. Little had changed inside, except that there was no longer a clock case on the customer's chair.
‘There. It's up.’
‘I can see that.’ Ada went to turn the screen back, but Mara had already opened her own planning file.
‘There was something else I was thinking about. Not the accounts.’
Her mother's eyes went first to the notebook beside the phone.
‘Just how the work comes in,’ Mara said.
The file was a copy of a spreadsheet she used at the office. She had removed all the project names and changed the People column to Customers. Each row had spaces for Received, Needed, Ready and Collection. The headings were shaded sea-green. One cell was pale orange because she had left it without a date.
Ada pulled the customer's chair closer. ‘What's that under Ready?’
‘You fill that in yourself. It's just an example.’
‘It says the fourteenth of October.’
‘To show you how it works.’
Mara cleared the cell. A red corner remained, warning that the date no longer matched the row above. She clicked elsewhere. The corner stayed.
‘I don't want all that popping up every time,’ Ada said.
‘You can turn it off.’
‘You can, perhaps.’
Mara looked at her. Behind her mother, a clock ticked with a small hurry between beats. She didn't know whether it was meant to sound like that. She didn't even know whether it was the clock above the door or the one without a case on the back shelf. In the spreadsheet a repair had a beginning and an end. You could divide up what lay between them.
‘You can use it on paper too.’ She pointed at the columns. ‘At least then you can see what you've already promised.’
‘I'd like to see that. But I'm not keeping it in two places.’
‘You don't have your notebook everywhere either.’
‘No. That's why it stays here.’
Ada turned a page. One clock had a fresh note beside it, in ink darker than the name. On another line an arrow pointed towards the inside cover. Mara wanted to lay a ruler beneath it. Her mother would only carry on writing somewhere else.
She took her own sheet of paper out of the laptop sleeve. On the top half she had copied the shop's fixed costs from what Ada had told her. Below were blank lines for this week's repairs. Ada would have to enter the hours herself. Mara had set it up so that nobody needed to do any sums.
‘What do you need this for?’ her mother asked.
‘You said you wanted to know what closing on Wednesdays was costing you.’
‘Yes.’
‘This is what you've got coming in against it.’
Mara rested a fingernail beside one line. Two clocks, not yet assessed. She had seen them on the shelf behind the curtain, each in a bag with a name attached. One had a plain round dial; the other had a wooden top that didn't fit properly. She had put them down as small jobs. She hadn't invented a price, only entered roughly what the last two small repairs had brought in. Ada leaned so far over the sheet that her glasses swung forward on their cord.
‘Where did you get this from?’
‘Those two on the shelf. You said last week you hadn't got round to them.’
‘That's right.’
‘If you could do them one after the other—’
‘I don't know what needs doing.’
Mara laid her hand flat on the table. ‘It's an estimate.’
‘I'd still need to know something before I could estimate.’
There was no emphasis in her voice. It was the same voice she had just used to explain to the woman why the photograph wasn't enough. Mara looked at the two amounts. She had made them expected income because otherwise the bottom of the sheet looked so empty. Not because her mother had said she was going to do the jobs.
Ada crossed out the figures. She kept hold of the pen.
‘Those clocks belong to other people. If there's nothing to be done with them, they'll have them back.’
‘I do know they're not stock.’
‘Why are they on here, then?’
The telephone rang before Mara could answer. Ada picked up and gave her surname. She listened. Her face didn't grow angrier; she only shifted her fingers to the cap of the pen.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I don't know that yet.’
Mara closed the planning file. The screen asked whether she wanted to save her changes.
‘Who told you that?’ Ada asked.
She looked at her daughter.
It was a man who had come in last Friday while Ada was unpacking a delivery at the back of the shop. Mara had told him it might be possible by the following Friday. He needed it for a dinner party, he had said. She hadn't called her mother over: Ada had a knife in a large box, and she wouldn't have been able to tell anything about a clock in a tied-up bag anyway. ‘Might’ was supposed to have left the arrangement open.
Ada covered the receiver with her hand. ‘Did you tell this gentleman he could collect on Friday?’
‘That he might be able to.’
Her mother held out the receiver.
Mara didn't get up at once. She could see her own name on the white screen, behind the little Save window. As though there were someone else at the table who wasn't responsible for anything.
‘I'll tell him myself,’ she said.
Ada handed her the phone. She pushed her chair back so that Mara wouldn't have to stand against her knee. That small movement made it harder.
‘It's Mara. We met on Friday.’
‘Yes. I'm just ringing to make sure.’
The man didn't sound angry. Anger might have made the conversation shorter. Mara pressed the receiver closer to her ear and turned away from the table.
‘I gave you a date before my mother had even looked at your clock. I shouldn't have done that.’
‘You said it ought to be possible.’
‘I thought it would be. But I'm not the one doing the repair.’
‘I understood that.’
In the silence she heard him breathe out, not quite a sigh. A cupboard door sounded at his end of the line. Perhaps he was in his kitchen. For him there was no Monday afternoon, no photograph to put on a website. He wanted to know whether he could take a clock off a shelf on Friday.
‘My mother needs to assess what has to be done first,’ Mara said. ‘I can't promise you Friday.’
‘She's had it a while already.’
‘I know.’
Ada shook her head. She took a job sheet and slid it across the table. On it was the date the clock had actually arrived. Mara hadn't known. She had said it because she didn't want the man to have to explain again why he was ringing.
‘I mean, I can see now when you brought it in. I didn't have the job sheet in front of me on Friday.’
The man asked whether he would be better off taking the clock back. Mara looked at Ada. Her mother reached for the receiver, but she held on to it for another moment.
‘You can discuss that with her. I'll put you back on. The date was my mistake.’
Ada took over. She asked if she could ring on Thursday once she had examined it, without promising to repair it by Friday. Something the man said made her underline the job sheet. Then she repeated what they had agreed and hung up.
‘He just wants to know where he stands on Thursday,’ she said.
‘I heard.’
Mara wished it had come out more gently. She sat down again. Her sandwich was still in the laptop sleeve, between a printed working drawing and her spare pen. She wasn't hungry, but she knew she would end up getting a bar from the vending machine later if she didn't eat now.
Ada looked at her sheet of paper. ‘That Needed column could be useful.’
Mara turned towards her.
‘On my own job sheets,’ her mother said. ‘What's still missing. Not just Part on order, but who I still need to call.’
‘I could change the form—’
‘I'll write it underneath.’
With the same pen, Ada drew a short line beneath the old note. Below it she wrote the arrangement with the man. No colour, no drop-down list, no red corner. Mara noticed how little space she had left for a longer answer. She said nothing.
Her phone vibrated. Lotte wanted to know whether the images for the first venue really were the version in the shared folder. Mara read the question twice. She wanted to send a quick yes. They had been the images in that folder when she had got them ready yesterday; that wasn't necessarily the same thing.
I'll check as soon as I'm back, she wrote. Before two.
Ada got up to let in a customer who had been looking through the window. Mara put her paper away. The sheet no longer folded neatly: she had trapped the right corner under the laptop. She smoothed it against her thigh, closed the sleeve and waited for her mother to look at her.
‘I'll take the spreadsheet away. You don't have to keep anything in it.’
Ada nodded. The customer put a plastic bag on the counter, took out a small box and laid the bag underneath to protect the wood.
Mara lingered by the door. ‘Ring on Thursday,’ she said.
Her mother looked up.
‘I've written it down.’
Outside, two bicycles leaning against each other had narrowed the pavement in front of the shop. Mara had to squeeze between them with her bag held against her stomach. Across the street, someone was photographing a jacket in a shop window. She opened the website on her phone. The picture looked right on this screen: the door in the centre, a strip of frontage on either side. Below it were the hours Ada had saved herself.
She checked nothing else. At the corner she ate her sandwich, her phone still in her free hand.
Merging
Kamal had turned the heating down. Ada only noticed once she had taken off her coat and felt cold air against her forearms. Her cardigan was at home, over a chair. She had thought of going back for it, but that would have meant going upstairs for the third time. Once for her glasses, once because she had gone looking for her bag with the shop key in her hand.
‘Too cold?’ he asked.
‘It's all right.’
She pulled her sleeves down. Kamal noted the time and shut the folder. His pen cap lay on his knee. He put it in the tray in front of the gear selector. She knew the order now. Seat, mirror. No helping him close his folder. She drew the seat belt across her chest.
At the first junction a bus had stopped with its back end almost on the zebra crossing. Behind it Ada could see only the top of a pushchair. She waited for the bus to pull away. Kamal said nothing. A scooter came through two cars on the right and stopped in front of them. The boy put one foot on the ground. A tuft of blond hair stuck the wrong way out of his helmet.
She watched his rear wheel. When it started turning she wanted to move too.
‘Wait a moment,’ Kamal said.
The pushchair emerged, pushed by a woman who wasn't looking at them. Ada pressed the brake harder than she needed to. They were already stationary.
‘I did see her,’ she said.
‘Good.’
There was something in that good she wanted to argue with. As though he didn't believe her but had no time to make the distinction. She drove into the junction when he told her she could. Her foot felt for the pedal with a caution she had lost last week.
Today they went beyond the wide road behind the supermarket. Past the furniture shops, towards the roundabout with the iron horse. There were two lanes there that became one after the lights. Ada knew it from her bicycle. On a bike you went alongside, past a fence where you sometimes had to wait for a lorry reversing.
‘We'll get into the right-hand lane up here,’ Kamal said. ‘Then merge with the through traffic.’
She repeated it to herself. Right, through, merge. The horse's tail was made of loose strips of metal. She had never noticed the red plastic ribbon caught among them. Now it drew her eye as she waited for the light to turn green.
A van was beside her on the left. The driver turned towards her. Ada looked in her own mirror. Through the rear window she could see too little of the road. She wanted to adjust the glass.
‘Leave it for now,’ Kamal said. ‘Get moving first.’
The light was green. The van pulled away and so did she. She knew the right-hand lane came to an end. Yet the white line drawing closer to the car still took her by surprise. A grey car was almost level with her. She eased off the accelerator.
‘Look ahead for your gap,’ Kamal said.
Ada looked left. The grey car passed her. Behind it came a black one; beyond that she didn't know. She waited for a break to present itself as an empty space. Kamal said her name. His hand briefly touched the wheel. He guided the car into the gap behind the grey car and told her to keep going. It was so smooth that the woman driving behind them didn't even brake.
A hundred metres further on, Ada could still feel that touch in her hands.
‘I hadn't found a gap there yet,’ she said.
‘There was one. We'll have a look in a moment.’
‘If you take the wheel I can't learn what's happening.’
Kamal let that stand for a moment. He asked her to take the next right into an industrial estate. A green building had five closed roller doors. They parked in an empty bay. Ada put the selector where he told her. The engine went on running quietly.
‘You can ask me what I'm doing,’ he said. ‘I want you to ask. But we can't let the car reach the end of that lane and discuss it afterwards.’
She looked at the closed doors. Two white sacks stood on a pallet in front of the second. One had a brown footprint on it.
‘I was waiting for that black car.’
‘That was behind us. Did you see the grey one move ahead?’
‘Yes.’
‘That was your gap. You slowed right down, so the black one caught up. Then the gap gets smaller instead of bigger.’
He drew it in a corner of his notepad. No proper cars, just rectangles. At first Ada didn't recognise the place. There was no horse. Then she saw her own rectangle almost at an angle across the edge.
‘I thought going slower would be safer.’
‘You need to know what you're slowing down for. We'll try it again. First I'll show you where to look for your gap.’
They came back to the same lights by another street. The red ribbon was still in the horse's tail. This time Ada kept her eyes on the road ahead. On her left a woman was lifting something off the back seat with one hand. The lights changed. The woman pulled away briskly. Ada kept pace, looked in her mirror and towards the place Kamal pointed out. She let the car join the traffic. His hand stayed by his knee.
Afterwards she couldn't have said at what moment she had managed it. There had been no click. Suddenly both cars were in the same lane.
‘That's what I mean,’ he said.
‘That's almost what I did the first time.’
‘Almost, yes.’
She laughed despite herself. Kamal asked her to take the next turning. They went round again, without her being awarded a better mark.
At quarter past two Ada hung her bag on the wrong hook in the sports hall. It wasn't anyone's hook, but the bench beneath it was full. A red-faced man moved along so she could change her shoes. He said he had started early to warm up. Ada looked at his sweaty hair and wondered how much warmer he was planning to get.
Leonie was already by a net. She had a different racket, dark with a white edge.
‘Borrowed,’ she said when she saw Ada looking. ‘I've broken a string.’
‘Mine's borrowed too.’
‘Yes, I noticed.’
She meant the sports hall sticker on the handle. Ada turned the racket to hide it. One edge was sticky and kept catching her thumb.
They played with two other people first. Her first serve went straight into the net. The man opposite picked up the shuttle and threw it back. Ada wanted to explain that she had been rushing about with her coat and hadn't warmed up properly. He was already waiting. She served. This time it went over, but so high that the woman behind him had plenty of time to come forward.
‘You take the back,’ Leonie said.
Ada stepped backwards. A sole squeaked. The shuttle came straight to their right, nearer Leonie than her. She went for it anyway. Their rackets met with a dry knock.
‘Mine,’ Leonie said.
‘I thought you hadn't seen it.’
‘I was underneath it.’
The next shot fell short. Ada stayed back as agreed. Leonie reached it in two strides and managed to return it. Then it came over Ada's head. She swung too late. The shuttle landed behind her on the blue line.
Leonie put her hands on her hips. ‘I'm not running for two today.’
‘I haven't asked you to.’
‘Then you'll have to move as well.’
Ada looked at the other players. The woman opposite held her racket loosely in front of her stomach. There was a scrape in the paint. Ada suddenly detested the way Leonie was looking at her, as though she were paying for lessons here to be judged. She wasn't any good. Everybody knew that already.
‘We're playing for fun,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ Leonie said. ‘Exactly.’
After the game Leonie asked if she could swap with the woman opposite. Ada said that was fine. She sounded more generous than she felt. The other woman was called Ria. She spoke softly and hit the shuttle so far that Ada had to go all the way to the wall to fetch it. Three feathers from old shuttlecocks lay between the racks of gym mats. She picked one up and threw it away. Then she had to run again.
Afterwards Leonie sat on the bench holding her laces. Ada could have walked past. There was plenty of room between her knees and the bag.
‘I should have moved for that one behind me,’ Ada said.
Leonie pulled one lace tighter. ‘I'm just tired as well.’
She had been at a birthday party the night before, she said. Three hours standing in a kitchen because the oven kept setting the smoke alarm off. Ada asked what was in it. An enormous lasagne. They talked for a while about an oven dish that wouldn't fit in any cupboard. Ada almost said she had once made a shelf for one at home. She hadn't made a shelf at all, she remembered. She had meant to, then left the dish in the oven.
On Friday she sat with the bookkeeper at a table big enough for three lever-arch files and not a single clock. The office was above a hairdresser's. Every few minutes a smell came through the gap in the door that reminded Ada of an old coat: hairspray with something damp beneath it.
She had brought her own notebook. No daughter, no printout with coloured boxes. The bookkeeper laid the statement beside it. He held the two sets of pages down with a heavy glass paperweight. There was a bubble inside that looked bigger when you peered through it.
‘You want to know how much Wednesdays brought in,’ he said.
‘I know what came in.’
‘That's a good start.’
He pointed to a hundred and seventy-four euros. Ada remembered the clock: a dark little case with a crooked patch of veneer she hadn't touched. The customer had paid on a Wednesday. The work had been done on Monday. She had spent most of that afternoon on it, between the shop bell and two phone calls.
‘So I've put that under Wednesday,’ she said.
‘For the payment. Not for the work.’
‘I thought so.’
It wasn't how she had counted it. She had used those twelve columns to allow herself to close on Wednesdays. Eight low figures, sometimes more, an average of a hundred and forty-eight euros. The average had looked more solid than the separate amounts. Now she had to admit there were no hours alongside them.
The bookkeeper didn't ask why. He took a blank sheet and wrote next week's dates across it.
‘Don't try to reconstruct it all. Start recording it now. What you actually do on a job. And what you still need to buy in or have somebody else do.’
‘Even when I'm interrupted five times?’
‘Especially then. But don't spend fifteen minutes recording two minutes' work.’
Ada took her pen. She wrote Monday at the top, then the name of the clock she meant to start on underneath. She hesitated. She hadn't opened that clock yet. She could write down when she began, but not when she would finish.
‘You can leave that blank,’ he said.
She crossed out the question mark she had already put down. A telephone rang on the other side of the office. He didn't answer it while she wrote. She only noticed when the sound changed.
They went through September. The rent was now seven hundred and ninety, no longer seven hundred and forty-two. Ada put the confirmation beside the other papers. Everything on the same basis, he said; keep the money set aside separate. Receipts had been two thousand nine hundred and ten. Against her usual outgoings she was ninety short. She had felt richer when she had taken cash out of the drawer last week.
‘I can do that for a month,’ she said.
‘That's for you to decide. It just has to be the same ninety in your figures.’
She wrote it beside her available reserves. Not under customer money. Paul Hoving's ninety stayed on the separate list. She had promised he would pay nothing if she couldn't repair his clock. When she had taken it in, it had seemed a pleasant arrangement. Now the words seemed to go on working even after she shut the notebook.
Outside, she pushed the folder so far into her bag that the handle bulged. The hairdresser downstairs was smoking in the doorway. She told Ada there was a hairgrip on her sleeve. Ada looked down, pulled the little black clip out of the wool and put it on the windowsill beside the ashtray. She had no idea how it had got there.
Back in the shop she didn't start work at once. She moved the notebook to the side of the bench and laid a working pen beside it. On the job sheet for Saskia's mantel clock she wrote the time she began. Then she turned the lamp towards the movement.
A customer came in before she had put on her loupe.
The Part That Fitted
The part fitted. That was the trouble.
Ada had wanted to ring the supplier, set the numbered bag beside the phone and say the size was wrong. Then there would have been a mistake that another bag could put right. She had held the old and new versions under the lamp. The fit was correct. She had secured it carefully, checked that nothing was catching and left the clock running.
Nine minutes later it had stopped again.
She hadn't timed it out of impatience. Everything went beside the job sheet now: start, work, interruption, finish. For Paul Hoving she had recorded forty-eight minutes on Thursday for calls, unpacking and comparisons, and over an hour on the clock itself. That was not the same as almost finished. The movement was still on her bench, the brass case on a soft cloth beside it.
She lifted her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. A council vehicle passed the window. Its side brushes turned too fast for her to distinguish the bristles. One wet leaf stayed where it was.
She wasn't to touch the sports club's clock today. She had cleared its shelf and pinned the job sheet above it. The round case took up more space than the movement needed. On the back of the wood was a dark patch where it had hung against the same wall for years. She had rung Remco de Wit about it last week. He had said it didn't matter if it couldn't be seen. She had recorded two minutes' work for the call, then wondered whether that was childish.
She looked back at Paul's movement. Ordering the part hadn't been pointless; the old fitting really hadn't been working properly. But she had thought that was the cause. She needed to assess the clock in front of her, not her first account of it.
On a scrap of paper she wrote what it did. Runs. Loses momentum. Stops. Same short interval again. The words produced no diagnosis. She slipped the paper under the job sheet so it wouldn't vanish into the parts drawer.
Jeroen had called back before ten. His voice sounded more distant than usual. He had a fan on, he said, not because it was hot, but because somebody at the other end of the building had been sawing all morning.
‘Can you have a look this afternoon?’ Ada asked.
‘At a photograph, yes.’
‘I want to know whether it can run reliably without any new lathe work.’
‘Not from a photograph, then.’
