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One Chair Too Many
The stack of folding chairs was blocking the rear exit. Hester set her bag on the bottom step of the stage, took the top chair and stood it against the wall. She had moved six before she even took off her coat.
'Those don't have to go until Sunday,' Fleur said behind her.
'Then let's pretend it's Sunday already.'
Fleur laughed, a short, bright laugh that could once have made a failed funding application sound like a valuable lesson. She wore dark green trousers and white trainers untouched by the mud outside the door. Hester had not seen her for five years. In the photographs accompanying her posts about the foundation, Fleur always looked slightly past the camera, towards a future apparently just out of shot.
'Welcome back,' she said.
Hester put down the last chair. 'Show me the fuse cupboard first.'
It proved a comfortable place to start. A fuse cupboard could be a mess without anyone finding something to say about her youth. Fleur showed her a cupboard in the foyer, where an old bag of fairy lights had been stuffed behind a fire extinguisher. Hester photographed the circuit list and noted that someone qualified needed to look at the loose cables by the coffee point. She would not plug anything in herself to see what happened. Twenty years of events had supplied enough minor disasters to teach her that curiosity was no substitute for a safety check.
The foyer was smaller than she remembered. That was the new reception desk, she told herself. Every bit of space that had once been left around things had acquired a use. The noticeboard had been replaced by a glass panel bearing a silver logo: DE WERF. Where teenagers used to pile their cycle helmets and coats stood a rack with numbered hooks. Through the door to the hall came the smell of painted wood and the cleaning fluid of buildings used only a few days a week.
Fleur led the way, explaining the proposed sale. A company that ran training days was interested. Nothing signed, but discussions were under way. The foundation had permission to hold an open day and reunion on Sunday. A last chance to show the workshop's history before somebody filled it with flipcharts and bean-to-cup coffee machines.
'We're not saying goodbye to the building,' she added. 'We're being careful about that. We're marking a moment.'
'How many people?'
'We're aiming for eighty, spread over the afternoon. Former participants, neighbours, people from the council. But no politicians on a platform. I've already made that clear.'
'Eighty at once or eighty altogether?'
Fleur glanced at the notebook. 'Altogether. I think.'
Hester wrote down the question mark. A row of new lights hung above the hall. The wooden staircase was still to the right of the stage, with the small landing at the top and the office door beside it. The railing looked sturdier than she remembered. She looked no longer than she needed to.
'Upstairs stays closed to the public,' she said.
'Of course. Jasper's using the office for the renovation. It's full of stuff.'
'Then I want that in the event plan. And someone keeping visitors from wandering up there while we're open.'
Fleur nodded without argument. Hester liked that. She had not taken the job for old times' sake. Fleur had contacted her through her business address, they had discussed a quote, and the deposit had arrived on Friday. Four days' preparation and attendance on Sunday; extra work by agreement. A small job, but no favour. A Rotterdam client had just postponed a conference by a month. The gap in her income looked the same however politely it had been explained.
Fleur also wanted to know whether to leave a slot in the programme for Marjan. Hester's mother had opened previous events. Hester asked how long these openings usually took. Fleur looked at her shoes and said five minutes was a sensible aim.
'Then nothing's agreed yet,' Hester said. 'First we decide what sort of afternoon we're having.'
'She has done a lot for this place.'
'I'm not denying that. But whatever you promise her, I have to make it work.'
Fleur took out her phone and amended a note. Hester waited until she had put it away. A small postponement, but she did not want to inherit a section of the programme in her first hour without anyone actually agreeing to it.
They went down the side corridor. The kitchen was in the same place, with a larger cooker and a dishwasher where there had once been a washing-up bowl. Further along, the corridor passed the storeroom and ended at the back door. Two wooden planters and a roll of plastic sheeting stood in the yard. Beyond the planters was the low gate to the towpath. From here the water was hidden; only the tops of a line of willows showed. Hester checked that the back door opened from inside without a key, then pulled it closed.
'How often do you use that gate?' she asked.
'Hardly ever. It sticks a bit.'
'Then it won't be a visitor route. We can use the yard once this is out of the way.' She pointed at the sheeting. 'Who's doing that?'
'Jasper. He'll be here soon.'
A supplier in Rotterdam had messaged about the wrong number of table skirts. Hester replied while Fleur held the door. Sixteen, not six. She knew the man well enough to fix it with a sentence and a photograph of the order. When she put her phone away, Fleur was watching her as though waiting for something.
'What?'
'You've just got straight on with it.'
'Isn't that why you called me?'
'Yes. Absolutely.' Fleur straightened her cardigan. 'I'm just glad it's you.'
Normally Hester would have made a joke then. About her rates, perhaps, or the difference between a warm feeling and a paid invoice. Instead she kept to the question of where the caterer could unload his crates. On the way here she had resolved not to go along with people the moment they started talking about the past.
A rectangular table in the hall held seven folders, each with a foundation sticker on the cover. Seven white cups stood upside down on a tray. Fleur had already prepared tonight's schedule: at half past seven the old group would discuss what each of them could contribute. The others knew Hester was running the event. They had all agreed to come, even Ruben, though Fleur said that last part so casually that it betrayed her relief.
'I'm coming to that meeting as the coordinator,' Hester said. 'If you need anything else, we discuss that separately.'
'It's mainly practical. Photographs, old posters, who's coming on Sunday. No sharing circle.'
'Good.'
Beside the folders lay a thick cream envelope. It bore her name and business postal address in Rotterdam, but no stamp. The flap was unsealed.
'That was dropped off this morning,' Fleur said. 'For you, I thought. There are invitations inside.'
'From whom?'
'Nobody was here when I arrived. One of the volunteers, perhaps. I assumed it was part of your printing.'
Hester looked at the table. All she had ordered for this job so far were digital proofs, still awaiting approval. She slipped her thumb under the flap. The paper was heavy enough to feel expensive without being so: the sort sold in packs of ten sheets in a stationer's. Eight smaller envelopes, each bearing a name. No addresses. Hester Koster. Merel Koster. Ruben Smit. Jasper de Vries. Tessa van Loon. Daan Vos. Fleur Ruiter.
She put down the seventh. At the bottom lay Brecht Boon.
Fleur stopped moving a folder. Hester looked again, this time for a second line, as though someone else with the same name might have signed up for an exhibition. There was only Brecht Boon, in the same black type as the rest.
'Is this yours?' she asked.
'No.'
'Not through somebody at the foundation?'
'Not that I know of.'
Hester opened her own envelope. Inside was an invitation for Sunday, 27 September, two o'clock, De Werf, Vlietdam. No logo. The text promised no programme, only a gathering of the seven former volunteers. At the bottom it said: There is a place for those who are absent, too. A narrow card lay loose inside, bearing a single question.
Who’s saving her a place?
She showed Fleur the card. Fleur drew back her hand without touching it.
'What a nasty thing to do.'
'Hang on.' Hester turned the invitation over. No printer's name, no handwritten addition. 'Perhaps somebody needs to tell us something.'
'Like this?'
A good question. Hester put the card face down. The old hall came back to her, but she brought her attention to the table: seven folders, eight envelopes, her phone beside the notebook. She did not have to decide in the middle of Monday morning what she owed this sender.
'Have you opened the eighth one as well?' Fleur asked.
'Not yet.'
'They can't mean it seriously.'
Hester lifted the flap. Brecht's invitation was identical to hers. The same date, the same starting time. Only the name on the envelope differed. She slid the sheet back inside, noticing how flat she kept her fingers so as not to crease it.
They had handed out papers in this hall twenty-two years ago, too. Posters for a fundraising evening, paper borrowed from the copy shop, a bottle of wine in the kitchen that nobody was supposed to open. This was not a memory catching her unprepared for the first time. She had thought about it at home when the quote came through. On the way here she had worked out that Brecht would now have been forty-four. Being able to turn the thought into arithmetic had helped, until she saw the envelope.
'I'll call the other board members,' Fleur said.
'Ask first whether anybody arranged this. Don't send the photograph straight round.'
'I do know how to be discreet.'
Hester looked up. Fleur flushed. They faced one another with the awkwardness of people who expected their old division of labour to resume without discussion. Fleur managed the relationships; Hester made sure the tables were ready. A reasonable arrangement for the present, until somebody assumed it covered everything else.
'Go ahead,' Hester said. 'I'd just rather have an answer before twenty people start guessing.'
Fleur went into the foyer with her phone. Hester took her own envelope and the eighth, put the other six back, and noted the time she had opened the packet. Then she noted that it was not part of her event arrangements. It looked childishly businesslike. She left the sentence there.
Through the open door she could see Fleur on the phone, one hand over her ear. A van braked outside. Hester heard the tail lift drop and a man's voice asking about a key. The building became a place where work needed doing again.
She took a chair from the stack she had moved away from the rear exit and set it beside the table. It did not match the other seven: a blue seat, a rubber foot askew on one leg. When she realised what she was doing, she let go of the back. She had no wish to perform somebody else's symbolism.
She put the chair against the wall with the others. Brecht's envelope went on top of her notebook, with the programme folder over it. Not discarded. Just out of the way for a moment.
Then she went to the foyer to let in the man with the van. She still had a paid job, a delivery absent from her schedule, and a question to which Fleur might shortly have a perfectly ordinary answer. At the front door she offered Jasper her hand. He looked past her into the hall and said something had gone wrong with the invitations.
'That was quick,' Hester said. 'Who told you?'
The People on the List
'Fleur messaged,' Jasper said. 'Asked if I knew who'd brought those things. I was outside.'
He held a cardboard cup between his teeth while freeing a hand to shake the one Hester had offered. Sealant marked his knuckles. He had grown broader, and not just round the middle; his manner seemed to take up more space too. He used to move as though late for something enjoyable. Now he moved as though other people were holding him up.
'I can still take a call and park a car at the same time,' he said. 'That's not a crime yet.'
'Good. I'll email you a few practical questions shortly.'
He took the cup from his mouth. 'Starting as you mean to go on.'
'I'm starting with a rear exit that shouldn't have chairs in front of it.'
'I didn't put them there.'
'I'm less interested in who put them there than who's moving them today.'
He laughed, presumably at the joke. Hester pointed towards the hall, where Fleur had returned. Jasper said two board members knew nothing about it. The third was in France and not answering. He had ordered no printing. As far as he was concerned, the whole lot could go in the recycling. People got bored, he said. Put a building up for sale and suddenly everyone had a claim on their own youth.
'It hasn't been sold yet,' Fleur said.
'Thank you. I'd forgotten about the negotiations I'm in the middle of.'
Hester let him finish. His smile did not concern her, nor the way Fleur let it pass. She wanted to know who owned the place, who could commission work and who would actually be in charge of the building on Sunday. Jasper owned it with a business partner unconnected to the old group. The foundation was hiring the hall for the weekend; Fleur could approve programme changes on the board's behalf. The partner would not be attending. Hester put this in the event plan, with telephone numbers beside it.
'It's a small event,' Jasper said when he saw the page.
'Exactly. So it'll only take two minutes to agree who I ring if a door won't open.'
Fleur looked pleased. That was not entirely to Hester's advantage: a client who hid behind a coordinator might later forget which disagreements she should have settled herself. Hester pushed the book towards them both. Jasper read it and initialled the promise to remove the building materials before Saturday.
In the corridor they met Amir. A roll of white tape hung round his wrist, and he was peeling black markings from the floor. Jasper introduced him as the caretaker. Amir Benali, thirty, paid hours on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays, eight to five. He had known the building since the last renovation. Amir immediately added that Jasper would need somebody else for structural questions.
'Exactly what I needed to know,' Hester said.
They checked the route to the back. Amir noted the damaged light above the storeroom and the barrier tape to be supplied by the stairs. He tested the door closer and said the towpath gate had barely been used for years. The yard was accessible for evacuation, but he would clear the whole path. Hester did not ask him to certify that everything was safe. She asked for a list of completed jobs and a time to check them herself.
'I'll be here if you want Wednesday afternoon,' he said. 'Friday I'm at another building.'
An answer she could use.
Fleur told her about Sanne de Boer, who would manage the floor during the set-up and the event. She was forty-two, worked regularly for the foundation and had no interest in vaguely defined volunteer hours. Saturday, half past one to six; Sunday, eleven to four. Hester wrote down her number. One paid person in the right place was worth six people promising to lend a hand.
Ruben came in through the foyer towards noon. Hester first heard him asking Amir where the storage area was. She saw a grey coat over his forearm, a folder with an elastic fastening and reading glasses he pushed up as he looked into the hall. He did not stop when he saw her. That unsettled her more than hesitation would have done.
'Hester.'
'Ruben. Good to see you.'
'I've brought the schedule Fleur asked for.' He put the folder on the table. 'Can't do the whole weekend, but a few bits. I have work on Thursday.'
His voice was deeper, or perhaps she only remembered the way he had tried to win arguments twenty-two years ago. He was a maintenance planner for a housing organisation in another town. Not a contractor with his own business, as someone had once told her. He coordinated engineers and deliveries. When a boiler broke down, he did not drive out himself with a toolbox. He explained the distinction without the apology people sometimes offered when their work proved less adventurous than expected.
'There's stuff to do round the back,' Jasper said.
'I'll see that in your email. I'll sort out my times first.'
Jasper squeezed his paper cup. Hester looked at Ruben's list. On Saturday he was free until one; on Sunday he would come as a visitor. He could also help with deliveries late on Wednesday afternoon. A limited offer. She copied it down exactly.
'Have you had anything in the post as well?' Fleur asked.
Ruben put his glasses in the folder. 'The normal invitation by email. Apart from that, just your message.'
'With a card like this?' Fleur pointed at the pile.
'So there's one here for me too.'
'And one for Brecht,' Jasper said.
Nothing around them fell silent. Amir kept pulling up tape in the corridor. A car door slammed outside. Ruben looked at the envelope Hester showed him, then at her.
'You haven't come up with this for the programme, have you?'
'No.'
'Good.'
Jasper said people were using the old accident to interfere with the sale. Hester asked which people. He shrugged. That was the problem, he said: you never knew who would decide to get involved. Ruben stood and put his hands in his coat pockets.
'The sale has nothing to do with it,' he said. 'Not everything's about your finances.'
'I'm only trying to keep something going here.'
'Then talk about that.'
Fleur brought up lunch, as though sandwiches could move a disagreement to a more convenient time. Hester asked Ruben if he would look round the back with her later. He said he had half an hour and wanted to find Amir first. Jasper took his cup upstairs to the office. On the third step he turned.
'I don't want a circus on Sunday. That's not in the hire agreement.'
'Fleur approves the programme,' Hester said. 'We've both got the terms of use.'
She heard him turn a key upstairs. For the first time since arriving she was glad she was charging for this job. An invoice did not make relationships easy, but at least it gave her one clear reason to be somewhere.
Merel rang while Hester was eating her sandwich outside. On the pavement along the side of the building stood a bench with a foundation planter beside it. They had never managed to keep plants alive in the old place. Hester had been about to make a joke about that when she saw Merel's name on the screen.
'So you've actually started,' her sister said.
'That was the plan.'
'Mum's asking if you'll come to dinner tomorrow. Six o'clock. Apparently she's already bought food for us.'
'She can ask me herself.'
'That's what I said. But I was ringing anyway.'
Hester asked what about. Merel was at work, she said, and would pop in later to look at the kitchen. Perhaps her cooking programme could contribute something on Sunday, but only if their own budget allowed. She was not asking her participants to rescue an event from the past for nothing.
'Fine,' Hester said. 'I was just going to tell you there's no need for you to cook.'
'I'll decide that myself.'
The tone surprised her. Or rather, surprised her too late. She knew that quick correction of her sister's, but in the past she had readily mistaken it for tiredness. Hester picked a stray seed off her trousers.
'I mean we've budgeted for a caterer. If you'd like to do something, we can discuss payment.'
'That's better.'
She heard a door in the background and Merel told somebody the big pan needed another quarter of an hour. When she spoke again, she did not lower her voice.
'Have you seen that strange invitation?'
'Yes.'
'Fleur told me there was a packet. Bram thought it was rather dramatic.'
'There's one for Brecht here as well.'
Merel asked nothing. Hester heard her shift the phone. 'I'll come this afternoon,' she said. 'I have to get back.'
After the call Hester sat a little longer. She had not asked her sister about that brief pause. She would see her soon. A question was not improved by making someone answer it beside a boiling pan.
Marjan rang before Hester had finished her sandwich. Of course Merel had already told her she had called. Their mother could send family news travelling like a parcel that needed signing for at every stop.
'Tuesday, then?' Marjan said. 'I'll make something you can eat too.'
'I eat almost anything, Mum.'
'You didn't want sauce last time.'
'I had to drive straight afterwards and I was already late.'
'So sauce tomorrow. How's the building?'
Hester told her about the clear back door, the staffing and the schedule. Marjan knew Sanne, of course she knew Sanne; she had once helped with an application for her association. Hester learnt that a neighbour could provide cakes on Saturday. She said Fleur was arranging the catering and all offers needed to go through her.
'You're not going to make me fill in a form for a cake, surely.'
'A message to Fleur will do.'
'Well, Madam Director.' Marjan laughed. 'Still, I'm glad you're getting things organised. Fleur cares very much, but she can be rather…' She left it there. There was no need to finish. Anyone who knew her could supply the missing failing.
Hester said the work was going well. That could have ended the conversation. Instead, Marjan asked about the packet.
'It's painful for everybody, inviting someone who's dead. Who thinks up these things?'
'We don't know yet.'
'Please throw it away. You've got an ordinary afternoon to organise.'
'Perhaps somebody wants to say something about Brecht.'
'Then they could have rung us.' Her mother was calm now, almost practical. 'We can't keep going over that loose railing. What happened was awful enough.'
Hester looked at the plastic wrapper on her lap. Jasper had mentioned building materials, not the old staircase. Fleur had only said accident. Hester herself had examined the railing without putting it into words.
'Who said it was about the railing?'
'Hester, what else would it be about? I know what happened there.'
A cyclist asked if he could leave his bike beside her. She nodded and lifted her bag off the bench.
'I need to get back to work,' she said.
'Six tomorrow. And bring your sister with you. It'll be nicer.'
Hester confirmed only the time. Then she folded up her sandwich wrapper. Inside, she could hear Ruben explaining something to Amir, practical and patient. She put the wrapper in the bin and went back to the hall, where her envelope still lay beneath the programme folder.
What She Had Said
Merel put her shopping bag on the worktop and took out an empty glass container. 'Yours. From the last time you brought food round.'
'You needn't have bothered.'
'I know. But it was in the way.'
She had not come straight from work. Under her coat she wore a blue jumper printed with a crane. A pencil secured her hair above the nape of her neck. She had brought a punnet of grapes and pushed it open, as though giving her visit an everyday purpose. Hester put the envelopes in her bag and laid her notebook on the worktop.
'Want to see the kitchen first?'
'I'm in it, aren't I?'
They looked at the cooker together. Hester explained what the caterer needed: two sockets, enough worktop space, no other food in the fridge. Merel asked whether the coffee machine was on the same circuit as the dishwasher. Hester did not yet know. She wrote it down, and her sister opened the fridge to check the height of the shelves. Talking like this was easy. They could have filled years of family visits by inspecting kitchens and discussing ill-advised household purchases.
'We're not supplying anything,' Merel said. 'I've talked to my colleague. We've got our own evening on Thursday, and the participants are participants. Not spare volunteers.'
'Fine.'
'You look relieved.'
'I've got a quote. Now I don't have to reopen it.'
Merel picked a grape off its stalk. 'You can just say you don't want the hassle.'
'Nobody does.'
'You just think you can prevent it.'
Hester closed her book. There were other things to arrange; she did not have to argue every point. She showed Merel the invitation. Her sister read it standing up, a thumb in the middle of the paper. She held on to the loose card with the question for longer.
'Has anybody responded?' she asked.
'Not yet. Fleur's ringing round.'
'Not Mum, I hope.'
'She rang me already.'
'Of course.' Merel slid back the card. 'And?'
'She thinks it's a nasty joke.'
'What do you think?'
Hester looked towards the back door. A flake of paint in the corridor had survived beneath the latest coat. She knew precisely which part belonged to the past and which she was only persuading herself she recognised. There used to be a plastic crate of empty bottles in front of the kitchen window. That evening they had been cutting and pasting at the little table. Merel had been upstairs or in the hall. Hester had not seen where.
Her sister had come into the kitchen after the impact. That was where it began, however often Hester had wondered what must have come before. Merel had entered after something fell. There was dried glue on her sleeve. She was crying without making a sound, one hand against the doorframe. Hester had not let her go back to the hall. She had given her a chair and set down a glass of water.
Later, Hester had told a policeman that Merel had been with her in the kitchen. No approximation, no time that could have been understood another way. She had said: my sister was with me when it happened. We were making sandwiches. It was untrue. She had only seen Merel after the crash sounded through the building.
She had been twenty-two, her sister nineteen. That explained their roles that night; it changed nothing about the sentence she had spoken. She had wanted to protect Merel. Not because she had seen anything. Because her sister came in as though something lay behind her for which she had no words, and because Ruben had argued with Brecht shortly before. Hester had thought one of them would otherwise be blamed. She had chosen before anyone asked her to choose.
'I think we need to know who sent it,' she said.
Merel pushed away the grapes. 'So we can do what?'
'Talk. Ask what they mean by it.'
'That's what you want. Perhaps they don't want to talk at all.'
'Then I'll know that too.'
Her sister went to the window and tried the handle. It opened a little. Outside, Amir was pushing a wheelbarrow of loose battens through the yard. He raised a hand; Merel waved back and shut the window. The way she used things here, as though the only permission she needed came from a catch or a hinge, unexpectedly irritated Hester. Since arriving, she had kept her job between herself and the building.
'I've been thinking about that evening,' she said.
Merel looked at the dishwasher. 'Fairly normal, I'd say, if you're working here again.'
'About what I said.'
'I remember.'
She said it without visible effort. Hester realised she had been waiting for that: a shudder, an evasive glance, a reason to take over the conversation. Merel gave her none.
'We've never properly talked about it.'
'You said we didn't have to any more.'
Hester had indeed said that. Not immediately, not in those same definite words, but often enough. Merel needed to move on. Think about her course. Stop repeating how badly she had been frightened. Their mother had said similar things, with more patience and a better-filled sandwich. Years later, such sentences were still the practical care Hester knew how to offer.
'I thought I was helping.'
'I know what you thought.'
Merel pulled the pencil out of her hair and put it back. A small, familiar movement. Hester had often watched her sister cook for fifteen people, but rarely watched her stand somewhere without first finding her a task. Even now she had asked her to assess the kitchen.
'What should I have done, then?' she asked.
'I can't answer that for you.'
'Merel.'
'No. You ask as though I could have given you instructions. I didn't have any. And I don't suddenly have to explain how you ought to have behaved back then.'
Ruben's voice came from the hall, followed by Fleur's. Someone dragged a table across the floor. Hester glanced at her watch without registering the time. She did that when a conversation seemed to be going nowhere: looked at something that was moving forward.
'I don't want to decide for you again,' she said.
'Then start by not asking what's wrong with me because I don't feel like discussing this straight away.'
'I haven't asked that.'
'Not yet.'
Hester pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. The crate was gone from the corner, the table was different, and her sister was a forty-one-year-old woman who had bought a house with her partner without needing Hester's advice. She sat. Merel remained standing.
'What do you want me to do with the invitation?' Hester asked.
'Your invitation? Up to you.'
'Brecht's.'
'Why should I decide that?'
It sounded sharp, but now Hester heard the tiredness too. Not a frightened child: a woman annoyed at being handed responsibility by means of a nicely phrased question.
'You're right,' Hester said. 'I'll keep it. If somebody gets in touch, I want to know what's in it. I won't explain anything on your behalf tonight.'
Merel pulled the grapes towards her. She ate two in succession and eventually nodded. She was not granting permission, Hester realised. Only showing she had heard.
'Are you coming tonight?'
'Yes. But I'm leaving at nine. Bram's picking me up.'
'You could come with me—'
Hester stopped. Merel raised an eyebrow. For a moment they both resembled their father in the few photographs of him without a cap. He had been dead for years; he had never lasted long in conversations like this, and would go and sweep the garden. Hester used to judge him for it. Sweeping now seemed exceptionally appealing.
'Bram's picking you up,' she repeated.
'Thank you.'
At the door Merel stopped because the cooker was beeping softly. A red indicator still glowed, though nobody had cooked. Hester went back to inspect the controls. Her sister pointed to a digital timer hidden behind a tin of wooden spoons.
'It just wants somebody to set the time. Our oven does that after a power cut.'
Hester took the instruction book from a drawer. Merel waited for her to find the page. She did not take over, even when Hester pressed the wrong button first. A minute later the display was showing the time.
'So you can keep out of things,' Hester said.
'Oh yes. I've got a whole world besides your jobs.'
She said it lightly, but Hester heard how literally she meant it. She asked what the evening at the community centre would involve. Merel told her about a man cooking for the first time since his wife died who kept weighing out enough for four, although he ate alone. She had asked him to take a portion for someone else. Rather than have him cook less, she had found a use for what he made. Hester did not ask whether it worked. Her sister's face told her she was still trying it out, and she did not want to start assessing her again.
Merel picked up her bag and asked where to put the empty container. Hester pointed to her own bag. Her sister bent, slid it inside and saw Brecht's envelope. She did not touch it.
