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The case
The message had arrived on Tuesday evening, between a request for money and a shoe sale. Wednesday, half past ten. Something for you to collect. Can you bring a car? Her mother used question marks as though she had to pay for them.
Mara moved a meeting and booked a car from the sharing service. On the way, she worked out what to say if this was about the accounts again. Last time, Ada had sorted the envelopes by colour. The blue tax envelopes were under the workbench, unopened, where she couldn't see them.
Her mother was up a kitchen stepladder outside the shop, unscrewing the opening-hours sign. The front was supposed to be cobalt blue. Ada had mixed the paint herself; sunlight brought out the green in it. A paler rectangle beneath the window marked the place where a card-payment sticker had spent several years.
‘Don't touch the ladder,’ Ada said without turning.
Mara lowered her hands. ‘Good morning.’
‘The left leg's crooked. Holding it makes it worse.’
She came down with the sign under her arm. Inside, the coffee had been on the hotplate too long. Beneath the amber work lamp lay a pair of tweezers, two broken springs and a sandwich on a receipt. A tall wooden clock case occupied the customer's chair.
Mara recognised the dent beside its door. She had caught it against a doorframe during the move.
‘Mine.’
‘That's what I called about.’
Ada hadn't called, but Mara let it go. She put down her bag. ‘Is it finished?’
‘There's no movement in it.’
Through the glass, Mara could see the screw holes where the dial had been, a line of dust across the wood. She had brought the clock here six years ago, soon after she and Daan separated. Just for now. No suitable wall in the new flat, she'd said. Since then, she had moved to a bigger flat.
‘The movement's in that box,’ Ada said. ‘It's all there.’
Mara put her car key on the counter. ‘I thought something was wrong.’
‘I need the chair.’
‘I didn't need to move a meeting for this.’
Ada glanced at her sandwich and pushed the tweezers away from it. ‘I didn't ask you to.’
Which was the trouble. Her mother never quite asked. She let a tap drip until Mara noticed, or mentioned the price of new spectacle lenses between unrelated remarks. Mara had learnt to listen around what her mother said. Sometimes she could barely hear the words themselves.
‘Coffee?’ Ada asked.
‘If you make a fresh pot.’
Her mother emptied the jug into the little sink. No argument about that. Mara took off her coat.
Another Wednesday
While the coffee brewed, Ada laid the sign on the bench. Wednesday still read 9–18, now covered by a strip of cream paper. The brush beside it was much too big for the lettering.
‘Taking an afternoon off?’ Mara asked.
‘The whole day.’
‘Starting when?’
‘Today.’
Mara looked towards the window. ‘We'll need to change the website. Google, too. People will turn up.’
‘Can you show me how?’
‘I can do it now.’
‘I know.’
Ada poured the coffee and waited for Mara to take out her laptop. Then she pulled up the stool. Reading glasses halfway down her nose, she copied the password from a scrap of paper. It didn't work. On her second attempt, Mara saw that she was reading a capital I as a small l. She pointed, leaving her mother's hands on the keyboard.
‘Save?’
‘Yes.’
Ada clicked. She wanted to see how to check that it had worked. They made the changes on the other page together.
‘Your rent's gone up,’ Mara said.
‘Forty-eight euros.’
‘Exactly.’
Ada pulled a notebook from beneath a box of clock glasses. One page listed the takings for the past twelve Wednesdays. At the bottom, in red, she had written: they'll come on Thursday. Beside that, more faintly: perhaps not all of them.
Mara read the figures. ‘You've been looking into it.’
‘A bit.’
On the facing page was a telephone number and a name: Kamal Driving School. Mara turned the book towards her.
‘You're having driving lessons?’
‘Twelve o'clock.’
‘Today?’
‘I'd be a bit early otherwise.’
Mara looked out at the narrow street, the delivery van on the corner, a cyclist darting between parked cars. Her mother was sixty-eight. She went everywhere on a bicycle with a basket wired to the handlebars. For anything she couldn't carry, she called Mara.
‘Wouldn't an automatic be easier?’
‘It is.’
‘Has he taught people who start a bit later?’
‘He's taught people who can't drive. I thought that would do.’
Mara drank her coffee. She could hear the questions lining up: the test, insurance, a parking permit. She said nothing.
Ada rolled the paintbrush between her fingers. ‘I went last week. Sat in the car. Looked at the controls. He let me drive out of the car park.’
‘How was it?’
‘Turned too wide. He said we ought to leave some road for everyone else.’ She gave a brief laugh, as if trying out the sound.
‘Why didn't you tell me?’
‘You'd have started looking for the best driving school.’
Mara set her mug down carefully. Ada was looking at the paper over Wednesday's hours.
‘And when you've passed? Will you open on Wednesdays again?’
‘First I might try parking at the supermarket.’
The sign
They took the glass door off the clock case. Ada wrapped it in an old tea towel while Mara held the hinge pins. Two different lengths. She put them in an envelope and wrote on it where the short one belonged.
‘If you ever want it running again,’ Ada began.
‘I don't.’
Her mother tucked in a corner of the towel.
‘I never liked it,’ Mara said. ‘At the market it seemed such a good idea. Eighty euros for something other people charge three hundred for. I kept saying that.’
‘You were very sure you wanted it.’
‘Yes.’
Ada put the wrapped door on the counter. ‘I've kept it all this time.’
‘I know.’
They both needed a drink, though the coffee was finished. Mara filled two glasses at the tap.
‘I'll take it to the second-hand place,’ she said. ‘With the movement. They can decide what to do.’
Ada nodded, but still ran a soft cloth over the top. The case would only fit in the car with the back seats folded. Mara brought the car to the door, and they slid it in together. Her mother went to put the box of parts beside it. Mara pointed to the floor behind the passenger seat. Ada put it there instead. Mara laid the wrapped door on the passenger seat and tucked the envelope of hinge pins into the box.
Back inside, the customer's chair was empty. A round dent remained in the upholstery. Mara sat on it while Ada carried the ladder outside again.
‘The sign isn't finished.’
‘I can put a note up for now.’
‘Have you got a smaller brush?’
Ada opened a drawer. Beneath a tape measure lay a fine brush with dried blue paint on the handle. Mara tested the bristles against her thumb. She pencilled the letters first. With so little room between the border and the other days, she wrote only CLOSED.
At the O, the doorbell rang. A man carrying a wall clock asked whether Ada could have a quick listen. He was already setting it on the counter.
‘I'm back tomorrow,’ Ada said.
‘Just a little noise. It runs perfectly well.’
Ada wiped her hands on her apron. ‘From nine.’
The man looked at Mara, her brush suspended above the sign. She returned to the unfinished letter. After a moment, he picked up his clock.
At five to twelve, the driving-school car stopped a few doors down. Ada took off her apron. There was a dark smear near the pocket of her blouse. Mara almost reached out to rub it away.
‘Is it paint?’ Ada asked.
‘Oil, I think.’
‘That'll do, then.’
Mara stayed in the doorway as her mother walked to the car. Ada adjusted the seat, then the mirror. It took longer than Mara expected. A delivery van pulled up behind them. Its driver tapped two fingers against his steering wheel. Ada checked over her shoulder once more.
Only after the car had gone did Mara hang the sign on its two screws. The letters were still wet. She pulled the shop door shut and tried the handle. Her mother hadn't given her a key.