She knew that. She could still hear herself trying to narrow the question. Next week was no solution. If he could look today, she would know by tonight what to tell Paul. He asked which movement it was. She gave him the type, the fault and the part she had replaced. Then she waited while he checked his diary.
‘I can fit an examination in this afternoon,’ he said. ‘Not a repair. I need to see what's there once it's all clean and visible. A hundred and eighty to investigate it. You'll get a report and a price for the next stage.’
Ada wrote 180 beneath her note of the time. That wasn't what she had meant the empty space for.
‘And the next stage?’
‘I'll know after I've examined it.’
He wasn't unkind. The sawing behind him stopped. A different, smaller sound replaced it, one she couldn't identify.
‘I'll ring the customer,’ she said.
Paul answered on her second attempt. A radio in the background was immediately turned down. First he wanted to know whether she was ringing to say he could come in.
‘Not yet. I've replaced the part, but it still stops. I'd like a colleague to examine the movement. With the case and the other parts there, so he knows what belongs to this clock.’
‘Will it be at your shop?’
‘Not this afternoon. It will only go if you're happy with that.’
‘What will it cost me?’
She looked at the original agreement on his job sheet. Two hundred and ninety. No repair, no bill. She had repeated his own phrase back to him with a reassuring nod. Now it was in her handwriting.
‘This examination doesn't change our agreement. I'll pay for it. If it needs more work than I've quoted for, you'll have a new price first. You decide whether to go ahead.’
‘And if I don't want to?’
‘Then you get your clock back unrepaired. With everything that belongs to it. And your deposit back.’
He was silent long enough for her to hear the radio switch click. Then he asked the colleague's name. She told him Jeroen's name and where his workshop was, outside the centre. Paul wanted to know whether she would take the clock herself. Yes. Whether he would get the same little door and the same hands back. Yes. He had owned the clock for years, he said; there was no rush that called for swapping things at random.
‘Let him have a look, then,’ he said. ‘But don't do anything I'm committed to yet.’
‘An examination only. I'll put that down.’
She recorded his permission and the time of the call. Then she sent him the message they had agreed on, without adding a likely outcome. She wrote the instructions for Jeroen: examination at her expense, 180, no further work without a fresh agreement. It didn't take long to put the two distinct commitments into words. She read both back before pressing Send.
At noon she locked the shop behind her. Friday wasn't a closed day. She had made a notice: away today from twelve until half past one, open again afterwards. It was small and untidy, with an index-finger smudge beneath half. She hung it at eye level. The street was busy enough to make her feel somebody would start timing her at once.
The taxi was a street away because the driver couldn't get past a delivery van. Ada walked to it with the outer box held close against her. The clock's parts were labelled and protected separately; nothing could knock about. The driver asked if it was heavy. She said no. He wanted to hold the door for her anyway. This time she let him.
Jeroen's workshop had no display window. Its window was high in the wall, with a strip of frosted film across the bottom. Beside the door was a planter full of thin wooden battens. The bell didn't work. Ada could see him at the back and knocked on the frame until he looked up.
‘That's been broken three weeks,’ he said as he opened the door.
‘You hear that a lot in this line of work.’
‘Well, I don't hear it.’
He didn't take the box straight away. First he moved two stacked trays off the worktable and put his own work aside. Ada watched how long it took. There hadn't been an empty hour waiting for her. There was a half-covered machine, a loupe with a larger lens than hers, and a paper cup that couldn't have held coffee for a long time.
They unpacked together. Jeroen checked the labelled bags and the job sheet. He pointed to the new part.
‘That's the right one.’
‘Yes.’
She wanted to tell him how long she had searched. He didn't ask. He turned the lamp and asked when the clock stopped. She gave him her note. He read the times, laid it beside his instructions and wrote Paul Hoving's name on a paper strip for the parts box.
‘I'll ring before four and tell you what I know,’ he said. ‘Not to say it's finished.’
Ada nodded. That was the third time today she had heard the distinction. In him she saw it as care. In herself she had called it delay.
He asked her to wait while he made an initial check. She could watch over his shoulder, at the distance she herself would have wanted a customer to keep. A small shaft wasn't sitting as it should in its bearing. When he shifted its position under the loupe, she saw the slight difference she hadn't been able to judge with certainty in the shop. She had had her doubts. She said so now.
‘You were right to doubt it, then,’ he said.
That didn't please her. She shifted her bag from one foot to the other. Jeroen put it back and showed her where he would look next. He could finish examining it because that afternoon's other work could wait between stages. That didn't mean he could fit the machining in afterwards. His first space for that was in three weeks, and then it would have to be put back into running order and tested.
‘I took it on for too little,’ Ada said.
‘I can't judge that from here.’
‘The price, I mean.’
He picked up her instructions. ‘This price is right.’
On the journey back she sat beside a woman who was trying to fold a shopping bag while they waited at a stop. The fabric was caught in the zip of a little pocket. Ada wanted to take the bag from her and kept her hands on her own knees. The woman pinched the zip between two fingers and pulled the fabric free. Afterwards she offered Ada the empty seat nearest the exit.
Ada reached the shop five minutes before half past one. Nobody was at the door. Taking the notice off the glass brought no relief either. Perhaps somebody had come. Perhaps not. She couldn't tell from the empty pavement.
She put her bag in the cupboard and ate a sandwich while she stood tidying up the morning's work. She cleared the empty space under the lamp and began on the mantel clock. Saskia had made it clear what she didn't want. That didn't automatically make the job smaller, but at least it was still the same job.
Jeroen rang at twenty to four. He had completed the examination. There was wear around the bearing holes and a pivot that needed more than cleaning. He described what could be repaired and what he could only assess again after machining. Ada made two notes and asked him to repeat the order. She knew the words. Now she had to choose which to tell Paul and which belonged only on the job sheet.
‘Can you put that in writing?’
‘I'll send it over now. With the price. If he doesn't go ahead, I'll get all the parts together for return. The examination invoice goes to you.’
‘That's fine.’
The email arrived while she was still by the telephone. She read it on her mobile's small screen and then on the computer: she didn't want an amount cut off at the edge. Jeroen had listed the examination separately. A hundred and eighty, completed. Below it was a new price for the machining, tied to the work described and not charging for the earlier part again. He had named the earliest week he could do it. No polite promise of Friday collection.
Ada added her own remaining work: reassembly, checking, watching the clock run, not counting a brief trial as a final test. The new total for Paul came to six hundred and ten euros. The hundred and eighty for the examination remained her expense; she wouldn't pass it on to him after all. If he agreed, it couldn't be ready before Friday in five weeks' time. She sent the quote; any further work had to wait for his answer. He hadn't bought anything yet.
She rang him. The radio was louder again now. He left it on while she explained what remained wrong despite the part that fitted. Halfway through he asked whether she or her colleague couldn't have known this sooner.
‘When I first assessed it I thought the replacement would sort it out,’ she said. ‘I was too definite.’
‘You said two hundred and ninety.’
‘Yes.’
He asked her to send the message. He wanted to sit at the table and read it. Ada said he didn't have to decide straight away, but that no work would begin without his answer. He asked her to include their original agreement with the quote.
After the call she didn't have to look for the job sheet again. It was still beside the telephone. She took a legible photograph and attached it. On the screen her handwriting looked older than the morning she had written it. She checked the name above the file. Paul Hoving. Not a customer number belonging to another clock.
Outside, the baker was wheeling his racks indoors. She had twenty minutes left before closing. A woman collected a small key and paid cash. Ada entered the payment on the usual list. Then she looked at her time sheet. Her own work on Paul's clock hadn't vanished because another workshop had examined it. She added the journey and the conversations on separate lines. The total was still there when she shut the notebook.
On Saturday after closing she went back for the clock. Jeroen had laid an inventory on the lid of the outer box. They checked it together: case, movement, dial with its hands protected, pendulum secured separately, and the little bag of fixings. The old part was there too, marked as replaced.
‘He hasn't answered yet,’ Ada said.
‘You don't need to wait here for that.’
Jeroen slid her a copy of his report. She had the original digitally. She filed the paper with the job sheet; she liked the idea of having something to hold when Paul rang again. Another movement was already on Jeroen's worktable. She couldn't recognise the type at this distance and didn't go closer. The name on the box was underlined in green.
‘If he goes ahead, ring first to book it in,’ Jeroen said. ‘I'm not keeping the week empty because there's a quote out.’
‘I've told him. That it can't be any sooner.’
‘Good.’
She wanted to ask how he said that to somebody who had known him so long that there was no clear day left between dropping something off and collecting it. But her taxi was waiting outside, right by the door this time, and she hadn't said she had a question. She lifted the box. He held the door without taking it from her.
In the closed shop she set the complete set on the low shelf where Paul's clock had stood before. A new strip on the box read: awaiting customer's decision. She didn't need to promise anything to know where it was.
Then she went home. On the way she bought an unsliced loaf because the baker's slicing machine was being cleaned. At home she sawed off a slice too thick and ate it with cheese. Her own kitchen table was full enough with just the breadboard and her plate.
Not Every Clock
Mara was early for lunch and too late to go back. She had left her bicycle against the railings by the church, in the one place where nobody could put another bike across her handlebars. She had set her bag behind the shop counter and gone to the little sink. A cup stood there with two teabags in it. She took them out, squeezed them between two teaspoons and only then realised she hadn't needed the cup at all.
Ada came out of the side room with her glasses on her head.
‘I haven't eaten one yet,’ she said.
‘What?’
‘Those rolls. If that's why you're looking at the bag.’
Mara glanced at the clock above the door. Not to check whether her mother was eating on time; she herself had to be back at the office by one. The client had brought the meeting forward. They were setting up the exhibition's first venue on Thursday, ready to open on Friday. Hester van Roon wanted to add one more portrait. There were enough portraits already. Mara had said they would look at it, because that sounded less final than no.
‘You said twelve,’ Ada said.
‘It's ten to.’
‘I can see that.’
She didn't point at the clock. She cleaned her hands, moved an empty tray to the other end of the workbench and switched off the lamp. Mara picked up the bag of rolls. She had deliberately bought two different ones. If her mother chose the first, Mara would be left with her own choice; if Ada took the other, that would be the one she had really wanted. At the bakery it would have been easier simply to buy two the same.
They sat at the back of the shop. The door to the little room stayed open so Ada could hear the bell. A dark cloth covered a movement. Mara recognised nothing else. She did notice that her own planning sheet wasn't there. She had taken it away, she knew that, yet some small part of her had expected Ada to have made a neat copy.
‘How was your weekend?’ her mother asked.
‘I worked at home.’
‘The whole time?’
‘No. Washing. Supermarket. The show with Ellen didn't happen.’
It hadn't been the show. Ellen had moved and found a box containing two tickets that had expired long ago. They had laughed about it in messages. Mara had rolled the separate things into a single visit. She took a bite and said Ellen was on a lower floor now, with a balcony.
‘That's handy,’ Ada said.
‘Two flights less. But the living room's narrower than she thought.’
She wanted to tell her about a shelving unit they couldn't get round the turn through the doorway on moving day. Instead she reached for her phone because the screen lit up. Hester. She left it there. The name stayed on the screen long enough for her mother to read it. Ada didn't ask.
At her second bite the shop bell rang. Ada checked the time.
‘He's early.’
Mara put her roll down. ‘Shall I—’
Her mother had already stood up.
Remco de Wit was at the counter with a paper shopping bag and a roll of tape. His jacket bore the badge of De Zoom sports club. He said he had waited at the bakery because he couldn't find anywhere to park, then thought he might as well come early. He set the bag down to free both hands.
Ada pointed to the customer's chair. ‘I was still eating. Two minutes.’
‘I can stand.’
‘That won't make me eat faster.’
She came back and took the last two bites of her roll. Mara stayed seated. Through the open door she could see the bag's brown paper and a round white label on one side. No clock stuck out. She wondered why the man had brought tape, then decided it was none of her business.
Ada drank some water and set the glass aside. She looked at Mara.
‘Do you want to stay? Or do you need to get back?’
‘I've still got half an hour.’
She took her own roll towards the customer's chair, but Remco was in it. Mara stood at the end of the counter. It felt less polite than she had intended, as though she had come to supervise his request. Remco nodded at her roll.
‘I've got omelette. Hardly anything else left.’
‘I could have gone for one of those,’ Mara said.
‘Get there earlier next time.’
He wasn't joking. He took two rolls from the bag and put one in his jacket pocket. The white label was the price. He laid the tape on the counter.
Ada already had the large round clock's job sheet in front of her. She went through it with Remco. The fault was that it wouldn't keep running reliably. The outside didn't have to look new, the dial had to remain legible, and the pendulum belonged with this clock. Ada had agreed a date in early December. Mara listened and watched Remco enter it in his phone. The clock hadn't been hanging in the clubhouse for some time.
‘We've got one from the DIY shop now,’ he said. ‘When it's busy you can only see the big hand.’
‘So this one's not getting a different dial,’ Ada said.
‘No, that's not what I'm saying. The one from the DIY shop.’
‘Right.’
She showed him how the wooden case was stored. A protective strip covered the bottom edge. Remco bent down, hitched his jacket up at the shoulders and read the name on the card. Then he returned to the counter.
‘We've got two more,’ he said.
Ada's hand had already moved towards her pen.
‘One in the committee room and one at the back of the old equipment store. The committee-room one's getting slower. The other doesn't work. We're clearing out for the volunteers' evening.’
Mara looked at the tape.
‘We've been numbering everything,’ Remco said, as if he had caught her looking. ‘Otherwise somebody takes away something somebody else thinks is theirs.’
Ada turned her job sheet over. ‘What sort of clocks?’
Remco searched for photographs on his phone. First came a dog with its nose in a plastic crate. He swiped it away and laid the phone flat on the counter. Ada leaned over. Mara could see her reflected face in the screen: a stern half-chin above a rectangular clock.
‘I can't assess this from a photograph,’ Ada said.
‘I can fetch them tomorrow. Or Thursday. I'd rather have everything ready together, then we can get that wall done.’
‘When's the evening?’
He named the Friday in the week after their agreed delivery. It was just after the date for the big clock. Mara could almost see the two appointments falling into a column, one beneath the other. Her mother didn't write down the Friday. She was still holding the pen.
‘I'd have to see them first,’ Ada said.
‘We're happy to budget for it. We're not asking you to squeeze it in round everything else.’
He pushed the phone closer. Ada enlarged a corner of the dial. The whole picture blurred. She pinched it smaller again and looked at the other clock. The glass reflected a fluorescent tube. Remco held a hand above it to cut out the reflection. That couldn't help, of course; it was a photograph of a reflection. He realised and withdrew his hand.
Mara picked up her bag. She should have stayed seated or left. Standing here with her coat over her arm turned every pause into a question addressed to her.
‘I've taken on the first one,’ Ada said. ‘I want to keep that commitment. I can't fit these two in for the same date.’
‘Not even if we put it back a week?’
‘Then I've got other work I've already taken on.’
Remco looked at the protected case against the wall. ‘But the big one's definitely for then?’
‘As agreed on this sheet.’
‘Just asking. We can't hang everything once the tables are in.’
Ada turned the sheet towards him. She pointed at the line he had just entered in his phone. No earlier finish, no promise that perhaps the second and third clocks might fit in after all. Mara saw a tiny hole her mother had made in the paper with the pen tip. There wasn't a new word.
‘I'll have to find somebody for the other two, then,’ Remco said.
‘Yes.’
‘We'd rather have kept them all together.’
‘I understand.’
Ada put down the pen. It wasn't an answer that solved anything for Remco. Still sitting in the chair, he rang somebody on his committee. He spoke a different language to this person: less explanation, more isolated names and a day that wouldn't do. Mara heard that they were going somewhere on the other side of the canal next week. Evidently somebody who might look at them had already been mentioned.
‘Henk says he's got time to examine them,’ Remco said when he hung up. ‘Whether that means they'll be ready in time, I don't know.’
Ada nodded. She gave him a copy of the job sheet for their big clock. He folded it in half and tucked it behind his phone. Then he picked up the tape and his roll. He asked whether he could put the empty bag in her paper-recycling bin. Ada showed him where it was.
Once the door had closed, Mara looked at her mother.
‘There is somebody else who can do it,’ she said.
Ada gathered the papers. ‘We'll see.’
‘At least he had a name.’
‘That's not the same thing.’
Mara felt the disappointment that sometimes came when her mother wouldn't help her put an ending to something. She had wanted to say it had gone well. Ada went back to her sandwich bag and brushed the crumbs off the workbench. The conversation might have brought her two new jobs. Instead it had mostly cost her twenty minutes.
Mara ate her last bite. The omelette she hadn't chosen at the bakery had disappeared into Remco's jacket pocket. She needed to leave before one.
‘Those two from Monday,’ she asked at the door. ‘Do you know anything yet?’
Ada understood which she meant. The man had had his promised call on Thursday. He had agreed to an assessment followed by an ordinary repair date, without Mara's Friday. The other clock was waiting for an answer about parts. Both were still in the shop, with a new note. Mara had nobody to ring back.
‘Good,’ she said.
‘Your sandwich bag.’
She had left it on the counter. She took it with her.
By her bicycle she rang Hester back. She didn't walk as she talked; the lane beside the church was too narrow to steer past a florist's cargo bike while holding a phone. Hester wanted to know whether that fourth portrait could still go on the last panel. The file was in the right folder already, she said. Mara checked the time.
‘I need to look at it with Lotte,’ she said.
‘I thought so. I spoke to her myself yesterday.’
So there had been a conversation she hadn't heard. Mara immediately felt excluded, and knew it wasn't a good reason to say yes. She asked what exactly Lotte had promised. Hester said there seemed to be room if the text stayed short. That could mean anything. Mara promised an answer that afternoon, after they had discussed it. She gave no new print deadline.
At the office Lotte was standing over two paper proofs on the floor. She had taken off her shoes so she wouldn't dirty them and was nudging the sheets together with her socked feet. The fourth portrait lay beside the last panel. It almost fitted.
‘That's precisely the problem,’ Lotte said when Mara looked.
Mara hung up her coat. The folder containing measurements for the first venue was on her desk. On the top page she herself had copied two figures from a photograph Hester had sent. There were no initials from the installation team beside them. She wanted to look at the portrait first, because somebody was standing next to it who could explain it.
She stayed beside Lotte until they had agreed which image could go on the later panels. Then she rang Hester. The new portrait wasn't going in this time. Hester sighed, asked whether it could still be included at the second venue and accepted the answer. Only when Mara sat down again did she pull the measurements folder out from under her keyboard. Thursday had a thick line across her diary. Below it, in a different colour, was Ellen. Six o'clock. Help with the boxes still waiting to be unpacked.
She left both appointments where they were.
Four Panels Short
The wall didn't start at the corner after all. There was a door, recessed behind a pillar, almost indistinguishable from the paintwork in the photograph. When Mara came in, it was open. Somebody had wedged a rolled-up draught strip behind it to stop it falling shut.
‘Here?’ the installer asked.
She checked the plan. The line began at the end of the hall, ran unbroken to the pillar and, on paper, straight through it. She had used the overall measurement. The photograph with the tape measure had come from the caretaker, but she had copied it into the final drawing.
‘I need to look at that corner,’ she said.
The installer stepped back. His name was Niels. He had worked on another exhibition for her for two days, and she had only paid attention to his name once, on the time sheet. Now she was glad she knew it. She crouched beside the pillar and held the tape measure. It wasn't some awkward discrepancy in the dimensions. There simply wasn't enough usable wall.
The hall in the former post office had tall windows and a wooden floor that made every cardboard corner scrape audibly. Six crates held the panels for Op straat. Twenty-four of them, numbered, with edge protectors. Through the windows people were walking towards the market with bags still folded flat. Tomorrow morning visitors had to be able to see the first photographs here.