'Want to know what else Mum said?' Hester asked.
'Will it help me?'
Hester thought of the railing. It was not necessarily a secret. The old papers had reported a fall. Everybody had talked about it. Her mother had always known more about the renovation than she did. One word could not become an explanation just because it felt wrong at the right moment.
'She wants me to bring you tomorrow. I said I'd be there at six.'
'I'm cycling.'
'Fine.'
They went into the foyer. Fleur stood by a stack of boxes, a phone wedged against her shoulder. She beckoned to Merel and pointed at a leaflet. Merel shook her head, said her programme would not be providing food, and went out. Fleur nodded as though that was precisely the answer she had expected. Only once her sister was outside did Hester see the surprise.
'I thought it would be nice for her to do something,' Fleur said.
'She's got other work.'
'We all have.'
'Yes.' Hester picked up the top box. 'Where do these go?'
Later, when Fleur had an appointment elsewhere and Jasper was on the phone upstairs, Hester photographed the card with the question on her own phone. The whole card, not just the words. She did not forward it. On her laptop she made a folder for correspondence about the event and saved the picture there, with the date and a note that the sender was unknown.
She examined the names again. Someone had chosen them deliberately. Not their mother, though she had been the public face of De Werf. Not the dozens of other volunteers from those years. Seven young people as they had been then, all now with work, a mortgage or a divorce. Brecht had belonged among them. Hester did not need to be told that.
She thought again of the policeman, his notebook, the way he had asked whether she was sure. She had nodded. This was no memory suddenly becoming uncertain. She had known for twenty-two years. She had merely given it a useful name: protection.
Hester closed the folder containing the photograph and opened her draft event plan. Under tonight's meeting she deleted reminiscing. In its place she put the actual purpose: agreeing contributions, attendance and responsibilities. Then she slid Merel's envelope among the other invitations and kept Brecht's apart. A practical conversation lay ahead of her, but it would not be the only one.
The Back Door
Ruben pushed a ball of plastic sheeting from under the door with his shoe. 'Leave that there on Sunday and somebody looking at their phone will trip over it.'
'That's practically everyone.'
'A representative test group, then.'
Hester smiled before she could wonder how it looked. He bent, picked up the plastic and took it to the waste container. She had asked where he would bring a delivery in. An ordinary question. She liked that he claimed no old entitlement from either the question or the building.
The yard was not big enough for deliveries and visitors at the same time, he said. If the caterer unloaded at the back, visitors would have to come later. He looked at the crooked planters and suggested leaving them against the wall. Amir had already cleared a space. Hester drew an arrow on the floor plan.
'Deliveries at the back until noon. No cars after that.'
'I'd actually tell the driver. Otherwise he'll just see a lovely empty space.'
She added it. Once, her pastry supplier had brought twenty crates in through a bridal entrance, straight through the photographers, because nobody had said a red carpet was not meant for sack trucks. Ruben laughed and told her about a maintenance engineer whom the wrong caretaker had let into an empty flat. The residents' committee had spent days asking who was paying for a secret refurbishment.
She still recognised his face when he was enjoying himself. It was not his mouth but the moment when he stopped checking whether the other person understood the joke. She looked back at her floor plan. Ruben was not a chance to make up for the past.
Ruben photographed the back door for the supplier. First he asked whether any numbers or contact details on the wall needed leaving out. Hester pointed to an old note behind the window. He shifted position to keep it out of shot.
'I used to just send a picture,' he said. 'Until I sent a resident's name on a noticeboard to eight companies. You learn not to.'
'At least you learn.'
'Not straight away. First I spent three days explaining why I didn't think it mattered.'
She could laugh at the admission because he did not turn it into a success story. He saved the photograph with the delivery list and asked her to forward it. Then he put his phone away. No interest in the old noticeboard, no urge to point out where they used to write each other's names. That practical restraint made it possible for Hester to ask about the past after all.
He stopped by the gate. The fastening was high up, on a plank paler than the old frame. He opened it and stepped aside. Beyond lay the towpath, between gardens and water. A woman carrying two shopping bags passed without looking at them.
'You used this before, too,' Hester said.
'Yes.'
'After your argument with Brecht.'
Ruben left the gate open. He looked past the houses to the bend where the path disappeared behind a row of garages. Hester saw no reason to pretend her question was still about work.
'I said so at the time,' he replied.
'Not to me like that.'
'You wouldn't see me.'
She could have mentioned the weeks when he had avoided her, the messages through other people, the fact that she too had been only twenty-two. All true. He had not asked her to redistribute the blame for their relationship.
'No,' she said. 'That's true.'
Ruben pulled his coat sleeve over his watch. He had a quarter of an hour before an appointment. She could tell without him making a show of checking.
'I went through the yard onto this path,' he said. 'Not round the front. I didn't want to see anyone. I was angry and I'd said something I couldn't take back.'
'What were you arguing about?'
'An order. And something else, mostly the something else. She'd asked me to move her scenery panels when she left. I'd said yes. Then I wanted her to tell me where she was going and with whom. As though that was part of the deal.'
Hester looked at him. She had thought the argument was about Brecht's criticism of the fundraising evening. Jasper had told her that; or she had made it so herself because it was easier to bear.
'She said I could be her removal man or her interrogator, but not both. I made some remark about Daan. She told me to mind my own relationship. Then I got my coat.'
The shame in his voice asked nothing of her. He was describing something he could no longer alter. That made it harder for Hester to say anything kind.
'And then you heard…'
'A crash. I hadn't reached those garages. At first I thought another panel had fallen over. Then somebody shouted.' He pointed to no precise spot. 'I went back. Through the same gate.'
'Did you see anyone on the path?'
'Daan. Further along. By the water.'
'Did you speak to him?'
'No. Not then.'
Ruben closed the gate and pushed it to check the catch. That was finished; the story was not. Hester wanted to sit him on the bench, have him start again and put the route on paper. She recognised the impulse now. He had not come to add his past to her paperwork.
'That's very different from what people said,' she told him.
'I knew that.'
'I didn't ask properly.'
'You didn't ask anything, Hester.'
She met his eyes. He was not loudly angry. His hands hung at his sides and he did not appear to expect a denial. She was glad he made no kind gesture to help her through the moment.
'You're right.'
'Your mother said we needed to give each other space. Fleur didn't want people taking sides. Suddenly everybody knew how to organise grief neatly. Meanwhile half the town thought I'd pushed her down those stairs.'
'The police didn't say that.'
'I'm talking about the town.'
She heard how her correction had sounded. As though the distinction should have made it hurt less. An official finding had not got him invited to an old friend's table, prevented the questions at a job interview or made Hester return his calls.
'I don't mean that made it any less.'
'I don't know what you mean. That's been the problem for a very long time.'
Amir came into the yard with secateurs and asked if they had finished at the gate. Ruben stepped aside and thanked him for the tour as though they had never moved beyond deliveries. Hester showed Amir the floor plan. They agreed there would be no reception table in the side corridor. From the hall, everyone needed to see the back door or at least reach it without obstructions.
When Amir went inside, Ruben picked up his folder from the windowsill.
'I know you didn't tell them everything,' he said.
Hester had not expected him to say it so simply. 'What do you know?'
'That you were covering something up. Whenever anyone asked where people were, you put on that organiser's voice. Like now, when you say something isn't in the event plan.'
She wanted to say organising was her job. He knew that. He had just spent half an hour being helpful beside her. Her job was not what he meant.
'I've got no evidence against you,' he went on. 'I haven't kept a file. But you weren't just sad. You were afraid somebody would ask the wrong question.'
'I'm still afraid of the wrong questions.'
'At least that's something.'
She stood between the planter and the back door. He could easily pass. Still she stepped aside, as though otherwise he would have to ask for a way through again. Then she opened the door for him.
Daan approached them in the corridor. He carried a flat bag bearing the name of a music shop. His shirt was untidily tucked in and a yellow school name tag hung from his keys. He stopped sharply enough for the bag to bump his leg.
'I'm looking for Fleur,' he said.
'In the foyer,' Hester replied.
Daan looked at Ruben. 'Hi.'
'Hi.'
Two forty-five-year-old men could be every bit as awkward together as two boys, except that the men had better shoes. Hester waited for a handshake, a question about work, any opening at all. Daan pressed the bag more firmly against his leg.
'We've been checking the yard route,' Hester said. 'Ruben told me you were on the towpath that night.'
Daan took his keys from his pocket and put them back. 'I did go outside sometimes. I can't account for every minute—'
'That's not what I'm asking.'
'Sounds like it.'
Ruben was no longer looking at him. 'I have to go.'
'Half past seven tonight,' Hester said.
'It was in the email.'
He nodded to Amir, who was carrying a box out of the storeroom, and went to the front door. Daan waited until the sound of it had faded. Then he asked if Hester needed an extension lead for the small sound system.
'That's why I came. Fleur said it would help if somebody had a look.'
'I'll show you the sockets.'
She did exactly that. Daan tested nothing that did not need testing; he just looked at where the system could go and asked how many microphones. One, Hester said. No presentations with music under people's stories, no compulsory performance. He seemed relieved. He taught at a music school in Vlietdam, he told her. The first-years sang louder than the final-years, and worse, which he considered the natural order of things. She recognised his dry humour and wondered why he had not used it earlier.
She asked only in her head. Aloud, she thanked him and said he could leave the equipment in the storeroom. He left straight away. No visit to the office upstairs, no reminiscing over old photographs. His bag was lighter as he went out.
Late in the afternoon Hester took her overnight bag from the car. Her temporary studio in Nieuwstraat was seven minutes' walk from De Werf, on the ground floor behind an ordinary front door. A landlord had sent a code and excessively long instructions about the bins. She had paid for the week herself, out of Fleur's preparation budget. She had not stayed with her mother, nor invited her mother to debate the decision.
The room had a double bed, a small kitchen and a table with two chairs. An artificial plant stood on a ledge, needing no daylight. She hung up her coat and returned the call to Rotterdam about the table skirts. The problem was solved. Then she bought bread, yoghurt and washing-up liquid at the supermarket: all she had found on the worktop was a dried-out sliver of soap.
When she returned there was a message from her mother. She could always stay; there were clean sheets. Hester replied: Thank you, I'm sorted. No apology. She put the phone on the table and took out her notes on the route at the back. Beside Daan on towpath she put no tick. She wrote: Ruben says this. Daan has not confirmed. The distinction took hardly any paper. She should have made it much sooner.
Seven Names
At a quarter past seven Hester helped Fleur set the table. They had ordered no flowers. There was a jug of water, a box of supermarket biscuits and a stack of blank paper. The provisional feel suited Hester. She had reduced the folders to a single copy. Nobody needed to be handed a programme as though turning up already meant committing to something.
Tessa arrived first, with a rucksack and camera case. She kissed Hester's cheek, then stood back at arm's length to look at her.
'You've hardly changed.'
'Wait till you see my paperwork.'
'That was frightening enough back then.'
They set the case against the wall. Tessa photographed small businesses and museums, she said, though the museums were usually least sure of their budgets. She was available tonight and for a few hours on Tuesday, nothing more. Then she had two jobs requiring an early start. Hester wrote this down before Fleur could launch an enthusiastic plan for a continuous display.
The others arrived separately. Ruben draped his coat over a chair by the door. Daan chose the far side of the table. Merel put her cycle helmet beside her glass; Jasper fetched something else from upstairs and only sat down when Fleur began. Hester remained standing, programme in hand. She did not count heads, but noted the empty chair beside Tessa and the places where somebody could stand without having to pass anyone else. Familiar habits that did not feel entirely innocent tonight.
'Thank you all for coming,' Fleur said. 'The seven of us haven't sat round a table very often lately.'
'That's true,' Ruben said.
Fleur paused briefly, then went on. Sunday would start at two. First, a chance for the public to see the building, then time for former participants and volunteers. The order was still open. There was a modest exhibition budget. Not a grand retrospective, but a chance to show what De Werf had meant.
'To whom?' Tessa asked.
'The neighbourhood. Young people who found a place here.'
'And what are you showing?'
Fleur opened a folder of printouts from her website. Groups on the stage, a mural, a production for which Brecht had made a series of brightly coloured panels. Beneath the last image was a provisional caption: Under Marjan Koster's guidance, a shared world came to life.
Tessa held the sheet away from her. 'These are Brecht's panels.'
'It's a first draft,' Fleur said.
'I understand. So it can still change.'
Jasper asked if they were going to pick apart every poster. Tessa set the sheet on the table and folded her hands beside it, a controlled movement more threatening than a raised voice.
'If you want to use my photographs, the names have to be right. Not just mine. The people in them too, and whoever made the work you're showing.'
'That's a good point,' Hester said.
'It's not a point. It's a condition.'
Hester nodded. She crossed out a sentence in her programme. Until now she had treated exhibition as a collection of objects and captions. Writing exhibition into the schedule had not relieved her of deciding what it should contain. She was beginning to understand that.
Merel examined the image. 'Brecht made small cardboard versions at our house first. Mum wanted bigger blocks of colour. Brecht wanted to keep those lines.'
'We did keep them,' Jasper said.
'She kept them,' Tessa replied.
Daan passed the jug without pouring himself any water. An old recording of the production might still be at the school, he said. He would look, but promised nothing. Ruben asked whether the people on the recording would want their voices played in public. Nobody knew exactly who was on it. Hester took the recording out of the programme for now. That solved nothing from the past, but prevented a fresh problem.
Fleur asked whether they could take another group photograph, arranged as in the picture from the first production. Tessa shook her head before anyone could point out a position.
'Not me. I'm happy to photograph people who choose to stand together on Sunday. But no empty space I'm supposed to draw attention to, and no telling people to look exactly as they did then.'
'It needn't be that literal.'
'Then we needn't call it that either.'
Hester removed the group photograph from her list. Fleur initially reached for the sheet, read the line and let her continue. Not doing it cost almost nothing. Yet Hester could see they had lost the picture Fleur already imagined fronting the whole announcement.
Only after the practical questions did she lay out the envelopes. She slid each person's invitation into place. Tessa picked hers up at once. Jasper kept his closed. Merel put hers under her helmet. Daan looked at the eighth, which Hester had kept beside her notebook.
'A packet arrived this morning,' she said. 'We don't know who brought it. There was an invitation for Brecht too.'
Fleur folded her arms. 'On the board's behalf, I've asked whether anybody knew about this. They didn't.'
'So what are we supposed to do with it?' Jasper asked.
'I'm not asking you to do anything. It's not part of the job. I just didn't want anyone finding out later that I'd thrown away their post.'
Tessa read the card and looked at Hester. 'Who’s saving her a place? Well, all right.'
'All right?' Jasper dropped his envelope. 'We're being guilt-tripped by somebody who won't even give their name.'
'Perhaps it's working.'
'Tessa,' Fleur said.
'What? Am I only allowed to say it's outrageous?'
Ruben had not taken the card out of his envelope. He asked whether anyone had seen the packet being delivered. Fleur explained again that it was there when she arrived. Amir had been in the storeroom earlier. He had noticed no visitor, which did not mean nobody had come in. The front door had been open while he unloaded his van. There was no locked-room puzzle. Someone had simply dropped off an envelope.
The explanation briefly settled the table. Hester heard Jasper tapping a fingernail against his teeth. Merel wound her helmet strap round a finger. Daan asked whether Else was involved. It was the first time anybody had mentioned Brecht's mother.
'Why do you think that?' Hester asked.
'I'm only asking.'
'I haven't spoken to her,' Fleur said. 'Not about this.'
'But about Sunday?'
'I've sent an invitation. The normal one.'
Tessa leaned back. 'So Else is supposed to come and see work with the wrong name underneath. Lovely.'
'You could acknowledge that I'm trying to organise this,' Fleur said. Her cheeks had reddened. 'I don't have an archivist or a press office. I started with what was there.'
It helped Hester to hear her like that. Fleur was more than a polished voice intent on limiting the damage. She was a woman who had taken on work now threatening to overwhelm her. Hester could help without erasing the choices Fleur had made.
'No captions get finalised until we've checked the names,' she said. 'Tessa, can you tell us which images we can use and what you'll need? We'll agree a separate fee within the exhibition budget. If it won't stretch, we do less.'
Tessa nodded. Jasper asked what remained of an afternoon when everyone ought to feel proud of what they had built. Ruben looked at him.
'Nobody's obliged to be proud.'
A young woman came through the door carrying a roll of heavy paper. Hester had seen her earlier that afternoon by the loading area. She wore black work shoes and a dark red jumper, one sleeve tucked up at the elbow. A small tape measure hung from her keys. She stopped beside the table when everyone looked up.
'I thought the room wasn't needed until nine,' she said.
'Come in,' Fleur said. 'We're just finishing.'
The woman stood the roll against the wall and stopped by the small group of photographs on the table. She saw the print of the panels.
'Is this the wording?'
'A draft,' Fleur said. 'It's being changed.'
'That seems wise.'
Jasper pushed back his chair. 'Is everybody working on the programme these days?'
'I'm hanging it,' the woman replied. 'I'd like to know what I'm supposed to hang.'
Hester looked at Fleur, who was searching for her pen. The pause lasted just long enough to turn a normal introduction into something else.
'I'm Hester, the coordinator. We haven't really spoken.'
'No.'
'What's your name?'
The woman looked at the envelope in Hester's hand. Not startled; more the weary patience of someone who had known a moment was coming and still disliked it now it was here.
'Robin.'
Daan set down his glass. Not hard, but the sound stood out above Fleur gathering the papers. Merel looked from him to the young woman. Hester felt she was the only one missing an introduction.
'Robin's helping with the display,' Fleur said. 'She does installation work. I've booked her for a few hours.'
'You didn't say,' Daan replied.
'She's freelance. She doesn't need introducing to everybody.'
'Fleur,' Robin said.
Nothing more. Fleur stopped lining up the folders. Hester understood she had missed something beyond a production arrangement. She considered the young woman's age, Daan, the eighth envelope. The name was simple enough, but she did not want to decide who this person was for herself.
'Would you talk to me privately in a moment?' she asked.
'Now, please.'
The answer was quick and clear. Hester laid down the programme and checked the clock. Twenty to nine; they could confirm the rest by email. She named the three firm agreements: Tessa would look at material on Tuesday, Daan would only produce an inventory of his sound equipment, everybody else's contributions remained voluntary. No final exhibition texts, no surprise performances, no food arranged outside the catering.
'You're cutting it short?' Jasper asked.
'We've done what we can.'
'Fleur might see it differently.'
Fleur shook her head. 'That's enough for tonight.'
They got up, not together. Ruben put on his coat. Tessa asked Fleur's permission before putting the print of the panels in her folder. Merel picked up her helmet and said she would wait outside for Bram. Daan was last to remain by the table. He looked at Robin.
'I didn't know you—'
'No,' she said. 'I know.'
Hester asked whether they needed to discuss anything before he left. Daan shook his head, but not convincingly enough to reassure her. Robin simply waited. Eventually he took his invitation and went into the foyer. His school name tag tapped the door as he reached for his keys.
Fleur came to Hester's side, about to speak. Robin asked her to stay available afterwards, but not join the conversation. Fleur accepted the distinction with a small nod. She pointed to the kitchen, saying the light was on. Jasper had disappeared upstairs. Hester heard no door, only his shoes on the stairs.
She left her notebook. For once it would suggest someone needed to write a report before a conversation had begun. She did take her envelope and Brecht's from the table. Robin noticed.
'I didn't mean to frighten you while you were working,' she said.
'You did, though.'
'Yes.'
The kitchen was empty. Hester turned two chairs towards each other and left the side-corridor door ajar. Robin had picked up the paper roll again and set it carefully beside the fridge, as though at least one thing should survive this evening undamaged. Hester slid the envelopes onto the table.
'Go on,' she said.
Robin
'Boon,' she said. 'Robin Boon. Brecht was my mother.'
Hester could have supplied the name herself by now, but it mattered that Robin said it. No account passed on through Daan, no explanation from Fleur. A young woman opposite her, red paint along the edge of a shoe sole and a watch too big for her wrist.
'I knew you when you were little,' Hester said.
'Fleur told me.'
'I don't know whether you…'
'No. I don't remember her. I was two. Whenever people say I must still feel something about this building, I have to work out how to answer politely.'
Hester nodded and abandoned the question. She remembered once watching Robin peel a mandarin. A child with a bright red face, furious because the fruit was falling apart. A real memory, but not one she could hand Robin as a gift. There was hardly any Brecht in it, only Hester's own place in the kitchen back then.
'You made the invitations.'
'Yes. All eight. And brought them this morning.'
'Your mother's too.'
'Yes.' Robin took her coat off the chair back and laid it on her lap. 'I shouldn't try to dodge that. I wanted you to see it. I even thought about what kind of paper people wouldn't throw away straight off.'
'What did you want us to do?'
'Stop pretending she was just part of a successful project. I heard about the reunion, and that my gran was invited. Nobody had asked if I wanted to show anything. I get paid to hang the panels straight, then everyone tells the rest themselves.'
'You could have come to me.'
'I didn't know you. Fleur only told me who was running it after I'd started.'
Hester looked at the envelopes. Spoken by this woman, the question seemed less calculated than on paper. Not innocent: Robin had known exactly what a dead person's name could do to a room. But there was no longer an invisible sender overshadowing every possible answer.
'I don't think it was a good way to go about it,' she said.
'You don't have to.'
'I do need to know whether anything else is going to happen on Sunday that isn't in the programme. No notes under chairs, no questions sprung on people from the stage.'
Robin looked indignant. 'I'm not going to film you all for the internet.'
'I didn't say that.'
'But you're already thinking of things that hadn't occurred to me.'
Fair enough. Hester folded her hands on the table. 'Let me ask more simply. Have you prepared anything else?'
'No. The envelopes. That's all.'
'And Fleur knew.'
'She gave me the addresses so I could reach everyone. In the end I chose one packet, here. She knew I was making an extra invitation. She hadn't seen the question.'
'She knew who it was for.'
'Yes.'
Fleur had stood in front of them all explaining that the board knew nothing. That might be technically true and still be a choice. Hester did not write it down, but knew she would reach for her notebook later to recover the sentence carefully.
'Why do you need Daan?'
Robin ran her thumb along her coat seam. 'I spoke to him a few months ago. He'd told my gran something. Not enough. But he did say he'd seen Ruben outside. Not upstairs, where everybody seemed to think he was.'
'Daan was your mother's partner.'
'I know. He's not my father, if that's what you mean.'
'No. I mean his relationship with Else is difficult.'
'With me too. He was around for a while. Then less and less. There are reasons, and some are probably fair enough. They didn't help me as a child.'
She stopped. Hester heard the fridge start up. Fleur was clearing the cups in the hall, audibly stacking them; nothing broke. The everyday sound gave Hester room not to answer at once.
'What exactly did he say?'
'That he saw Ruben leave. And that he hadn't made that clear enough at the time.'
'To the police?'
'He didn't put it like that. He started talking about arguments and everybody talking at once. I asked if he'd seen Ruben. Then he said yes. Then suddenly he had to go home.'
'So you thought we were hiding something.'
'I thought there was a difference between what you tell people and what you know.'
The accusation was simple. Hester could not escape it by pointing out how unreliable memories became after so many years. Her own memory was not the problem. She straightened Brecht's invitation and saw Robin follow her hand.
Robin smoothed the coat across her knees. 'My gran's also got a letter. From my mother. She wrote it when she wanted to leave here. Not an explanation of how she died. People act as though one exists: you just have to find a sheet of paper and then you'll know everything.'
'What's in it?'
'That she was fed up with the work. That her name wasn't on it, and she wanted to take her designs with her. That she was tired of Marjan.'
Until then Hester had mostly watched the table. Now she saw how young Robin was, and how little that diminished what she said. She had prepared for anger, for a question about whether they had missed Brecht. Not for her own mother's name spoken matter-of-factly in somebody else's dispute over work.
'I ought to read it,' she said.
'Perhaps. But not because you're organising the reunion.'
'You're right.'
'It's not my letter either. Gran kept it. She knew I wanted to get in touch with you. She didn't know about the invitations. She's angry about them.'
Hester started to ask whether Else was afraid of what might come out, then stopped. She barely knew Else now. She did not need to turn her objections straight into fear to make Robin's plan understandable.
'Can I ring her tomorrow?'
'I'll ask. I can go with you on Wednesday morning, if she wants. I'm working part of tomorrow.'
'What kind of work?'
'Putting up walls in a small exhibition space. They need someone who'll pick up a roller, not just say the colour's wrong.' For the first time she smiled a little. 'Here too, actually.'
Hester began to understand what the evening had cost Robin. She had not spent twenty-two years waiting for people to repair her childhood. She had training, jobs, bills; she had made an effort to fit this into her week. It did not make her method right, but it made her presence harder to dismiss.
'I can't tell you how your mother fell,' Hester said.
'What can you tell me?'
She could tell her Merel had not been with her. The sentence was ready, familiar and yet too large for this kitchen. If she said it here, she would again be choosing a place and a person and a moment without her sister. But silence had not become neutral simply because Merel might object.
'I gave a statement at the time that wasn't true.'
Robin let go of her coat.
'About Ruben?'
'Not directly. About where my sister was. I said she was with me in the kitchen when Brecht fell. She only came in afterwards.'
She had said it. No door flew open, no protest came from the corridor. Robin simply watched her with such attention that Hester did not dare move her hands from the table. Then she moved them anyway, onto her thighs.