‘How much do we lose?’ Niels asked.
Mara didn't want to say lose. She counted on the drawing: the first panel, the second, then the generous gap Hester had wanted. She could move everything closer. But then the door would have to stay shut, and behind it was a workroom the caretaker used three times a day.
‘We can’t block it,’ he said when she looked at him. ‘Not even just for tomorrow.’
‘I understand.’
It sounded as though he had forbidden her something. All he had done was explain what his door was for.
She laid the plan on an empty crate. Niels marked out the widths on the floor with tape. Four strips landed in the space that had to remain clear of the door. They walked along together, placing their feet between the marks. There seemed to be another possible place for every panel. Only on the way back did Mara see they would be separating two pieces of text that belonged with the same image.
Hester arrived at half past nine with a crate of coffee flasks and a paper bag of currant buns. Her scarf caught on the handle. She pulled it free and asked where the audio connections were.
‘We haven't got any audio,’ Mara said.
‘No. Force of habit. There were speakers here last time.’
She set down the crate and looked at the tape on the floor. ‘What's that doing there?’
Mara took a breath. ‘I copied the wall length down wrongly. With the door and that pillar, we've got room for four fewer panels than the plan shows.’
Hester stayed beside the crate. ‘Which four?’
‘We need to decide. I don't want to block—’
‘Of course not. Which four can we do without?’
She was already a decision ahead of Mara. It felt helpful and dangerous at once. Mara didn't yet know whether leaving them out was the only option. She didn't have a price for a rush job, the availability of freestanding frames, the hours of the two men here. She wanted to offer a solution in which all those questions had already been answered.
‘Give me ten minutes to look at the layout,’ she said.
Hester looked at the other wall. ‘We'll look together, then. They're my photographs.’
The first crate was unpacked. Mara read out the numbers and Niels leaned the panels against the long wall, with protective material between their backs. His colleague took the hanging fittings out of the boxes. There was other work that could simply go ahead. The introduction, the overview of the old streets, the long photograph of the market square. Mara went along them with Hester, gripping the plan in both hands because otherwise her finger kept straying to the wrong line.
Hester stopped at a shopfront.
‘This isn't the final text.’
Mara leaned closer. Beneath the photograph was a butcher's name. She didn't know for herself which name should be there. But she recognised the line below it. It credited a collection Hester had said wasn't the right source.
‘We changed this,’ Hester said. ‘All four in that sequence.’
Mara put down her plan. She went to the crate and found the other three numbers. All four had the old credit. A house number was still wrong, and one photograph still had the word probably, which had been removed from the approved text. Moving things about wouldn't fix this.
She rang Bram at Drukkerij Van Dam. He asked for the file name. Mara read it from her list of sent files. He read it back. It was the same file.
‘I'll pull up the proof,’ he said.
‘So will I.’
She opened the folder on her phone. The connection was slow. She walked to the window and raised the phone, ashamed of the gesture, as if the screen could do better that way what she herself hadn't done. There was the proof. Under the email she had written: this set can go ahead. She had chosen the file after the combined versions became so confusing that she had put everything back in numerical order. Four panels had reverted to an older text.
‘That's our mistake,’ she told Bram. ‘I'll need to order those again.’
‘Same sizes?’
She looked at the wall.
‘Hold off on that for a moment.’
Hester was on the phone now. She wasn't asking for another designer, Mara heard; she was asking the archive director if he had five minutes. Niels waited beside the empty crate. His colleague had started on the overview, which could be hung without the disputed sequence. People measured, a little cap fell to the floor, somebody asked if they could bring the second ladder from the storeroom. The work didn't sound as though four panels were wrong.
Mara rang Nora. First she explained the measurement, then the printing. She heard how the two mistakes together sounded worse than the same four panels on the floor.
‘Can they reprint them?’ Nora asked.
‘Yes. But they still won't fit.’
‘What do you suggest?’
Mara looked at the glass doors at the back of the hall. There was a recess, not wide enough for the original arrangement but big enough for separate frames set at an angle. She would have to get the route past them checked. It was the first place she hadn't already made into a fixed wall in her head.
‘Either we rush through something smaller now, or we open with twenty panels and bring these four later on freestanding supports. I'll put both options to them, with the actual costs.’
‘Do that. Don't order anything until you've sent me the difference.’
It didn't sound like permission to choose the cheap option. It was permission to leave the mistake visible until somebody knew the price.
She asked Niels to look at the recess. They could fit four simple movable frames there if they kept the passage clear and supported the panels properly. He wanted to check the dimensions against the actual panels, and the caretaker wanted to know who would put the frames back after closing. Hester asked whether a wheelchair could get through. Mara didn't answer until the men had measured. There was enough space, but not with the four frames in the straight line she had drawn. Two pairs, at a slight angle, with a different reading order. Hester laid the images out by number so they could see what that did.
‘The bakery needs to be on this side,’ she said. ‘Otherwise you jump back twenty years.’
Mara noted it. It took time, but it was time spent making the solution more precise. She wasn't standing alone in a corner waiting for the phone.
Van Dam could deliver the four correct panels early the following week. The supports weren't coming from the printer; Niels's company couldn't suddenly make them today either. There were materials, a price and an earliest available afternoon. Mara put it all in an email to Nora without shaving off an hour she didn't yet know who would pay for.
Hester came over when she had the answer. The archive could open on Friday with twenty panels. The four shopfronts were attractive and mattered to the exhibition, but visitors could follow the route without that sequence. Hester wanted a short notice beside the empty recess and a confirmed date for the addition. Not a sheet telling people to find the right photographs online; she had made this for people who came out of their homes to see it.
‘We'll do that, then,’ Mara said.
‘I want to see the new texts once more.’
‘Of course.’
Hester looked up.
‘I'll send them,’ Mara said.
They went through the twenty panels together. A photograph that would have been a transition was now the final image. Hester didn't simply discard the caption; she read it aloud and decided to keep the closing sentence. Mara heard words she had only seen on screens until then. They sounded less grand in the hall.
At quarter to four she ate her currant bun. It was still in the paper bag, flattened so much that it couldn't have taken butter. Lotte rang about the new files. She was angry to have heard about the mistake through a forwarded email with three people above her. Mara said she was right and immediately began on what they needed for Monday.
‘Send me the final text, not your latest combined folder,’ Lotte said. ‘And who's checking the corrections?’
‘Hester. And I'll check the proof.’
‘A proof you actually open.’
Mara didn't want her saying that in front of other people. Lotte couldn't see that she was facing a wall by a fire exit. Mara took another two steps away.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘On the four separate panels.’
Lotte had no time to redo it that evening. The following morning would fit her schedule, provided the texts arrived in time. Mara wrote it down and didn't ask when her evening began. She sent the arrangement to Nora and Hester. Friday's opening stayed at twenty panels. The addition was scheduled for the later afternoon they had agreed.
She had meant to ring Ellen at half past three, before she actually had to cancel. Now she saw the notifications: messages from the printer and Nora, two missed calls, the diary reminder about unpacking. It was almost five. Ellen was expecting her at six.
Mara typed that she would be late, then deleted it. The installation would last until six. She had allowed for a day without problems, knowing she was responsible for the handover. Even without the misprinted sequence, she would have been too late to help Ellen unpack a cupboard on time.
She rang. Ellen answered with a slightly too cheerful hello.
‘I'm not coming tonight,’ Mara said. ‘I should have told you sooner.’
‘How much sooner did you know?’
Mara looked at the crates along the wall. ‘Soon enough.’
Ellen asked nothing about the exhibition. She said the neighbour could help with the lifting for a bit, but then he had to go. She would leave the rest. Mara offered Saturday. Ellen couldn't do Saturday. She had an arrangement and wasn't going to move that as well.
‘I'd planned on you coming,’ she said.
‘I understand.’
‘You're always so quick to say that.’
Mara closed her eyes briefly. Through the open window she heard an empty market trolley rolling past.
‘I promised two things on the same day,’ she said. ‘I thought I could get away in time. I wasn't honest with the planning.’
‘No.’
They stayed on the line for a few seconds. Mara asked how she liked the new place and heard how it sounded: something friendly squeezed into the space she had left. Ellen said she would tell her later. She wanted to eat before the neighbour arrived.
Afterwards Mara didn't immediately move Ellen's appointment into another slot. She just wrote cancelled beside today. In the hall Niels asked where the empty crates should go. She went with him to the storeroom, checked the doorway's width and helped turn a crate until it fitted through.
On Friday morning a stack of leaflets lay at the entrance. Twenty panels stood or hung in their agreed places. In the recess was a small white card about the four images still to come. Hester had changed the wording: not due to circumstances, simply the date they were expected. Mara watched a woman read it and walk on to the first photograph.
She had come to do the handover with the caretaker. Yesterday's labour had been recorded, the extra production scheduled at the agency's expense, the fittings put in the storeroom. The caretaker stopped beside the card.
‘Can I pass that date on to the volunteers?’
‘Yes,’ Mara said. This time she had checked with the people who had to make and deliver it.
Before leaving, she walked through the hall once more. Two visitors stood at the same street photograph, disagreeing about a shop long gone. One gave a name; the other pointed to a window. Mara didn't stay until one was proved right. Outside she rang the office to say the first venue was open. She told them what was still missing.
The Whole Notebook
There was a glove on the top shelf. Ada knew whose clock stood beside it, but not whose glove it was. Blue, thin leather, a small tear by the thumb. She put it on the counter where its owner would see it if they came in. Then she took hold of the kitchen steps again.
She had thought she could get through the back cupboard before opening. At nine she had brought forward only three things: the glove, an empty wrapper and a clock with its job sheet facing the wall. She knew the clock was there. That wasn't the same as having somewhere she could find it.
The bookkeeper had sent a message yesterday. For their next appointment, could she list her outstanding work, not just the amounts? Ada had said yes. Today she had printed the message, not because she would forget the question but because the back of the sheet was blank.
She set a narrow clock on the cleared customer's chair and began looking for the name. Since September the chair had mostly been empty. Occasionally somebody had put a bag on it. Mara's case had gone to the charity shop and wasn't coming back. The empty chair showed Ada just how much room one clock took up in the shop.
In the notebook the owner's name was on a page torn out of the binding. The rest of the page was still attached, with a note about glass. Ada laid the loose half on the table and found the duplicate job sheet. There was a date on it. Not the promised date: the day the clock had arrived. Ready was blank.
She rang the number. A woman answered and said at first that she didn't have a clock.
Ada gave the name on the sheet.
‘Oh. My husband's. Hang on.’
There was shuffling, a hand over the phone, a distant voice asking why he had to come downstairs. Ada held the receiver and looked at the clock on the chair. There was a row of dots in the wood she hadn't noticed before. Close up they were holes left by an old nameplate.
The man came to the phone. He had thought she would ring when she could. They hadn't said there was any hurry, had they? No, Ada said. But now she wanted to agree when he would hear from her. She could assess the clock and come back to him about a repair, or he could collect it.
‘Can't it stay there any more?’ he asked.
‘I want us to know what we've agreed.’
He wanted it back working. Not while his wife was still doing the kitchen, though, he added. They settled on a day in November. Ada wrote it down. She put the same arrangement on the job sheet, with a note of the call. The clock went back on the shelf, its name now facing out.
She didn't make a new computer system. On the big sheet she drew three sections for what the old job sheets said. Definite date. To be arranged. Still to assess. Beside them she left a strip for the new arrangements she was making now. Against the first name she wrote the date of the call and what they had agreed. She had to decide which section each clock belonged in, not which would look nicest beside what she hoped to do with it.
Saskia's mantel clock went in the first section. She had checked the striking mechanism separately; the case still bore the scratches Saskia hadn't wanted restored. The work wasn't ready to hand back, but there was an agreed date. The big round clock from De Zoom went beneath it. Paul Hoving's brass table clock, its parts together in the labelled box, took the third line. The new quote hadn't been accepted. A time to ring him back wasn't an order for the machining.
Two people passed the shop, both looking in. One pointed at a clock in the window. Ada put her pen down and started to get up. They walked on.
On the shelf above Paul's box stood a modern kitchen clock with a cracked rim. This wasn't a movement that another pendulum could bring back to life; it had a battery compartment on the back. Its owner had been open to anything provided it wasn't expensive. Ada had said she would look and ring him. He had come in once afterwards, on a day when she hadn't yet assessed the movement. Since then the clock had stood behind a frame with a larger pane of glass.
She rang. This time she got the right person at once. He said he had bought another clock in the meantime. Ada looked at the crack and almost heard herself offering to mend this one as a spare anyway.
‘Then you'll collect this one unrepaired,’ she said. ‘With the parts it came with.’
‘I'm away for a week next month.’
They went through the days together. The Thursday when Saskia was expected suited him too. It was on paper now, no longer just in a pause between two other arrangements.
A couple came in with a bag of screws. The woman held one between finger and thumb and wanted to know whether Ada had the same in a slightly larger size. Ada searched her trays. She couldn't find it. The man said they had been to the ironmonger's, who had sent them here. She explained what she did keep in stock and wrote down the size they had brought. Then she looked at her sheet. She had checked nine clocks; twenty-five minutes had passed since the last one.
She made coffee and drank it standing by the open cupboard, the cup on the windowsill so nothing could spill on a movement. The owners of the two clocks Mara had included in her example had now been contacted and the first assessments done. Neither had a firm collection day. The man with the dinner party had found another solution for that evening. He hadn't asked again whether the clock might still be there. Ada put both in the middle section.
Beside one job sheet was a short note of Mara's call. Ada had copied it herself. It had been her daughter who raised an expectation. It would have been her daughter who wanted to colour in the box on the spreadsheet now. Ada made a little stroke, but only because her pen had failed to put ink on a letter.
For the lowest shelf she had to kneel. Behind the tall packaging were two movements without their cases, each on its own work stand, the cases on the next shelf. She counted them as two clocks. Not four objects. The labels showed which pieces belonged together. She checked the numbers before getting up. Her left knee wouldn't follow at once. She held the edge of the bench and stood still until the stiffness eased.
She was hungry. It was five to one and the coffee was cold. She wanted to do the furthest corner first. Then the little drawer above the bench. Then she noticed a box whose job sheet she hadn't found.
Ada put her coat on.
She left a notice on the door saying she would be back in fifteen minutes. At the bakery she bought soup in a cup with a lid that wouldn't close. The boy behind the counter pressed it down in three places and showed her how to start at the seam. She thanked him, though she could have worked it out herself. Outside she held the cup in both hands. The heat came through the paper.
Back in the shop she ate on the customer's chair. The clock that had occupied it was safely back on its shelf.
The first caller that afternoon wanted to leave a clock for her to look at. It was still in his car. Ada said she was sorting the work she had already accepted first. She couldn't take on a major repair before the end of November. He asked whether she was going on holiday. She explained that the shop would stay open on the usual days for collections and existing appointments.
‘I'll come back later, then,’ he said.
‘Ring first. Don't leave it on the doorstep.’
He laughed. Ada didn't, but she didn't repeat her phone number either. It was on the card he took from the holder himself.
By the end of Thursday she had checked everything on the three open shelves, but not the cupboard by the back door. There were eighteen entries on the sheet. She slid it under a stiff folder so it wouldn't get folded in with the job sheets and wrote at the top where she had stopped. She could pretend the rest was hardly any work after all. Or she could open the cupboard on Friday.
On Friday she opened it.
Among the nine clocks were two empty boxes. She put the empty boxes aside immediately. A large envelope of old guarantees belonged to no current customer; she filed it with her own records. There was a name card without a clock. That clock had already been collected, the payment recorded beside it. She crossed out the card and didn't count it again.
By half past ten she had twenty-seven names in front of her. On the old job sheets twelve had a definite date. Eight had been left waiting for word from her or a reply from the customer. Seven she hadn't properly examined. The first new arrangements were in the strip on the right. She went back along the entire sheet to the shelves, pointing out each place. Names appearing on two pieces of paper didn't make two clocks. She stopped when each object had a line and each line an object.
Then came the part she had wanted to skip yesterday.
The first unassessed clock looked better from the front than the back. Its owner had asked for a low price, but it needed more than the small adjustment he had brought it in for. Ada couldn't offer a paid repair she herself thought worthwhile. She rang and was told she should have looked at it sooner.
‘Yes,’ she said.
‘I could have taken it somewhere else in that time.’
‘You could.’
She crossed out the apology she was about to write on her scrap paper. She had already apologised on the phone, and it didn't change his Saturday. They agreed he could collect next week. He wanted to know whether everything was there. Ada checked with him still on the line and recorded the collection arrangement.
She didn't choose the next two customers in that group because they would be easy. She had now assessed their clocks and couldn't take on work that matched what the owners wanted to pay or preserve. One woman said she had expected as much. The other thought Ada needn't have kept hers so long, then. Both would come the following week. She recorded the conversations separately, not three names beneath the word Called.
A fourth clock did get a quote, with a place in the work schedule and time afterwards to watch it run. Ada read the text aloud before sending it. She hadn't added that it might be quicker if things stayed quiet. When she sent the email there was no agreement yet. The box stayed on the shelf with the job sheet above it.
For the fifth, consulting Jeroen was a possibility, but only if the customer wanted it. She noted when she could ask. The sixth needed a simple, limited repair she could fit into November. With the seventh, after an initial closer assessment, she still needed to check something before saying yes or no. She wrote it down. They were all different reasons why a clock wasn't ready yet, and until yesterday she had covered them with the same little phrase.
The bell rang. The owner of one of the small jobs with a date came to ask whether next Saturday still stood. This time Ada checked not only his job sheet but the clock's place on her list. The work was done; the final running checks were under way. She confirmed the arrangement. The man took out his diary and wrote nothing. Evidently the day was already there.
‘See you then,’ he said.
After he left she grouped the five small jobs that could really go back over the next two weeks in her work schedule. Two that first Saturday, three the week after. The four later dated clocks kept their own November days. The sports clock didn't get Paul's freed-up space before Paul had decided; it was a place, not paid working time that had unexpectedly appeared.
Before her break she looked at the money again. Beside the customer names were amounts still to come in and amounts already set aside. It wasn't a list of what she could spend this month. Paul's ninety euros was still customer money. The hundred and eighty for Jeroen's completed examination went on her own expenses list, with a payment date to add when the invoice arrived. He had delivered what she had commissioned. She had delivered nothing to Paul that she could bill him for.
A message from Leonie came to her mobile. She couldn't play next week; there would be others. Ada typed that she wasn't sure she would go. Then she changed it: she would go and see who was there. She didn't want to spend Wednesday afternoon at home looking at the list of clocks. It might be a less enjoyable afternoon. That was different.
Once the sheet tallied, she photographed it for the bookkeeper. She didn't send it to Mara. Her daughter would want to know, at the first section, whether she couldn't ring sooner. Perhaps the question would be fair. Ada first wanted to settle the eight arrangements listed as To be arranged herself.
She reached one woman that afternoon. First the woman wanted to know whether the case would be the same colour again. Ada explained that the work concerned the movement. The woman asked if she could ring back on Monday after discussing it at home. They agreed a time. A second customer could only be reached in the evening. Ada wrote down one call for late that Monday afternoon, with his work number beside it. Not a whole evening for everybody.
Before closing at six she made a new notice for the window. No new major repairs until the end of November. Existing arrangements stand. Usual opening hours for parts and collections. She hung it beside the sign, straight enough to read. It wasn't an attractive website picture. For now people needed to see this.
On her way home she rang Mara and asked if it was a good time. Her daughter said she was still on the bus but could talk. Ada told her she had counted the clocks and wasn't taking on any more large jobs for now.
‘How many?’ Mara asked.
‘Twenty-seven.’
Silence at the other end. Ada passed the greengrocer as he carried in a crate of pumpkins.
‘All with an agreed date?’
‘That's what I'm doing now. I've put them in three groups. Anything that isn't clear, I'll ring about.’
‘Would you like me to look at anything?’
‘No. I wanted to tell you.’
Mara said she had to stand up to let somebody past. Ada heard a zip and the squeak of a bus door. Then her daughter asked how the driving lesson had gone. Ada told her about a cyclist who hadn't signalled and Kamal's coffee almost coming out of its holder on a bend. That last one hadn't been her fault. She said so anyway.
At home she put her bag beside the chair. The photograph of the clock list was still on her phone. She closed it and found the message with the time for badminton. Two o'clock. At least she had remembered that now.
The Cost of Giving It Back
The first customer had brought a bag that had once held a cauliflower. Ada knew because the price label was still on it. She wrapped paper round the clock so the sharp edge of the case wouldn't damage the bag. The woman watched, already holding the handles.
‘So you won't be doing anything else to it?’
‘Not for what you want to spend. I've told you what I found. You can still have somebody else assess it.’
‘That takes more of my time.’
Ada nodded. The woman was right about the time. She had said it last week too. Then Ada could still put the clock on the shelf and tell herself she was waiting for an answer. Now it really was leaving.
The woman asked for the separate key. Ada took the labelled bag and laid it on top of the clock, under a fold of paper. The woman looked inside, tied the bag shut and left. Outside she had to open it again because her bicycle key was at the bottom. Ada watched through the window and didn't follow her out. She found it herself.
On her list Ada put a date beside the first of the three unassessed clocks she had decided last week not to take on. The word Returned didn't make the box any bigger. She brought the clock due to leave at the end of the morning a little further forward, its own job sheet beside it.
At half past nine Mrs Van Hoorn came for a small repaired clock. That one didn't have to begin with a refusal. Ada had carried out the agreed work and checked its running. She left it upright on the counter for a moment and showed Mrs Van Hoorn where to leave clearance when she put it back. The woman asked for something in writing: her husband would want to know precisely what had been done.
‘For you as well,’ Ada said.
She finished the description already with the job sheet and gave her a copy. The woman paid and said she was going to the florist first. Not with this clock under her arm, she added. Her son was waiting in the car. She had put him somewhere he couldn't keep hooting outside the shop. Ada smiled. She didn't know the son and didn't see him when the woman left.
The second small job was collected just after ten. The man stayed in the doorway because his dog was tied to a lamppost outside. Ada wasn't taking a clock out to settle the bill in the street. With her agreement he brought the dog onto the mat to wait. It immediately lay down where the door needed to open.
‘Over here,’ the man said.
The dog lifted its head and put it down again.
Between them they made room. Then the clock could go on the counter as usual and the man could have his paperwork. He asked another question about the striking mechanism and looked at the dog while she answered. Ada stopped talking until he looked back at her. It didn't make the conversation longer; she didn't have to repeat herself.
After they left she entered the two payments under receipts and the two collections on her work list. There was income today. It made her want to imagine an easier afternoon than the one ahead. Paul Hoving's box stood under the bench, ready to be checked again.
His decision had arrived by email. He didn't want to proceed at six hundred and ten euros. He had written that he had expected something quite different when she took it on, and was sorry to be finding this out only now. Ada hadn't sent back an explanation about her Wednesdays. She had offered half past eleven this Saturday for the return of the complete clock and his deposit. He had confirmed.
She put the email with his original job sheet. Behind it was Jeroen's report, which Paul had been allowed to read. The examination invoice was addressed to her. A hundred and eighty euros. His decision hadn't changed the amount.
She logged into her own bank account. She copied the invoice number into the transfer, checked the recipient's name and paid. There was no reason to keep Jeroen waiting for his money because she had made an agreement with no room in it. She saved the confirmation with the invoice and noted the payment date. Then she laid the separate list of customer deposits beside it. Ninety euros against Paul. That went back to him today. She didn't need to take it out of her own pay; she had kept it separate all along.
She hadn't finished checking the clock box when the second unrepaired clock was collected. The man only wanted to know where to sign. Ada showed him first that all his parts were there. He inspected them with an impatient nod. It wasn't a complicated piece and she hadn't needed to turn it into a technical discussion. Even so, he clearly wanted to leave. She handed over his things and recorded the collection. The payment box on his job sheet stayed blank.
She began Paul's set again from the start. The brass case still had its dull patch above the little door. The dial and hands were protected; the pendulum was separate. The movement sat firmly on its stand. She checked the numbers on the bags. The old, replaced part lay with the new one that had fitted correctly. Jeroen had done none of the more expensive machining. His examination had shown enough to propose it, not to decide on the customer's behalf.
Ada covered the set with a cloth when the bell rang.
Paul was ten minutes early. One elbow of his jacket was darker than the other, and he held a folded shopping bag in both hands. He looked first at the Wednesday closing sign, then at the notice about the temporary pause on taking repairs. Ada asked if he wanted to sit while she finished something. It was her preparation for his appointment, not another customer's conversation running over.
‘I can stand,’ he said.
‘It's ready. I'll bring it over.’
She cleared the counter and set out the parts in the order listed on the paper. Paul unfolded his bag. He waited for her to begin.
Ada named what was there and asked him to check with her. He didn't reach for a part straight away. He held the sheet with one finger.
‘I still don't understand how it came to so much more.’
She turned the report so he could read it. She didn't point out every technical term, only the difference between her first assessment and what the further examination had revealed. The part that fitted hadn't solved the other problem. The wear needed more work. She had offered her first estimate as a fixed repair price.
‘And then it went to somebody else,’ Paul said.
‘To be examined. We agreed that on the phone.’
‘Yes. Because you said I wouldn't get an extra bill.’
‘You won't.’
He looked at the box. ‘But it runs worse now than when I brought it?’
‘It isn't assembled for use at the moment. I'm returning it unrepaired. I can't tell you it will run reliably if you have it put back together.’
‘It didn't before, either.’
‘No.’
Ada didn't unpack the old and new parts to prove what she had done. He had the report. She showed him how both were labelled and said the new one was going with it too, without asking him to pay for that bag after all. Paul looked. He asked whether another clockmaker would know what had happened.
‘With this description, yes. They can ring me too, if anything's unclear.’
That seemed to be the first useful thing she had said. He laid the report on his own copy of the original job sheet. She had kept a copy for herself. The original customer slip was his.
‘I'll see if somebody can do it for less,’ he said.
‘You're free to do that.’
She heard how it sounded, as though she were giving permission. She didn't retract it, but she didn't start on the cost of good workmanship either. He didn't need a defence of her trade.
‘You'll have your ninety euros back in full,’ she said. ‘Shall I use the account you paid it from?’
He nodded. Ada had him check the last digits and made the refund. She turned the confirmation screen towards him. He looked, then took out his phone, where nothing had appeared yet. Ada said she could send him the confirmation too. He wanted it.
First the message had to go. The wireless connection kept them waiting. Ada stayed where she was. Paul laid his phone on the counter and looked at a clock above her head. She found herself wanting to tell him when that one had last stopped. A strange urge, to give him another customer now she hadn't finished his clock.
The confirmation went through. Paul saw it arrive, tapped it open and nodded again.
‘Right.’
He helped pack the parts into the outer box. The folded shopping bag turned out not to fit. Ada gave him the box she had used for transport, its labelled parts protected and kept apart. His empty bag went into his jacket pocket.
‘I'd rather have collected it working,’ he said at the door.
‘So would I.’
He didn't say next time. She held the door until he and the box were past the frame. Outside he didn't turn towards the parking bays. Perhaps somebody had parked elsewhere. Ada stayed until he was out of sight, then returned to the bench. She folded the cloth and put it in the drawer.
The third clock to go back was collected just before closing by a young man who wasn't its owner. His mother had rung to say he was coming. Ada checked the arrangement and asked him to inspect the contents. He photographed them before closing the bag. She didn't like it, and had no objection to it.
‘She just wanted to know everything was there,’ he said.
‘So do I.’
He grinned. He was going on to an appointment he was already late for. Ada didn't ask what it was. The three entries from the group she hadn't initially assessed now all had actual collection dates. With Paul and the two small repairs, six spaces had opened up. She put no new boxes in them.
After one she turned the sign round. Somebody knocked on the glass as she closed the till. She pointed at the hours. The man held a leaflet to the window, shook his head and went on. A salesman she wouldn't have needed at any other time either.
She ate lunch in the shop because she had brought her food. The customer's chair was empty. There was less to tidy than last week, and more paper. She filed Paul's documents separately: original agreement, permission for the examination, report, declined repair quote, return and refund. Jeroen's invoice went with her own expenses. She looked once more at the two payment confirmations. Different names, different amounts.
She didn't need to tell anybody that. The examination had still left her available balance a hundred and eighty lower. Mrs Van Hoorn's payment and the dog owner's stood on the other side of the week's figures. That didn't suddenly make those repairs better paid. She couldn't change the ending of every conversation by putting it in another column.
She stopped before she added all the amounts again. October's statement had arrived. On the agreed day she would put it beside the notebook. Today she had delivered, returned and paid for what had actually been agreed.
At home her sister rang about a birthday Ada had been to last year as well. Would she bring some food? Ada said yes, potato salad, and wrote it on the calendar. Her sister went on about somebody who hadn't picked the children up on time. Ada listened with the phone between shoulder and ear as she took a limp lettuce from the fridge.
She had nothing left to do for the shop on Saturday evening. A bare little sentence she didn't say aloud. She tore off the bad leaves, threw them away and decided to eat the rest tomorrow. There was still soup for tonight.
A Different Signature
The library's coffee machine stood where you could look at the children's books while you drank. Mara had taken a cup because the caretaker said she could. Now she held it while a boy of about eight searched beneath the low tables for a book. His father asked what colour it was. The boy only said it was about a dog.
Beyond the glass wall, the first panels for Op straat were being unpacked. They had been taken down at the previous venue on Friday, along with the four shopfronts delivered later. Those had actually been installed there, on the supports made afterwards, with the correct texts. Mara had done the handover on the agreed afternoon. For this second venue she now had twenty-four panels, the same boxes, different light, and a floor plan whose columns were no longer hidden behind a photograph.
Nora came in with her coat open and a rain hat she immediately stuffed into her bag. She didn't ask why Mara was beside the children's books. She took the empty cup from her hand, set it on the windowsill and pointed towards the little table in the exhibition space.
‘I've got until eleven. We can make the call together if we need to.’
‘I want to ring myself.’
‘Fine. First let's know what we're saying.’
On the table lay the time sheet, Van Dam's extra invoice and the costs of the four supports. Mara hadn't put the entries into a single summary. She had numbered them in sequence with little sticky tabs on the wrong side of the folder. Now she had to turn the whole folder round to find the first amount.
Nora sat down. ‘Leave it. I can read.’
Mara began with what had been made extra for the first venue. The corrected reprint of four panels. The supports. The additional transport and installation hours. Work the agency had paid for and still had to pay for. Hester hadn't suddenly agreed to a bigger bill because they had made new supports. Her original order had been for an exhibition that fitted.
‘The measurement mistake was mine,’ Mara said. ‘I put the overall dimension from the photograph down as usable wall.’
Nora drew the plan towards her. ‘Did anybody else look at this?’
‘I issued it.’
‘That's not what I asked.’
Mara looked at the two boxes for initials. One was hers. She had left the other blank. The installer hadn't received the plan until the day they set up.
‘Not anybody who knew the room.’
‘Right. We know that, then. The printing?’
She could have passed that on as a folder in which everybody found their own mistake. She had kept the file names. She explained how she had put the set back together and restored an older text, then released that set to Bram. Lotte had pointed out earlier errors. Mara hadn't checked the four separate panels against the latest text again. She had assumed the approved whole was still approved after she changed it.
Nora read the amounts. Against one entry she asked why transport appeared twice. Mara explained which trip had brought which materials. It was correct, but felt no better than a mistake. Correct amounts had to be paid too.
‘We're not charging this to you personally,’ Nora said.
Mara hadn't expected it, and discovered she was glad to hear it said.
‘But I want to see how we finish the rest without another separate bill like this. The new entrance strip isn't in here yet.’
The library had asked for a long strip of images by the entrance, showing the four venues and the exhibition's onward journey. Mara had said they could make something. She had thought of it as reusing what they already had. The photographs existed, the texts existed, the venue names existed. The box for hours was still blank. The entrance wall was curved, with an information board used every day.
‘We can't make a bespoke strip within these hours,’ she said.
Nora looked at her. ‘Who discussed it with Lotte?’
‘I mentioned it.’
‘And?’
‘She didn't say she would do it.’
Niels's voice came from the other end of the room. He wanted to know whether the two freestanding supports started on the first side or the second. Mara went over, pointed out the reading order and fetched the caretaker. The panels stayed against the wall until he had checked the route to the lift for visitors with pushchairs. They made one small adjustment. Nothing new had to be produced. When she returned, Nora had written beside the final amount: not yet ordered.
Lotte arrived at quarter past ten. She had come by bus, which hadn't stopped at the stop on the invitation because the road had been dug up. She took off her scarf and left it on the back of a chair. There was a plaster on her thumb.
‘I had a fight with my kitchen cupboard,’ she said when Mara looked. ‘The cupboard won.’
She didn't laugh. She set her laptop down and asked whether the wall screen worked. The caretaker fetched a cable. It didn't fit. Lotte had a second cable in her own bag, but that needed an adaptor she had left at the office. They pulled three chairs round her laptop. It helped bring the meeting down to size.
Mara explained the proposed entrance strip. She hadn't ordered anything for it. But in a message from Hester it appeared as something they were going to get.
‘I've got half of Wednesday for that other client,’ Lotte said. ‘I'm not spending it on this.’
‘You don't have to.’
‘And I'm out on Tuesday evening. It's not marked as a white square in the schedule, but I'm out.’
Nora looked at Mara. Mara had the schedule in front of her and could see the empty square perfectly. There just weren't any working hours in it. The distinction was clear with Lotte sitting beside them.
‘Then we need to make this smaller,’ Nora said. ‘What do people need to understand the route?’
Lotte brought one of the ordinary title sheets up on screen. They could make a small overview, on a separate panel beside the entrance or an A3 print in the existing stand. The photographs didn't need to run the length of the wall. Hester could confirm the order of the four venues in a short text. They shouldn't take the opening hours for the last two from old leaflets themselves.
‘I was thinking of something bigger,’ Mara said.
‘I gathered,’ Lotte said, her finger still on the trackpad. ‘But here people stand in front of it to read. Up there they walk underneath.’
Nora asked how many hours it would need. Lotte named a defined block the following morning, including corrections. Mara would have to supply the text today and Hester would have to approve it that afternoon, properly. Bram could print on the agreed day. It wasn't no work; it was work with a starting time that didn't depend on somebody's free evening.
‘We'll do that,’ Nora said. ‘If the client accepts that format. Otherwise she gets a new price and a new date. But you don't promise the big version can still be done for this money.’
Mara rang Hester from the little table. A volunteer passed and asked whether he should refill the coffee pot. She shook her head and waited for him to go by. Then she explained that she had suggested the entrance strip without having the work costed. She offered the smaller overview they could make within the available production time.
‘But that would just be in a stand?’ Hester asked.
‘Yes. Beside the introduction. In the same design.’
‘I'd kept that wall clear for it.’
Mara looked at the curved wall. Hooks remained from something that had hung there last year. The library activities board was on the right. Clear was a relative term, but she had used it herself.
‘I know. I made it sound bigger than I could deliver for your budget and in our time.’
Hester asked if she could see the smaller design today. Lotte shook her head before Mara answered. She pointed to tomorrow morning's block.
‘Tomorrow morning,’ Mara said. ‘I can send you the text today.’
‘Then I don't want that stand tucked away with the leaflets where nobody sees it.’
They took the phone to the entrance. Mara described the place, photographed it and sent the picture. Hester looked at the other end. Beside the first introduction, to the left of the visitor route. That would do. She chose the smaller overview and asked them to use the confirmed names of the other two venues. Mara wrote it down as she spoke. When she hung up, the arrangement was already on paper for everyone.
Meanwhile Lotte had opened her latest set of files. The four panels delivered later were right; the shopfront photographs were in the right order. She stopped at a general information sheet, zoomed in and said nothing.
‘What is it?’ Mara asked.
‘I shouldn't have marked that version final.’
She pointed to the file with GOED after the date. In the body text was still the name of a collection Hester wanted credited differently. This sheet was for the second venue, not one of the four reprinted panels. It was going into the folder volunteers could take away.
‘Have we printed that?’ Nora asked.
‘I've printed three proofs,’ Lotte said. ‘I've got them. No print run.’
She took the sheets from her bag. Mara saw the correct name noted beside the text. It hadn't been changed on screen. Lotte had called the file final because the layout was fixed. For Mara, the same word meant the whole thing could go out. They hadn't agreed on those two meanings.
‘I thought you were going to check the text against the email yourself,’ Lotte said.
‘I didn't know that.’
‘No. I didn't put it in.’
She didn't sound pleased that they had now found a shared mistake. Her face reddened at the temples. She took the three proof sheets, crossed them through diagonally and wrote Proof at the top. Then she opened the approved email beside the file and corrected the name while Mara read along. She showed them the change. A small correction. It still took ten minutes that would otherwise have been spent on something else.
Nora asked what they would be able to tell from a file in future. Lotte didn't want a long name with six status labels. Mara didn't want to keep interpreting final. They settled on a brief handover with every release: who had checked the text, who had checked the image, who was sending the file to the printer. The names weren't all Mara's. If Hester changed an address again, somebody would need to read it back again.
‘I just don't want to have to guess every time whether you're still going to do this,’ Lotte said.
‘Neither do I,’ Mara said.
She sounded sharper than she had meant to. Lotte looked up. Then she slid her notebook between them. It held her own hours, a dentist's appointment and half a line with another client's name. It didn't look like the neat schedule Mara sent Nora.
‘I can do it here,’ Lotte said, tapping the morning. ‘Not after that.’
Mara copied the block and added what she herself had to deliver that afternoon. Nora signed off the extra work for the small overview. Beside the costs of putting the earlier mistakes right she added a signature other than Mara's.
After the meeting they helped the caretaker move a table blocking the view of the first photographs. Lotte took one corner, Mara the other. A folded piece of cardboard beneath one leg fell out as they lifted it. The caretaker picked it up and found the new place where the table wobbled.
They ate their sandwiches on the terrace at the front, in their coats, because the space beside the coffee machine was full now. Lotte kept her plaster away from the mustard. She said the cupboard door at home still wouldn't shut. Mara asked whether she had looked at the hinges, then stopped talking. Lotte didn't want help with the hinges at all. She had arranged for the landlord to come and thought the visit would be before the dentist, not afterwards.
‘If he arrives at exactly the wrong time, I'm still going to the dentist,’ she said. ‘My neighbour can see if he's there.’
Mara bit into her sandwich. She too had something unanswered from Ellen: only a photograph of the balcony, a chair with one leg in a plant pot. She had sent back a little laugh. No new arrangement yet.
After lunch Lotte walked to the temporary bus stop. Mara returned to the hall and went round the route with the caretaker. Twenty-four panels, four on their separate supports, clear of the door to the lift. There was space beside the introduction for the agreed small overview. She sent Hester the text, clearly marking the two names that still needed confirmation.
Then she photographed the installation. She kept the pillar and the door in the frame, though they made a less attractive picture. On her work sheet she put down who would do the remaining tasks, and when. For the first time that morning, she didn't have to slide anything underneath to make it fit.