'Why?'
'She was upset. I wanted to protect her.'
'From what?'
'I didn't know. I thought she might have done something. I saw nothing. Only that she was crying.'
'You thought she'd done something to my mother…'
'I didn't know anything. That's all I can honestly say. I said something I knew was untrue.'
Robin stood and went to the worktop. Hester let her. There was no way to make this sound better without making it less true. A chair moved in the hall, and she wished Fleur were not so close. Then she realised how quickly her attention had returned to who would hear the story.
'I don't want you questioning Merel,' she said.
Robin turned. 'You tell me you lied, and your next sentence is an instruction.'
'Yes. You're right. Sorry.'
'I'm not going to corner your sister. But you can't tell me to wait quietly now until you've all found a nice way to put it.'
'I don't want to.'
'What do you want, then?'
Hester took out her phone, laid it still locked on the table and said they should contact the police. Not through a public gathering, not by having Robin collect evidence for Hester to approve. She could correct her own statement. Robin could explain why she was asking questions. The police would have to assess what could still be done.
'Do you think they'll listen?'
'I don't know. I'm not going to say there's nothing they can do, or promise they'll solve everything.'
Robin sat down again. She asked whether her gran would have to hand over the letter. Hester said she did not know, and did not want the original herself. If Else wanted to show it to them, they could read it together. For an official investigation Else could make arrangements directly. Robin nodded slowly. She did not look reassured. Hester was glad she had not offered false reassurance.
They looked up the non-emergency number. It was late enough for Hester to keep the report brief, asking how to correct an old statement and making an appointment for Tuesday. The staff member asked whether anyone was in immediate danger. Hester looked at Robin and put the question to her aloud. Robin shook her head. No threats, she said. Only people who would rather she did not make things difficult. Hester passed on the distinction.
At the end of the call, both their names were on an appointment confirmation. Robin asked whether Hester really would come. No hostility, just a necessary question.
'Yes,' Hester said.
'Even if your mother thinks it's a bad idea.'
'It's about my statement.'
Robin picked up the paper roll. 'I need to catch my train. Will you send me your studio address? I'll be there at a quarter past nine tomorrow, then we can walk together.'
Hester sent the address and took her to the front door. Fleur still sat at the table with her laptop open. She saw their faces and asked nothing. Robin said tonight's hours would be on her invoice, including the half-hour she had been unable to work. Fleur said that went without saying.
Outside, Hester pointed the way to the station. Robin already knew it. She walked off without looking back. Hester did not wait at the door for a final sign. She returned to Fleur, who had taken her hands off the keyboard.
'You knew who'd sent the invitations.'
'I didn't know exactly what she was going to do.'
'That's not what I asked.'
Fleur nodded. 'Yes.'
Hester picked up her bag. It was too late to tack a discussion about her job onto this. 'We'll talk tomorrow. I've got an appointment first.'
In Nieuwstraat she set her alarm and laid her notebook on the small table. She did not write down what Merel might have done. She wrote one paragraph about her own words in 2004, with a second sentence correcting when her sister had come in. Then she closed the book. Tomorrow she would take it with her, without turning it into a better story.
An Ordinary Morning
There was no toaster in the studio. Hester put two slices of bread in a dry frying pan and watched one half brown while the other stayed pale. Tuesday, twenty past seven. At eight her Rotterdam client would ring about the postponed conference. At a quarter past nine Robin was coming. Somewhere between the two, she needed to speak to Merel before her sister heard from somebody else what Hester intended to do.
She turned the bread with a fork and sent a message. Can you ring before nine? I need to tell you something. She reread it and added that nobody had had an accident. She knew how a message like that could land on an ordinary morning. Her sister might be getting lunchboxes ready for the cooking group, covering for somebody or simply catching a bus.
Finn rang before the bread reached her plate. He had sent a photograph of a cabinet he had assembled on his placement. Had she seen it, he wanted to know, or merely produced the blue tick again?
'Nice corners,' she said.
'Mum. It's an electrical distribution cabinet. Not a bedside table.'
'I didn't say I wanted to put my bedside lamp on it.'
She heard him laugh. Something beeped in the background and a man told him to get his gloves. Finn was twenty-one and had lived on his own since the spring. There were still questions about rent allowance and how long rice kept in the fridge, but fewer now. Sometimes Hester wondered whether she recognised successful parenting when it happened.
'Are you still there?'
'Until next week. In the studio, not at Gran's.'
'Good. Otherwise she'll do your washing again and you'll owe her seven errands.'
'She means well.'
'Both can be true.'
She wanted to say he did not know his grandmother well enough. An uncalled-for reflex. He knew her perfectly well in his own way. When he asked how the job was going, Hester said the old group was less cheerful company than Fleur had hoped.
'Were you hoping for that?'
'I was hoping for enough sockets.'
'That I can believe.'
They agreed to speak on Friday. He had to get back to his supervisor. Before hanging up he said she really could enlarge the cabinet on her phone to see the finish properly. She did. She examined the neat rows while her toast darkened in the pan. Then she sent a question about a label she did not understand. Not a general message saying she was proud, but he would know she had looked.
The conference call lasted longer than planned. The client wanted to move the preparation hours into the new month, including those Hester had already worked. She sat at the table, opened her booking confirmation and read out their agreement without raising her voice. Completed work would be invoiced this month. She could guarantee availability for the new date only once the revised schedule was agreed.
The client sighed. Everybody needed to be flexible. Hester glanced at Brecht's invitation beside her laptop and slid it under her notebook. One problem was no reason to give way on the other. She offered to postpone the supplier round that had not yet begun, but kept completed hours out of the discussion. When the call ended, she was less certain of a job in November and had agreement on her invoice.
Merel had replied: In the kitchen on Parkweg until half past eight. Not after that. Hester ate her toast standing up, took her coat and walked over. Parkweg was across the main road. The community building was glass and pale brick, with a yoga advertisement in the entrance. The shared kitchen smelt of chopped onion. Merel and a woman in her sixties were studying a recipe held to a cupboard by magnets.
'Chop the pepper smaller if you like,' her sister said. 'But don't keep looking at me to see if it's right. It's soup, not an exam.'
The woman laughed and pulled a chopping board towards her. Merel saw Hester at the door and pointed to a corner table. She finished explaining first. Twelve participants and four guests were coming tonight. Someone bringing her mother had asked if she could join them late. Merel said she would keep a portion aside. She did not promise an extra table that would not fit.
Hester pulled out a chair. It was strange to hear her sister set a limit without instantly softening it with a kind offer. Perhaps Merel always did that, and Hester was seldom there.
A man came out of the pantry clutching a bag of flour to his chest. He asked Hester where it went. She had almost pointed out a shelf when she realised he had chosen her simply because she wore no apron. She pointed at Merel instead of a cupboard.
'She's in charge here.'
Merel looked round, named the right place and immediately asked him to record the quantity on the sheet by the door. He went on. A trivial moment, but Hester could have disrupted the stockkeeping in an unfamiliar kitchen within a minute. She sat on her hands until her sister came over.
'Five minutes,' Merel said, sitting opposite.
'Robin Boon's here. She brought the invitations.'
'Brecht's daughter?'
'Yes. She's helping with the display.'
Merel looked through the glass partition into the entrance hall. Someone passed with a shopping trolley. 'So that was her last night.'
'Fleur knew who she was.'
'Of course Fleur knew.'
Hester described the conversation, Daan's remark, the letter at Else's. She heard herself mentioning the easy parts first. Merel tapped the table edge with her thumb.
'And what did you want to tell me?'
'I told Robin you weren't with me when Brecht fell. This morning I'm going to correct that with the police.'
Merel stood at once. She did not leave; she took a chair from the next table and straightened it. Then she turned.
'You've already told her.'
'Yes.'
'Yesterday afternoon you were asking what I wanted. A few hours later you decide anyway.'
'It's my statement.'
'With my name in it.'
Hester had expected that answer and was still unprepared. Everything she had told herself in the studio to find courage had been true: she could correct her own lie; she did not have to wait for permission. None of it told her how to listen to her sister when the correction pointed towards her again.
'I should have rung you last night,' she said.
'Yes.'
'I didn't know when you'd be home.'
'Don't. I've got a phone.'
Hester nodded. The woman at the worktop covered a pan, looked over and asked whether something was wrong. Merel said she was talking to her sister and would help in a moment. No explanation of a family crisis, no hurried smile to shut Hester out.
'What will you say?' she asked.
Hester repeated the exact correction. She had seen Merel only after the impact. She had not seen Brecht fall, had seen nobody by the stairs and knew nothing about the cause. She would not say her sister had done anything.
'But you thought it.'
'Yes.'
'Apparently all that time you were helping with my forms and my move.'
'I didn't know.'
'That's not an answer to what I'm saying.'
Merel sat again, but not opposite her. She moved the chair a little away from the table, towards the door. Hester saw the microwave clock. Two minutes left. Another time she would have turned that into a focused question. Now she stayed without using it.
'I thought you were frightened,' she said at last. 'And that I was the one who had to do something.'
'I was frightened. That didn't give you the right to fill in the rest.'
'I understand that now.'
'No. You're hearing it now. That's different.'
A participant came in with an oversized bag of potatoes. Merel took it from him and said he could put them on the low table. She pointed out the apron waiting for him. By the time she turned back to Hester, she was already holding her next task: a roll of labels for storage tubs.
'Go on. Your appointment.'
'Would you like to come?'
'You're still not listening.'
Hester stood. She could have put it better, offered another day, asked about Bram. None of it would make leaving easier. She said she would let Merel know this afternoon that the conversation had taken place, and make no other arrangements on her behalf.
'I'd like that last part in writing,' Merel said.
The sharpness was deserved. Hester took her coat from the chair and went into the entrance hall. Behind her Merel began explaining how two people could move a pan, a simple instruction with the work clearly divided. Hester pushed open the glass door and stayed outside until her bag sat properly on her shoulder.
On the way back she called her Rotterdam client once more. Not to revisit the invoice, but because she had promised to suggest a new meeting time. She arranged a short remote discussion for Thursday and sent the original booking confirmation. She could decide to stop avoiding this past and still keep an appointment. One need not crowd out the other for the whole day.
Robin stood beside the studio's front door, phone in one hand and a paper bag from the baker's in the other. Her hair was wet at the temples. A hurried shower or cycling through drizzle; Hester did not ask.
'I'm early. Shall I wait outside?'
'I just need my notebook.'
Robin did not come in until invited. The plate of crusts still lay on the table. Hester moved it to the worktop and saw Robin glance at the laptop.
'You had other work.'
'Yes. I still do.'
'I can go to the appointment on my own.'
'I've got something to say there myself.'
Robin nodded and opened the bag. Two small rolls. She had not eaten breakfast and had hurriedly ordered two rather than one. Hester took one. Outside they needed to turn left, she had checked. The police station was beyond the station square. The appointment was confirmed in both their names. No promise that anything would be reopened, no suggestion they could start investigating the rest.
Before leaving, she sent Merel the message: I understand this involves your name too. I'll tell them only what I saw and what I lied about. I won't make any arrangements for you. She left understand there, although her sister might again reply that she was only beginning to listen.
Robin waited while she locked up. At the corner Hester let her cross first. A van turned and its driver raised an apologetic hand. They walked past the station, two women heading for an appointment that could not decide the rest of the day for them. Hester finished her roll because she did not want to sit hungry opposite a police investigator. Crumbs stuck to her fingers; she wiped them on a paper napkin Robin handed over without comment.
A New Conversation
A vase behind the reception desk held three plastic branches. Hester watched them while Robin put away her ID. There was no reason to study the branches, except that doing so saved her thinking about who had read her name on the screen. The receptionist pointed out two chairs and said someone would come for them.
Robin sat on the edge of a chair, her coat still fastened. Hester left an empty seat between them. On the walk over they had agreed not to answer for one another. Now the agreement seemed designed expressly to stop Hester supplying the very first answer herself.
Ellen Meijer came for them at ten. She wore a navy cardigan and took the pen from behind her ear as soon as she checked their names. She introduced herself without first remarking how hard this must be for them. Hester was grateful.
The room overlooked a courtyard full of bicycles. Ellen indicated two chairs side by side and asked whether they wanted to begin together. Separate conversations might be needed later. Hester said she was there to correct her own statement; Robin wanted to explain why she had raised questions. Ellen nodded and asked them to distinguish as clearly as possible between things they had witnessed and things they had heard from others.
'I'll probably ask about that a few times,' she said. 'Not to contradict you. I need to know where the information comes from.'
Hester pulled her notebook towards her. She had written one paragraph at home, not a whole reconstruction. She did not read it aloud immediately.
'On the twenty-fifth of September 2004, Brecht Boon fell down the stairs at De Werf,' she began. 'At the time I said my sister Merel was with me in the kitchen when it happened. That wasn't true.'
Ellen wrote down the names and asked their ages at the time. Then she asked how Hester knew when Merel had come in.
'I heard a crash. Not quiet. Something heavy. Then she came into the kitchen. I hadn't seen her before that. I don't know how long between the two. Not long, as I remember, but I didn't look at a clock.'
'Could you see where she came from?'
'The corridor. The kitchen opens onto the side corridor. I couldn't see the stairs from inside.'
'And when she came in?'
'She was crying. I sat her down. She was very upset. I thought I had to protect her.'
'Did she tell you she'd done something?'
'No.'
'Did you ask?'
Hester looked at her notebook. The question was not missing from her memory because she had forgotten it. She had never asked. She had given Merel no chance to answer in a way that did not fit her solution.
'Not directly. I asked if she was hurt. If she needed anything. I told her to stay with me.'
Ellen kept writing. 'So your reason for giving a different account was an assumption of your own.'
'Yes.'
Beside her, Robin did not move. Hester did not check whether she was listening as a daughter ought to listen. Nor did she need to arrange her own face to give Robin some useful response.
Ellen asked when Hester had realised her statement was untrue. An almost courteous way of putting it; Hester wanted no misunderstanding.
'When I gave it. I knew straight away. It's not a memory that's turned out to be different.'
'I'll record that.'
She asked why Hester was coming forward now. Hester described the job, the envelopes and her conversation with Robin. She mentioned Ruben's route, adding that Ruben should describe it himself. Daan had not confirmed seeing him on the towpath. She had investigated nothing else. Ellen asked about the invitations and Hester took the envelopes from her bag. She had brought only her own and Brecht's, with the card.
Robin said she had made them. She described the stationer's, dropping off the packet and what she had intended. She named Fleur as the person who had supplied contact details and said that in the end she had posted nothing. Ellen asked for her name and address on a separate form.
'I haven't threatened anybody,' Robin said.
'I'm asking how it happened. Sending an invitation to your mother, who has died, may bring up a great deal for other people. I understand that from what you're telling me. I'd like to hear what you intended, in your own words.'
'I didn't want her to become just a photograph on a wall.'
Ellen looked up and waited. Robin laid her hands flat on her thighs.
'And I wanted someone to explain why there are different stories about who was where. I didn't think somebody would confess on the spot. But I did want to make it uncomfortable.'
Ellen wrote it down. She made no gesture that turned sympathy for Robin's grief into approval. Then she asked about Else and the letter. Robin explained that her gran had the original. It concerned Brecht's intention to leave De Werf, and work for which her mother had not been properly credited.
'Have you read it yourself?'
'Yes. At her house. I can ask her to contact you.'
'That's a good first step. Ask her to keep the letter as it is. If she's willing to make it available, we'll arrange that with her directly. It doesn't need to go through Ms Koster.'
'I wasn't planning to.'
'Fine.'
They discussed what they did not know. Robin knew nothing about the fall and did not remember the evening. Hester had seen the stairs only after leaving the kitchen, Merel still behind her. People had been round Brecht. Her mother had been giving instructions. Hester did not know how long had passed before anyone called for help. There had been phones, shouting, somebody fetching a coat. After all these years she refused to piece that into a chronology she could not support.
Ellen asked whether she had kept her old statement. No, Hester said. She had no file and did not know exactly which words had been recorded. She did know which untrue thing she had said. Ellen explained that the old material, where still available, would need to be examined by the police. She would not share a full file with them.
'I'm not asking for that,' Hester said.
'I'm saying it because you'll want to know what we find. We can't pass everything back to you. And I can't promise today that your correction will lead to a different finding about Ms Boon's death.'
Robin leaned forward. 'But someone will look at it.'
'Your information will be assessed. I'm recording that Ms Koster is correcting her own earlier account. Then I need to see the relevant material and decide who we should speak to. This conversation doesn't tell me what happened on the stairs.'
Hester thought of her mother, always trying to protect people from misunderstandings. This was a different sort of qualification. Ellen allowed the unknown to remain unknown without first making it less serious.
'Should I send my sister here?' Hester asked.
'You can tell her you've been. Don't decide on her behalf what she has to say. If I need to approach her, I'll do that myself.'
Hester felt caught doing something she wanted to unlearn. She said she understood. Robin glanced sideways at her, without triumph.
Ellen asked whether there had been threats. Jasper had called the invitations an attack on the sale, Hester said, but had made no specific threat. Her mother wanted her to throw them away. Robin shook her head when Ellen asked about her own experience. She had not been followed, nobody had tried to take her phone, she had received no anonymous messages. She had been angry and slept badly. That was not in itself a threat.
'Contact us if that changes,' Ellen said. She gave them a card bearing a reference number for the report. 'If there's immediate danger, call at once. For other incidents, note what actually happens as precisely as possible. Who, where, when, the words used. Don't try to persuade people to do things yourself.'
'And the open day?' Hester asked.
'That's for the organiser and owner. I'm not giving permission on behalf of the police. If there's a specific safety concern, report it. Keep your normal safety arrangements in place.'
She went over the contact arrangements again. Hester read the recorded correction and changed one sentence. She had not heard crying before Merel entered; she had first seen her sister crying when she stood in the doorway. Ellen amended it without comment. That small difference was exactly the sort of care Hester had always wanted to skip once she thought she understood the main point.
When she signed, her hand moved no differently than on a booking confirmation. She had expected to feel the act more sharply. Ellen pulled the paper back and asked whether there was anything else they had witnessed themselves and not mentioned.
Hester thought of the railing. She explained that her mother had used the word before she herself had heard anything about it from Jasper. She also said the old accident had been publicly known. Ellen asked for the exact context, noted the sentence and drew no conclusion. Hester was not ashamed of mentioning it. She was a little ashamed of the relief she had expected if somebody else heard something suspicious in it.
Outside, Robin took her phone from her coat. Three messages from her client, all about a discrepancy in the wall measurements. She read them and said a word she probably avoided at her gran's.
'I have to get back.'
'Will you make it?'
'Yes. Train in eleven minutes. If I walk.'
Hester wanted to offer food, then remembered the rolls. Instead she asked whether Robin wanted her to tell Fleur how long the appointment had taken. Robin said she kept her own hours.
'Of course.'
At the station square Robin stopped. 'I haven't decided what I think of you.'
'You don't have to decide today.'
'Convenient.'
'That's not how I meant it.'
'I know.' She put her phone away. 'I do think it's good you said it. At least I can do something with that, even if I'm angry about it.'
She went on towards the ticket readers. Hester did not wait to see whether she caught the train. She rang Fleur, who answered on the second ring and asked if the caterer meeting was confirmed. Hester said it was, then briefly explained where she had been. No answer.
'Fleur?'
'Yes. I hear you.'
'We need to talk about the programme this afternoon.'
'How many people know?'
Hester looked at the card with the reference number. It offered no reassuring answer.
'The people I needed to tell. I'll come to De Werf shortly. First I'll message Merel.'
She put down her phone and wrote that the appointment had taken place, that she had corrected her own words and had made no statement for her sister. Then she crossed to the baker's for a cup of tea she would finish while it was hot. In half an hour she needed to ring Tessa. For the first time that morning she owed nobody an explanation of where she had been.
Outside the Frame
Tessa had put an old archive box on the stage, clear of the damp patch beside the windowsill. WERF 03/04 was written on the lid in blue marker. She taped a list of the material they could examine to the wall. Permission to select for the exhibition, not to publish.
'I still have rights in those photographs,' she said. 'And the people in them get a say too.'
'Understood.'
'Mostly for Fleur's benefit. Yesterday she asked if I couldn't just put everything in a folder everybody could access.'
Hester said she would be revising the programme with Fleur later that afternoon. Tessa asked whether this was about the invitations. Hester said Robin had introduced herself and she herself had corrected an old statement with the police. She left it there. Tessa put down the brush she was using to dust a frame.
'About what?'
'Where Merel was. I'm still going to tell the people concerned. Not while we're sorting photographs.'
'Sounds serious.'
'It is.'
Tessa studied her, then moved the archive box onto the table. She did not ask if Hester was certain. Hester had dreaded that question: she still needed to allow herself to believe that being certain of her own lie was enough reason to mention it.
Inside were negatives in translucent sleeves, contact prints, loose invoices and two notebooks. No hidden compartment, no painstakingly preserved evidence collection. For the exhibition Tessa had searched among boxes of weddings and school projects. She could remember the year she bought her first professional camera because her insurance had gone up.
'Here. The week of the production.'
Rows of tiny photographs filled a contact sheet. Hester recognised the panels, a pair of jeans ruined by paint, someone walking away with a hand over his face. She asked for a magnifier. Tessa slid one over, warning that it would produce no spectacular detail. These were small prints from film. A blurred figure at the edge would not acquire a clear face through determined staring.
The first strip showed Brecht with her head thrown back, laughing at something outside the picture. Paint marked her cheek. In the next she stood beside a panel, a brush across one hand and the other on her hip. Hester remembered the stance. It did not mean Brecht was angry; she often stood like that to think.
In another shot Brecht held a ruined brush up to the camera, looking extravagantly offended. Tessa laughed.
'She'd taken that from me. Returned it with half the bristles loose. Claimed it was useless before she got it.'
'Sounds familiar.'
Hester remembered an argument over a roll of ribbon. Brecht needed it to edge a costume; Hester had put it aside for tying parcels. They had taken a quarter of an hour to admit that both were too lazy to cycle to the shop. Brecht finally went, on Hester's bike, and brought back a bag of liquorice almost empty by the time she returned.
'She could be very sure her needs came first,' Hester said.
'Yes. Then she'd do you a favour afterwards as though it had nothing to do with it.' Tessa put the picture with the possibilities. 'This is one I want to show. If Robin agrees. Not every photograph has to prove she was talented. Here she's just wrecking somebody's things.'
Hester looked at the exaggerated expression. For the first time since the envelope she laughed at something about Brecht without immediately wondering whether she should. She wrote no memory down. The picture needed no explanation of the accident.
'That was the day before,' Tessa said. 'Or early on the Saturday. Hang on.'
She found her notebook. An ordinary appointment diary, with addresses, expenses and names. Sometimes Tessa had noted where a roll of film began and ended, otherwise the prints might go to the wrong client. Beside Saturday, 25 September, stood De Werf, preparation, portraits. An outside appointment had a time, and below it was a note that she had returned. Not a time for every image. She explained before Hester could ask.
'My camera didn't know afternoon from evening. This is just the order I took the pictures in. It's not a clock.'
'And this?' Hester pointed to a photograph of the yard.
Tessa turned the sheet so they could look together. On the left stood a planter, then still without plants. Beyond the open gate a man was visible, his coat halfway over his shoulder. Another man stood further along the path, partly out of frame.
Hester held the magnifier still. She recognised Ruben's coat as well as his face. He had worn it often, a frayed pale patch near the pocket. Daan's hair had been longer then. The photograph gave them no precise time, no indication of what had happened on the stairs. Two men were outside. Already more than the conversations so far had allowed.
'Are you sure about this?' she asked.
'That it's Ruben and Daan? Yes. I can see that, and I knew it then. But if you mean was this before somebody fell: I was outside, heard shouting later and went back. I didn't check my watch to record it.'
'Why have I never seen these?'
Tessa pushed forward the next print. The photographs Hester knew were larger, arranged in folders with the foundation logo. Cheerful pictures. Young people carrying timber, Marjan beside the stage, a group at the long table. All fitting a successful community project struck by an accident.
'Because these were the ones I chose.' Tessa tapped the larger prints. 'The rest weren't needed.'
'By whom?'
'For the booklet. For my portfolio. For your mother, who wanted a box of prints. And for me, because I didn't fancy endless arguments about why somebody looked gloomy.'
Hester looked at the outside photograph again. 'Did you give this to the police then?'
'They asked if I'd photographed the fall. I hadn't. I said I'd been outside. I don't think I'd printed this yet. Then the finding came through. I put the contact sheets away.'
'You knew people suspected Ruben, though.'
Tessa put down the magnifier. 'Who? Everybody who wouldn't say it aloud? Yes. And I didn't challenge it. You can hold me responsible for that. But I didn't have a picture I knew proved he couldn't possibly have been there.'
Hester heard the precision she had tried to maintain herself that morning. It was tempting to make the image more than it was, a visible answer at last to all the talk. Inventing fresh certainties about Ruben would not help him.
'Can Ellen see this?'
'Who's Ellen?'
Hester gave her name and role. Tessa thought, then asked if she could contact her directly. She did not want to hand the originals round an entire group. Hester produced the contact card. Tessa photographed the name and number. No waiting for Hester to act as intermediary.
As Tessa replaced the sleeves, a small invoice slipped to the floor. Hester picked it up. Photocopying, an amount in euros with the old VAT rate. On the back Brecht had listed materials. Cardboard, linen, spray adhesive, and beside them three little shapes Hester recognised from the panels.