No Lesson
At twenty to eleven, Mara pushed the last sheet into the stapler. It put in three staples, only two of which went through the paper. She picked out the crooked third with her nail. A little hole remained beside the name of the second venue.
Lotte looked up from her screen. ‘You can keep that copy.’
‘I was going to.’
‘You looked ready to defend it.’
Mara put the sheet on top of her own folder. She worked until a quarter to eleven. The time had been blocked out since Friday, along with the hour she'd make up later that afternoon. No meeting needed moving. The arrangement with her mother was simple: Wednesday, eleven o'clock, by the bridge. A walk, and both of them to bring a sandwich. Yet as she put on her coat, she glanced at the phone on her desk. A blue light was blinking. She had no idea who it was for.
‘I'll be back before one,’ she said.
Lotte pointed her pen at the schedule on the wall. ‘It's down.’
Outside, it was windy. Mara had to tuck the folder under her arm to zip up her bag. She didn't need it on the walk, but it wouldn't fit in the desk drawer, and if she left it on her chair someone would sit on it. She went back inside, laid it flat on the cupboard and went out again. This time she said nothing.
Ada was already at the bridge. She wore a dark green coat Mara didn't recognise. Its sleeves stopped a little short of her gloves. A rolled-up tote bag was tucked under her arm; she'd left her usual shopping bag behind.
‘New coat?’ Mara asked.
‘Different coat.’
Ada tugged the zip, its tab almost lost beneath her scarf. She'd had the coat for years, she explained. Hanging behind the raincoat. She'd never been able to do it up over that thick jumper.
‘You're not wearing that today?’
‘Well spotted.’
They set off along the car-free side of the water. At first the path ran behind houses, past fences and a shed with plastic stretched over its roof. An upturned crate floated in the water, only its bottom corners showing.
‘Haven't you got your lesson at twelve?’ Mara asked.
Her mother looked at her. ‘Kamal's away.’
‘Oh, yes.’
She remembered now. Ada had mentioned it when they arranged the walk. A holiday booked ages ago, somewhere he said it rained even when the photograph showed sunshine. Mara had thought her mother might open for a few hours on a Wednesday like that. It had seemed so obvious that she now had to remind herself Ada had said no such thing.
‘What time do you need to be at the sports hall, then?’
‘Two. We've got time to walk.’
A man sat on a bench with a bag of bread on his knee. A dog was watching the bag intently. Mara waited for her mother to pass through the gate and pulled her bag's zip a little further shut. She'd hastily made herself two cheese sandwiches, the cheese sticking out on one side. Ada had brought pears. Mara discovered this when her mother took one from her coat pocket and held it out.
‘Want it?’
‘Already?’
‘It's heavy.’
Mara took the pear. Its skin was cool and smooth under her thumb. She put it in her bag's outer pocket beside a pen she'd given up expecting to find there.
At the next bridge, Ada turned left.
‘I thought we were going straight on,’ Mara said.
‘We can. The ironmonger's is just here. I want to see if he's still got those little catches.’
Mara dropped half a step behind. It wasn't her shop, or Ada's workbench, but she'd heard the just before it was spoken. The first shops stood across the road. A florist was moving buckets inside.
‘Weren't we staying away from the shops?’
Ada didn't turn at once. ‘This isn't the shopping street.’
‘I know. But you want something for a clock.’
Her mother looked at the tote bag under her arm. She pulled it out and tapped it against her thigh.
‘I haven't measured them, either.’
‘What?’
‘The catches. I don't know the spacing.’
They stood on the bridge for a moment. Someone on a cargo bike rang their bell. Ada stepped aside to let them pass. Across the road, they could see the blue shop sign, though a bus still hid the shop itself.
‘Not much point looking, then,’ she said. She tucked the bag back under her arm and headed towards the water.
Mara followed. She'd already begun working out what she could say if her mother went in anyway. It had taken a little time. Now the beginning of the sentence was still in her head, with nothing left for it to do.
The path narrowed. Their shoes made soft sucking sounds on the wet leaves. Ada kept to the paving beside the grass. Mara walked partly on the edge to stay alongside her.
‘You could go in front,’ Ada said.
‘Then I can't hear you.’
‘I wasn't saying anything.’
Mara burst out laughing. Her mother glanced at her and carried on. At the next wider stretch, they fell into step again.
It was strange how little they were sorting out. Usually, within a few minutes, something came to the table: a letter, an appliance that wouldn't work, an appointment her mother couldn't find a convenient time for. Now there was no table. Ada said the changing room behind the courts had six mirrors and not one hook at a sensible height. Last week she'd put her coat on a shoe rack.
‘Isn't that what the low benches are for?’ Mara asked.
‘People were sitting on them.’
‘Awkward.’
‘Very inconvenient for my coat.’
Mara looked across the water. A woman hurried along the far side, talking to somebody who must be able to hear through her earpiece how hard the wind was blowing. Mara hadn't checked her own phone yet. It only struck her as unusual once she thought about it.
‘How was Monday?’ Ada asked.
‘At work?’
‘That's what I meant.’
Mara told her about the meeting. Not all the figures; they wouldn't mean anything to her mother, and she'd have to go back to the beginning. She described the four panels missing at the first installation, the mistake she had to leave against her own name and the conversation in which she'd promised a delivery date without knowing whether the designer could meet it.
‘And now?’
‘Now we've got a date that works. As far as we can tell.’
‘Agreed with that woman?’
‘Lotte. Yes.’
Ada nodded. For a few paces, she said nothing.
‘It wasn't only because I was with you,’ Mara said.
‘What?’
‘When I moved that meeting. I'd promised something I didn't have time for as well. I'd have done that anyway.’
Her mother looked at the railing. ‘I didn't realise that was why you were telling me.’
Mara wasn't sure herself. She hadn't meant to offer an explanation Ada would have to accept. Yet she kept picturing that Wednesday in September as the first domino, the one you could point to. It had been comforting to have one definite thing. She'd stood plenty of the other dominoes up herself.
They reached a little park with two empty benches. One was wet. On the other lay a large pile of dog mess, neatly in the middle as though someone had saved a place.
‘We could keep walking,’ Ada said.
A little further on, they found a shelter with a wide wooden ledge. They ate standing up. Mara couldn't get her sandwich out of its bag without the cheese slipping out. Ada held the bag open and looked at the half-dried streak of mustard on the crust.
‘There used to be a sandwich place there,’ she said, nodding towards the low building opposite. ‘I went with you when you had your arm in plaster.’
‘I've never had my arm in plaster.’
Ada chewed. ‘Your cousin, then.’
Mara could picture a small tiled room, but it might have been a different café altogether. She didn't even want to know whether she'd really been there. A man came out of the building, trailing a vacuum cleaner. It caught on the threshold.
‘Ellen's moved,’ she said.
‘All done?’
‘A few streets away. Two fewer flights of stairs. No garden, but a balcony with room for exactly one chair.’
‘Have you been round?’
‘Not yet.’
Ada bit into her pear. Mara rubbed a mustard seed off her thumb. She'd promised to help Ellen on the day she'd ended up at that first venue with a stack of panels and the wrong packing list. Even cancelling had come too late. Afterwards she'd wanted to go one Sunday, but Ellen was out. Another time Mara couldn't make it. Since then, every time she saw the name on her phone, she'd felt she needed something worthwhile to offer first.
‘I need to arrange something with her,’ she said.
‘You'd better do that, then.’
There was no reproach in it. For a moment, the sentence felt rather bare.
‘She's busy.’
‘So are you.’
Ada folded her empty sandwich bag. She hadn't said it as though that made meeting impossible, but she wasn't making a plan out of it either. Mara looked at the vacuum cleaner, now outside. The man had gone back in for an extension lead.
On the way back, they followed the other side of the water. Sunlight crossed the path between two houses. The outward walk had taken longer than Mara expected, but it wasn't twelve yet. At the bridge, she took out her phone to check the time. Two messages: one from the office, one an advertisement. The work message was for everyone. Someone had ordered coffee beans.
‘Do you need to go?’ Ada asked.
‘In ten minutes or so.’
Her mother paused by a tree whose small pears lay crushed into brown discs on the ground. She pointed to a solitary fruit high in the branches.
‘Not like ours, those.’
‘No good for a snack?’
‘If you like a mouthful of flour.’
Mara felt for her own pear. The edge of the bag had left a dark bruise on it. She'd have to eat it at her desk before somebody put it among the samples and glue.
They parted where the path branched towards the bus stop. Ada had to fetch her sports shoes from home. She wanted to get there early; sometimes all the rackets at the desk were already on loan.
‘Why don't you buy one?’ Mara asked.
‘Perhaps later. I don't know if those really expensive ones feel any different. Leonie says I'll notice, but she also notices the lights over court three are too high.’
Mara kissed her cheek. Ada's scarf scratched her chin.
On the way to the office, she waited at a crossing with no traffic. The wind rocked the pedestrian light. She looked at Ellen's name on her phone, put it back in her bag and took it out again. She couldn't start asking when are you free now. She'd be at work in ten minutes. She wrote that she'd like to come round, that she'd check her diary that afternoon and that Ellen needn't keep anything free.
She sent it before the light changed to green.
Her folder still lay on the cupboard at work. Someone had put a pack of sticky notes on top. She moved them, laid the folder on her desk and looked at the sheet with its crooked staple. Lotte came in with tea.
‘Good walk?’
‘Yes.’
‘I've added the new measurements. On the back.’
Mara turned the sheet over. Three figures, with a question underneath about the width of the door. She picked up the phone and called the venue before putting them into the schedule. With her other hand, she took the pear from her bag. The bruise was small enough to eat round.
One Clock Fewer
Saskia was ten minutes early. Ada saw her through the window as she finished writing on the job card. The woman carried a rectangular shopping bag: too big for the clock judging by the opening, too small once you allowed for something to protect it.
Ada put down her pen and went to the door. Saskia's hand was already on the handle.
‘I was nearby,’ she said. ‘I can wait.’
‘It's ready. Come in.’
She took the mantel clock from the low cupboard behind the counter. The wood darkened where the curved top met the straight base. Beneath the glass over the dial was a small change in colour Ada could never have evened out without working on the finish. That wasn't what they'd agreed. She set the clock on the counter and fetched the card.
Saskia leaned forward, earrings swinging past her collar.
‘It's going again.’
‘It's been running well here. I've kept a record.’
Ada laid the monitoring card beside it. She went through the work covered by the agreed service, including checking the striking mechanism. Her pen followed the lines without pushing the card at Saskia, who read slowly. A finger moved to the heading where the additional restoration work had appeared.
‘So that hasn't been done.’
‘No. We took that off together.’
‘Yes, I know.’ Saskia looked up. ‘I only wanted to check whether this was the paperwork for the first price.’
Ada realised she'd lifted her chin. She lowered the pen.
‘No. This is what we finally agreed. I've still got the old quote here, with the lines through it.’
‘That's all right, then.’
Saskia turned the clock slightly towards the light. Ada's hand went automatically to its base. The woman had a firm hold and put it down without scraping it.
‘That scratch,’ she said. ‘Was it there before?’
A pale, fine line ran diagonally along the curve of the wood on the right-hand side. Ada knew it. Or thought she did. She'd spent so long with the movement out of its case that her memory of the outside was less reliable than she'd have liked.
‘I haven't done any work on the wood,’ she said.
‘No. But it's been here.’
The words lay between them on the counter. Saskia let go of the clock and folded her hands round the bag's handle. Ada looked at the mark again. She couldn't turn looking into evidence.
‘Let me check the photographs.’
She'd taken a few on her phone when the clock came in. Not because they were good photographs, but because a loose strip at the bottom of the case was something she didn't want to find herself wondering about later. The first showed the front. In the second, her thumb covered half the lens. She swiped past it. The third caught the side, small and crooked in the frame.
Saskia came round beside her. Ada spread two fingers to enlarge the image. The wood grew grainy. Beneath the lamp's reflection was a pale line, darker at one end.
‘That looks like it,’ Saskia said.
‘I think so too. It's the same shape. But the picture isn't sharp.’
She held the phone beside the clock. The woman looked from photograph to wood.
‘Dad kept it on a cupboard with a vase next to it. The vase used to get pushed past like this.’ She made a little movement with her hand. ‘I couldn't remember which side.’
Ada nodded. She'd been about to say that you could hardly touch the case there without noticing. Instead, she offered to send the photograph.
‘Please. Then I won't have to ask him again. We'd get forty-five minutes about that vase.’
Ada smiled. So did Saskia, still looking at the scratch. She tapped her bag with a fingernail.
‘I don't need it taking out. If it was already there.’
‘I understand.’
Ada sent the photograph. It took a moment to find the contact; she'd saved people by first name and had two Saskias. The other worked at the bookshop. She asked her customer to check the final digits against the number on the job card, then put the phone away.
At the till, Ada looked at the two hundred and sixty euros she'd written on their final agreement. She had to find the figure again, although she'd checked it yesterday. The first quote was at the back. Three hundred and fifty-five, including the woodwork she hadn't done, still in her neat handwriting.
Saskia tapped her card against the terminal. It beeped. Ada slipped the receipt into an envelope and asked where the clock would go at home.
‘On the sideboard. Possibly somewhere else. My husband thinks there's too much going on with it beside the television.’
‘Put it where you mean to keep it. Let me know how it runs there.’
They discussed a brief check in two weeks. Saskia got out her diary. The suggested Thursday was no good; Friday would work. Ada put down Friday afternoon. No new service, just the agreed follow-up if its running at home gave them reason to look again. She repeated that last part, noticing her own pen had already reached the next line.
‘I'll ring first,’ Saskia said. ‘If it's going properly, there's no point bringing it out in the rain.’
‘No.’
The bag was indeed too narrow once they added protection. Saskia tried tilting the clock. Ada asked her to wait and brought a sturdy box from the back room. Not tall enough to close, but wide enough. They wrapped the case in a clean old towel. Its separate parts were labelled and individually protected. Ada checked them with her.
‘I can get it to the car,’ Saskia said.
Ada held the door. The car was two spaces along. Saskia put the box on the empty passenger seat, then moved it into the footwell. She didn't come back for help. Through the window, Ada watched her lean across to check the box before getting in.
The space on the cupboard behind the counter was dusty. Ada wiped it with a cloth, leaving a narrow pale patch. She didn't put another clock there. First, the card went into the folder for collected work.
As she entered the date, she noticed a small stain beside Saskia's name. Probably coffee. It hid nothing. She didn't write out a clean card.
Before lunch she had three things to do: record the latest check on a small wall clock, ring the owner of the battery clock, and send the two permissions on to Jeroen. Those last arrangements were for next week. They still needed written confirmation; until then the clocks stayed with her. She wasn't going to take them over simply because she happened to be heading that way.
The kitchen clock's owner answered at her second attempt.
‘You're collecting your clock today,’ Ada said. ‘I wondered roughly what time. Then I can have it ready.’
‘Would half past four do?’
‘That's fine.’
‘The new one's up already,’ the man said. ‘I still want this one back, though. Might use it as a coat rack.’
‘I wouldn't.’
‘I didn't really mean it.’
Ada heard herself laugh, a moment after him. She wrote half past four on the card. A modern quartz clock with a yellowish-white rim where flowers had once been. Now there were only a few dark leaves near the six. Having a battery hadn't made it an ancient timepiece. Yet it had occupied almost as much room in her mind as the club's large wooden clock.
She ate her sandwich in the back room. On the radio, two people talked over each other about a film neither of them liked. She'd only caught one name. When the shop phone rang, she put her plate down and answered. By the time she came back, a song she knew was playing.
The afternoon didn't proceed in a straight line. Someone wanted a key they didn't sell. A man asked whether a clock he'd seen in a photograph came in red. Between visitors, an owner confirmed the quote Ada had sent after counting the work in hand. She agreed to the work and the price; collection could stay on the date next week. Ada noted the confirmation before moving the clock to the shelf for agreed repairs. A parcel for the shop next door ended up with her. She took it, wrote the name on it and left it by the door. At three, her neighbour fetched it.
Between these visits, Ada worked on the small wall clock. Its pendulum had been swinging for a while, but she hadn't watched it run in the testing position long enough to call it ready. She noted what she'd seen and put it back. She was tempted to ring the owner already. A space had just opened up. A clock collected meant money coming in. She moved the card to tomorrow's row and left the telephone alone.
At a quarter past four, she drew the folder listing the clocks in hand towards her. At first it had felt like a tally of everything mounting up over her head. Now she could date some lines without adding another promise. Her finger followed them. Saskia's mantel clock had gone earlier that day. The small jobs from the past fortnight were in the collected folder. Not everything had left: the sports club's large round clock still hung on the testing wall. It didn't strike. For something so big, it contributed surprisingly little to the noise.
When she turned the list over, there were bills. She'd paid for Jeroen's investigation; the hundred and eighty euros was down as a cost. Paul Hoving's ninety had gone back to him. She still sometimes had to point out the distinction to herself when a refund on her bank statement looked bigger than the mistake she'd actually made.
The kitchen clock's owner arrived on time. He had no bag, only a folding umbrella, which he stood against the wall outside. Ada put the clock and its card on the counter.
‘That's the one.’
‘Good,’ he said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn't know what I'd come for.’
He turned it over. Ada didn't point out the inside again. He only wanted to check the metal hanging loop was still secure.
‘That screw was loose before,’ he said. ‘That's why it always hung crooked.’
Ada looked. The loop was firm. The man tucked the clock under his arm.
‘I'll practise with it without the coat rack for now.’
At the door he turned. ‘If I ever have anything else, can I still ring?’
‘You can ring. We'll see what's possible.’
‘Right.’
After he'd gone, the umbrella was still leaning against the wall. Ada spotted it when the man had already crossed the road. She raised an arm and called. Two people turned. He came back, shook his head and picked it up.
‘I suppose that had stopped working too.’
Ada laughed. It came easily, without having to find a polite way to end it.
Inside, she laid the second card beside the first. Two things off the list. One repaired, one not. On the workbench, tomorrow's small wall clock stood a little too close to the lamp at one corner. She moved the lamp, picked up her tweezers and sat down.
Her heel knocked the sports bag under the table. Yesterday's shoes were still in it. She hadn't even unpacked them. After a moment, she moved the bag beside the coat stand and settled her feet again. On the wall the large clock kept time, much more quietly than the radio.
The Remaining Appointments
The car she'd booked had no ice scraper where Mara expected one. She found it under the driver's seat, between a receipt and an elastic band. The windscreen wasn't frozen, just so wet inside that she had to wipe it with her sleeve to see. She put the scraper in the door pocket. Probably not where it belonged either, but at least it could be found.
She had the car from a quarter to eight until a quarter past nine. Her mother had asked whether she could help return one large clock on Saturday morning, before the shop opened. Its owner lived on the edge of town and couldn't easily take it home by bicycle. Ada would come too. It suited Mara: she had nothing else arranged that morning and the car was near her flat. She'd sent her mother the confirmation without asking about three other errands.
Two bicycles leaned against the shop wall. Ada opened the door when she saw the car. Her coat was on over her apron, the bow showing beneath the green at the back.
‘It's not icy,’ Mara said.
‘I can see.’
‘I wondered, with the fog.’
‘I've already put my shoes on.’
Ada held the door for her. The shop smelt of toast. No clock occupied the customer's chair. The large wall clock stood protected in a sturdy transport box beside the counter, an extra board shielding the glass. Mara could still see its brown lower edge. The movement was complete; parts that needed removing for the journey were labelled and packed with it. Ada only asked her to hold the door.
‘I can take the other end too.’
‘Once it's over the step. The door first.’
Mara held it. Her mother wheeled the box to the entrance on a low trolley. Outside, they lifted it together. The weight sat further back than Mara expected. She changed her grip before they moved.