'Is that hers?'
'I think so. She used to tuck paper everywhere. I left it in.'
Hester did not put it with the police contact card. It was no evidence of the fall. It was a list made by someone putting on a production who apparently lacked clean paper. That ordinariness made the name beneath yesterday's image uncomfortable. Under Marjan's guidance. As though all the work had disappeared beneath it.
Tessa asked her to help move a panel from the table to the wall. Not an original from 2004, just a trial for the display. They each took an end. Hester walked backwards and pointed with her elbow at a chair in the way. Tessa set down her end before moving it.
'Don't carry things and clear obstacles at the same time,' she said.
'I'm always telling other people that.'
'Now you can practise.'
They rested the panel on two supports. Hester checked the space from the foyer. Not enough if they put three panels in a row. They removed one. A smaller exhibition could still be a deliberate choice rather than a failure.
Tessa had to leave at two. Her next client expected image selections for a catalogue. She had thought this afternoon would mostly yield scans and nostalgia, she said, but the contact sheet would not get lost among her jobs. She called Ellen while Hester checked the lighting. Hearing only half the conversation, Hester deliberately moved on to the kitchen. Tessa could explain her material herself.
Fleur arrived with a bag of rolls and saw the trial panel. She asked where the rest would go. Hester explained the space available and the captions still needing work. Fleur took a roll as though they had finished with practical objections.
'Then we lay the hall out differently. More along the walls.'
'Not without checking the back door. And it's not just space.'
'I know. The names.'
'What we're promising, too. You're still advertising a cheerful look back.'
Fleur folded the bag closed. 'For a lot of people it was a good time.'
'That doesn't become untrue because there's more to say.'
'But that extra part takes over. It becomes the whole story. Surely you see that?'
Hester saw it too well. She had kept her statement intact for twenty-two years, thinking one correction would drag everything else down with it. Now she looked at the sketch on the invoice and no longer knew what the rest had been worth if it could exist only on those terms.
'I'm not agreeing a programme today that promises an account of Brecht's death,' she said. 'I can't deliver that and it doesn't belong here. But I'm not arranging things so everyone sees only the approved photographs either.'
'You're here to coordinate.'
'Yes. That's why I'm telling you what not to sell to visitors.'
Tessa entered the kitchen, her bag already on her shoulder. She had made contact and would show the material directly. Fleur asked whether there was an investigation now. Tessa said she was not the person to ask.
'I'm unavailable tomorrow afternoon,' she added. 'Thursday too. I can prepare the chosen images on Friday. If the wording still isn't right then, I'm not hanging any photographs.'
She took a roll and left. Hester watched until the door closed. Her departure changed something: the archive box had not become a loan anyone could help themselves to. Fleur sat at the table and opened her laptop. How long did they have to rewrite the programme?
'Not all of it now,' Hester said. 'First the catering confirmation and our agreement with Tessa in writing. Wednesday morning we finish the content.'
'That sounds very calm.'
'It's just the order we're doing things in.'
They pushed the rolls into the middle. A sheet with the seven names still lay at the end of the table. Hester took a pen from the holder. It did not write, so she chose another. Beside Tessa she wrote not photographs supplied but material with photographer, contact direct. The archive box went with Tessa when she came back for it; Hester helped tighten the strap round the lid.
Misplaced Blame
Fleur had asked Ruben to collect the delivery schedule. Hester only learnt this when he came into the foyer at a quarter past three and said he was passing anyway. She took the two sheets from the desk and saw Daan appear behind him, a small microphone stand under his arm. She had asked him not to bring it for now. Apparently for now had not counted as an agreement.
'Well, it's here now,' Daan said. 'It's only in the way at school.'
'Put it with the other equipment. Not upstairs.'
'I wasn't going to.'
He went down the side corridor. Ruben examined the list and pointed out an error in the address for the panel supplier. Hester corrected it by hand. He asked if she wanted to photograph the correction for her records.
'I'll send the new version shortly.'
'Good. Otherwise someone ends up with the old sheet again.'
She barely remembered such easy cooperation from their past. They had been good at staying up late and making plans they both called too big, to avoid beginning them. Now they could fix a delivery error. A strange, modest improvement.
Daan returned and stayed by the door, looking at the papers in Ruben's hand.
'Tessa's contact sheet,' he began.
Ruben laid the schedule on the desk. 'What about it?'
'I heard you've been looking at it.'
'We? I haven't seen a contact sheet.'
Daan looked at Hester. She said she had examined material with Tessa, and Tessa decided how it was used. There was a picture of the yard and path. Ruben asked whether he was in it. Hester said yes, adding that it established no exact time.
'Nobody's asking that,' Ruben said.
She said nothing. He turned to Daan.
'Why don't you just say you saw me? You don't need a photograph.'
'I haven't said I didn't see you.'
'No. You're very carefully saying nothing.'
For a few seconds Daan seemed to want to return to the storeroom, but stayed. He set his bag beside the desk. Hester thought it was a start. Then he said the argument had made everyone think things about Ruben. Not a start, only a group to hide behind.
'I didn't argue with you,' Ruben said. 'Not that night. Brecht and I were angry with each other. I left. You were outside. Those aren't complicated sentences.'
'Not for you.'
'What made them complicated for you?'
Daan opened and closed his bag's zip. He answered without looking up.
'She was lying there. That complicates things.'
'That made it awful for everyone. It didn't give you the right to blame me.'
Hester watched Daan open his mouth and close it. She knew the urge to translate the conversation. Ruben meant this; Daan had been grieving; surely they could acknowledge that. Instead she took the papers off the desk so they no longer lay between them. Unnecessary, but at least she stayed out of their conversation.
Robin emerged from the hall. In place of yesterday's roll she carried a flat wooden frame, and asked where the screws for the hanging battens were. Nobody answered. She looked from Daan to Ruben and rested the frame against her leg.
'I can come back.'
'No,' Daan said. 'Perhaps we should be doing this with you—'
'No.' She cut him off before he finished. 'I've got two frames to make, then I'm going home. I'm not deciding which of you was hurting most.'
'That's not what I meant.'
'I don't know what you mean. But if you know something about what you saw, you can tell the police. Or Ruben. I don't need to stand between you.'
She did not look to Hester for support. Hester pointed out the storeroom and the box of fixings. Robin thanked her and went on. Daan watched her, hurt on his face, and Hester would not excuse it. He had been the adult when Robin was two; she did not have to manage his pain now.
'You wanted someone to blame,' Ruben said.
Daan looked up. 'You don't know what I wanted.'
'No. That's why I'm asking.'
'That wasn't a question.'
'Then I'll make it one. Did you want it to be my fault?'
A moped accelerated outside. Daan pulled his bag over his shoulder. Suddenly he looked like someone who had missed a train and did not want to catch the next one either.
'I can't do this now,' he said.
'You've managed to keep that up for twenty-two years.'
Daan passed him on the way out. He did not touch Ruben, even with his bag. The door closed with its usual pneumatic hiss. Ruben kept looking at the place where Daan had stood. Hester waited before saying she was sorry.
'For what, exactly?' he asked.
She had not meant to say the important thing here. People were in the corridor, Fleur was on the phone in the kitchen. Her correction should not be an aside after Daan's departure; but that was another practical reason to postpone a difficult moment.
'For going along with it then. I need to explain something to you. Not something you have to believe just because I say it.'
Before she could continue, Jasper came downstairs. Apparently he did not need to hear their conversation to know the source of the tension. He looked towards the front door and asked where Daan had gone.
'Away,' Ruben said.
'I noticed.'
Jasper stayed by the bottom step, a folder under his arm and the office key hanging from a finger. Hester asked if he needed anything from the delivery schedule. He said he cared little about the list provided they did not argue on his premises.
'We were talking,' Hester said.
'Everybody can hear your talking right into the kitchen.'
That was untrue; nobody had raised their voice. Ruben picked up the list and folded it in half. Hester saw his jaw move.
'I'll be back for the delivery on Wednesday,' he said. 'I'd like the address to be right by then.'
'Or just don't come,' Jasper said.
Ruben turned. 'What?'
'It's voluntary. You needn't hang round here if all you're doing is settling old scores.'
'I'm here because Fleur asked.'
'Fleur doesn't own the place.'
'We're hiring it for the foundation,' Hester said. 'We've agreed who's working here.'
Jasper glanced at her and let the key drop from his finger into his palm. 'I'm talking to Ruben.'
'Without overruling my arrangements.'
Ruben raised a hand between them, not towards her. 'Leave it. What do you want, Jasper?'
'For you to stop making people sound as though they did something back then. You weren't exactly calm yourself.'
'I said Daan saw me outside.'
'And tomorrow everyone thinks that makes him a suspect. The day after, it's my turn. I remember things about you too. The way you used to go off. You work for some housing organisation now, don't you? Reliability matters to people.'
Hester laid down her pen. 'Jasper, stop.'
'I'm just saying people can tell stories about you too.'
'You're linking his job to what he says here.'
'Don't be so dramatic.'
Ruben moved towards him, stopping at arm's length. Hester did not step between them like two boys needing separation. She only opened the hall door wider, so the space was not a closed corner. Fleur came to see, still holding her phone.
'What's going on?'
'Ask the owner,' Ruben said.
He looked at Jasper. 'Ring my employer if you want. Then they'll hear exactly what you're trying to do. I'm not changing my story for you.'
Jasper drew back his shoulders. 'Your choice.'
'It is.'
Ruben went outside. Hester followed, not to bring him back. He stood on the pavement, breathing through his nose. A man with a dog walked round them.
'Has he done this before?' she asked.
'This sort of thing? Hints. Jokes. First time he's mentioned work.'
'I heard it. I'll write down the words and report them to Ellen.'
'Don't make arrangements for me.'
'I'm reporting what I heard. You decide whether to respond if she rings.'
He studied her for a while, then nodded. 'That's better.'
She asked if she could talk to him later that evening. Not about Jasper. About her own statement. Could it wait until nine, Ruben asked; first he was having dinner with a colleague who was nearby. Hester agreed. Her guilt gave her no priority in his diary. They chose the little place by the station square where he could have a drink before his train.
Before going in, Hester sent Ruben the contact number on her card. She added the report reference without telling him which statement she thought he ought to give. He replied at once: received. One word was enough. She put the phone away and went back to the people still inside.
Through the window she saw Robin lift the wooden frame. It was too wide to turn into the corridor in one go. Robin set it down, moved a crate and tried again. Hester held the front door open so she would not have to drop anything to make room.
When she entered, Fleur stood facing Jasper. She said he did not need to threaten visitors or staff to prove he owned the building. Jasper replied that everyone was much too worked up. Hester did not interrupt. She fetched her notebook and recorded the exchange as precisely as she could, including where she had stood, whom she had seen come in, and that she did not know what Fleur had heard before that.
Robin came into the foyer with two finished frames. She looked at Jasper and said she was getting her things. He did not step aside until asked. Then he did.
'I don't do this as a sideline,' she told Fleur. 'I want to be sure of the hours we've agreed.'
'You can be,' Fleur said.
Robin went out to the street. Hester rang the number on the card, gave the report reference and described the remarks about Ruben's employer. Ellen was unavailable. The staff member recorded the incident and asked whether Ruben had left safely. Hester confirmed it. There had been no physical contact and nobody had been prevented from leaving. She said Ruben already had the reference so he could make contact himself.
Then she emailed Fleur the actual working agreement: everyone scheduled for the foundation had to be able to work without pressure; a repetition would mean suspending the activity concerned and discussing it. No accusation against every owner, no diagnosis of Jasper's intentions. Fleur confirmed it in writing.
It took another hour to close the working day. Hester counted the supplier confirmations and prepared Wednesday's kitchen list. Jasper did not come down again. Closing her laptop, she saw a message from her mother. The potatoes went on at a quarter to six. Hester put the notebook with the recorded words in her bag and went outside. She had twelve minutes until dinner.
At Marjan's House
Six small apples still hung in the tree in Marjan's front garden. Hester always noticed them when she rang, because her mother never opened immediately, even if already in the hall. Something had to be put down first, one last task finished. Only then could the door open and the visitor come in without feeling anyone had been waiting for them.
'Right on time,' Marjan said.
Hester smelt gravy and fried onion. A cardboard box of books for the second-hand shop stood in the hall. Her mother tapped it with her foot.
'Could you take those on Sunday? You've got the car.'
'If they fit in the boot.'
'It's only one box.'
'I've got a lot of equipment coming back on Sunday. I'll see what I can do.'
Marjan took her coat. 'Leave your bag in the sitting room. Your sister's here.'
Merel sat at the dining table leafing through a trade magazine. Her cycle helmet lay beside her plate. She returned Hester's greeting with a nod, not hostile but no offer to forget the morning either. The good plates were out, with the thin green rim. Their mother used them when pretending there was no particular occasion.
'Bram couldn't come?' Hester asked.
'Work.' Merel closed the magazine. 'And he wasn't invited.'
'He knows he's always welcome,' Marjan called from the kitchen.
'That's different,' Merel said, not loudly enough to start a conversation.
Hester sat opposite. On the wall hung a framed photograph of De Werf's opening in 2003. Marjan in the middle with scissors in her hand, Brecht half hidden behind a man wearing a civic chain. Hester had seen it so often that the order of the people had come to seem inevitable. Now she studied Brecht's blouse and the folder held against her leg. There must have been a reason she had not put it down.
Marjan brought in a dish of potatoes. Sixty-nine, and still lifting heavy dishes as though asking for help risked mistakes. Hester stood to fetch the second one. She could take that, her mother said, but with the thick trivet. The table had just been waxed.
A new pair of reading glasses lay on the sideboard, the price tag still on its case. Marjan asked Hester to snip it off. Not those scissors, she said as Hester went to the cutlery drawer; the small ones were underneath. Her precise order was easy to live with, provided you never disturbed it.
Hester cut the thread and immediately had the glasses pressed into her hand to inspect the frames. Her mother had bought them on offer. Two pairs for what she used to pay for one. The second was for the car.
'I'm not spending my life looking for them,' Marjan said.
A reasonable solution to an ordinary problem. Hester wondered if she could ever see her mother without their old assumptions, without reading something into every container and every instruction. She returned the glasses to the case and sat down. She did not need to prove everything in the room wrong to ask about the railing later.
For the first ten minutes they discussed a neighbour wanting to move and a nephew who had left his job to train as a gardener. Marjan had helped the neighbour with forms and directed the nephew to a fund. She remembered the sums, the deadlines and who had yet to thank her. It was no performance. People had received real help. At nineteen Hester too had been presented with a form, everything filled in except her signature.
'There's something I could do for your programme too,' Marjan told Merel. 'I spoke to the treasurer. There's money left for activities tackling loneliness. Not much, but if I send on your proposal—'
'I've applied already.'
'To which department?'
'The right one. I've had confirmation.'
'You could have said. Now I've wasted—'
'You didn't have to do anything for me.'
Hester cut a potato in half. Her knife tapped the plate. Once, this would have been her moment to say their mother meant well. It usually got the practical conversation going again. Today she left Merel's answer alone.
Marjan filled her plate and asked after Finn. Hester showed the distribution cabinet photograph. Her mother enlarged it at once, as Finn had asked, and admired the straight rows. She said he got his aptitude from his grandfather. Perhaps she was right. Hester did not want to deny her that pleasure merely because she was starting to see something else in her too.
'Tell him to come this weekend,' Marjan said. 'I haven't spoken to him in weeks.'
'He's got plans. You can ring him.'
'He doesn't always answer.'
'He's at his placement in the daytime.'
Marjan pushed back the phone. 'It was only a thought.'
They ate. Merel asked for the salad and Hester passed it without comment. A neighbour's child glided past the window on a scooter. The room was warm. It could all have been an ordinary Tuesday if Marjan had not asked whether Fleur had reassured her about the business with the invitations.
'Reassured me about what?' Hester asked.
'That Sunday won't turn into an embarrassing spectacle. She rang me.'
'What did she say?'
'That you're all talking a great deal about the past. And Jasper's impatient. We knew that already.'
'Did she tell you what Jasper said?'
'He's worried about the building. His money's in it.'
'He threatened Ruben with his employer.'
Marjan put down her cutlery. 'Did he actually say that?'
Hester repeated the words about reliability. Her mother raised her eyebrows.
'That's unkind, but you're making a very serious business of it.'
'I've reported it.'
Merel looked up. Marjan kept her eyes on her plate.
'Where?'
'To the police. I was already there this morning.'
'With that girl.'
'With Robin. She has a name.'
'I know it perfectly well. I also remember who helped her into her high chair while her mother worked.'
Merel pushed her plate away a few centimetres. Hester saw but did not turn towards her. She had asked her mother something; she needed to stay with it.
'Why did you mention that loose railing yesterday?'
Marjan looked surprised. 'Because that's why it went so badly wrong.'
'Jasper hadn't mentioned it here. Not to me.'
'So I wasn't supposed to know? Hester, I ran that workshop. I spoke to the insurer. I helped arrange a funeral. It was in the papers.'
She said it easily. The answer fitted. Hester did not know exactly what the papers had said; she had not looked for the reports in years. The word could have come from public knowledge as readily as private. She had hoped for an odd hesitation and got an entirely reasonable mother looking back at her.
'I noticed it,' she said.
'I understand. You're apparently noticing a great deal now.' Marjan looked at Merel. 'It affected you badly at the time too.'
'Me too?'
'You know perfectly well what I mean.'
'Then don't make it sound as though I was sitting watching everybody else.'
Marjan sighed, not dramatically, just as though the evening were proving harder than necessary. She took the ladle and asked who wanted more gravy. Hester shook her head. Merel said nothing.
'I did what I could,' Marjan said. 'You were both so young. Someone had to make the calls, see that people ate, speak to the parents. It doesn't sound impressive now, but without those things a group falls apart.'
'We did fall apart,' Hester said.
'Yes. Perhaps that couldn't be helped.'
The defence was not absurd. Hester remembered the soup the day after Brecht died, the address list, people gathering round her mother because at least she knew what happened next. Hester had wanted somebody to know too. She could not invent a different youth in this room just because she now saw what the reassurance had cost.
'But it doesn't make everything right,' she said.
'I didn't say it did.'
Merel stood and began collecting plates. Marjan said she need not. Merel replied that she was taking her own to the kitchen, nothing else. Hester remained seated. She wanted to follow, but her sister needed no escort to put away a plate.
'This Robin,' Marjan said more quietly. 'You can't blame a child like that for having questions. But be careful she doesn't make you promise a story that isn't there.'
'She's twenty-four.'
'I know her age.'
'And she didn't ask for promises.'
'People rarely ask for exactly what they're hoping for. You have enough experience to know that.'
A good sentence, Hester thought. Her mother could win over a whole table with it. What someone hoped became impossible to check; whatever Marjan said about it could then pass for insight.
Merel returned with her helmet under her arm. 'I'm going.'
'There's yoghurt,' Marjan said.
'I'll have something at home.'
'Don't be silly. You can stay another ten minutes.'
'I want to go home.'
Her mother looked at Hester. Not asking; expecting her eldest to get the conversation back on track. Hester took the glass jug and topped up her own water.
'Then she'll go,' she said.
Marjan drew her head back slightly. 'So I hear.'
Merel said goodbye without a kiss. A coat zip sounded in the hall. Hester followed at a distance and, by the front door, asked only whether she had her bike light.
'I have,' Merel said. 'I'm not sixteen.'
'No.'
For a second they stood facing one another. Merel's look softened a little.
'I need to speak to Ruben tonight,' Hester said. 'About my statement.'
'I thought so.'
'I'll let you know I've done it.'
'That's all I need.'
She opened the door herself and went into the garden. Hester saw the cycle lamp come on, a firm white beam across the paving. She shut the door after Merel turned the corner.
In the sitting room Marjan had stacked the empty dishes. 'It does wear me out sometimes,' she said. 'You can't say anything these days.'
Hester picked up the dishes. 'You can say all sorts of things. And she can leave.'
'Was that really necessary?'
'Apparently.'
She took the things to the kitchen and asked where the storage tubs were. Marjan pointed to a cupboard. They worked side by side for ten minutes without resuming the conversation. She was not being banished. Her mother had her find a lid, pointed out the wrong size, pushed the yoghurt back into the fridge. Those predictable tasks made it possible to stay a little longer.
At the door Marjan offered food for tomorrow. Hester accepted, because refusing for its own sake would be another negotiation. She left the box of books; she had promised nothing about space in the boot.
'Ring me if there's anything,' Marjan said.
'I will when there's something to discuss.'
'You're so formal.'
Hester had no answer that would not start another conversation. She put on her coat, thanked her for dinner and left the garden. More than an hour until nine. In the studio she put the food in the fridge and took her written correction from her bag. She read it again. It needed no words about her mother.
The First Correction
Ruben sat by the window of the place on the station square. Two glasses remained on the table, one empty, the other holding a finger of beer. His colleague had left. Hester first saw him through the window and paused on the pavement to adjust her grip on her bag. Then she went in.
'Want anything?' he asked.
'Water's fine.'
'That doesn't count as an order here.'
'Tea, then.'
He caught the woman's eye behind the bar and ordered tea. Hester sat opposite. He still wore his coat, his folder beside him on the bench. Two of the three daily specials on the board behind the bar had been crossed out. She had chosen this place because it held no memories for her. Now she had to avoid turning even that absence into conversation.
'Your train?' she asked.
'Seven past ten. There's another if I miss it. Say what you wanted to say.'
She put her bag on the empty chair beside her. The notebook stayed inside.
'In 2004 I said Merel was with me in the kitchen when Brecht fell. It wasn't true. She only came in after I'd heard the crash. I hadn't seen her before.'
Ruben looked at the half-empty glass. His hand rested beside the beer mat, not round it.
'Why did you say that?'
'She was crying. I thought she might have done something she couldn't explain. I decided I had to shield her.'
'You thought she'd done something.'
'Yes.'
'And you let everybody look at me.'
Hester nodded. She could not trace all the suspicion directly to her one sentence, but she would not start apportioning it now. He had not known where her quick certainty came from. He had faced a whole group who could hide behind one another.
'I didn't defend you. I asked you nothing. I let you think I just didn't want to be with you any more.'
'You didn't.'
'No. I was afraid you'd notice something was wrong.'
He looked up. She had expected the first factual sentence to be hardest and underestimated what followed. His face did not turn furious. He looked at her as he might have looked at a stranger asking him to sign off an old claim for damages.
The tea arrived. The woman asked if he wanted another beer. Ruben shook his head and waited until she was behind the bar again.
'So all that time. When I rang and your mother said to leave you alone. You knew you'd made something up.'
'Yes.'
'And later? When you had a child, when we saw each other at that supermarket? Did you reach any age and think: now I can say it?'
Hester removed the teabag from the glass and put it on the saucer. It had not brewed long enough. She did not put it back; that would become something pointless to keep her busy.
'I kept thinking it wouldn't change anything. That I'd only put Merel in danger again. Leaving it seemed more and more reasonable.'
'Reasonable for you.'
'Yes.'
Ruben pushed away his beer. 'I'm finding it incredibly hard not to ask what was going on with your sister. You sit there saying you suspected her. Apparently I'm supposed to stay very calm and respect the limits of what you know.'
'You don't have to say that.'
'I know. But you've put her in my head.'
Exactly what Merel had meant. Hester had lived with an assumption for twenty-two years. She could pass it on, but that did not turn it into anything more. She could not counter that by presenting a better version of herself.
'I saw nothing that makes her responsible,' she said. 'Only that she was upset. Drawing a conclusion from that was wrong too. I'm telling you so you know why I lied, not so you'll reach the same conclusion.'
'You can't choose what somebody hears.'
'No.'
A bus arrived outside. A boy with a guitar on his back ran for the door and made it just in time. Ruben watched briefly. Then he asked whether she had corrected her statement or was merely consulting a few people first.
'I went to the police this morning. With Robin. Had it recorded.'
'Why with her?'
'She wanted to explain why she has questions. We didn't answer for each other.'
'And now you want me to do the same about the path.'
'That's your decision. I think they should have your account. But I don't want it to sound as though finally doing my part gives me the right to tell you what to do.'
He looked at her and lifted his folder off the bench. It held more than the delivery list. Hester saw a train ticket, work papers, a small birthday card. A life that had not been laid out for this week.
'I'll contact them,' he said. 'Not because you think I should.'
'Good.'
'And I'll help with the delivery on Wednesday. If Jasper starts again, I leave. That's not a threat to Fleur. I just won't stay to prove I'm innocent enough for your afternoon.'
'I'll record that as a working arrangement.'
'You don't have to record everything.'
Hester did not laugh. He was right, though some practical part genuinely needed passing on. She asked whether he wanted his name mentioned when she told the others on Wednesday what she had corrected. He said she did not need his name to explain her own words.
'You didn't lie because I existed. You lied to protect your sister. Say that. And let me decide what I say.'
She nodded. A telephone rang at the bar. The woman answered with her first name and said the kitchen was closed. The ordinary world kept providing brief interruptions in which Hester could recover without needing Ruben to do it for her.
'I don't expect you to forgive me,' she said.
He straightened his coat. 'I find that sentence difficult. Now I'm supposed to say it's good that you understand.'
'You don't have to.'
'There it is again.'
Hester looked at her tea. He had done nothing cruel by agreeing to hear her out. She was only discovering how little there was to say once she stopped secretly trying to secure a favourable response.
'Thank you for coming,' she said.
'That one's all right.'
He stood and went to pay. Hester asked what she owed. He gave the price of the tea and she transferred it back immediately on her phone. No treat, no elaborate gesture from either of them.
Outside they walked the same way as far as the station corner. Ruben held his phone to the ticket reader and looked back.
'I'm not deciding anything about us tonight,' he said.
'There doesn't have to be an us.'
'That's what I mean. You're ahead of me again. I'm just telling you what I'm not doing now.'
Hester put her hands in her pockets. She waited until he had really finished.
'Goodnight,' he said.
'Goodnight.'
She walked back without watching him go. Outside the closed cycle shop she took out her phone and told Merel she had spoken to Ruben. Then she deleted the sentence saying it had gone as well as possible. Her sister did not need an assessment of how Hester had survived her own confession.
Merel rang almost at once. Hester sat on the low wall beside the shop.
'What did you say?'
'The same precise correction. That you came in after the crash. That I'd seen nothing. I also told him why I lied. That I was afraid you'd done something.'
Merel did not answer straight away. Hester heard a tap and Bram in the background asking whether he could turn out the light. Merel said she was coming.
'So he thinks it now too.'
'I don't know. He said I couldn't choose what he heard. I told him my fear wasn't a fact.'
'It wasn't.'
'No.'
A man on an electric bike braked at the crossing. The delivery bag on his back was bigger than his torso. Hester watched until the light turned green. Her sister's brief silence did not require another argument.
'I'm angry with you,' Merel said.
'I know.'
'I'm not saying it as a warning. Just because I am.'
'All right.'
'And I'm glad I no longer have to pretend you know exactly where I was.'
Hester rested her free hand on the cold stone beside her. 'I never knew.'
'I know. We just behaved as though you did. As though I had to back up your story, even to you.'
She had arranged it so herself. If Merel was frightened, it proved she needed protection. If she got on with her life, it proved the protection had worked. Hester had left no room for contradiction.
'Would you like to talk tomorrow?' she asked.
'Not first thing. I've got shopping, then the kitchen. I might ask you round on Thursday. I'll see how things go.'
'Fine.'
'And don't ask Mum how I am in the meantime.'
'I won't.'
Merel breathed out audibly. 'I'll be cycling to work tomorrow as usual. You don't need to pick me up anywhere.'
'I wasn't planning to.'
'Not now, perhaps.'
Something of their old humour, without resolving the rest. Hester was glad she did not instantly answer with a joke to win their relationship back. She simply said she was available, without making availability an appointment.
Merel asked whether Fleur had arranged another group meeting. Hester said they still needed one on Wednesday evening, mainly because the exhibition texts were unfinished. If she raised her correction there, she would tell her sister beforehand. Not to make her part of a version, but to stop her being unexpectedly confronted again.
'I'll decide for myself whether to come,' Merel said.
'Yes.'
'Good. At least I know.'
A small, workable agreement. Hester noted it only after the call, among the working hours and the appointment with Tessa. Her sister did not need to sign it.
On the way back to Nieuwstraat a message arrived from Robin. Her gran would see Hester at home the following morning. Half past eight. Robin sent the address and said Else would show her the letter. Else had also made it clear she was angry about the invitations. Hester did not need to mediate.
Hester replied that she would come. She asked whether Else wanted her to bring anything, then deleted the question before sending. No polite purchase could give the visit a different reason. Just a pen for herself, if Else allowed her to take notes.
In the studio she took off her shoes by the door. Her mother's food was in the fridge, bread on the worktop, an invoice waiting on her laptop, for work still unpaid. She sent that first. Then she cleared the table, laid out her notebook and checked the walking time to Else's street.
Eleven minutes. She set her alarm so she would not need to hurry. Brecht's envelope went back in her bag with the other papers. She had not thrown it away and would show it tomorrow only if Else asked. For now she did not need to put anything on an empty chair. She needed to ring a doorbell at half past eight.
What Brecht Wanted
Else had spread a towel over the table to protect the wood from the sharp edge of her drawing box. Beside it, Hester noticed a thin tablecloth folded into a square. Something had been moved before they arrived. That small sign of preparation unsettled her more than Monday's invitation had.
'You can put your coat there,' Else said. 'We don't use that chair anyway.'
Robin pulled the chair towards her and sat down, still wearing her coat. Her tool case stood under the table. She had to be in Dordrecht at twelve to dismantle an exhibition, she had told Hester on the way. Her client was paying for three installers, not two and a woman counting screws between phone calls.
Else slid a sheet of paper into the middle of the table. 'This is the letter. Not something I only found yesterday. It was with her cards. I sometimes read it on her birthday, if I can bear to.'
Hester kept her hands on her knees. The paper had two folds, a small tear at the top and Else's former address. A stamp had been removed from the envelope. Otherwise it looked like a letter someone had written because calling seemed too expensive, or because there would be questions at the other end of the line.
'May I read it?'
'That's why you're here.'
Brecht had asked her mother to look after Robin the following Saturday. She wanted to visit an open studio in Utrecht where someone was renting out workspaces. She described a painted-cardboard set that kept falling over in the draught, and a production for which there was still no money. Then came six lines about De Werf. She was leaving. She wanted to take her designs with her. Marjan had once again had her own name put beneath the work in an announcement. This time Brecht would contact whoever was writing the text herself.
Hester read the passage twice, more slowly the second time. It was not a farewell. Brecht asked her mother to keep the blue cup Robin liked using. Below her signature, she added that for once she would also like someone else to peel the potatoes.
'I've still got that cup,' Else said. 'Ugly thing. A duck on it that looks like a chicken.'
Robin took off her coat. 'It's at mine.'
'Then you've still got it.'
Hester looked at the last sentence. In her memories, Brecht was often hurrying towards her with a pot of brushes tucked under her arm, angry because someone had let the paint dry out. Or she saw the people standing round Brecht at the foot of the stairs again. Two fixed pictures, with almost nothing between them for twenty-two years. The young woman who wanted something other than De Werf, who asked for a babysitter and simply did not want to peel potatoes, fitted neither picture.
'I didn't know she was looking for a place of her own,' she said.
'Hardly anyone did. She had to find out whether she could afford it first. A place like that is another bill, after all.'
Else lifted the lid of the box. Inside were photographs, leaflets, an exercise book containing a shopping list for a party. She chose nothing remarkable. A photograph of Brecht in swimming shorts and a far too roomy shirt, with Robin on her hip. Another of her mending a puncture. Else kept hold of that one.
'She was having a good moan about it here. I'd bought her that bicycle. Second-hand. She thought I'd been ripped off. But she used it for another three years.'
Robin gave a brief laugh. 'Sounds familiar.'
'At least you haven't got a mother to moan back at you any more.'
Else put the photograph down before either of them could answer. Hester was glad Robin did not pretend the remark had not affected her. She ran her thumb over the hinge of her tool case, then said she had bought a second-hand drill the week before that only worked on one setting. Else asked how much she had paid. For a few minutes they talked about things that could still be repaired.
Only when Robin drew the envelope towards her again did Hester ask whether Ellen had seen the letter yet. On Tuesday she had said an original existed, not that she had it herself.
'I rang yesterday,' Else said. 'They're collecting it this afternoon. Or I'll take it in, if they can't collect. I want a receipt for what I hand over.'
'You'll get one,' Robin said. 'They were going to ring back about that.'
'Then I'll wait. And you're only taking the copy.'
A transparent folder lay beneath the box. At the top of the printout, in plain block capitals, was the word COPY. Hester was grateful someone else was making the distinction. Her work consisted of versions: provisional lists, final lists, lists revised yet again. She did not have to decide which details might matter later. It was enough that Else knew what she was giving, and to whom.
'I'd like a copy for the exhibition captions too,' Hester said. 'Just to check the names. I'm not putting the letter on display.'
'You decide that with Robin. Not just with me.'
Robin took a second printout from the folder. 'You can use this to check what we say about her leaving. Not to print all those lines word for word. The cup doesn't need to go on a wall.'
Hester nodded. 'I won't parade it as evidence.'
Else looked at her. 'You used to turn all sorts of things into evidence. That she was difficult. That she wanted too much. If she wanted paying, suddenly she didn't care enough about the children.'
Hester thought of the times she had said there simply wasn't any money. She had been twenty-two, busy arranging tables and buying serviettes with cash someone handed her in an envelope. She had passed on Marjan's phrases as practical information, without asking who was actually making up the shortfall.
'I said it too,' she replied. 'Not to Brecht, as far as I remember. But about her.'
'And did you believe it?'
'Probably.'
Else plainly disliked that word, but Hester could not replace it with a certainty she did not have. She remembered feeling grown-up when she reminded another volunteer of their duty. She no longer knew how often she had done it with Brecht. She explained the distinction. Else unfolded the tablecloth and draped it over the empty chair beside her, as though something needed protecting after all.
'She could be unreasonable too,' she said. 'I'm not going to make her a perfect child. She wanted me available all the time, and if I wanted something myself, it never suited. But her work was hers. She knew that perfectly well.'
Robin got up to fetch water. From the small kitchen she asked where the glasses were. Else replied that they had been on the same shelf for eight years. Robin said eight years was no reason to keep choosing the wrong shelf. Hester heard two cupboard doors. She left the copy where it was and asked what Else knew about Daan.
Else sat straighter. 'What do you want to know?'
'Robin said he'd spoken about Ruben. I saw him yesterday, but he wasn't clear about what he'd seen himself.'
'He told me. Not all at once. First he said things didn't add up. Not much use when someone then starts talking about the bus.'
Robin returned with three glasses and set one down by Hester. 'Gran means he had to go.'
'I mean he wanted to go. Last month he finally said Ruben was already outside. That he'd seen him by the path. I asked why I was hearing it after all these years.'
'What did he say?'
'That he couldn't remember properly any more. Then that he did remember being angry. I told him those were two different answers.'
Hester wanted to call Daan immediately. An appointment, a place, questions in the right order: she was itching for something to organise. She left her phone in her bag. Ellen could approach him. Daan could decide to speak for himself. That did not stop Hester wanting to ask why he had been standing outside while Ruben's name went round inside.
'I said something I knew wasn't true as well,' she said. 'I said Merel was in the kitchen with me when Brecht fell. She wasn't. She only came in afterwards.'
Else moved her glass a little further from the papers. 'Have you told the police?'
'Yesterday.'
'And Merel?'
'She knows. Ruben too.'
'Good,' Else said. It did not sound like praise. 'Then I don't have to ask when you're thinking of starting.'
Robin did not look surprised. Hester had said it in front of her on Tuesday. Yet the sentence had been different here, at a table where someone had kept photographs from before the fall. She had never told Else a lie of her own. She had merely let her live with the collective version, which had amounted to the same thing.
'I thought I was protecting my sister,' Hester said.
'From what?'
'I wasn't sure.'
Else held her gaze. 'So you chose without knowing.'
No answer she could give would make what she had done seem less serious. Hester did not ask to be understood. She took her notebook from her bag and wrote beside her appointment with Fleur: check credits with Robin. She did not write down what Else had just said. She did not want to reduce it to an action point.
Robin had to leave. She carried the tool case to the door herself and came back for her coat. In the hall, Else asked whether she would stay for dinner on Saturday. Robin could not promise yet; she did not know how much work would be left at De Werf. They agreed she would call on Thursday. Three sentences, without reproach or a promise that everything would be better from now on.
At the door, Else put a hand on Hester's arm. 'Your mother will say Brecht was ungrateful.'
Hester noticed the narrow scar at Else's wrist. 'Has she said that to you before?'
'After the funeral. Holding a dish of food. I gave the dish back. Kept the food. I didn't feel like cooking as well.'
She withdrew her hand and pointed to the copy sticking out beneath Hester's notebook. 'Make sure that doesn't get left in some hall.'
Outside, Robin put her case in the car. A worn sticker bore her name, large enough to read across a room. Hester said she would walk back to De Werf. Robin had to get on to Dordrecht.
'Good. I really must go now,' Robin said.
She sat down and placed her phone in its holder. Before pulling the door shut, she said, 'I don't want that letter to end up existing only because she died.'
'What do you want to put with it?'
'That she wanted to move. And that she went to that studio. She'd been there that Saturday. Gran never kept the train tickets, before you ask.'
Hester gave a small smile. 'I wasn't going to.'
'Good.'
The car drove off. Hester walked past the houses, stopped at the first junction and took the copy from her bag. At the top was an ordinary greeting: Dear Mum. She put the sheet in the inside folder of her work notebook, where she usually kept contracts, and called Fleur. They needed to discuss the exhibition text again before it went to the printer.
The Name beneath the Work
Fleur had already paid the printer. She did not say so when Hester came in, but laid the invoice on top of the proofs, its corner precisely aligned with the edge of the table. In the hall, Amir was pulling a trolley of folded chairs towards the storeroom. He raised a hand and asked whether the large banner was still going up on the street side.
'Leave that for a moment,' Hester said.
'Until when, exactly?'
'Half past one. I'll have an answer for you then.'
He wrote something on the piece of cardboard lying on the trolley and wheeled it away. Fleur watched him go. 'He's only here till five. No one else is going to stand around all week waiting for me.'
'Which is why I want to decide now what we can do.'
Tessa was sitting on the edge of the stage with her laptop on her knees. She had brought a work light with its own battery, because she did not trust the colours under the hall lighting. On the screen was a picture of a painted backdrop: long strips of river, with little houses like upside-down boxes. What Hester remembered best was carrying those boxes outside after the performance. On the proof beside it were the words Design and supervision: Marjan Koster.
'Who supplied that line?' she asked.
'I did,' Fleur said. 'From the old folder.'
'Not me,' Tessa said. 'I only supplied the image. And the photographer is me.'
Hester laid the copy of the letter face down on the table. 'Brecht wrote about her own designs and the wrong name underneath,' she said. 'Else and Robin want the captions to be right.'
Fleur slipped the invoice beneath a sheet. 'Then we'll put Marjan and Brecht together. Surely that's fairest if we're not certain?'
'Aren't we certain?' Tessa asked.
'You were there.'
'That doesn't make me the maker of everything I've got a photograph of.'
Tessa opened another folder. It contained scans of loose sheets: pencil drawings, paint samples, a sketch with a fold running right across it. They came from her own work folder. She had had the drawings copied at a stationer's at the time, to help her decide which parts of the set to photograph. She did not know where the originals were now.
One scan showed four small houses along a strip of water. Beside the second house someone had written that the shutter had to open properly. Underneath was Brecht, in small letters, and a telephone number no longer in use. Hester thought of the blue fingers Brecht always pointed things out with, the colour staying in the creases of her skin for another two days.
She thought of an afternoon in the spring of 2004, not the final week. She had been sitting at this same table with a proof of an announcement. Brecht had one knee on a chair to hold a cardboard house at the right height. The shutter kept falling shut. She asked Hester to put a coin on the edge, and when that failed she slipped the coin into her trouser pocket. 'An advance,' she said. 'From the treasurer.'
Hester had laughed and shown her the announcement. Brecht stepped off the chair, wiped her hand on a cloth and pointed beneath Marjan's name with a dirty fingernail. 'And who made this, then?'
'It means the supervision,' Hester had replied.
'It says design.'
She had read the proof again. It did. She remembered her own irritation better than anything else: she wanted to deliver the sheet before closing time, and now something else needed changing. Brecht took a pencil from Hester's hand and wrote her own name above it. The point snapped against the wood beneath the thin paper. 'Look. That's all the space I need.'
It had not turned into a long argument. Hester took the correction with her. Later Marjan said the printer was working from the original version and they would pay more attention next time. Hester had not gone back. She had known that all these years; she had simply never told it as a story about Brecht. Her accounts of that afternoon were about an awkward shutter and a coin she had never got back.
'This is her design,' Tessa said. 'I know that. She explained why there had to be a shutter. An actor had to pass a letter out from inside. Marjan wanted someone just to put it on the stage, because that was less work.'
'Can we write that down, then?' Hester asked.
'The first part, yes. I don't need the squabble about the shutter in there. I'm not re-enacting old conversations.'
Fleur went over to the large banner lying on two trestles. The heading was already printed: Twenty-two years of creating together. On Monday, Hester had read it as an innocent reference to time. Now she found herself counting the years when nothing at all had been made together, when everyone had simply grown older and Brecht had stayed twenty-two.
'That heading has to go,' she said.
'It's fabric, Hester. Not a sheet out of a printer.'
'Then we don't use it.'
Fleur ran her hands along the edge. 'We can't afford everything twice. The foundation's board will want to know why I approved this invoice.'
'Then they'll get an answer. The information has changed.'
'No. The information was there. We didn't ask for it.'
The admission was so unexpected that Hester left her next argument unspoken. Fleur was still looking at the banner. She pulled off a loose thread and laid it on a trestle. Only then did she pick up her phone.
The call to the printer lasted four minutes. They could supply smaller sheets if the file arrived before three. There was no time for a new banner. The costs already incurred would stand. Fleur repeated the sum quietly and asked whether she could collect the sheets herself on Thursday. After hanging up, she sat at the table.
'I don't want it to look as if I had this printed on purpose,' she said.
'No one's saying that,' Hester replied.
'Not yet.'
Tessa put her laptop on the table. 'I deliberately supplied only the pleasant photographs. I can say that much now. You asked for pictures showing what this place had meant. I chose smiling people, not flaking paint. But that turned itself into a story where everyone was happy with how things were.'
'You don't have to spare me,' Fleur said.
'I'm trying to explain what I need to change. Not get a better confession out of you.'
Hester drew a blank proof towards her and made three columns: image, maker and permission. Fleur asked whether that would mean even more work. Hester said there were five images. The rest could come out of the display. A smaller exhibition was still an exhibition.
They began with the river backdrop. Designed by Brecht Boon. Made with volunteers from De Werf. Photograph by Tessa van Loon. Where they could not establish names, they would not invent any. Tessa was uncertain about the second image, a procession with wooden birds. She knew who had cut them out, not who had designed them. She searched her paper folder and found only an order for paint.
'Then we write what we know,' Hester said. 'Scenery for the procession, made at De Werf. We credit the supervision separately if we can substantiate it.'
'Marjan won't like that.'
'She can supply a specific correction.'
Fleur looked up. 'With evidence? Are you going to ask our former chair for receipts from twenty-two years ago? She was a volunteer.'
'For an explanation. Like everyone else.'
A door slammed in the side corridor. Amir called that he was leaving the trolley where no one could trip over it. Hester went to check the access to the storeroom with him. In the kitchen, a box of cups stood in the middle of the floor. She moved it onto a table. She was glad of the weight of something she could move without a debate.
Amir pointed to the stairs. 'And that picture frame upstairs? You don't want me fetching that for you, do you?'
'No. Upstairs stays closed to visitors. If we need anything, we'll arrange it separately.'
'Good. I'm not carrying ladders through a full hall because someone decides they want another frame after all.'
Back at the table, she saw Fleur had crossed out the programme heading. Beneath it, in her handwriting, was Work from De Werf: Names and Memories, followed by a question mark.
Hester rang Robin. She did not answer straight away. A message came through: Holding a panel. Call you in a bit. Hester put the five proposed captions in one document, turned the uncertain points into questions and sent it directly to her. No public link, no request to manage her mother's history in the next ten minutes.
Tessa checked her watch. 'I have to leave at twelve. There's a clothes shop that wants to open tomorrow without fingerprints on its new window.'
'I thought you were staying here today,' Fleur said.
'Until twelve. It was in my email. It's paid work.'
Fleur began to say something, stopped and took out her diary. 'Then let's go through those five now.'
The third picture showed a group at the back of the building. Ruben stood on the left, half turned away from the camera. Tessa did not want to include it. It belonged to the contact-sheet sequence they had looked at on Tuesday. It said something about routes and who had been there, but in an exhibition every eye would go to the edge of the frame. Hester agreed.
'We can simply not put up a photograph of him,' she said.
'It'll look as if we're leaving him out,' Fleur said.
'We ask what he wants. If he doesn't want a photograph, there won't be one. This isn't a roll call.'
Fleur wrote call Ruben on her list. The small action meant more than the new heading. On Monday she would have chosen a portrait, then sent a message saying how lovely it looked.
Robin called back as they reached the last caption. In the background a tape measure rattled. She had glanced through the texts and asked whether the chest of animal masks still existed. According to Else, Brecht had made them for a school play; the children had chosen the animals themselves. Hester did not know and did not promise to look for the chest.
'If the masks aren't there, we don't need new ones,' Robin said. 'I don't want replicas just because otherwise a corner will be empty.'
Tessa gave a thumbs-up. Hester asked permission to use the two design images. Robin gave it for the local display, without publication of the entire letter or sales of prints. Fleur added the restriction to the files. It looked like ordinary paperwork. Hester noticed how readily she retreated into it, but this time, at least, the paper protected the person the work belonged to.
At twenty-five past eleven, Fleur sent the final order. She chose plain black type on uncoated paper. The sheets would go on existing display panels. The large banner stayed on the trestles until Amir could roll it up. He came into the hall, saw their faces and asked only whether they had an answer yet.
'No banner on the street side,' Hester said. 'Three panels in the foyer. I'll mark the positions on your plan.'
Fleur followed them to the door. Outside, a supplier was waiting with a crate of glasses. He had tried a different contact number and reached no one. There would be a surcharge if he had to deliver again. Fleur signed the delivery note without arguing. Once the man had gone, she asked whether Hester had kept track of her own hours.
'Yes.'
'Including this morning's conversation?'
Hester looked at the empty space above the entrance. 'The part about the programme.'
'It'll all end up on one bill. Board members don't see a distinction between personal history and an overspent budget.'
'Then I'll itemise them separately.'
Fleur nodded without smiling. She went back to the table to write the email to her board. Hester drew the three panels on the floor plan and handed Amir the pencil. He pointed to the edge of the foyer, where the door had to open all the way. Together they moved the first little rectangle twenty centimetres to one side.
Daan on the Other Side
Daan asked her to meet him at the cycle racks behind the music school. At four he had to start with a group playing together for the first time. Hester asked why he did not want to meet inside. He said there were pupils everywhere, and he did not even know their names yet. A good reason, she thought, until she saw him waiting outside, facing the water.
He was carrying a paper bag with a roll he had bought on the way. He offered her half. She said she had eaten, although lunch had amounted to two rusks from Fleur's cupboard.
'I called Ellen,' he said.
Hester stayed beside her bicycle. 'Really?'
'I couldn't get her straight away. I left my number. I want to tell you first what I'm going to say, because I made things worse yesterday.'
She wanted to ask whether Robin knew. She held back. He had begun by saying what he intended to do. She could ask him to contact Robin directly afterwards, but she could not collect every word on her behalf.
Daan set the bag on his bicycle rack. 'I saw Ruben come onto the path. That evening. From the gate at De Werf. Not just somewhere nearby. He came out of the yard and turned right, along the water.'
'Where were you?'
'Further along. By the bench that used to be there. There's one of those fibre-optic cabinets there now. I was smoking. Brecht hated it, so I did it outside.'
'Did you speak to him?'
'No. He didn't look at me. I thought, good, he's pissing off.'
Hester heard the ugly word and recognised something unpolished for the first time. Ruben had argued with Brecht; they had discussed that on Tuesday. Daan had wanted to defend Brecht and had disliked Ruben. Letting him walk away had been a choice he could feel satisfied with at the time.
'Did you know what they'd argued about?'
'I'd heard bits. He thought she'd promised him something about a job. She thought he wasn't listening. It wasn't about your mother.'
Hester looked at the school's glass door. Inside hung a sheet of lesson times, handwritten amendments beside a cancelled afternoon. She thought of Brecht wanting to leave, with too little money and too many people expecting things of her. Not every clash in her final week had to be reduced to the same argument.
Daan took his phone from his coat pocket and laid it on the bag. 'After that I went back towards the gate. I didn't want to go straight in. I was angry. I wanted her to come looking for me. I'm more ashamed of that than the smoking.'
'Did you hear anything?'
'Not clearly. I know Ruben came back later. There was shouting inside by then. But whether I heard a bang or only a voice afterwards, I honestly can't separate those any more.'
Hester thought of his answer on Tuesday, that he knew nothing for certain. This time he named something he did know and left the rest alone. She asked whether he remembered a time. He shook his head at once.
'I was wearing a watch. That's not the same as having looked at it. Lessons here start at a set time. That evening didn't.'
She was glad he had not rewarded her question. Everything in her wanted to gather minutes, a clear line from gate to stairs, from Ruben to the place where he had not been. For a moment Tessa's photograph had tempted her to think she could reconstruct the entire evening. But an outdoor picture could not supply a second it did not contain.
'Why didn't you say?' she asked.
Daan lifted his bag as a boy parked his bicycle beside his. He greeted the boy by his surname, then corrected himself with his first name. They waited until the school door closed.
'I did say he'd been out,' Daan replied. 'But not clearly. I made it sound as though it could have been after the fall. Nobody kept asking about it at the time, as far as I know. Later I told myself they must have written it down.'
'You could have checked, couldn't you? Or asked?'
'Yes.'
He opened the paper bag. The roll was wrapped in a second serviette. He folded back both layers, looked at it and folded them shut again.
'I wanted him to lose something,' he said. 'Brecht was dead. Robin was with Else. People were cooking meals and putting notes through my door, and no one could tell me what I was supposed to do now. Ruben could go to work. I couldn't bear that.'