In the car, the box fitted just behind the front seat. Ada checked its support and the separate packages. It was a short journey; they needn't rush. Mara fastened her seat belt and noticed her mother still held both gloves in one hand.
‘Do we need to collect anything before we come back?’
Ada looked at her.
‘Only ourselves.’
Mara put the key in the ignition. ‘That'll do.’
A white spot marked the fan control. She turned it down when Ada loosened her scarf. It was pleasant not to have to guess whether her mother was cold.
‘How are the lessons going?’ she asked at the first traffic lights.
‘Lots of cyclists this week.’
‘Difficult?’
‘Mainly because more of them kept coming.’
Mara laughed. She had to let a cyclist through who was steering into the middle of the road without signalling. She waited with both hands on the wheel. Beside her, Ada watched the side street, not Mara's feet.
The customer's front door was open. A man in a thin cardigan waited in the hall. An old rug covered the floor; he pointed to a space on a low cupboard.
‘It can go here for a moment.’
They carried the clock inside. The man offered to help, but Ada asked him to keep the rug's corner flat. The hall was warmer than the shop. Mara lowered her end and steadied the box while her mother unpacked it. Its owner studied the dial as though trying to recall something.
‘I thought it was yellower.’
‘It's the same dial,’ Ada said. ‘Different light here.’
‘Yes. I've had that lamp replaced.’
They discussed the place on the wall. The owner had had the existing fixing checked; the clock was going back where it had hung before. Ada unwrapped the separately protected parts and returned them to their places. She asked Mara to move the empty packaging aside. Once everything was complete, she hung the clock on the checked fixing, keeping a hand on either side until it sat properly. The owner stepped back. Ada looked from the side, started it and took her time checking how it ran in place. Then they discussed what he would monitor over the next few days. He listened carefully. Halfway through, now wearing his glasses, he asked the same thing again. Her mother repeated it without the voice she used to explain things to Mara a second time.
Mara stood beside the rug, hands in her coat pockets. They might be another ten minutes. She was tempted to flatten the empty box, but the customer wanted to keep it. He said so before she bent down.
‘In case it has to travel again.’
Ada slid the protective board inside. The price had been agreed and paid; the card needed only the delivery and her checks on site. Her writing was slow, her hand still cold. Mara looked at the key rack beside the front door. Eight keys hung on different rings. From the lowest dangled a miniature wooden clog with its toe broken off.
Outside, the fog had lifted. Their car across the road was fully visible now. Mara had expected her mother to ask the time at once. Ada put on her gloves.
‘I could have kept it another week,’ she said once they were seated.
‘At the shop?’
‘Yes. Watching it. But it ran well. Better for it to be hanging there.’
Mara started the engine. Nothing in that needed looking up. They passed a row of almost bare trees. At the roundabout she missed the second exit and took the third.
‘You can get through this way too,’ Ada said.
‘I know.’
She wasn't sure. At the far end, roadworks blocked a street. A man with a shovel pointed them right. A housing estate and several speed bumps brought them back to the same road. The clock had been delivered; there was nothing behind them to knock against the seat.
Mara didn't have to park at the shop. She dropped Ada off, returned the car to its bay and checked the time. Twenty-nine minutes left. She could end the booking. When she closed the screen, no further trip followed it.
Five minutes later, back at the shop, Ada had her coat off. She put the signed card on a pile and drew the notebook towards her. Mara retrieved her bag from the customer's chair. Her mother's finger rested on a line.
‘That's another one gone.’
The page listed clocks Mara didn't recognise: boxes for dates, a row of initials, words her mother had underlined. It looked nothing like the schedule she'd wanted to make. Some parts were densely filled; others had much more space.
‘Do you want me to look at anything?’ she asked.
Ada didn't move the book away. ‘No. I'm checking the last few appointments.’
Mara sat down. With the chair clear, its back rested against a wall she'd hardly noticed before. A mark above the skirting board was probably from the clock. For six years, she'd had no need to see it.
‘Four of those jobs were due around now,’ Ada said. ‘Three had gone. Now the big one too. Later, before we close, the woman whose clock I'm not taking on is coming. She changed the collection twice.’
‘Does she still pay anything?’
‘What we agreed for looking at it. Not storage. I never agreed that with her.’
Ada drew a light line beneath the date. Mara kept the bag on her lap. She could imagine a rule for that: a time limit, a storage charge. She needn't invent one on the spot for a woman due to arrive later that day.
At nine, Ada opened the door to customers. Soon afterwards, the bell rang. A man came in with a square clock under his arm, wrapped in a fleece. He'd turned the fleece to keep the zip off the wood. Ada looked at the bundle, then his face.
‘I'd like to leave this with you,’ he said. ‘For when you're starting again.’
‘I'm not taking on major repairs at the moment.’
‘No, I saw. That's why I said for later.’
He hadn't set the clock down. Mara could see his fingers beneath the fleece. He gripped it more firmly than seemed necessary.
‘I can't take it for later either,’ Ada said. ‘Otherwise the shop will be full before I can give anyone a date.’
‘I don't need a date. It's only standing about at home.’
Ada looked at her notebook. She didn't look at Mara, as that first customer in September had done. She turned to a clear space and touched her pen to it.
‘You can ring in January. We'll discuss what's wrong with it first.’
‘I'm here now, though.’
Silence. Mara felt the edge of the bag against her wrist. She could suggest a photograph, a provisional entry, the corner where there was room now. Each would be another sort of promise. Her mother put down the pen.
‘I understand. But I'm not taking it today.’
The man looked at the customer's chair. Mara was still sitting there. She couldn't tell whether he wanted her to get up and give him somewhere to rest, or was simply surveying the room. Nothing happened.
‘I'll ring, then,’ he said.
Ada pointed to the cards beside the notice about pausing new work. Her number was printed on them. He took one, slipped it into his breast pocket and left. The bell rang twice as he held the door with his foot.
‘He wanted to leave it here,’ Mara said.
‘I heard.’
‘It sounds reasonable when he says it.’
Ada bent over the book again. ‘It is, for him.’
Coffee stood on the little worktop. Mara asked for a cup. Her mother pointed to the clean ones lined up by the sink. Ada's own mug was half full. For a few minutes they sat without talking, Mara in the customer's chair, Ada at the bench. A patch of sunshine crept slowly up the window display.
Mara asked about the two clocks going to Jeroen. The owners had agreed, Ada said. He'd collected them on Friday. The arrangements were on the cards. Mara nodded. She wanted to ask whether he would ring the owners himself, but her mother had moved on to the club's round clock.
‘That one stays until the Friday we agreed. I've kept time for it.’
‘The really big one?’
‘The rim makes it look bigger. It doesn't even strike.’
Mara looked towards the wall. A strip of window light shone on the wooden ring. The movement was so quiet she had to rule out the other ticking before she could hear it.
Ada stood and picked up the draft notice she meant to discuss with her bookkeeper on Monday. No times yet, only words and some crossed-out sentences. Mara could read workshop. Her mother slid it under the notebook when someone stopped outside the window. She didn't ask Mara to make it neat.
The customer walked on. Ada took the paper out again and added a word. Mara finished her coffee. Still hot; it hadn't sat on the hotplate as it used to. She put the cup in the sink and checked her phone. The completed car booking was in her messages. The bill would follow.
‘Send that to me,’ Ada said. ‘For the car.’
‘When it comes.’
She put on her coat. Her mother had returned to work, holding a small part up to the light. Mara would get some groceries, she thought. No need first to decide whether she was buying for two. At the door she raised her hand. Ada waved back with the hand holding the part.
Outside, sunshine covered the pavement. Mara went to the bakery. The queue reached the bread shelves. Usually, after a glance at the time, she'd have bought something at the supermarket instead. Now she joined it. Ahead of her, a boy held a coin in a warm, damp palm. Three times he asked the assistant the price of a currant bun, as though repetition might bring it down.
Mara bought two. She ate one on the way home without cutting it open and put the other in her bag. Sugar stuck to her thumb. At the next crossing, she waited for the lights to change and looked towards the little street where the car was already waiting for someone else.
What January Costs
The bookkeeper hung his coat over the back of the chair, changed his mind and put it on again because of the draught from the door. Ada moved the electric heater a little closer to him. She left it switched off. Whenever it ran at the same time as the kettle, she began wondering what else was on that circuit.
‘Coffee?’
‘Please.’
‘Freshly made.’
‘You said that last time.’
‘It was true then too.’
He smiled and laid his folder on his lap. He'd allowed an hour for this Monday afternoon. Ada had set out the statements, her record of hours and three sheets with proposed jobs for January. None of those clocks was here yet. Their owners had kept them at home until they knew what they were agreeing to.
A man stood at the counter waiting for a watch battery. Ada had asked him to give her a moment; meanwhile he studied the hands in the display case. Her visitor slipped an envelope beneath the folder and asked where she wanted to start.
‘With what's left,’ Ada said.
He opened the folder. She showed him the column for money available to the business. It had started at four thousand two hundred. September's receipts had fallen ninety euros short of the normal monthly outgoings, October's a hundred. He followed the figures with his finger. The customer tapped his ring against the glass counter.
‘Four thousand and ten,’ the bookkeeper said.
Ada nodded. ‘And the hundred and eighty this month.’
‘The assessment.’
‘Yes.’
She handed him Jeroen's invoice. Not the ninety euros returned to Paul; that was on the other sheet, under money held for customers. The bookkeeper checked the invoice against the statement. He asked whether all November's normal receipts were in. Not yet, Ada said. A few people were collecting clocks this week. She wanted the last payments entered before she closed the month.
‘Then we'll leave this open for now.’
He made a small mark in the margin. Ada had written in a figure herself, then added a question mark. She didn't rub it out. It was clear enough that she didn't know yet.
The watch customer coughed. She excused herself, got up and attended to him. A deep scratch ran across the back of the watch. He pointed it out before she could ask. He knew exactly when he'd done it: between the shed door and his bicycle handlebars. Ada listened, finished the routine job and gave him his receipt. It took twelve minutes.
When she came back, the bookkeeper had laid his pen across the notebook. He hadn't spent the time inventing hours for her.
‘That time,’ Ada said. ‘That's part of it too.’
She showed him the January sheet. Monday: workshop, six hours. Tuesday, Thursday and Friday: two hours before opening. Wednesday: nothing. She'd written nothing without stopping to consider the word free. On those three days, customers would come from eleven, on Saturdays from ten. Saturday would be an hour shorter than now, the other days shortened at both ends.
‘And you'll do repairs during opening hours too?’ he asked.
‘When it's quiet.’
‘Can you book paid work against those hours?’
Ada looked at the counter. The watch was gone. The door was shut again. ‘Not in advance.’
He nodded and drew a line beside the twelve workshop hours. Over an average month, that made about fifty-two. Beneath that, Ada had put thirty-six hours of paid repair work. The rest was for assessments, discussions, orders, paperwork and everything between one job and the next. At first, she'd thought sixteen hours was too generous. Then she'd looked back at the Friday when she hadn't managed to finish a single clock after lunch.
‘These aren't all hours I'll have spare,’ she said. ‘They're hours I won't book anyone into.’
‘Yes.’
He didn't reach for the calculator. She'd already done the sums. He checked where she'd counted the same costs twice and where a figure represented receipts alone. Ada had deducted the same materials from two different totals. He pointed them out. She removed the second deduction. She'd turned the notebook so he could read it; the paper curled up slightly beside the spiral.
‘At thirty-six hours, with this average rate, I get this,’ she said.
Two thousand three hundred and forty. Beneath it was six hundred and ten for parts and the small jobs at the counter. Together, two thousand nine hundred and fifty. She hadn't drawn a box round the total. The next sheet listed the monthly outgoings: shop rent, other fixed costs, materials and outside work, the money she set aside, her drawings. Against that last item she'd now put nine hundred and fifty.
The bookkeeper pointed. ‘That's less.’
‘I know.’
He lowered his pen. She'd been too quick. Ada turned her mug handle towards her.
‘A hundred and fifty less. I've looked at things at home. I can try it.’
‘Including the lessons?’
‘I pay for those privately. They're not in there.’
She tapped the business figures. Then she took the little slip from her bag on which she'd written her own regular income and expenses. He didn't look until she placed it in front of him. Her pension was there, her rent at home and the lessons. She'd allowed something for badminton that seemed negligible beside a large repair, but grew if she kept forgetting to count it. She didn't yet know which racket she wanted to buy. She needn't decide that today.
‘Then the question is how many of those thirty-six hours you can actually sell,’ he said.
Ada picked up the three quotes. The first had been accepted by email that morning. Seven hours at the new rate, fifty-five for parts. Five hundred and ten altogether. She'd confirmed the January appointment. The customer had asked whether he could bring it before Christmas; she'd written back to say no. He would bring the clock on the agreed day in January.
The second quote lay face down. She still had to answer that one. Five hours and parts: four hundred and five. The customer had asked whether she could charge the rate his neighbour had paid two years ago. He'd even offered to ask the neighbour to find the bill.
‘If I change that,’ Ada said, ‘I might as well throw this whole sheet away.’
‘Perhaps. But you have to answer him.’
She picked up the phone. He answered straight away. He sounded as though he was outside, with traffic behind him. Ada gave her name and asked whether it was a good moment.
‘Go ahead.’
She gave him the price for the work she could offer, including the assessment they'd discussed and the parts she'd listed. He asked whether she could leave a few things out.
‘What you're referring to is part of what I need to do to return it in proper working order. I can't make it a smaller job just on paper.’
He went quiet. A horn sounded in the background.
‘Then I'll leave it,’ he said. ‘I think it's too much for that clock.’
Ada looked at the sheet. ‘I understand.’
She didn't know whether it was too much for him; she hadn't seen his bank account. But she could understand not wanting to spend it on the clock. It was his. He said someone had given him an address in another village. Ada almost hoped he'd ask what she thought of it. He didn't.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘Now I know.’
After the call, she didn't cross out the amount. She wrote declined beside it. The five hours remained empty in her schedule.
The third answer arrived as the bookkeeper was putting the first invoices back into his folder. A woman had chosen the assessment alone: one hour at sixty-five euros. Then a phone call before anything else. She wasn't committing to the whole repair yet. Ada read the email twice. Nowhere did it say that the work afterwards was certain to go ahead.
‘Eight hours,’ she said.
The bookkeeper looked up.
‘Out of thirty-six. Eight actually agreed. Five hundred and seventy-five in work and parts. If it all goes ahead as arranged.’
She had a page full of figures and hadn't filled a third of the paid hours. Outside, a woman raised her hand to someone across the road. She didn't come into the shop.
‘I can arrange more in December, of course,’ Ada said.
‘Of course.’
He didn't make it sound reassuring. The bell rang. A customer asked whether she had any straps that weren't leather. Ada pointed to the display and asked him to wait a moment. He nodded, sat in the customer's chair and took out his phone.
She showed the bookkeeper the last sheet. It held the amount needed to cover the listed outgoings: two thousand eight hundred and fifty. A hundred less than her expected receipts. A narrow space between two figures, both of which she still had to achieve.
‘I want to try it until the end of March,’ she said. ‘Then look again. Not when I've already had nothing left for months.’
She'd set six hundred as the most extra she was prepared to risk. Her own money, from the funds still available in the business. The bookkeeper asked what she'd do if it ran out earlier. Ada ran her thumbnail along the paper's edge.
‘Not wait until March.’
It sounded stricter aloud. She wrote it down. First, she wanted to try one Monday the following week, moving the appointments that could already be moved. She'd rung someone about collecting a clock that Monday. Thursday suited the customer. Nothing was on the door yet; she'd put a notice up well beforehand.
The bookkeeper closed his folder. The hour was up, interruptions included. They agreed what he'd need for the next routine check. Ada asked him to look once more at the sum at the bottom of the sheet. She'd written a five that looked like a six.
‘Five,’ he said.
‘I know. I might not tomorrow.’
He wrote a clearer five beside hers. Then he settled his coat and picked up the folder. Ada saw him out and returned to the customer waiting for a strap.
The first plastic strap didn't fit his watch case. The second was too dark. He held the third beside the dial and asked whether there wasn't a colour somewhere between the two. Ada fetched the tray with the other sizes. Behind him, her new sheet of hours lay on the chair, weighted with the calculator to stop it sliding off.
Only at half past five did she have time to put it away. She filed the three answers at the back: accepted, declined, assessment. On the first job card, she wrote the appointment and bring in January. On the second, only the date of the phone call. The third got a box to remind her to ring before proceeding.
She slid the folder into the cupboard, took it out again and retrieved her little personal budget. That belonged in her bag. It almost caught between a parts supplier's envelope and the elastic band she'd meant to put round the folder. Ada smoothed it on her knee.
Before going home, she took a sheet of cream paper from the drawer. In pencil, she wrote the date of the trial Monday at the top, with workshop beneath. At the word closed, her hand paused. It had to be clear that this was one day, and when the normal arrangements would apply again. She turned the sheet over and started again, this time with the date in larger letters.
The Last Wall
The library smelt of warm coats. Mara waited by the sliding door for a group of children to pass. One girl held a book against her chest, its bottom corner knocking her knees. An adult reached to help, but the girl had already lifted it higher.
Beyond the reception desk, Mara saw the first photographs from Op straat. The library hadn't arranged the exhibition as the old post office had. Here, people walked between book trolleys and low shelves. One freestanding frame faced away from the entrance. Mara went round it and looked at the distance from the door.
‘There's nothing wrong with where it is,’ Hester said behind her.
Mara turned. ‘I was only looking.’
‘I saw.’
Hester van Roon carried an enormous cloth bag. Two tubes stuck out, one stopped with a wad of kitchen roll. She'd nearly caught the bag in a revolving door on the way, she said. Here she could walk straight in, baggage and all.
Nora arrived a little later, coat over her arm, and asked where Lotte was.
‘At the office,’ Mara said. ‘She's working on the other project.’
‘Oh yes. Good.’
They'd scheduled the review three weeks after the second installation. Today, they would look round what was actually in place, then discuss the final accounts and the next two venues. Mara had brought the packing lists, corrected texts and delivery confirmations for the four panels missing at the first opening. The pile was thinner than the folder she'd taken to the post office that first time.
Hester stopped at a photograph of an old shop. A bicycle leant against a step in the foreground. Behind it was a window full of white boxes and a name partly obscured, from the wrong side of the street, by a lamp post. The revised caption had the right street number. The archive credit was correct now too.
‘This was the one I meant,’ Hester said.
Mara nodded. She could still picture the original file. The wrong version number had looked harmless enough. Only when the text was printed large had the error acquired the space it needed for everyone to read it.
A woman carrying a stack of travel guides stopped beside them.
‘That was the shoe shop,’ she said.
Hester asked whether she remembered it. The woman set her books on the low shelving and pointed to a small door beside the window. That had been the entrance to the flat above, she said. Her aunt had lived there. Or perhaps it had been someone who used to visit her aunt, she corrected. It was a long time ago.
Mara looked at the caption and said nothing. She needn't decide immediately whether they needed another version. Hester listened and asked the woman to leave the information at the desk once she'd checked. There were forms for people's memories beside the exhibition.
‘With my name?’ the woman asked.
‘Only if you want. Ideally, a way of contacting you if we have another question.’
The woman picked up her books. She studied the little door again, as though someone better informed might emerge. Then she went to the desk.
Nora moved to the next frame. Mara took the remaining sheet from her folder. Four panels had needed to arrive later. All four were here, in the right order and on the agreed stands. No boxes in corridors, no promises on delivery notes. She went along them, checking whether the lowest text was still at a comfortable reading height.
‘You needn't crouch,’ Hester said. ‘There's a stool.’