'You didn't know what he'd lost.'
'No. I didn't ask either.'
Hester leaned her bicycle against the rack. She thought of the months when she herself had barely been able to bear Ruben wanting anything other than to sit on her sofa as if everything could become ordinary again. She had read his anger as danger. His leaving had confirmed something she had already refused to examine.
'I don't want you telling me this because I'll find it easier to forgive you,' she said.
'I'd like that,' Daan replied. 'Easy. But I know you too well.'
She laughed despite herself. He looked up and smiled briefly, making nothing more of it. Then he asked whether he could reach Robin. She was working, Hester said. He could message and ask when she had time. Not send a long account she would have to read between heavy panels.
Daan typed. Hester looked away at two pigeons searching for bread beneath the bench. She left him that space. When his phone rang, he stopped halfway through a sentence and answered. He gave his name, listened and glanced at Hester.
'Yes,' he said. 'I can do tomorrow after half past one. But if it has to be today, I'll arrange cover.'
Daan asked whether he should also send a short message about the route. Then he said he understood and would come in himself. Hester looked at his hand on the paper bag. It almost hurt to hear how ordinary an appointment with the police could sound.
When he had hung up, he said they would speak to him on Thursday. He had to write down what he remembered and distinguish what he knew from what he had heard later. Hester nodded. She did not want a copy of his notes to read.
'Will you walk with me for a bit?' he asked. 'To the end of the street. Then I can eat this roll and you don't have to watch me.'
They walked alongside the music-school building. Through an open window came a run of single notes, returning to the same mistake. Daan waited to eat until they had turned the corner. Hester asked whether he enjoyed teaching. He looked surprised, as though this week his work had existed only to make his appointments difficult.
'Mostly. Today I'm expecting four clarinets and a girl who thinks she's enrolled for saxophone. Her father arranged it.'
'Could be a disappointment.'
'For the father, certainly.'
He told her about an adult pupil who had taken up the trumpet after retiring and tried to pull a different instrument out of the case at every lesson, because he kept mixing up his grandchildren's cases at home. Hester laughed properly. Daan brushed a crumb from his jumper. The story made him no better or more innocent, but it gave him an ordinary working day again, something Hester had forgotten to see in anyone these last few days.
He stopped at the corner. 'I burdened Else with it too. First saying just enough to worry her, then backing away again. She practically had to help me tell her something about her own daughter.'
'She knows that.'
'Doesn't make it better.'
'No.'
His phone vibrated. He looked at the screen and did not pass it to Hester. 'Robin wants a ten-minute call this evening. I can do that.' He typed a reply. Hester saw his thumb hover briefly over the screen before he put the phone away.
'I have to get back,' he said.
She walked with him to her bicycle. He tossed the empty bag towards the bin, missed and picked it up. At the school door he turned once more.
'I'll ask Ruben myself whether he wants to hear my account. No apologies to him through you.'
'Good.'
'And you don't have to make that easier for me either.'
Once he was inside, Hester stood by the rack for another minute. She had wanted to tell him she would correct her alibi to everyone, but had swallowed it. His decision did not call for a reciprocal gesture he had to witness on the spot.
She did not cycle straight to De Werf. At the water she dismounted. The path ran behind the houses, low fences on one side and, on the other, a row of posts where boats had once been moored. From here she could see De Werf's gate if she tilted her head a little.
She looked at where the gate opened and how the fence screened the yard from view. Then she rang Ruben.
'I've spoken to Daan,' she said when he answered. 'He wants to contact you himself.'
'About what?'
'What he saw outside that night. He's got an appointment to tell the police.'
At his end she heard a printer start up. Ruben asked whether she was ringing to tell him he had to be nice to Daan. She said that was not her intention, and realised as she spoke that she would have liked the conversation to go calmly.
'I didn't want it sprung on you,' she said. 'That's the most I can say.'
'All right. Let him call, then.'
He had a meeting to go into. She wished him luck and got a brief thank you. After the call, she typed no message to explain further. Her screen stayed blank until Fleur rang.
'Where are you?' Fleur asked.
'By the path. What's wrong?'
'Come round the front. There's something on the door.'
Hester turned her bicycle. She could be in the yard round the back in two minutes, but Fleur had said the front. She took the street. At the corner she could already see that the glass door no longer held only opening hours and a freshly printed programme. A white sheet hung over the flyer, fixed with two broad strips of clear tape. Across the top, in large letters, it said the gathering had been cancelled.
Cancelled
Fleur held a hand in front of the paper while Hester locked her bicycle. There was something odd about the gesture, as though she were protecting a photograph from sunlight. Behind her stood a woman with two shopping bags, reading round Fleur's wrist.
'Could someone not have told me sooner?' she asked. 'I was coming with my sister.'
'Nothing's been cancelled,' Fleur said.
'It says it has.'
Hester read the sheet without touching it. Owing to unforeseen circumstances, the organisers were cancelling the planned open day and associated gatherings. There was an apology, a promise of further information and, at the bottom: On behalf of the organisers of De Werf. No name, telephone number or date. The logo had been copied from an old flyer; a fragment of text ran along one edge of the image.
'When did this go up?' Hester asked.
'I got back from the printer twenty minutes ago. I went to discuss the paper. Amir was working at the back door. He hasn't seen anyone at the front.'
'Did you decide this?'
Fleur gave her a sharp look. 'Of course not.'
'I have to ask outright.'
The woman with the bags sighed. Hester asked her to wait a minute. She gave her name and explained that she was coordinating the programme, that an incorrect notice had been put on the door and that she was checking who had put it there. The woman mainly wanted to know whether her sister would make a wasted trip on Sunday. Hester could no longer promise a large programme, but said the final information would be posted where the event was already advertised. The woman copied the website address from the genuine flyer.
'Then put what is going ahead at the top,' she said. 'I'm not reading it all again.'
Hester thanked her and waited until she was out of shot. She photographed the whole door first, then the text. Fleur already had her phone to her ear.
'Jasper isn't answering.'
'Call his co-owner. The foundation isn't the only party involved.'
Fleur scrolled through her contacts. Hester could tell by her mouth that she was searching for a polite opening and gave up. She said who she was, asked whether a cancellation had been decided and listened. Her answers were two noes and an address to send a photograph to. Then she handed Hester the phone.
The co-owner introduced himself again. Hester knew his name from the contract, not from the old group. He had approved no cancellation. Access to the hired rooms and the usual arrangements remained unchanged. He wanted to be kept informed of any safety problems. He asked whether Hester was using the building now.
'For preparations,' she said. 'There are no visitors inside.'
'Let me know if that changes. And let me know first if anyone starts refunding costs on our behalf.'
She promised only what she could report herself. He did not want old arguments on the telephone, and she had no grounds to draw him into them. When they hung up, Fleur wrote the outcome on the back of a proof.
Amir came into the foyer with an empty crate. He had let a supplier in through the front door at a quarter past three. According to him, nothing had been hanging there then. Afterwards he had gone to the storeroom. He immediately added that he had not looked at the clock when he passed the door.
'I can get my delivery note,' he said. 'Then you'll know when the man was here. I can't be more exact than that.'
Hester asked him to keep the note with his own paperwork. He did not have to reconstruct a list of local residents. No one had been watching the front door during the preparations. Anyone could tape a sheet of paper to glass. Even that simple possibility made her angry: it took no special power to cost them an hour's work.
Fleur pointed to the edge of the tape. 'Are you taking it down?'
'I'll call to report it first. One minute.'
Ellen was not directly available. Hester rang the contact number she had been given, said it was not an immediate emergency and explained that an unauthorised cancellation notice had appeared on the door. She gave her location and described what she had recorded. The person taking the call asked whether it contained threats. Hester read out the text. She also explained that the disruption followed their earlier report. A request for a return call was noted; she could keep the sheet without doing anything else to it.
It sounded undramatic. The woman on the telephone did not know who used to have keys here, or who stood to gain from Robin being faced with an empty hall. That did not have to be solved in a single conversation. Hester took her work folder from her bag and laid a clean plastic sleeve on the table.
Fleur carefully peeled off the sheet. Two pieces of tape stayed on the glass. At Hester's request, she slipped the paper into the sleeve, loose edges of tape still attached. On a note Hester wrote who had found it and who had removed it.
'That wording,' Fleur said. 'Unforeseen circumstances. That's how your mother writes.'
Hester had thought the same. She could almost hear Marjan explaining that wording should leave people room to manoeuvre. She also knew how often she had used those words in an event plan herself.
'Lots of people write like that.'
'But she had the old logo.'
'So did the whole foundation. And anyone who took one of those leaflets home.'
Fleur pulled a chair towards her. 'I'm not trying to get her arrested over a logo.'
'Neither am I.'
Hester stayed on her feet. Her hands were dirty from the bicycle and she wanted to wash them before touching anything else. In the kitchen she turned on the tap. Through the ordinary window she saw the yard, the trolleys beside the wall and the rear exit from the side corridor. The towpath gate was closed, not concealed. She thought of all those ways in and out, serving two different times at once in her head. She had to be able to say what was happening today without mixing in everything from 2004.
Her mother called as she dried her hands. Marjan began by asking what time she was coming that evening. Hester had made no arrangement and said so.
'I thought we could have a quiet talk.'
'About what?'
'What's happening. I hear people are ringing each other. I don't think it's wise for everyone to go doing their own thing.'
Hester looked at the window. 'Who told you that?'
'People who know me. That's still allowed.'
'A false notice was put on the door at De Werf. Saying Sunday's cancelled. We've taken it down.'
Marjan said nothing for a moment. Hester heard crockery, metal tapping a plate.
'Perhaps someone was trying to be sensible,' her mother said.
'Did you put it up?'
'What sort of question is that?'
'A straightforward one. Did you make that notice or put it up?'
'I'm not employed by you to put notices up there. Nor do I have to account to you for every moment of my day.'
It was not a denial, but neither was it an admission. Hester tightened the tap; it was still dripping. She could turn the question into a battle that ended with her mother as an elderly woman who had been badly treated. Or she could establish what she had and had not heard.
'I'm reporting it as an unauthorised notice,' she said. 'The client hasn't cancelled.'
'If that's more important to you than how your sister is coping.'
'I'll ask Merel what she needs myself.'
'Yes. I'm sure she'll enjoy that. More questions.'
Marjan did not end the call angrily. She wished Hester a peaceful afternoon and said there was always food. That made it harder to put down her phone, not easier.
Two people were now standing outside the foyer glass. Fleur was explaining that the printed cancellation had not come from them. One woman showed her a photograph someone had shared in the neighbourhood messaging group. Just enough of the logo was visible to make it look genuine.
Hester asked whether she knew the original sender. Not to question him, she said, but so they could get a correction to the same place. The woman forwarded the message to Fleur. It had already been forwarded twice. No one knew who had made the sheet.
They drafted a brief correction: an unauthorised notice had been removed; the programme was being revised; visitors could check the final information on Friday. Hester did not want to write that everything was going ahead as planned. She did not know that, and it was exactly that rush to reassure that had made the old story so useful.
'Can't we just say it was a misunderstanding?' Fleur asked.
'Then people will ask whose. And we haven't got an answer.'
Fleur looked at the photograph. 'The board will be down on me over this.'
'Then I'll send you a factual account.'
'I don't want another account. I want someone to do what they said they'd do.'
Hester let her vent. She had wanted exactly that when Merel was nineteen: someone to stay in their role, because otherwise the consequences were too big to sort out. Fleur took her phone and sent the correction to the woman outside. Then she sat down to send the same text to the volunteer reception team.
Ellen rang back towards five. Hester went outside, where she could tell her without onlookers that neither the client nor the co-owner had made the notice. She described her call with Marjan as a conversation, without calling the tone evidence. Ellen asked her to keep the sheet and photographs available and report any changes in the situation. Was anyone at the building threatening them now?
'No.'
'And the exits are usable?'
'Both. We're only working downstairs.'
'Good. Stick to the ordinary limits of your job. Don't go detaining anyone because you think you know who did this.'
Hester confirmed she understood and wrote down their arrangements afterwards.
When she came back in, Amir was ready to leave. He pointed to the bare glass. 'I can take that tape off on Saturday. I haven't got time to look for cleaning stuff now.'
'Leave it. I'll do it.'
He said goodbye and went through the side corridor to his bicycle. Fleur put the proofs in her bag. Three more calls came, one from someone wanting a refund for a ticket to a free gathering. Fleur closed her eyes, answered patiently and then wrote down which mistake needed putting right.
Hester found a bottle of glass cleaner in the kitchen. She sprayed a cloth, not the door itself, and rubbed the first strip of tape loose. Beneath her thumb the glue rolled into a thin grey thread. Jasper was walking along the other side of the street. He stopped when he saw her, half raised his hand, then came towards her after all.
The Cost of the Past
Jasper did not say he had seen the cancellation. He asked why she was polishing the door when there was more important work to do. Hester kept him waiting until the second strip of tape was off the glass. Then she held up the cloth.
'Because otherwise a cancellation stays where our programme belongs.'
'I heard it wasn't going ahead.'
'From whom?'
'Fleur sent a message.'
'Fleur said an unauthorised notice had been removed.'
He nodded as though the difference did not matter. Hester went inside and put the bottle on the counter. Fleur had just gone to the printer to look at an alternative panel. They were not spending money again without knowing what could be supplied. Jasper looked at the rolled fabric on the trestles.
'More money down the drain.'
'The banner isn't being thrown away. It isn't being used.'
'I'm sure we'll find something lovely to do with the money.'
He went to the door between the foyer and the hall and held it open for her, though she had not yet decided to go with him. She picked up her folder and followed. They had to have this conversation. There were lists for tomorrow, a co-owner who wanted facts, and a man quite willing to confront her with the cost of changing things now, but unwilling to say what he knew about the last changes.
The three empty panels were now in their new positions in the hall. Jasper pushed two fingers against the edge of the first, testing its stability, and said it would do. Hester asked him to leave it alone until the feet were in their final positions.
'You talk to me as if I've never been here before.'
'You're pushing something that isn't secured yet.'
He lowered his hand. They sat at the long table. He had brought a thick envelope of suppliers' bills. They were not for her, he said at once. His co-owner had questions about expenses Jasper had paid upfront. Hester pulled up a chair so he could put the papers somewhere dry; her cloth had left a wet mark on the tabletop.
'I spoke to him about the notice,' she said.
'He told me. He also said you were quite worried.'
'I was establishing whether it came from the organisers. It didn't.'
'Do you know what uncertainty over Sunday does to a conversation about a sale?'
'No. That's your job.'
He looked up. Her leaving him the responsibility without a fight visibly threw him. He sorted three invoices by date, putting the largest underneath.
'It's your job too, to make this a normal gathering.'
'A gathering that can go ahead without selling people a false programme.'
'Then you keep it small. A look back, coffee, send people home. Not a tribunal.'
'Who's talking about a tribunal?'
'You know what I mean.'
'I know you put pressure on Ruben. That's not the same as revising a programme.'
Jasper glanced towards the entrance. 'Of course he's told you everything.'
'What he told me was his choice. What you did was yours.'
'I told him not to go spouting the same crap everywhere. It's not a crime in three acts.'
Hester did not open her folder. She did not want this to look like an interview with notes he had to talk his way round. 'Then tell him that yourself. And leave him alone from now on.'
He rubbed his eyebrow, a quick movement she remembered from years ago. Jasper's face had always acquired an irritated crease when a job needed doing twice. Marjan would pat his shoulder and tell him he was the only one who could do it properly. He would smile then, usually. Hester wondered whether he had ever been paid for it.
'Who loosened the railing back then?' she asked.
His hand stayed where it was. 'I did. The scenery couldn't get past the stairs otherwise.'
'And why did it stay loose?'
'Because there was more to take up. Because everyone wanted something from me at once. Because I was a twenty-four-year-old idiot who thought he'd finish it later. Want to pick one?'
'I want to know what you know.'
He looked at the wooden stairs. Their surface had been sanded and varnished again in the years since.
'It was unsafe,' he said. 'I know that. I knew it then. I should have cordoned it off. I'm not proud of that work.'
'Did anyone tell you that was why Brecht fell?'
'That was what people said.'
'Who?'
'Your mother. Then everyone.'
Convenient, Hester thought. 'Everyone' gave her no one she could question. She remembered the word accident being used in all sorts of ways that very evening. She no longer knew who had first said it in her presence. She asked what Jasper himself had seen.
He looked straight at her now. 'Not the fall.'
'Where were you?'
'Downstairs. Dealing with stuff. You'll want an exact spot, no doubt, but I haven't got one for you.'
Hester waited. He took a key from his trouser pocket and laid it beside the invoices. The key belonged to the building as it was now; it said nothing about back then, yet the gesture still had an edge of defiance. He owned part of the place where she was asking questions.
'We could do something with the railing,' he said. 'In the programme. Say the work was unsafe at the time and we regret that. Not go through the whole story again. I can take responsibility for that. I had a part in it.'
'What you can take responsibility for isn't the whole story.'
'But it's true.'
'Part of it can be true and still be used to stop anyone asking about the rest.'
Jasper looked past her at the stage. 'I could have seen you coming when Fleur mentioned your name. Still wanting to straighten everything out. As if that doesn't hurt anyone.'
She could have told him how long she had left things crooked because it suited her. She did not. She would have that conversation with the people who had heard the lie, not use it as an argument to get an answer out of Jasper.
'You don't need to come up with a story for my benefit,' she said. 'Tell Ellen what you did and saw yourself. She has to assess what it means.'
'You've mentioned my name?'
'I told her about the pressure on Ruben. I haven't given an account of your work back then, because I didn't have one.'
He picked up his key. Outside, a lorry drove over a manhole cover. The metal rang through the hall. Jasper did not flinch, but he turned, and Hester wondered how many ordinary sounds this week had already become comparisons with the bang that evening.
'I have a family too,' he said.
She knew. She had glimpsed a photograph of his daughter at her graduation on his phone's home screen. His pride had seemed genuine. She could not use that to diminish him. Nor could he use it to keep everything he had done out of sight.
'Then tell them what you want to tell them. I won't approach them.'
'Easy for you to say.'
'No.'
He left the invoices and stood up. He wanted a cigarette outside. Hester said she had another message to write and he could use the front door. The yard was not out of bounds, but she did not want him turning their conversation into an evasive tour with her following behind.
Once he was outside, his co-owner called. He wanted to know whether the large panels could be stored with a foot folded in after Sunday. He needed photographs of the hall for another hirer. Hester gave him the practical information and said a smaller programme was being prepared. He asked whether Jasper knew. She said they had just been discussing it.
'We can decide about the hire,' he said. 'I want that clear. I'm not asking anyone to investigate a private history for the sale documents.'
'I haven't taken that on either.'
He mentioned an appointment on Friday when he and Jasper would go through the insurance papers. Hester asked whether the venue plan could continue to exclude public access to the stairs explicitly. It could, he said. They confirmed it by email.
When Jasper came back, his invoices were still in the same order. He seemed almost disappointed. She said Sunday's plan would remain on the ground floor and upstairs would not open to visitors.
'There's nothing to see up there,' he said.
'Then no one will miss anything.'
He sat down and picked up the envelope. 'If you tell people something, tell them we all worked for this place. Don't make it sound as if one person did the work and the rest stood watching.'
'Brecht wrote that she wasn't paid for everything.'
'Neither was I.'
'That still doesn't make her design someone else's.'
He closed the envelope flap. Hester saw him consider an answer and reject it. For a moment she thought he would say something about the stairs, a detail he had skipped. Instead he asked whether Fleur needed another worker on Saturday. He could ask someone from his crew.
'Only through the existing schedule,' Hester said. 'I'm not taking anyone on who doesn't know what's open here and what isn't.'
'I'm trying to help.'
'Then send Fleur a name and available hours.'
He walked with her to the foyer. There he collected the coat he had left over the counter. He stopped by the door where the cancellation sheet had hung. A clear rectangle showed on the glass among the smears.
'Your mother really doesn't want things going wrong again,' he said.
'Has she told you that?'
'You don't need a degree to work it out.'
The answer said nothing about who had spoken. Hester opened the door without asking again. He went to his van, looked at his phone and drove away only after typing a message.
An email from the printer arrived. The new captions had been received; the delivery could go ahead. Fleur had copied Hester in. Beneath her brief confirmation was a note that no further banner was required. She had not been able to undo the old order, only stop the next mistake.
Hester sat at the table and opened her timesheet. She did not put the conversation with Jasper down as a technical discussion. She wrote what it had meant for the job: risk and programme. The words looked too tidy for what they had done, but it was not a police statement. Not every sheet of paper had to bear the whole truth.
Then she wrote a message to the seven people who had sat at the table on Monday, adding Marjan separately. That evening she would put right something she herself had said. It was not a meeting Fleur had commissioned. Attendance was not compulsory. They could find her at De Werf at eight; anyone who could not come would receive the same text directly. She reread it before sending and deleted the sentence saying she hoped everyone could be understanding.
Ruben was the first to reply. He would not come. Not out of ill will, he wrote, but because he did not want to sit beside people a second time listening to the old suspicion about himself. Hester typed that she understood. When she put down her phone, the chair opposite was still tucked in. She did not pull it out ready.
Who Needs to Hear It
Merel did not wait until eight. At a quarter past seven she stood outside Hester's studio in Nieuwstraat with a bag of vegetables and a rolled apron caught between its handles. Hester had just put pasta in a saucepan. She turned the heat down and let her sister in.
'You've made a group,' Merel said.
'No. I sent everyone a message.'
'There's a difference, so that makes it all right?'
Hester took a second plate from the cupboard. The studio had two of everything and one chair lower than the other. She gave Merel the straight-backed chair. Her sister stayed standing.
'I wanted to say what I told them. To the people who heard it from me at the time.'
'About me.'
'About my lie.'
Merel set the bag on the floor. A leek stuck out from under the table, its green end pointing towards the window. 'You make it sound like part of your paperwork. Something you filled in wrong and now you're allowed to correct.'
Hester put both plates back. 'Do you want me not to go?'
'I want you to understand why I'm angry without immediately giving me a switch to flick.'
The pasta bumped against the lid. Hester turned off the heat. Merel looked at the cooker, automatically picked up a trivet and drew her hand back before touching the pan. She was in a space that belonged to Hester, even if Hester was only living there for a week, and perhaps that alone was reason not to organise anything.
'I should have called you first,' Hester said.
'Yes. And I still wouldn't have been entitled to decide whether you tell the truth. I do understand that.'
She sat down. Hester put the pan on the table with a spoon. They served themselves from it, using the plates she had fetched from the cupboard after all. The sauce came from a jar and the pasta was on the soft side. Merel asked whether Hester ever cooked for herself when no one would be judging her afterwards. Hester said this was the answer.
After a few mouthfuls Merel pushed away her plate. 'I do want to be there. But I'm not sitting beside you as if I endorse your story. And I don't want you explaining what I felt back then.'
'I won't.'
'You did it on Monday. You said we were young. I know how old I was.'
Hester remembered the sentence and how easily she had used it. Their ages had always been a soft blanket over events, especially when she wanted to crawl beneath it herself. Merel had been nineteen, Hester twenty-two. They had been young and they had done things that lasted.
They did not clear the table together. Hester let Merel pick up her bag and put the plates in the sink herself. They walked into the street, each holding her own key. At De Werf the foyer lights were on. Fleur stood by the entrance with a new printout of one caption. She wanted to know whether Brecht's name was in the right place, but folded the sheet when she saw Merel.
Tessa had just got off a train and had asked to join them by phone. Daan sat at the long table with his bag between his feet. Jasper stood by the window. He looked as if he was waiting for someone, until Hester saw his van parked right outside. Marjan sat at the short end, in the place Fleur had occupied on Monday.
'We could have done this at my house,' she said.
'It's not only about us,' Hester replied.
Marjan looked at Merel's bag. 'You've still got that leek. I said I'd make soup.'
'This one's for tomorrow,' Merel said. She put the bag beside her own chair, on the other side of the table.
Fleur laid down her phone. Tessa said she could hear them. Hester named those present so that Tessa knew too, and asked whether anyone objected to her joining them. No one did. Robin had said she would not come. Hester could tell her directly what she had to say; Robin did not want to watch a family decision being made. Ruben had taken the same liberty of staying away. They did not set out empty chairs for them.
Hester stayed standing because she thought sitting would make her voice too quiet. After the first sentence she sat down anyway. This was not an item in a programme for which she needed to reach an entire hall.
'When Brecht fell, I said Merel was in the kitchen with me. She didn't ask me to. I said it myself. It wasn't true. I was in the kitchen. Merel only came in after I heard the bang.'
Marjan opened her mouth. Hester looked at her. 'Let me finish.'
Her mother leaned back. She brought her hands together on the table, a meeting-room posture meaning she was letting the others have their say.
'I didn't see the fall,' Hester went on. 'I don't know exactly where Merel was before that. I made something up that kept the questions away from her. Then I didn't put it right. Yesterday I told the police. Ruben knows too. I want you to stop using my old account as something I saw.'
Jasper looked at Merel. She shifted her chair a little so that she was no longer facing him.
'What time did she come in?' he asked.
'I don't know to the minute.'
'But suddenly you do know it was afterwards.'
'I knew that then. That's what I lied about.'
From the phone, Tessa said, 'Have you written this down too?'