Mara sat on it. It was meant for children. Her knees almost reached her chin. From there, she could see that one frame wasn't quite parallel with the bookcase. The text was easy to read. She made only a note about the memory forms. They were behind a tall planter, easily missed by someone who'd just looked at a photograph and still had books under one arm.
They asked at the desk. A small tray could go on the other side of the plant. The member of staff moved it himself and removed an out-of-date direction sign still standing behind it. Mara didn't need to raise a job sheet for that.
They had coffee in a glass-walled room behind the reading area. Outside, a cardboard box had blown against a courtyard fence. It shifted a few centimetres, then caught again. The cups on the table were all the same size, their spoons different.
Hester laid the account beside the packing list.
‘The extra frames are here.’
‘Yes,’ Nora said.
‘And this part of the print run was replaced.’
Mara put the delivery confirmation beside it. ‘These four. The new captions were checked before the second installation.’
Hester read the sheet. Once the post office opening date was fixed, she'd chosen the later delivery herself. That didn't undo the mistake. Visitors on the first day had passed an empty space. Nor had the library suddenly acquired four walls because the panels were ready.
‘For the next two, I want the spaces confirmed first,’ she said. ‘Before an installation date goes in the announcement.’
Mara had prepared that sentence herself. Hearing it from someone else made her want to defend herself: she hadn't chosen the first date alone. But she'd said it could be done. She sipped her coffee and asked when the next venues could send photographs and measurements.
‘One has,’ Hester said. ‘The other hasn't yet. I'll ask again.’
Nora opened her diary. ‘If we get those by Friday, can we give them a layout on Monday?’
Mara checked her phone. Lotte was on another job that Monday. Part of Mara's own day was reserved for transport arrangements. There was time to assess the information, not produce a whole new drawing.
‘I'd like to check with Lotte what we'll need.’
Nora held her pen above the diary. ‘It's mostly the same exhibition, isn't it?’
‘The photographs are. The room isn't. On Monday, I can look through the information and say when we'll have a layout. I can't promise the drawing now.’
Hester pushed her cup aside. ‘That's exactly what I need to know.’
Nora clicked her pen shut. She wasn't angry, but Mara recognised that short breath. An answer less settled than the question demanded took up time in a meeting. Mara put Monday down for checking the supplied information. She didn't add an arrow marking delivery.
They went through the remaining costs. Not all the extra production went in the client's column; Bureau Veld would absorb some. Mara had kept the error on her own summary, with its cause beside it. Hester checked the figures against their agreement and initialled the bottom.
‘One more thing,’ she said. ‘No new copy about these photographs changing the town for ever. Mostly, what's changing in them is a pavement.’
Nora looked at Mara, who burst out laughing. That sentence wasn't in Lotte's corrected captions. It had been in an earlier proposal Mara herself had forwarded.
‘It won't go in,’ she said.
Hester nodded, satisfied, and gathered up the caps for her tubes. One tube rolled onto the floor. Mara picked it up. There was no photograph inside, only a folded plan put in the wrong tube.
On their way out, they passed the exhibition again. The woman with the travel guides had gone. A form in the tray already had writing on it, a phone number at the bottom. Hester didn't read it immediately. She had another appointment and slipped it into her folder for later.
Back at the office, Lotte sat with a ruler over a printout. She indicated a chair without putting down her work.
‘How was it?’
‘Everything's up. The four too. We've gone through the remaining bills.’
‘Good.’
Mara laid out the information for the next two venues: one set complete, one still to come. She told Lotte what Nora had asked and what she'd answered. Lotte looked up at Monday.
‘I'll be on this.’ She tapped the printout.
‘I saw. I only said we'd look through the information then.’
Lotte moved her ruler up. ‘Let's have the door measurements first, then. Not just a nice floor plan.’
Together, they established what they needed. Mara would check which stands could be reused. Lotte wouldn't redraw the photographs' positions until she knew the clear widths. A short assessment would fit on Tuesday afternoon. She entered it herself, then crossed out an empty slot before it: she needed to keep that time for her current design.
Mara looked at the printout. ‘That colour's different.’
‘I know.’
‘Is it meant to be?’
Lotte smiled with her lips closed. ‘That's precisely what I'm trying to find out.’
Mara left her to work. She rang Bram at the printers about transport for another job, all its files already approved. They discussed a parking restriction by a loading door and a vehicle too tall for a low passage. She pulled up the arrangements, checked the number and noted the alternative address.
At a quarter past five, she picked up her bag. No message from her mother. Mara checked once more, then opened Ellen's conversation. There was her own promise to find a day, an answer beginning lovely, then two short replies without a date.
She rang instead of typing. Ellen answered just as Mara was about to hang up.
‘I'm on a stepladder,’ she said. ‘Wait.’
Something scraped, then thudded.
‘Are you all right?’
‘My phone. I was down already.’
Mara suggested the Saturday in two weeks, from about five if that suited Ellen. She'd left that evening clear, and the following morning. Ellen was quiet for a few seconds. Mara heard paper rustle.
‘I can do that. But I'm not making three courses.’
‘I didn't ask you to.’
‘You didn't. My shelf might. There's still so much on it, I'll have nowhere to put a plate otherwise.’
Mara didn't ask whether she should arrive an hour early to tidy up. She offered to bring something for dinner. Ellen didn't want her carrying saucepans on the bus, so they agreed on something simple to cook there. Deciding who would get bread took longer than choosing the date.
At home, Mara set her folder on the floor beside her desk. The wall next to it was empty. One summer evening, she'd thought the clock case might have fitted there after all. Now there was nothing except a vacuum cleaner tube she'd yet to put away. She took it to the storeroom and went into the kitchen.
A message from Ellen appeared: the date, the address Mara already knew, and confirmation that five was fine. She sent a thumbs-up, removed it and wrote that she'd be there. Then she put on a pan of water. A currant bun remained in the bread bin, hard on one side. She cut it open, decided it was too old and added it to the bread she was saving for the ducks. Then she picked up an onion and searched for the knife usually hidden under the tea towel.
Not Another Round
On Monday, Ada hung the workshop-day card inside the door. The dated notice had been up since Thursday. She left it there; it also said when she'd be open to customers again. The usual sign remained visible beside it. She read everything once more from outside, then pulled the door shut.
The lock clicked. Through the glass she could see the customer's chair, its seat empty. She tried the handle before letting herself back in with the key. Nobody followed her.
The previous Thursday, she'd accepted a small mechanical wall clock with a pale wooden rim. Its owner knew the limited service they'd agreed and the collection date the following week. It wasn't on the long list she'd made in October. A new job card lay with it on a separate clipboard. She'd examined the work first and kept the hours clear for it. Today she could finish some of it without having to find her place after every ring of the bell.
She made coffee, hung up her coat and put on her apron. Five to nine. Only what she needed for the first part of the morning lay on the bench. The sports club's large round clock still hung in the testing space. It would go back on Friday. The delivery time was confirmed in her diary.
Ada drew the new little clock towards her, reviewed her notes and began. Her hands took a while to get going. For the first quarter of an hour she kept thinking of the customer who usually came on Mondays to ask how his clock was getting on. They'd spoken; Thursday was fine. The arrangement was written down. She almost got up to check the line again.
Instead, she looked at the part in front of her. The light was good. The tweezers didn't quite pick up what she wanted; she put them down and chose another pair. Nobody would come in and see the half-full cup on her bench. She moved the coffee further away anyway.
When she looked up, it was twenty past ten. Someone passed with a large roll of wrapping paper. The bell hadn't rung once. Ada finished what she was doing, put the part safely aside and noted the time.
A shadow moved across the glass. A man bent towards the notice, a plastic bag in one hand. He read the first lines, looked at the usual opening hours and noticed her at the back. Ada raised a hand. He pointed to the door.
She shook her head and pointed to the notice. The gesture felt clumsy. If she stood up, she could explain. Half a minute, no more. She stayed seated. The man read it again, lifted his bag a little and walked away.
Ada watched until he'd passed the window. She didn't know what was in the bag. A clock, perhaps, or a watch. He might only have wanted directions to the key cutter. She entered no amount for lost business on her timesheet. She did get up to put away the coffee pot. Then she read a message about a part, made a short note and left her mobile in the back room.
At half past ten, she sat down again. One part of the service took longer than she'd estimated. She stopped trying to catch up with her morning plan and worked through what was in front of her.
At twenty to twelve, she could put those things aside. She wrote down an hour and ten minutes and looked at the first line. Nine until twenty past ten: eighty minutes. She walked about, smoothed her apron and started the paperwork five minutes later.
Before lunch, she updated the new clock's job card and checked a parts order for another small job. She rang the supplier about the code on the packaging. One letter belonged to a different version from the one she'd selected. They agreed on the right delivery; she sent the confirmation before hanging up. That half-hour had been necessary without changing anything in the clock on the bench.
She took her break from a quarter past twelve until a quarter past one. She ate her sandwiches and walked round to the postbox with two envelopes. She'd finished their contents earlier; this wasn't another trip for a customer. On the way she bought a mandarin because there was exactly one in the bowl beside the till. At home, they'd only ever had mandarins by the netful, she thought, and usually the last two hung about too long. She paid and walked back.
Nobody waited outside the shop. She let herself in without opening up. The notice hung straight. In the back room she made tea and ate her mandarin, the envelopes posted, the peel on a saucer. When the break ended, she stood up.
For part of the afternoon, she could continue the hands-on work. The little clock's construction was familiar, but a scratch on one component showed much more clearly in different light. She noted it and checked again what was needed. The limited service remained as agreed. No extra restoration simply because nobody could interrupt her.
After an hour, she put the clock aside. She took out the station clock's paperwork and checked the transport arrangements. The driver would come after closing on Friday. Remco would be at the club, the existing fixing had been checked, and someone would hold the door. Ada would go herself to install and check it. Paid transport, arranged in advance, with the time allowed on her own job card. Nothing left to a chance phone call to Mara.
Then she sorted the protective packaging and prepared the labelled parts that needed to travel separately. The clock would stay where it was until Friday. On the bench, she left only the clipboard for her final observations. Those preparations and the parts records took another half-hour.
At a quarter to three, the landline rang. Ada looked at it. She didn't answer; the caller heard that day's recorded message. A moment later, someone tapped the window. A woman pointed to the notice and was already walking away. Ada didn't know whether she'd been the caller. She got up, went into the back room and finished her tea. It was cold.
The last hour went better than the first. She could finish a stage of the work without declaring the whole service complete. There was still assembly, checking, then time to observe the clock running. Its owner would collect it the following week. No reason to offer an earlier date just because Monday might otherwise seem to have produced so little.
At four, she put down the tweezers and looked at her timesheet. Four and a half hours of hands-on work. An hour for assessments, job cards and parts. The rest of the six available hours had gone on interruptions, getting up, checking something again before she could proceed. There'd been the usual lunch break as well. That hour wasn't part of the six.
She added it again. An hour and twenty, an hour and ten, an hour, the final hour. Four and a half. The sheet didn't say how much of that she'd ultimately charge for. That belonged to the agreed work and price, not every glance at her watch.
Ada didn't take down the trial notice. She added a small sheet saying she'd be open again tomorrow from nine. The old hours still applied. Then she put her work away and pulled on her coat. There was enough light to see the colour of the shopfront, darkened by the afternoon rain.
At home that evening, she looked at the timesheet once. She'd brought it so she wouldn't be tempted to search for it on the bench on Wednesday. It also held the costs of the accepted work. One Monday couldn't tell her whether customers would come back in January. She hadn't even spoken to the man with the plastic bag. She laid the sheet beside the notebook and put a pan on the hob.
The driver arrived at ten past six on Friday evening. Ada had shut the door behind the last customer and packed the clock ready for travel. Its round wooden rim made the box larger than most parcels she took in. Together they carried it to the vehicle. She checked that all the labelled parts were there, keeping the folder with the delivery record beside her.
On the way, she looked at the house windows. In one kitchen, someone still in an apron was on the phone. The driver asked which entrance they needed. Ada pointed to the side door Remco had mentioned. She rang when they reached the gate. Someone took a while to come and open it; a game was still going on indoors on another court.
Remco de Wit led the way. He held his keys and sports bag in the same hand, something knocking against the metal rings at each step.
‘Back here,’ he said.
A paler circle showed on the wall. The existing fixing had been checked as agreed. Ada inspected it herself and asked where they could put the packaging. The driver waited while she replaced the individually protected parts. Then, with help, she hung the clock. She didn't let go until it sat properly. Remco stood in the middle of the room to see whether it was straight.
‘Like that?’ he asked.
Ada looked from the side. She checked its position and set it running. As she listened, a woman came in with a crate of balls. She put it beneath the clock and asked whether the thing chimed now too.
‘It doesn't have a striking mechanism,’ Ada said.
‘Oh. I'll still have to look at my phone, then.’
The woman picked up the crate. Remco explained that a few people used to call it the station clock, and the name had stuck. Ada watched the pendulum and its clearance from the wood. Then she asked them to leave it in the same position for the first few days and report their observations as agreed.
Remco took a pen from his bag. He'd written his questions on a sheet. The main one was who should be her regular contact at the club. Too many people assumed someone else was keeping track. Ada suggested sticking to the name already on her job card. He wrote that down and put the sheet with his own keys, rather than in her folder.
She took time to check how the clock ran in place. Meanwhile, the driver helped collapse the empty box. He looked at his phone, not his watch. Waiting time was included in the journey; Ada had asked when arranging it. Remco signed for delivery. The clock hung where it belonged. Ada filed the record and looked once more from the doorway.
‘If the sound changes, ring first,’ she said. ‘Then we'll agree what's needed.’
Remco nodded. Behind him, someone tried to trap a ball with his foot, missed and had to chase it. Ada went outside with the driver.
On Tuesday, Remco rang. The clock was running, but since Monday there'd been another sound: a brief rattling tick, not every time. Ada asked him to describe when he heard it. Nobody had worked on the clock, he said. They had put up decorations for an event.
‘Could you show me a short video first?’ she asked.
They agreed he'd send one, then ring back. Someone came in for a watch strap. Ada helped him, opened the box of sizes and let him choose between two colours. When he'd gone, the video was on her phone.
The clock hung in the same place. A narrow plastic pennant moved beside the wooden rim. Now and then, when the sports hall door opened, it touched the case. On the recording it sounded like a second, quicker tick between the ordinary ones.
Ada rang back. ‘Something's touching the case.’
‘That flag?’
‘That's what I can see. If you move it clear, you can listen for the sound again.’
Remco put down the phone. Ada heard voices, something scraping across a table, then a short conversation not intended for her. She looked at the new little clock, reassembled after the trial Monday and now being observed as it ran. Its owner's collection date was still Thursday.
Remco returned. ‘They've moved it. I can't hear it now.’
‘Have someone listen while that door opens too.’
He did. The sound stayed away. They agreed he'd ring if it came back. For now, she needn't take the clock to the shop to try to reproduce something that wouldn't happen there.
After the call, Ada noted what they'd seen and what Remco had confirmed. She completed the delivery record with a short follow-up note. Beneath the old date was today's.
The folder for October's long list was still in the cupboard. Ada took it out and turned the pages. Saskia had collected her mantel clock. Paul's table clock had gone back with all its parts. The three unassessed pieces she hadn't accepted had been collected in November, as had the last job she'd declined. The two clocks Jeroen had taken one Friday in late November had been collected from him by their owners that Saturday. The confirmations followed the consents. The other piece, returned to her through him, had been collected the week after. Every other line had a destination and a date. Now she could close the record for De Zoom's round clock too.
She checked that the final refunds and receipts were filed against the right records. November was now closed. After September's ninety-euro shortfall, October's hundred and the extra assessment invoice, the available buffer stood at three thousand eight hundred and thirty. Customer funds and reserves were separate. The money she was prepared to risk on the trial would have to come from that same pot.
Ada put the old stock folder on the top shelf. The new job card for the pale wooden clock stayed on the clipboard. Its owner would collect it on Thursday if the final checks remained satisfactory. She looked at the time and switched on the bench lamp. There was work for the next hour. The door was open to anyone coming in during today's usual hours.
New Lettering
Ada had laid the first version of the new sign on the workbench. The words fitted; the numbers didn't. Beside Saturday, the ten was so close to the edge that the one looked as though it didn't quite belong.
Mara studied it with her coat still on. Her laptop was in her bag, as her mother had asked. Beside the sign lay the sheet where they'd changed the opening hours. From the first full week of January, it said at the top. The current December hours were still in the window.
‘If you start a little tighter here,’ she said, ‘you'll have room there.’
Ada held the rubber above Saturday. ‘Just that line?’
‘Then it won't line up. I'd do the whole column.’
Her mother sighed. She pulled up a chair and rubbed out the numbers. A scrap with the correct times was taped to the end of her pencil so she needn't keep looking at the larger sheet. It fell off as she rubbed.
Mara picked it up. Monday: workshop. Wednesday: closed. Tuesday, Thursday and Friday: open to customers from eleven until five. Saturday: ten until one. The short working sessions before opening were on the other sheet in Ada's notebook. They needn't all go on the shopfront.
‘You do need to tell people they can't come in on Mondays,’ Mara said.
‘That's why it says workshop.’
‘They might not all understand.’
Ada looked at her. Mara looked back at the figures. She could add another strip saying not open to customers and please ring first and exceptions by appointment. The sign would be wider than the door.
‘Closed to visitors,’ she said. ‘Underneath. Small but readable.’
Ada wrote it on the loose sheet first, then read it with her glasses a little further down her nose. ‘That'll do.’
Mara took off her coat. A moped went past, audible long after it had left the street. There were no clock parts beside the sign. Her mother had put down a clean protective mat. Nothing had to go on the floor because Mara had brought a laptop.
She switched it on and turned the screen towards Ada. The login details hadn't changed. Her mother found the slip in her notebook; a strip of tape now mended the page. She typed slowly. Mara pointed once to a box she still needed to open. Otherwise, she kept her hands round her coffee.
Ada changed the website first. She read the times aloud, paused at Monday and checked her own sheet. She added the date they took effect and saved the change. Then she wanted to see it. The normal page still showed the old version.
‘It hasn't done it.’
‘You might need to open this again.’
Ada did. The announcement appeared. She studied it without touching anything. The current hours were still visible, the new January hours below. On the other screen, where she managed the shop's listing, she scheduled the future change. Finding the right date took longer there. Mara waited while her mother went back a week, then forwards again.
‘That's the trouble with all these arrows,’ Ada said. ‘They take you everywhere except where you want to go.’
Once the change was scheduled, she asked how she'd check later that it had actually happened. Mara showed her where to look as an ordinary visitor. Ada wrote the few words on the back of her times slip. She didn't fold it small; it went at the front of the notebook, where she could find it.
The bell rang. A woman Mara had seen before came to collect a modern little clock. Ada had accepted it the previous Tuesday to fit a new hanging loop, one of the small new jobs on the separate clipboard. The woman asked whether it could go without a box. Ada looked at its size and asked whether she had anything to protect it. They discussed a bag in her husband's panniers. Mara half-closed her laptop to move the coffee standing beside the screen.
‘You must be the one behind this new plan,’ the woman said to her, pointing at the sign's still-empty Saturday column.
Mara looked up. ‘My mother chose the hours. I'm helping with the lettering.’
‘Oh. My daughter does everything on the computer for me too.’
Ada returned with the clock and some wrapping. She showed the woman the new hanging loop at the back. She hadn't heard the question to Mara. The customer said she particularly liked Mondays, when the rest of the street was quiet. Ada explained when the change would take effect. The woman wasn't keen, but put the opening-hours card with her receipt.
‘I'll have to come on Fridays, then,’ she said.
‘From eleven,’ Ada said.