'Yes. I'll send the same facts separately, without an account of this conversation. It's not a joint position.'
'Good.'
Daan leaned forward as though about to speak. Marjan got there first. 'Your sister was upset. You were upset. It's hardly strange for events to get muddled when something like that happens.'
'They're not muddled,' Hester said. 'That's exactly what I want to correct.'
'You don't have to paint yourself as a liar.'
'What would you call it?'
Marjan looked at the phone, then at Fleur. 'I'd call it a clumsy way of protecting someone who needed protection at that moment.'
Merel put both feet flat on the floor. 'You can look at me when you're talking about me.'
'I am looking at you, darling.'
'Now.'
Fleur laid the folded caption on her lap. 'If this gets out, I don't want names being circulated before someone's had a chance to look at it.'
'It's not going out,' Hester said. 'Not from me. I'm correcting what I said directly.'
'But if someone takes a screenshot?'
'It's still my own correction. There's no conclusion about anyone else in it.'
She understood Fleur's question. She also knew how a reasonable question like that could put off the telling for another week: first the wording, then legal advice, then a discussion of the consequences. She had promised no publication. What she owed these people could not wait until everyone involved knew how they wanted to receive it.
Jasper asked whether that meant Merel had been upstairs. Merel answered before Hester could speak.
'It means you can't use one account any more. Hester isn't saying where I was. I'll talk about that myself if I want to.'
'I'm asking you, aren't I?'
'No. You were looking at her.'
He spread his hands on the table. 'I'm trying to understand what's happening here.'
'We all are,' Daan said.
Marjan smiled at him. 'I'm glad you're saying that too.'
Daan looked at the edge of the table. 'I didn't mean what you think.'
There was a moment of confusion. Fleur asked whether there was anything else on the agenda, Tessa could not hear her and Jasper turned his phone face down when a message arrived, without reading it. Hester could have brought the group back as she brought guests back from a buffet. She did not. There was no agenda, and she did not have to manage their discomfort away.
Tessa had to catch her connection. She said she would read Hester's text and not forward it without asking. Hester thanked her. Fleur ended the call and put her phone in her pocket. Daan told Merel he was speaking to the police himself tomorrow. She nodded without asking what he would tell them.
Marjan stood. 'I'd like a moment alone with my daughters.'
'I'm going home,' Merel said.
'That's why I'm asking now.'
'And I'm telling you I'm going.'
Hester stayed seated. Merel picked up her bag and said goodbye to Fleur, Daan and Jasper by name. She told Hester she would be available after lunch tomorrow. It sounded more businesslike than they had ever spoken to each other. Hester said she would remember and let her go.
Marjan stayed beside the chair. 'You're letting her walk off like that.'
'She's got a home of her own.'
'What an unkind remark.'
Fleur went to wash up in the kitchen, though there were only a few glasses. Daan put on his coat and asked Jasper to move his van a little because his bicycle was behind it. Jasper sighed, found his key and went with him. They were all choosing something to do. Hester felt no need to call them back as witnesses.
'You've worried your aunt again too,' Marjan said once the door was shut. 'She rang me this afternoon.'
'I haven't called her.'
'No, but people are talking. And it comes back to me.'
Hester pushed the chairs under the table. She wanted to keep her hands busy, noticed and left the last one out. 'I'm not changing my statement because someone gets worried.'
'Your statement. Can you hear yourself? We're your family.'
'Yes.'
Marjan picked up her bag, a leather one Hester had chosen for her five years earlier. She stroked its handle. 'If you think I'm always obstructing you, you can deal with the practical side yourself too. The old posters, the wooden plinths I offered. I'm not going to keep standing by to help while you treat me like the accused.'
Hester thought of the list she had made on Monday. Marjan's posters had been an addition, not work by Brecht that needed permission. The plinths were meant for the empty corner. She had not collected them yet. She could still choose what remained without them.
'Then we won't use them,' she said.
'I didn't say that.'
'You don't want to lend them.'
'Apparently all my help is being taken the wrong way. I don't want that.'
Hester looked at her mother. Once she would have said no one meant that, then asked when she could collect the things. The empty corner seemed cheaper just now than that conversation.
'I'll leave the corner empty. You don't have to get anything ready.'
Marjan fastened her coat. 'You'll find out how many people feel terribly important now and won't be there later.'
Hester let her walk to the door. She did not ask whether she would get home safely; her mother had her car and lived three streets away. She simply said goodbye. Marjan turned as though the evening required another ending, but when Hester added nothing, she went out.
Fleur came from the kitchen with a tray. 'I can't pay you for this hour,' she said.
'You don't have to.'
'I don't know where your job ends any more.'
'Tomorrow I'll put in writing what work I'm still doing and what I don't consider part of the job. You can confirm it or not.'
Fleur nodded wearily. She asked Hester to walk her to the door; her bicycle was outside and she did not want one last conversation on the pavement. Hester did. As she locked the hall, she saw through the window that Fleur had stopped beside her bicycle again and was pressing the button on its light. It stayed dark.
In the studio the pan was still on the table. Hester left it and opened the materials list. Two extra plinths meant calling another supplier tomorrow. The bill would go to Fleur. She deleted the plinths from the display, marked the freed space on the floor plan and sent Fleur the change. Then she loosened the pasta stuck to the pan under warm water.
Without a Safety Net
The first train Hester meant to take on Thursday was cancelled. Bag in hand, she stood before the board and watched the destination disappear behind a notice about a fault. Two years earlier she would have called her client immediately to explain how unavoidable it was. Now she checked the next connection first. She would still have a quarter of an hour for the walk through Rotterdam. She sent a message saying she would be there as arranged.
She had confirmed the appointment on Tuesday and almost moved it again on Wednesday. A neighbourhood library wanted an afternoon for local business owners, without a stage, with tables that could be arranged three different ways. A simple job. That was precisely why she had wanted to use it as the flexible space around everything that seemed more important. Yesterday, checking her budget after removing the plinths, she had also looked at her diary and decided the library was entitled to the same attention as someone who knew her past.
Finn called on the platform. He was on his way to his apprenticeship placement and asked how the hated building was doing. He called De Werf that because she never rang about it when anything nice happened.
'Fairly well behaved, the building,' she said. 'The people are harder work.'
'Should I be worried?'
'Not about my safety at the moment. I've corrected an old story. It's causing trouble.'
'Is this that woman who died?'
She said yes and told him in a few sentences what her own part had been. Finn did not interrupt. She had told him about Brecht before, but always with the lie as a smooth patch in the middle. Now that he could ask exactly what she had lied about, her story had finally become awkward enough.
'What about Aunt Merel?' he asked.
'She'll say what she wants herself. She's angry with me, partly because I fill in too much for her.'
'That sounds familiar,' he said.
Hester looked at the train pulling in. 'Cheap shot.'
'I'm on apprentice wages. I'll take what I can get.'
She laughed and took a window seat. He went on to tell her about a teacher who had lost his register and was now asking everyone whether they had been there the previous week. Finn wanted to know whether it was normal for adults to do that without shame. Hester said it happened in her line of work too, but he should not take it as careers advice.
As she reached Rotterdam, he asked whether she wanted him to come round that evening. She wanted to see him and said so. Not because she needed someone to confirm her story. He had an arrangement of his own, he said; he could eat with her tomorrow when he was back. They did not set a time before he had checked his schedule. Hester put away her phone and strode towards the library.
The staff member had cleared the room already. Coloured cards lay on the chairs to show which belonged to another department. Hester sketched a plan, asked how many visitors would need to move around independently and measured the passage to the toilets. For twenty minutes not a single name from De Werf entered her head. When a volunteer asked whether the chairs could go against the emergency door, she said no at once, without first allowing for his disappointment.
She changed the layout so that no one with a wheeled walking frame had to squeeze through a group seated at a discussion table. The staff member preferred her first plan. Hester asked her to walk the second route with the book trolley. Afterwards they both saw where the other table needed to go. It was satisfying work: a difference of opinion you could investigate by walking.
At the end, the staff member confirmed the remaining hours and the agreed invoice date. Hester passed a supermarket, bought a roll and yoghurt and ate on a bench outside. Eleven messages were waiting on her phone. She answered four, including Fleur's request for prompt confirmation of the reduced programme. The rest could wait until she had reread her own words.
Marjan had sent nothing more about the withdrawn plinths and posters. She had only forwarded a photograph of an old table free for collection, asking whether Finn could use it. Hester opened the photograph, saw a heavy, dark dining table and closed it. She would let Finn choose whether to respond. The message did not have to set another favour in motion straight away.
On the train back, Ruben called. He had half a day off and wanted to know whether someone would be at De Werf to help carry the panels inside. Fleur had asked him directly. He would help at twelve and had an appointment at half past three.
'I'll be there around twelve,' Hester said. 'Amir isn't working today, so I'll make sure the door's open.'
'Good. No surprise group discussion.'
'There isn't one.'
'See you then.'
She thought of what Daan would tell him but did not ask. As the train pulled into Vlietdam, she sent Fleur confirmation of the tasks still included in her job: reception, layout, access to exits, deliveries and communicating a factual programme. Interviews about Brecht's death were not a service she would be providing to the foundation.
Ruben was already by the front door with a folding sack truck he had taken from his own car. The prints, mounted on thin card, were in Fleur's car: not heavy, but awkwardly large. They had to be attached to the existing panels. First they discussed where the wheels could cross the threshold. He asked Hester not to help him lift from the narrow side; it would put the weight on her wrist at the wrong angle.
Inside they laid the card sheets on the trestles. Ruben read Brecht's name on the first proof. He said nothing, but shifted the sheet so there was no screw underneath it. Hester held out the fixing clips in her open palm. They worked on opposite sides of the panel and left out the middle clip until the alignment was right.
'This one's crooked,' he said.
'A millimetre.'
'A millimetre on each side turns into a character trait eventually.'
She looked at him and recognised the man who used to straighten her route map because otherwise she would point the wrong way at the first junction. She had found him irritatingly precise then, and sometimes conceded he was right without saying so. Now she fetched the ruler.
Fleur arrived with a bag of bread and apologised for not arranging lunch. Ruben said he had not come for the food. She left the bag on the table for anyone who wanted it, asking for no gratitude. Progress, Hester thought, then recoiled at her tendency to put even that into categories.
The date was missing from a second sheet. It said only on Sunday. Hester wanted to correct it with a neat strip of paper. Fleur called the printer, who still had a proof and could fix the mistake that afternoon if someone brought the sheet in. It was on the other side of Vlietdam. Ruben checked his watch.
'I can do that on the way back. If it's ready before half past one.'
'I can do it myself,' Hester said automatically.
'I didn't ask that.'
She heard her own reflex and stopped. 'Yes, please. I'll get it ready now.'
She packed the sheet in a card folder and wrote the printer's number on a sticker. When he saw it, he said he knew the street. She left the sticker where it was; the number might still be useful.
Her phone rang as she taped the folder shut. Merel. She was outside her cooking space with ten minutes before the participants arrived. She and Bram had talked, and they would not be going to Marjan's on Friday evening. She wanted Hester to know in case anyone asked her to collect Merel.
'I won't come and fetch you,' Hester said.
'I'd rather know that beforehand than when I'm already thinking up an excuse.'
Merel said a volunteer had dropped out and she had done the shopping herself. She sounded hurried but not helpless. Hester did not offer a replacement. She asked what time the programme ended.
'A quarter past six today. Earlier tomorrow. Why?'
'Because I'd like to talk to you. Not while you're cooking.'
'Tomorrow's too late. Tonight works too, if you'd like to come. About half past seven. Here, not at home.'
Hester said she would be there. Merel told her not to bring any food. There was plenty; that was the point of the whole enterprise. The call ended because someone was at the door with a crate and could not find his key.
Ruben put down the last clip. He could not have missed her words, but did not bring them up. He asked whether the folder was ready to go and put on his coat. Hester walked with him to the car.
'Thanks for helping carry them,' she said.
'Glad to help with the panels.'
She nodded. He did not have to qualify everything, but she understood why he did. She saw the child seat in the back of his car and for a moment wondered whether she had missed an entire family in his life. He saw where she was looking.
'My nephew's. Babysitting on Sunday. Not my secret child.'
'I wasn't going to ask.'
'Your face was.'
It made her laugh, a little too loudly. He smiled and put the folder upright by the back seat. He would be at the printer's before half past one. His appointment was at half past three, and he would not wait for them if something changed again. She said he should not.
After he left, Hester went to the kitchen to throw away her lunch packaging. In the bin lay a strip trimmed from the new texts. Only the word volunteers could still be read. She folded the card smaller and pressed it into the bin.
Fleur came to ask whether she needed to do anything about Marjan's materials herself. Marjan had called, sounding very concerned about the amount of work Hester suddenly wanted to take on. Hester said Fleur did not need to arrange anything. The plinths had been removed from the layout; there would be no expensive replacements. If a practical problem arose, she would report it herself.
'She asked whether I wasn't putting too much on you.'
'Ask me that.'
Fleur glanced at the ceiling. 'I think I just did.'
'You're right.'
They sat down to arrange the arrival of the small stock of hired equipment. It took six minutes. Then Fleur had enough information and did not need to call Hester's mother back.
It was just after one. Hester did not check her bank balance again. The outstanding payment would come no faster for it. She sent the library her finished floor plan, prepared the invoice and put a reminder in her diary to chase an outstanding payment after the weekend.
Before leaving, she wrote in the arrivals book that Ruben had brought the prints and taken a proof to the printer. When she closed the book, Jasper was standing in the entrance to the hall.
'Can we talk?' he asked.
'I have to be somewhere at half past seven.'
'It won't take that long.'
'You don't know that yet.'
He took off his coat but stayed holding it. Hester looked at the clock. There were still more than six hours. She pointed to the table, where the light was good and the front door could still be heard from the foyer. She would not cancel on Merel.
The Loose Railing
Jasper did not drape his coat over a chair. He folded it on his lap as he sat down. The cuffs stuck out like two hands that still wanted something to do. Hester set her phone beside her, screen down.
'I'm not recording,' she said, because he was looking at it.
'I didn't ask.'
'You were looking.'
'So do you. All the time.'
He was right. She shifted her chair so she was not facing him from the short end of the table. From the foyer came the sound of Fleur dragging a chair across the floor. The door stood open. Jasper glanced at the opening again and asked whether Fleur had to hear any of this.
'That's up to you. But if you want to say something about back then, you need to tell the police directly.'
'First I need to know whether you believe I didn't do it.'
'I can't give you an outcome in advance.'
He pulled the coat from his lap and put it on the chair beside him after all. His phone rang. He silenced it without looking. Hester thought of his invoices, his daughter's graduation, the ordinary attention someone would ask of him even on a disastrous day. She had to be careful those thoughts did not turn themselves into an excuse.
'I was at the bottom when I saw your mother,' he said. 'Not right down, I mean. I was by the stairs. She was up on the landing. Brecht was already down below.'
Hester did not look at the stairs. If she started using the room as a picture now, she might help him with a sequence he had to give himself.
'You didn't see the fall,' she said.
'No. I said that yesterday.'
'Then we'll leave it at that.'
He breathed in through his nose. 'There was a piece of scenery where people had to pass. Something low. Not a whole wall. Your mother said it had to go, or the ambulance crew wouldn't be able to get to her. I moved it aside.'
'Had anyone called by then?'
He lowered his eyes. 'I thought so. Or I wanted to think so. I know she asked afterwards who was calling. It didn't happen straight away.'
Hester looked at her phone. Not at the time, but at the possibility of letting someone listen who knew how to handle this better. She left it where it was. Jasper was still speaking.
'She came down,' he said. 'I saw her standing beside Brecht. Then she pointed to that piece of scenery. She looked at me. I thought I had to do something so I wouldn't be the one who did nothing.'
'Your mother said Brecht had tripped. That thing had to go. She told me not to stand there like a post, because everyone was looking at me. I'd loosened that railing. I was afraid she was right, that it was all because of me.'
'Did you see that Brecht had fallen over it?'
'No. She wasn't half underneath it or anything. I can't remember exactly how far away from her it was. I moved it. That's the point.'
She thought of the hall, people having to move aside. Something had been shifted before help arrived. That might have helped, or been intended to put something out of sight. Jasper repeatedly smoothing his coat did not tell her which.
'Did you tell anyone?'
'Not like this. I said I'd made room. That sounded good. It sounded as if I'd helped.'
Hester heard her own phrasing echoed, but did not want her shame taking over the conversation. She asked what he knew about the call. He took a sip from the water bottle he had pulled from his coat and immediately screwed the cap back on.
'There was time for fussing,' he said. 'Before we called anyone. Your mother was giving orders. People out of the hall, open the door, move that thing. I didn't say: I'm calling now. I asked her. I remember that. I asked whether anyone had called.'
'And?'
'She said I had to help first. Something like that. I can't get the exact words back.'
Hester kept her hands under the table. She had asked whether he knew exactly what had happened and for the first time he was giving her something uncomfortable to tell. It did not explain why Brecht had fallen. It was a reason to stop pretending the old story had consisted of seven separate observations.
'How long did that take?' she asked.
'I don't know.'
'Not in minutes?'
'No. Too long, I know that. But I can't give you a number of minutes. I'd have to make it up now.'
She nodded. He looked at the stairs. 'Would it have made a difference?'
'I don't know.'
'But you think it would.'
'I think someone who's injured needs help straight away. I can't say what would have happened otherwise.'
He pressed his thumb under the rim of the bottle cap. A short, hard click. 'I've often thought I'd be better off saying nothing at all. Because she was dead anyway. Because anything I tell will only destroy other people now.'
'You're here now.'
'Yes. And coming from you, that immediately sounds as if I get a point for it.'
'I don't mean that. I'm saying where we are.'
Fleur came to the doorway and stopped. She had a question ready, saw the bottle on the table and said she would wait in the foyer. Jasper did not beckon her in. Hester was glad Fleur had imposed that limit on herself; she could ask later, not decide now that she was the client for every conversation.
'What did you say to Ruben?' Hester asked.
Jasper twisted his mouth. 'That he had to stop. That other people knew how he treated Brecht. That people might still hear about it now.'
'That was a threat.'
'Yes.'
She had expected a denial and briefly had no next question. He set down the bottle. The label had loosened in the warmth of his hand.
'I thought he'd pull everything apart and then leave again. He could always leave. That's how it felt.'
'His being able to leave didn't give you the right to take it away from him.'
'I said yes already.'
'Then I'll stop.'
He looked surprised. Apparently he too had expected a string of sentences in which she finally explained how wrong he was. She was tired of it, of being right while giving the other person another opportunity to discuss her tone.
Jasper picked up his phone. 'I'll call that woman. Ellen.'
'Have you got her number?'
'I was asked to get in touch.'
Hester pushed back her chair. 'I'll give you a moment, then.'
'Stay. Not as a witness to everything. Just because otherwise I'll decide again that I have to go home first.'
It was a request she could grant without promising him anything. She stood by the window, far enough away not to hear every word. He gave his name, said he should have contacted them sooner and wanted to give an account of the evening in 2004. Then he listened. She saw his forefinger move over the table as though following a line.
He repeated an address, asked whether he should write anything down today and said he understood. When he hung up, he went on looking at the screen.
'I've got an appointment this afternoon,' he said.
'Good.'
'I'll call my co-owner and tell him I'll be late. I won't tell him you're keeping me here.'
'I'm not.'
This time he gave a short laugh. She had scarcely heard that sound from him since Monday without a joke meant to diminish someone.
He asked whether Hester was going to mention the loose railing in the exhibition. She said the exhibition was not a substitute for an investigation. There was no text about causes for now. The work would have the right names beneath it. He nodded and looked at the panels.
'That blue water,' he said. 'I had to scrub that paint off my hands. It was everywhere.'
'Brecht mixed that colour.'
'I know. She wouldn't let anyone else near the bucket. She thought we'd add white straight away.'
Hester did not remember that. She did not ask for more of the pleasant memory as though it were payment for the rest. Jasper stood and hung his coat over his arm. He picked up his bottle and phone in one hand.
He stopped at the door. 'I don't want you thinking I saw your mother and understood even then that something wasn't right. She was in charge. That wasn't something I had to work out. It was just how things were.'
'I understand.'
'Do you also understand there wasn't a list of orders? That I can't neatly say now what she commanded and I merely carried out? I did it.'
Hester looked at him. 'Tell Ellen that.'
He left without shaking her hand. His van was outside again, but this time he drove off at once. Fleur came out of the foyer with her bag already over her shoulder. She had to collect someone from the board. She no longer asked what it had been about.
'Are there consequences for the open day?' she asked.
'None I can establish yet.'
'That's a dreadful answer for a client.'
'I haven't got a better one.'
Fleur laid a spare key on the table. 'At least I'll make sure the key doesn't vanish into my bag. You'll be here at nine tomorrow?'
'Yes.'
Alone, Hester wrote a brief account of what Jasper had said, clearly marked as her own recollection of the conversation. Not a word-for-word statement. She noted that he had not seen the fall, that he had made contact himself and that she did not know the timing. It ran to more than a page because she kept crossing out words that gave more certainty than she had been given.
Then she called Ellen. This time she reached her directly and said Jasper had just been with her. Ellen knew about his appointment and, for now, mainly wanted him to give his own account. Hester could keep her notes. Was she afraid of her mother now, Ellen asked.
Hester looked at the front door. 'I don't think she'll physically hurt me.'
'That's not quite the same as no.'
'No. But I can't describe a specific threat at the moment.'
'If that changes, call. Don't go trying to prove who put up the notice yourself.'
Hester said she would not. She asked whether she needed to stay available to clarify her own memories. Ellen said they would contact her.
After the call, Hester did not put her folder on the chair Marjan had used yesterday. She put it in her bag. Two people passed outside and looked in; from the street, the hall still looked like an ordinary venue preparing for an event. In the corner lay a rolled banner bearing a false promise.
She switched off the hall lights and left the foyer lit. A proof was due back that afternoon. She messaged Ruben that the door was still open and, if it got too late, he could leave the sheet at the printer's. Then she fetched the arrivals book and checked who would actually need keys on Saturday.
No Complete Account
The folder on the counter did not hold the version Hester wanted. It contained three floor plans, an old delivery note and her contract. The visitor list was in her own bag. She had put it there herself less than an hour ago. She took it out and laid the two key lists beside it. Searching was easier than deciding whom she wanted at which door on Saturday.
Robin came in with a small parcel under her arm. She had freed up an afternoon after the dismantling work had overrun, and said so at once, as though otherwise Hester would send her off to a real client again. The parcel held fixings for the prints, not new material from her mother.
'Has Else been to the police?' Hester asked.
'They collected the letter. She's got a receipt and a name. She said I could tell you.'
'Good.'
'So the original isn't something that can be left lying round here now.'
Hester nodded. She could hear Else's irritation in those last words. Robin put a bag of clips on the counter and looked into the hall. She saw the panels, the space left for visitors and the stairs under the ordinary work lights.
'It looks like a birthday party where someone forgot to invite half the guests,' she said.
'We're still setting up.'
'That's not what I mean.'
Hester wanted to tell her what had happened since that morning. She could not speak for someone else's conscience again, so she only said Jasper had made an appointment to give his own account. She had recorded what he had told her in her own note. Robin immediately asked whether he had admitted anything.
'He says he didn't see the fall.'
'I knew that.'
'There are things about what happened afterwards that he needs to describe in his own words.'
Robin put her hands in her coat pockets. 'So now you're keeping things back too.'
The accusation hit exactly where Hester was vulnerable. She wanted to put every word on the table at once, so she would not be grouped with her mother. She thought of Jasper asking her to stay while he made his call, not to tell everyone afterwards on his behalf.
'He's arranged to speak to Ellen,' she said. 'I don't want to get ahead of him. I'm not asking you to trust him.'
'I'm asking what happened to my mother.'
'I still don't know.'
Robin went into the hall and stopped before the first panel. She read the three lines beneath the river backdrop, her face so close to the paper that Hester briefly thought there was a printing error. Then she saw Robin holding her hand beside the name. She did not touch the print.
'She was two years younger than I am now,' she said.
Hester had done the sum before, but not with Robin beside the work. The age had always been a fact, not a life she could compare. Robin had hired her own van for her first big job, had bought a second-hand machine, knew the price of wall paint. Brecht had tried to rent a space with a two-year-old child.
'It doesn't fit how everyone talks about her,' Robin went on. 'As if she's always going to be the difficult girl from the group.'
'No.'
'But you're still going to put that group on show on Sunday. With a programme round them.'
Hester pulled two chairs away from the table. She did not want to listen to Robin while she stood like a visitor before a panel. Robin remained standing. Hester sat alone.
'There won't be a group portrait,' she said. 'No pretending everyone's talked it through. I wanted to discuss with you what's left of Sunday.'
'Nothing.'
Hester looked up. 'You don't want anything?'
'Not this. Not an afternoon of people handing each other cake so they can say afterwards that they were there. If they want to tell the truth, they can go to Ellen.'
'I agree. But not everyone who walks through the door has an account of that night. Some people want to see the work. We need to be clear for them.'
'Clear means it's cancelled.'
'Someone put that up yesterday without authority.'
'So because someone did it the wrong way, we can't do it the right way now?'
Hester leaned back. Robin had a point. The cancellation had not been wrong because cancelling was always wrong; it was wrong because someone had taken over a decision that belonged to others. Hester had to be careful she did not impose precisely the same outcome out of defiance.