The woman checked the card and nodded. She went outside to find her husband and the pannier. Mara looked at Saturday on the sign. Her mother had brushed away the rubbings, but faint marks still showed in the light.
They drew the numbers again. Mara held the sheet with the right spacing beside the edge. Ada wrote, asking at the final zero whether it was too narrow. It wasn't Mara's handwriting, nor the precise lettering she'd have printed for a client at work. From a few steps back, she could read everything.
‘Leave it like that,’ she said.
Ada asked her to hold it against the window. A thumb on the corner kept it exactly where it would go. The woman and her husband were cycling away. Someone across the road stopped to read the announcement, then walked on without coming in.
Mara packed her laptop. The sign still needed finishing; her mother would hang it herself, alongside the notice giving the start date. Today's normal Saturday hours still ran until one. The new clock from the trial Monday had been collected on Thursday. When Mara asked whether it had kept running properly, Ada pointed to its card on the clipboard. She said yes and returned to her pencil.
At the door, Mara realised she'd left her scarf on the chair. She went back. Ada pushed it towards her without getting up.
‘Have a good evening.’
‘Thanks.’
‘Say hello from me. Though she probably doesn't know who I am.’
‘She does.’
Outside, Mara wound the scarf round her neck. Her phone was under the laptop in her bag. She didn't take it out until the stop, where she needed to check the bus. Plenty of time for her own shopping and the food she'd arranged with Ellen. She needn't rush straight from the shop to another door.
At five, she rang at the new address. The nameplate was still crooked. Music came from the flat above the entrance, too quiet to recognise. Ellen opened the door with a dishcloth over her shoulder.
‘You found it.’
‘You sent the address.’
‘Some people still manage to go to the old place.’
Two pairs of shoes stood in the hall, a flat box leaning against the wall. No more moving chaos for Mara to negotiate. Ellen took the food bag and asked whether she'd like to see the sitting room first or have wine straight away.
‘Can't we do both?’
‘Good. I've only prepared one tour.’
The sitting room overlooked the backs of houses. The balcony was round the side and, as promised, just wide enough for one chair. A pot with a bare plant stood beside it. According to the label, Ellen said, the plant wasn't supposed to be dead yet. But she wasn't buying it another pot until it showed some sign of life.
‘It can wait until spring,’ Mara said.
‘It can. So can I. Only I haven't got a label saying so.’
They went round the rooms. The upper part of the bedroom window was hard to open. Ellen had bought a pole for it which turned out to be too short. She showed Mara as though the mistake was for them both to enjoy, rather than something that needed fixing now. A box remained closed in the spare room.
‘That one's called winter,’ Ellen said. ‘But it's got my summer shoes in it. I needed another box.’
Mara laughed. She had boxes labelled work that yielded only cables whose devices she'd long forgotten.
Back in the kitchen, Ellen had cleared the table. Only two plates and a bag of nuts remained. Mara unpacked the ingredients. They were making a pasta dish that had looked simpler on paper: the vegetables needed frying first, the sauce required a lemon, and Ellen had only limes.
‘We could ask next door,’ Mara said.
‘I've only spoken to her once. That was already about a ladder I couldn't give back yet. I'd rather not start with a whole borrowing list.’
They used a lime. Ellen chopped vegetables; Mara put the water on. One knife was so blunt that the courgette rolled across the board. Ellen handed her another and said she kept the blunt one only for its beautiful handle. Mara wanted to say she could have it sharpened. She said it anyway. Ellen nodded and slid it back into the drawer, as though both could be true: a knife could be sharpened, and the drawer could close now.
As they cooked, Ellen talked about her new street. Not the quiet she'd moved for; there was usually enough of that. It was the sounds arriving at unexpected times. At seven on Sundays, the neighbour opened a cupboard door that banged against her wall. Someone practised a wind instrument she couldn't identify yet. Yesterday she'd mistaken it for a reversing delivery van.
‘You'll grow fond of both,’ Mara said.
‘The delivery van, perhaps.’
Ellen stirred the pan. She talked about her brother, who'd hired a trolley for the move, then carried every shelf with the same face outwards. Now the worn sides were showing. She hadn't told him, not out of generosity but because she'd only noticed three days later. He had carried all the boxes of books upstairs. She ought to invite him when there was nothing to carry.
Mara looked at the steaming water. ‘You asked me.’
‘Yes.’
‘I should have cancelled sooner.’
Ellen laid the spoon on a plate. ‘That, mostly. When I didn't hear, I thought you were still coming. But it's all upstairs now.’
She didn't make those last words sound particularly light. Mara could have explained the wall at the post office, the four panels, that day's calls. Ellen knew the beginning. None of it changed the hours she'd waited.
‘I'm sorry,’ Mara said.
Ellen nodded. ‘Could you get the colander? Under that other pan.’
The colander fitted over the sink, but the pan handle didn't. They had to swing the tap aside. As they drained the pasta, the cloth slipped from Ellen's shoulder into the sink. She threw it in the laundry basket and fetched a clean one. The sauce needed more water. Dinner reached the table before they knew whether they'd made the right amount.
They'd made too much. Ellen wanted to save the extra straight away and got up halfway through dinner to find a container. Mara moved her plate aside when she returned. A small curl of citrus peel stuck to the rim.
‘How's the exhibition going?’ Ellen asked.
Mara told her about the photographs. The big mistake, but also the woman in the library with memories of a shoe shop, and Hester refusing any more copy about towns changed for ever. Ellen asked whether there was a photograph of her old street. Mara wasn't sure. She named the streets she remembered. Ellen produced a newspaper cutting she'd left under a coaster. It concerned another exhibition.
‘I thought this was yours.’
‘No. Ours is smaller.’
‘I'd better go and see the actual one, then.’
They looked through a few photographs on Mara's phone. Ellen enlarged an advertising board behind a tram. Mara thought she wanted the caption, but she pointed to a woman's dress by the stop. Exactly the shape her aunt wore now, she said, only it had a different name again. In the next picture, a dog had moved too quickly. Its head was a blur. They both preferred it to the crisply focused bicycle beside it.
After dinner, Ellen made coffee. Mara carried the plates into the kitchen. The flat box from the hall now leant against the sitting-room door. A narrow unit with three shelves was pictured on the box. Ellen tapped it with her foot as she came back.
‘That's the only bit of help with the move still in its box.’
‘Shall I have a look?’
‘If you feel like it. I reached the second picture and put it all back. The man in the drawing had no fingers.’
They cleared space on the rug. Not the whole room, just enough to lay out the parts. Mara knelt; Ellen took the screws from a sandwich bag inside the box. There were two bags, it turned out. The second held the same kind of screws in a different quantity.
‘Perhaps you've got spares,’ Mara said.
‘Or I'll be missing a top.’
The instructions had no words. In the first drawing, the unit was already half assembled, arrows pointing to holes they could hardly find in the real shelves. They turned over the first side panel. A sticker on the back was upside down. Ellen held it to the light and said the furniture already offered more perspectives than her whole tour.
Mara looked for the right screwdriver. She hadn't brought tools. Ellen had three; the one from a Christmas hamper had the smallest head. They tried the largest first, then the middle one. The smallest fitted best.
After twenty minutes, two shelves were fastened between two uprights. The whole thing still lay on its side. They carefully stood it up and saw that the third shelf would face exactly the wrong way if they continued as the drawing showed. Mara picked up the sheet and traced the fine lines with a finger.
‘This one's back to front.’
Ellen looked at the bottom shelf. ‘It's in so nicely.’
‘It'll come out again.’
‘I've no doubt.’
They both looked at the coffee growing cold on the table. Ellen took her cup and sat on the sofa. Mara held the side panel a moment longer. Then she laid the unit safely down and joined her.
‘At least I've got a very tidy double shelf,’ Ellen said.
They laughed. On television, they found a film Ellen had abandoned halfway through because she couldn't tell whether the problem was the sound or the story. With subtitles, they both understood a little more, but the film made no more sense. A car kept driving to a house nobody seemed to live in.
Mara stayed until it ended. Her phone had vibrated once somewhere in her bag. She checked as she put on her coat. An automatic notification from the shared work calendar. Ellen gave her the container of pasta and kept another herself. The screws were back in their bags beside the shelving unit. Nobody set a date for another job.
On the pavement, Mara turned. Ellen stood in the lit hall, the dishcloth over her shoulder again. She raised a hand, then closed the door. Mara walked to the stop. The container pressed against her laptop sleeve. Before sitting down, she tucked her scarf between them.
Room to Turn
The bin lorry woke Ada. At first it sounded like a cupboard being knocked over beside her bed. Then came the familiar rattle of bins. She looked at her bedside clock and lay still a while, one hand tucked beneath the edge of the duvet.
Wednesday. She knew that. She only had to work out why she'd already begun looking for her work coat.
Yesterday's green coat lay on the chair. She'd put it there because the hooks were full: a raincoat, her indoor cardigan and a scarf that refused to stay on anything. Her work coat was at the shop. Ada slipped her feet into her slippers and went to the kitchen.
She had bread, just not the kind she wanted. The last slice's crust was hard. She toasted it, then scraped a dark edge over the sink. Breakfast immediately smelt of rushing, though Kamal wouldn't arrive for hours.
The notebook was in the bag beside her chair. She took it out to put away. The slip she'd used to check the new hours stuck out near the front. Mara had taken her laptop home. The shop sign clearly stated when the change began. This week, everything stayed as it was: closed today, open from nine tomorrow.
Late on Tuesday afternoon, someone had taken a small clock from his bag. Ada had asked him to wait before putting it on the counter. He wanted it serviced, preferably before the holidays. She hadn't accepted it. She'd told him when there was time in January for an initial look. He hadn't taken her up on it. He needed to discuss it at home, he'd said, and taken the clock away.
So there was no new job on the bench she could half-finish now. Things were waiting for Thursday, but they'd been there on Monday too. She put the notebook in the cupboard and ate her toast.
She checked her own mobile. A message from the sports group: use the side entrance, because something was being set up in the main hall. One from Mara last night, asking what time she might ring on Sunday. Ada wrote back that after dinner would be good. She knew her daughter had visited Ellen on Saturday. She'd said it had been nice, and there'd been pasta left over.
In the bedroom, she searched for socks that would fit her sports shoes. The first pair was too thick, the second had a hard seam. She found the right ones at the bottom of the drawer with a flannel that didn't belong there. She left the flannel on the bed and pulled on the socks. Then she had to return to the kitchen because her tea was still on the worktop.
The plan was simple. Lesson at twelve. Something to eat, then the sports hall. Her bag held her shoes, a water bottle and the little towel she always forgot to wash unless she put it on the washing machine straight away. Today there was a clean one. She didn't check for a tape measure. That would still be in the other bag.
By the time she went out, the bin lorry had gone. The pavement shone. Water trickled from an overturned lid into the gutter. Ada crossed the road and waited at the agreed corner. No need to pass the shop. The other way was shorter.
Kamal arrived two minutes before twelve. Ada saw the car before he slowed down, its roof sign shining wetly. He stopped in the agreed place and moved something off the passenger seat.
‘Different car park today,’ he said once she'd got in.
‘Which one?’
He named the supermarket on the edge of the centre.
‘On a Wednesday?’
‘Yes.’
Ada looked outside. ‘It's busy there.’
‘We'll have a look.’
She put her bag on the back seat and took time to adjust her seat and mirror. At first she'd been tempted to hurry while he waited. He didn't seem to notice the wait. He wrote something, set down his pen and asked what she'd found difficult last time.
‘Thinking I was already in the right place.’
‘And were you?’
‘Not according to you.’
He smiled briefly. ‘Nor according to the line.’
It took a few streets before she felt settled. Her hands seemed large on the wheel. At the second junction, she wondered whether she'd heard the direction correctly. She asked again. Kamal repeated it, without adding anything about last time.
A van overtook them on the main road. Ada noticed her shoulders rising and loosened her coat at the neck when they stopped at the next lights. The car smelt of a cleaning product she couldn't identify, somewhere between lemon and wet sponge. A slip lay on the dashboard; Kamal held it down whenever air came through the vents.
The car park was fuller than she'd hoped. Cars occupied not only the bays but the routes between them, waiting for spaces someone might be about to leave. A woman pushed a trolley towards a car, a bag underneath it and no hand free to keep it in place. Ada watched the handle dragging on the ground.
‘What can you see?’ Kamal asked.
‘That bag.’
‘What else?’
She looked further. A car about to reverse, an empty bay, a cyclist dismounting by the fence. Saying it was slower than seeing it. Everything she named had moved by the time she looked at the next thing.
They drove to a quieter part. Three cars stood beneath bare trees. The bay they'd chosen seemed large until she actually steered towards it. Ada finished the manoeuvre and sat still. The car had stopped.
Kamal asked her to look. She looked at him first.
‘Outside,’ he said.
The line was closer on her side than on the other. Plenty of room remained in front. She felt a brief irritation, not only with him. Same car, same width: why didn't her hand know that?
‘I'm crooked.’
‘A little.’
She corrected it with his guidance. This time, she took time to see the difference properly. It didn't happen in one movement. The second attempt was better. She stopped, looked at the lines, then ahead, and only then at Kamal.
‘There.’
He nodded. ‘Now you can get out.’
‘Are we doing the shopping?’
‘I'm not.’
He had her look from outside at the car's position in the bay. Ada was inclined to open the door only a crack, although there was plenty of room on that side. She stepped out, walked partway round the car and saw the distances that had been so unclear from her seat. A small round mark from an old sticker remained on the rear window. She'd never noticed it.
When she got back in, the next bay was occupied. A man had parked, checked his phone and walked towards the entrance. He knew nothing of her two attempts. Ada rested her hands in her lap while Kamal explained the next part of the lesson.
They practised again elsewhere. Pulling away, she had to look carefully afresh; the empty bay had taken too much of her attention. Kamal intervened once with a brief instruction. Ada heard him, looked and waited. A car passed which she hadn't properly noticed. Her face grew hot.
‘I saw that too late,’ she said.
‘Yes. Take your time and try again.’
She'd wanted to say something about the tall car beside them. It really did restrict the view. She waited for the other car to pass, then started again. No excuse needed afterwards. On the way back, she turned a street later than last time. Even at a familiar junction, she had to think. Knowing it on a bicycle wasn't the same as sitting here in a car.
They discussed the lesson at the end. Ada asked what they'd do next week. Kamal named a few things they'd practise again. They arranged the next lesson. Ada put the confirmation in her diary and picked up her sports bag.
‘Managed the supermarket,’ she said as she got out.
‘You parked there,’ he said.
That sounded smaller. She liked the sound of it anyway. From the pavement, she watched the car leave. Then she checked the time and walked to the sandwich shop near the bus stop.
She ordered soup and a sandwich under a name not used on the menu. The lad behind the counter asked twice which bread she meant. She pointed. He said its name and picked it up. Ada sat by the window, her sports bag on the next chair.
The soup was hot. She ate slowly while people outside straightened their hats before walking on. A screen above the counter cycled through the same six offers. One photograph was so green that even the tomato looked like raw grass. She looked at it again every time.
At the table behind her, two women discussed something said at a birthday party. Ada couldn't keep the names straight. She listened for a while anyway. One woman kept starting at the beginning until the other said she'd got it now. Then came something about a neighbour. Ada ate the last of her bread and searched for a napkin.
The bus was on time. In her bag, the water bottle's cap clicked against something hard. The locker coin, which she'd already lost twice without its ever leaving the bag. She put it in the inside pocket. At the sports hall, she followed the message's instructions to the side entrance. The door was shut, but someone opened it from inside.
‘Can't get through the other hall now,’ said a man carrying a crate of shuttlecocks. ‘They're laying a floor.’
Ada looked past him. Something rolled up did indeed resemble an enormous carpet rather than a floor. She went to the changing room and changed her shoes. Her coat went on an unoccupied bench. Five minutes to two.
The nets were up. Ada wrote her name on the board and took a borrowed racket. Leonie sat on the bench, hair still loose. Beside her lay a hairband stretched into a thin strand.
‘Have you got a spare hair tie?’ she asked.
Ada searched her bag. A receipt, tissues and the coin she'd just put away so carefully; she'd opened the first compartment again after all. No hair tie. Leonie fastened her hair as best she could with the slack band.
‘I'll be looking through a curtain now and then today.’
There was confusion over the order of play. Ada thought her name was still with the previous game; she'd put it below the line instead of above. Another woman assumed she was waiting for someone and walked onto the court.
‘I wanted to play now,’ Ada said.
‘You were there.’
The woman pointed at the board. Ada went closer. An old chalk smear had almost turned her A into an H. The line ran just above her name. She moved it to the right place and asked whose turn it was. Four names needed shifting. The man with the crate drew another line and rewrote the order.
‘We'll play that short one first,’ Leonie said. ‘Then swap round.’
It wasn't particularly short. Ada missed the first serve. On the second, she caught the shuttlecock at such an angle that it flew over the next net. A woman returned it with a smile Ada recognised from her own face when someone held a clock too cautiously. Ada thanked her and tried again.
On the next point, she returned the shuttle unexpectedly well. Leonie looked round, apparently not expecting such a high shot. Across the net, someone had to step a long way back. It came back; Ada hit it, then Leonie, then the man opposite. The rally lasted long enough for her to forget she'd been grumbling over the first two attempts.
When it finally hit the floor, she laughed. No sound, only breath. Leonie gave her arm a brief tap with the side of her hand.
‘That last one was mine.’
‘I wouldn't have got it either.’
‘You don't know that.’
They changed ends. Ada's hand felt warm round the racket. Later, she ought to remember that a grip of her own might be more comfortable; this one sometimes twisted. Now she mainly wanted to hit the next shuttle. The sports floor yielded differently from the stone behind the counter. Among shoes, voices and the racket's small dry tap, Leonie called something Ada didn't catch. She asked and got the score again.
They lost the next game. Ada had remembered the score wrongly and asked whether they still needed a point. Leonie shook her head. They drank water on the bench while the others played. Leonie said she was going to a concert with her sister on Friday and didn't know whether she'd get away from work in time for the train. Ada asked who was performing. The name meant nothing to her.
‘Nor to me until she sent me a ticket,’ Leonie said. ‘I'm going for my sister. And the chips on the way home.’
Ada asked whether she'd come next Wednesday. Maybe, Leonie said. She'd let her know. Someone else wanted to play doubles with Ada too: the woman who'd returned her shuttle raised a hand. Ada took another sip and stood up.
Afterwards, she fetched her coat from the bench. It had slipped onto the floor. A white smear on the sleeve brushed off under her hand. She put it on, returned the racket to the other borrowed rackets and handed back her locker key. The coin came free of the lock. She put it in her bag's inside pocket.
The lamps were already lit outside. At the stop, she stood beside a woman still in her sports trousers, a long coat over them. They discussed whether the bus might already have gone. The display said four minutes. Ada watched four become three, then four again. She held her bag strap in both hands and waited.
At home, she left her sports shoes by the door. The towel went straight onto the washing machine, the bottle into the sink. She washed her hands and made something hot from the vegetables left in the fridge. A parts supplier's mailing lay on the table, with January order lists. She slid it under the notebook for tomorrow. Her food would go cold if she unfolded it now.
After dinner, she took her own mobile and added her name to next Wednesday's list. She messaged Leonie to wish her a good time on Friday. A thumbs-up took a while to arrive.
Ada took the empty mug into the kitchen. The shop's landline was where it always was, behind the counter at the shop. She couldn't hear it here. In the hall, she took her house key from her coat pocket and laid it on the little cupboard by the door. The shop key was on the other ring, in her bag.
In the sitting room, she moved her chair towards the lamp and picked up the newspaper. On the culture page was a photograph of the singer Leonie had named. She looked at his face, read the first lines and didn't turn the page when the neighbours' television started.