Her phone rang. She looked at the screen, said it was Ellen and asked Robin if she could take it. Robin nodded towards the foyer. Hester went there, leaving the door open. She wanted to hide nothing, but Robin was entitled to a few minutes when no one was studying her face.
Ellen wanted to confirm one detail in Hester's own statement. Had she actually seen Merel come into the kitchen, or only noticed her standing there? Hester said she had seen her come in. She described what she was certain of: the door, Merel's face, her own position. She left out Merel's exact words at the time, because she was no longer sure of them.
'I need to keep making that distinction,' she said.
'Yes. Even if someone else seems more certain in the meantime.'
Hester wanted to ask whether Jasper had been in yet. She did not. Instead she said the notice on the door was troubling her and she feared the old group was forming a shared story too quickly.
'Then you don't have to take part,' Ellen said. 'We speak to people separately. I can't tell you what anyone else has said or how it relates to other information.'
'I understand.'
'And if you hear something yourself, note when and from whom. Don't rehearse together until it all sounds the same.'
Hester looked at the empty reception counter. A pen lay there bearing the name of an insurer that no longer existed. She asked how the delay before the call could be addressed without pretending she had seen records.
'You can tell us what you know yourselves,' Ellen said. 'We'll establish what records exist and what they can show. Someone's memory of back then and a record are different things.'
'And what if it was a very long time?'
'That still doesn't make it a medical conclusion for either of us in this phone call. I can't give you the certainty you're looking for.'
Hester had not thought she was asking for medical certainty. When she recalled her own question, she heard that she almost had. A long time was supposed to stand for something. A rescue that might or might not have been possible, another act that could take the fall's place. She said she understood.
Ellen asked whether any specific arrangements made Hester feel unsafe. She described the setting up and the closed working session on Saturday, with known staff and ordinary means of contact. Upstairs was not a public area. Ellen was not approving an event; she simply asked Hester not to treat any new threat as a disruption to her schedule. If someone was in danger, a call had to be made.
Once the call ended, Hester stayed in the foyer a moment longer. She wrote down the point they had confirmed about her own observation and put the note away.
Robin had sat on the other chair. Her parcel was open. She had placed four clips in a neat row and left the others in the bag.
'You can talk to her,' she said.
'About what I know. Not what she knows.'
'I know. I was there on Tuesday.'
Hester sat down again. 'I'm sorry. I'm explaining things you don't need explained.'
Robin pushed the bag aside a little. 'I want there to be something other than that conversation where I have to wait until someone can tell me what's allowed to be said.'
'The designs can stay here,' Hester said. 'Without us saying why she fell. We don't know that.'
'And no opening speech from Marjan.'
'No.'
Robin looked at her. 'That was quick.'
'It was already something I didn't want to keep.'
'And Fleur?'
'She has to agree to the programme and the consequences for her foundation. You don't have to make your mother available so Fleur can avoid a difficult email.'
Robin picked up the copy of a design lying on the table. She slid it above the row of clips and smoothed a curled corner. 'A few people at most. On Sunday. People who choose to look. Not a list of names proving the group's complete again.'
Hester thought about the contract, the hired equipment and the communications already sent. They were real. None of it was more important than Robin, but Hester could not make it disappear by choosing the right moral position.
'Then I'll put that proposal forward. A small, voluntary gathering, without a story about reconciliation. We still have to decide what preparation can happen on Saturday and who'll be there. I can't promise that on my own.'
'I want to finish the panels myself on Saturday. Otherwise they'll still look as if someone else put them up in a hurry.'
'You can. With an agreed team.'
'Not supervision as if I'm a child.'
'Ordinary working arrangements. For me too.'
Robin turned a clip between her fingers. She took out her phone and checked her diary. Her Friday job finished at ten in the morning. On Saturday she was available from ten. On Sunday she had to leave by the end of the afternoon, because she was working early in Leiden on Monday. Hester wrote down the times. These were the first limits Robin had put on the programme herself that were not about her loss.
Together they went through the five images. Robin did not want to show one design. There was a personal note on the back that Tessa had included in the scan. Hester removed the file from the selection. One panel would be almost empty as a result.
'We could put some text there about what isn't known any more,' she said.
'Or leave it empty.'
Hester looked at the panel and smiled. 'We could.'
Robin gathered the clips. She did not offer to finish the whole foyer, and Hester did not ask her to. As they said goodbye, she asked whether Hester had heard from Merel. She was coming that evening, Hester said, then corrected herself: she was going to Merel's, by invitation. Robin nodded. She did not ask what that would produce.
Hester sent Fleur a proposal in six short lines. No joint retrospective, no claim that the past had been overcome, visitors free to choose, names beneath the work, the existing limits on access and capacity. She added that Robin's permission to use the chosen images depended on those terms.
After Robin left, Hester's eye went to the panel that would stay empty. She still had a stack of general texts about the building's history in her bag, enough to fill the space easily. She took them out, read the first sentence and put them in the folder of discarded print material.
A short beep sounded outside. Ruben got out of his car holding the card folder. He checked his watch before walking towards her. Hester opened the front door and took the folder. There were two new prints, he said; the printer had made a spare in case someone had an accident with the tape. Then he looked into the hall.
'Is the empty panel the new schedule?'
'Part of it.'
'Saves on the carpentry.'
Hester laughed. He asked where he had left the sack truck. She pointed to the spot by the storeroom and went with him, without starting on the telephone conversation.
What Ruben Won't Get Back
The sack truck stood behind a crate of new glasses. Hester moved the crate aside and saw a broken wheel on the venue's own trolley. Ruben saw it too. He asked who would be using that thing on Saturday. She said it was coming out of service and took a card from the arrivals book to hang on it.
'A clear one,' he said.
She wrote DO NOT USE and tied the card to the handle. Then she pulled the trolley towards the storeroom, apart from the equipment ready to use. Ruben did not have to tell her how to keep something faulty out of reach. Still, she was glad he had asked while there was not yet half a hall of people round it.
'Mine can stay until Sunday,' he said. 'I don't need it this weekend.'
'You came to collect it.'
'I thought there was a working one here too.'
'I'll bring it back on Monday, then.'
'We'll see on Monday.'
He put the handle back and checked his watch. His appointment had been cancelled. A colleague had to go out with an engineer and could not call until tomorrow. He had another half-hour before going to his mother's. They often ate together on Thursdays, he said, since she had become less able to cook for herself.
'Not that she'll admit it,' he said. 'She talks about food left over. Apparently my mother consistently cooks for three people who don't exist.'
'Can I call on her services on Sunday?'
'She'll want names. And to know whether she'll get her oven dish back.'
Hester thought of Marjan's withdrawn contribution and let the joke go. She asked whether he wanted a short walk. She had to get two missing cloakroom cards from the stationer's. She could also just give him the address if he wanted to leave.
'You don't have to supply an escape route with everything,' he said.
She locked the venue. The usual keys were on a blue ring she now held in her hand. She had put the spare in the cupboard for Fleur. She would go through that with the staff again on Friday. Ruben waited on the pavement, hands in his coat pockets, watching a man try to argue a dog away from the flower bed.
They passed the baker's and the bus stand, heading for the short shopping street where the stationer's had downsized three years earlier. Hester knew that because the owner had written on the window: everything you need in less space. Ruben stopped to read it.
'A dangerous promise,' he said.
'Especially if you need a table.'
In the shop she bought cards, a thick marker and a box of drawing pins that had to be fetched from behind the counter. The owner recognised her as the woman from De Werf and asked whether it was going ahead or not. She said the programme was being reduced and confirmed information would be available on Friday. She did not repeat the word unauthorised, because he was not asking about an investigation.
Ruben stood by a rack of diaries. One had a river on its cover. He picked it up, saw the price and put it back. At the till Hester paid from her business account and asked for a receipt. The owner smoothed the strip of paper carefully, as though that could be his contribution to the gathering.
Outside, Ruben asked whether she minded everyone speaking to her. She said it was part of the job, although the balance between organising and explaining was getting stranger. He nodded. In his current job he had once taken over a schedule and found everyone assumed its mistakes were his. Months had passed before people asked where an arrangement had come from, instead of beating him over the head with it.
'And you stayed?' she asked.
'Yes. That's the difference from then.'
Hester stopped at a bench in the square to take the cards out of their packaging. The box would not fit in her bag and she did not want to carry it all the way back. She put the marker beside her and saw Ruben watching her hands.
'I've spoken to Daan,' he said.
She stopped picking at the plastic. 'Do you want to tell me how it went?'
'Not nice. Useful. He didn't try to tell me why I should believe him now. That helped.'
Hester pulled the plastic free. 'He told me he wants to say what he saw himself.'
'He said that too. And that he wanted me to lose something. He didn't even know what at the time.'
Ruben looked across the square. A courier rode slowly through the pedestrians and leaned his bicycle against the bench beside them without asking whether they minded. Hester moved her bag to her feet. She wanted to ask about the loss, but he began himself.
'My father asked me then whether I knew more than I was saying. Not just once. He kept asking whether I was certain I hadn't gone upstairs again. He thought he was helping. That I needed to get something off my chest. In the end I just told him I'd had enough.'
'When?'
'Six months later. He'd kept a cutting. I found it in his desk when he downsized his house. He'd written my name underneath, as though otherwise it was just an accident with no connection to anything.'
Hester knew Ruben's father was still alive. She did not want to assume he had never believed his son again. She asked whether they had discussed it later.
'Once. He said he wanted to know how to defend himself if people asked. I said he didn't need to defend me, he needed to listen. A splendid conversation for Christmas.'
Hester looked at the marker. She had laid it on her lap with its cap half loose. She pushed it shut before it stained her trousers.
'My mother told people you had a temper,' she said. 'I did nothing to stop it.'
'I know.'
'I wanted to say it anyway.'
'You can. But you don't have to put everything your mother did on your own list. Then you're still the one clearing up for her.'
It was exactly the sort of sentence he could not say casually, but he did not look self-important. He tugged down his sleeve because the wind was reaching his wrist. Hester let the words stand.
He told her he had taken a job in another town after they split up. Not entirely because of Vlietdam, though he had once liked to tell it that way. The job paid better. He could study alongside it. He had made friends who had never been to De Werf, people he could eat with and talk about nothing in particular.
'So you had a life as well,' Hester said.
'Mostly a life. Not just a waiting room until you called me back.'
'I didn't think that.'
He looked at her with an almost cheerful severity. She thought of the version in which she had been the central mistake and could therefore become the central person who put it right. Perhaps she had thought it after all, in an unspoken way that made his other years less real.
'Perhaps a little,' she said.
'That's more honest.'
A woman across the street waved to Ruben. He waved back and said they used to belong to the same sports club. He left it there. Hester did not need an account of the women he had known in her absence.
She stood to put the packaging in the bin. As she came back, Ruben shifted his bag so she could sit a little longer. The gesture pleased her unexpectedly. She could accept it without asking what it meant for later.
'I don't want you asking me to stand at the front on Sunday,' he said. 'Not because my name's on the list of seven. If I come, I choose where to sit. If I don't, the programme still works.'
'I said the same to Robin this afternoon.'
'Then all you have to do is do it.'
Hester nodded. She knew how often an intention in her work vanished as soon as a photographer arrived and someone shouted that otherwise it would not make a good picture. This time the empty bit of the frame would be the photographer's problem.
'And Monday?' she asked.
'What about Monday?'
'The sack truck.'
He laughed. She was glad he let himself. He said he might be home on Monday afternoon, but would not set time aside especially. She could leave the sack truck in his shed; they would message about the key.
'I'll send you a message on Sunday, then,' she said.
'Good.'
His phone rang. His mother wanted to know whether he could bring potatoes. Hester heard her voice from the handset. Ruben said he would pass the shop on his way. Then he asked whether she did not already have a bag, because they had discussed it last week too. She had potatoes, he said after hanging up, but the wrong ones.
'Is there such a thing?'
'Apparently, today.'
They walked back to De Werf. At the entrance Hester looked at the new flyer before putting the key in the lock. Nothing was hanging over it. She noticed how quickly the cancellation sheet had changed her ordinary way of looking. Ruben stood beside her, waiting without asking what she was searching for.
Inside, she put the cards and marker in a tray. Ruben went back into the hall to check the borrowed sack truck was out of the way. He found a clip in its base and brought it to the table. 'Everything in one place at last,' he said.
At the door he turned to her. 'What will you do if your mother keeps denying anything was wrong?'
Hester looked at the edge of the new paper on the counter. 'I can't force her. I can stop adjusting my own account to make it fit hers.'
'That's not quite what I asked.'
'No. I don't know the rest yet.'
He nodded. For a moment she thought he would touch her. Perhaps she moved a little towards him herself; perhaps she was simply standing in the way. He took the handle and held the door open for them both. There was no missed moment she had to rescue.
Outside he wished her a good evening with Merel. She had not said what she expected of it, so he did not add good luck. He went to his car. Hester watched until he drove out of the street, then went back inside.
A message from Merel was waiting on her phone. Don't come early, there's still a debrief with the volunteers. The street door will be open; don't go round the back. Hester replied that she would come at half past seven and bring nothing. She deleted the question asking whether Merel wanted to tell her what they would be talking about.
She made two cloakroom cards for Saturday and wrote the ordinary division of roles in large letters on the back. Neither card was for Marjan. Then she put away the marker and laid her own coat ready on the chair by the front door. There was still time to eat before she went to her sister, and for the first time that day no one would call to ask whether the potatoes were the right ones.
Merel's Own Door
The door to the cooking space was open, exactly as Merel had written. Hester did not go in straight away. A sheet of next week's menus hung inside. Wednesday was crossed out; something about pulses had been added for Thursday. A corner had been torn from the bottom, not neatly enough to be a tear-off slip. Someone had probably needed a telephone number.
Four people stood round a table of food containers. Merel wore an apron with a large wet patch down the front. She held a lid in one hand and a marker in the other. When she saw Hester, she pointed to a chair by the door.
'Five minutes,' she said. 'Preferably seven.'
Hester sat and put away her phone. She had wanted to take her bag into the kitchen, as she always did when she arrived somewhere. Now it stayed on her lap. There was no job for her. Not even a coat still needing a hook; she could keep it on.
A man at the table wanted to take the leftover portions to his neighbour. Merel asked how many people ate there. He said two and held up three fingers. Merel fetched a fourth container.
'Then they'll have some for tomorrow too. But don't leave it in the fridge for three days and complain to me that it's gone sour.'
The man chuckled and made way for a woman who started on next week's rota. She could not be the only one washing up again. Someone else was only coming for half an hour, and apparently that half-hour counted as helping. Hester recognised the tone in which a small practical objection acquired just enough history to become a major conflict.
Merel put down the lid. 'You're right. The washing-up isn't automatically yours. The rota was wrong. But we're not discussing someone who's already gone home.'
'I'm not discussing her. I'm telling you what it says.'
'Then we'll change what it says. I'll call her about her hours tomorrow.'
She pulled the rota towards her and asked which days the woman could stay. She named two. Merel crossed out one box, reinstated another and asked whether she had permission for the change. It sounded funny, almost excessively formal. The woman laughed and said she would very much like to say an official yes to that today.
Hester had wanted to help with a neater sheet or a schedule on her laptop. She saw how quickly the group resolved it themselves and was ashamed of wanting to. Her sister did not need better organisation because Hester was watching.
When the last portions had been divided, Merel checked the fridge and picked up a crate of empty jars. She asked the man still by the door whether he could take them to the bottle bank. He said his back was bad. Merel set down the crate and took an empty cardboard box from beneath the table. She gave him that to flatten.
'I can do that,' he said indignantly, as though otherwise she would be taking something too precious away.
'That's why I'm asking.'
They agreed the key would stay in the same place on Friday. When everyone had gone, a pan remained on the cooker and three spoons lay in the sink.
Merel shut the door and turned the lock. She hung the key on its hook. 'So you haven't brought anything.'
'That's what your message said.'
'You can do it.'
Hester took off her coat. 'I passed up three shops on the way. That counts as an effort.'
Merel smiled. She pointed to the coat rack and filled two bowls. The food was still warm. She had not eaten yet herself, she said, and did not want to wait any longer because this was going to be a difficult conversation. They put the bowls on a table covered at one end with wipe-clean cloth.
Hester ate lentils with tomato and a piece of bread Merel toasted over a flame until the edges darkened. She could have eaten something in the studio, but had not. That now seemed an unusually sensible decision.
'It's good,' she said.
'I know. There's enough salt. The first pan was for people who aren't allowed it. This one's for people who'd otherwise chuck it in themselves.'
'I didn't just mean the food.'
'I suspected as much. Eat first anyway.'
The community room was on a street of ordinary houses. Through the high windows Hester could see only the top of a window opposite and the light coming on behind it. No view of water, no stairs where she had to position other people in her mind. This building had nothing to do with De Werf. She understood why Merel wanted to talk here.
On a windowsill stood two pots painted by the participants, with herbs in them. The basil looked unwell. Hester asked whether it was still alive. Merel said a plant here could only be declared dead once three volunteers agreed, which generally meant another month's watering.
For a few minutes they ate without mentioning Brecht. Hester asked how long Merel had been in this room. She roughly knew the answer, and the roughly was embarrassing. Five years, Merel said. First one afternoon, now two afternoons and an evening. It paid a little and fitted round her other work. Bram sometimes helped with the carrying, not with the programme itself.
'You do that better,' Hester said.
'That's not why. I want something of my own here. He usually understands.'
'Usually?'
'He can be very handy in a way that takes half an afternoon.'
Hester laughed. She thought of Ruben going back for the sack truck and did not say it. Her sister was not talking about a generic kind of man; she was talking about someone she shared a daily life with, of which Hester mostly heard the headlines.
Merel's phone rang on the worktop. She looked at the screen, left it for a moment and answered after all. Hester could not hear Marjan's voice, but recognised her from Merel's first reply.
'No, I'm not coming to help tomorrow.'
A short pause.
'I've said that. It hasn't changed because Hester's here.'
Hester broke the last piece of bread in two and ate one half.
'You can call her yourself if you want to ask her something,' Merel said. 'No. Not through me.'
She listened again. Her apron was still tied round her waist, the wet patch now dried to a dull mark.
'You'll have to arrange transport for those things yourself. I haven't offered them. Nor have I promised them on your behalf.'
When she hung up, she put the phone in a drawer and shut it. 'She wants me to bring her boxes. Says she doesn't want anyone thinking she's withholding things. So I have to transport them.'
'You don't have to—' Hester began.
Merel looked at her.
'You've already said no,' she corrected herself.
'Yes.'
Merel picked up the bowls and put them in the sink. When Hester got up to help, she said two spoons could go in the machine tomorrow. She wanted to sit now. She moved her chair to the clean part of the table and sat with her back to the kitchen.
Hester sat opposite. She did not ask whether Bram knew she was here. Once she would have asked as a courtesy that immediately established who knew what already. Merel brought him up herself.
'I told him I'd be speaking to you tonight. I haven't told him everything. He didn't like that. He's allowed not to.'
Hester cupped the glass of water still on the table. 'Do you want me to take you home afterwards?'
'No. I've got my bicycle. I want to be able to leave by myself.'
'All right.'
'And I don't want you going straight to Mum afterwards.'
Hester looked up. There was something behind that which no longer belonged to work schedules. 'Why do you think I would?'
'Because you always turn difficult things into the next thing to do. At least then you can move. You're very good at getting things done when you're furious.'
She had wanted to say Merel had her wrong. Instead she thought of the message she had sent on Wednesday without calling her first. Of warning Ruben about Daan's call, as though his response was part of her job too.
'I won't go to her,' she said.
'Or call.'
'Or call.'
Merel tugged at her apron knot. The cord was stuck from having been wet. Hester left it alone, even when her sister pulled the wrong loop. Merel freed it, folded the apron over the chair and sat down again.
'I don't know whether I'll tell it in the right order,' she said.
'You don't have to.'
'It'll have to make some sort of sense to the police.'
'Then they'll ask what they need to know. I don't know how it'll be for you.'
Merel ran a fingertip along a scratch in the table covering. 'That's the first sensible thing you've said to me about the police.'
'I haven't been doing this long.'
'I have. Not going to the police. Thinking about what happens if I do.'
Hester felt how badly she wanted to hurry towards whatever Merel was circling in words. She wanted to know whether her sister would admit something, say something about someone else, whether her own great fear had any basis left. She could not put that fear to Merel as a question.
'I can listen,' she said. That sounded too polished. 'I can try to keep my mouth shut, I mean.'
Merel looked at her, and this time she did not laugh. She took a paper serviette from the table and rolled it up. Then she flattened it, unused.
'You always said we were in that kitchen together. To me too. Not the whole sentence, but that we were there and Mum was upstairs and it was awful. You made it a place I had to step back into.'
'I know.'
'No. You didn't know yesterday. Yesterday your lie belonged to you. It did. But you'd made me carry it with you for years.'
Hester looked at the herbs on the windowsill. The dead or not yet dead basil stood in a pot with yellow spots. She could give her sister a precise explanation now of how she had come to do it. That was what she always did when the consequences no longer fitted the intention.
'I did,' she said.
'I used it too. I let you answer when people asked where I'd been. That was easier. Later it became something we supposedly did for each other.'
'You don't have to divide it equally.'
'And you're deciding that again.'
Hester closed her mouth. She did not nod at once, because even that could look like permission. Merel was not trying to absolve her. She was looking for a place in her own story that Hester had not already occupied.
Outside, someone crossed the street and used a bicycle bell as a greeting. Merel waited for the sound to fade. She looked at the door and the key on its hook. Then she drew her chair closer to the table.
'I want you to let me finish telling it first,' she said. 'Even if you think you know what I mean.'
'Yes.'
'And if I don't know something, don't ask me to guess.'
'I won't.'
Merel lowered her eyes to her hands, then looked up. Hester moved her glass aside so there was nothing to retreat behind. She thought once more of her phone in her bag, of all the people who knew nothing of this table now. Then she left the bag where it was and waited for her sister.
What She Saw
'I was at the bottom of the stairs,' Merel said. 'I'd already started up, on the lowest steps. Not in the kitchen. I'd come from the hall and wanted to ask something upstairs, but I don't remember what.'
Hester kept her eyes on her sister. The table, the bowls in the kitchen and the two herb pots stayed where they were. No new picture replaced her own memory. This was something Merel had seen while Hester was elsewhere.
'I heard voices. Mum and Brecht. They were at that door upstairs, the office door. Brecht wanted to leave. She said something about her work. That she was taking it with her. I know that because I've kept hearing it all these years, not because I remember everything word for word.'
Merel pulled her sleeves a little way over her wrists, then back again. She laid her hands flat on the table, fingers spread.
'Mum was beside her. In the doorway. I could see Brecht and Mum. They weren't by that loose railing. Brecht wasn't leaning against it.'
Hester thought of Jasper and his unsafe work. She let the thought go before it became a question.
'Mum pushed her,' Merel said. 'Her hands against her. Not just taking her arm, not holding her back. She pushed Brecht away from her, through that opening towards the stairs. I saw it.'
Hester had expected her sister to say something about her own guilt. She had prepared for that without admitting it: an accident, a clumsy gesture, an argument in which Merel had been nineteen and Brecht twenty-two. Now she kept looking at Merel's hands as though they said something other than the words she had just heard.
'She fell,' Merel said. 'I saw her fall. Not every movement. I looked away. I'm telling you that too, because otherwise I make it more than I saw. But I saw the push.'
Hester gripped the edge of her chair. She had promised to ask nothing until Merel finished. Suddenly the promise was no longer merely a matter of politeness, but the only thing she could do without causing harm.
'Then I went to you. You know that. I should have gone to her. Or called. I went to you.'
There was no question in the sentence Hester could answer with reassurance. The young Merel had seen someone fall and run to her big sister. Hester had made that into an account so useful that no one had needed to look beyond it.
'Mum spoke to me alone later,' Merel went on. 'I can't remember whether it was in the corridor or the kitchen. Not exactly where I was when I came to you. She said I had to be careful what I told people. That I'd been there. People had seen me by the stairs. Everyone would think I'd done it.'
Hester looked up. Merel held her gaze.
'She said you were trying to help me. That you'd be in trouble too now if I said something different. We'd all be destroyed if I just started shouting things I couldn't prove. That's how she put it: shouting things. And I was afraid. Not only of the police. Of you. That you'd look at me and think she was right.'
Hester released the chair. At last she heard her own voice, much flatter than she had expected. 'I did think that.'
Merel stayed seated.
'Not that you'd just shout things,' Hester said. 'I was afraid you'd done something. I didn't know what. A push, an accident. I never asked. I acted as though I had to protect you from something that might not have been your fault at all.'
'I knew you thought that.'
Hester moved her head, an almost imperceptible no that she stopped at once. It was not a denial of what Merel said; she was recoiling from how long her sister had had to live with knowing it. But Merel did not have to work out that distinction for her.
'You were so certain when you said it,' Merel went on. 'Merel was with me. As if all we needed was a good version. I thought, if I say what I saw now, all you'll hear is that I was there after all. That you lied for nothing. That I'm putting it on Mum afterwards.'
'You didn't have to protect me from the consequences of what I'd said myself.'
'I know that now.'
The words were brief and without reproach. That was precisely why Hester could not let her own reaction drown them out. Her sister knew something now, after twenty-two years, and Hester could not demand that she should have known it then.
'They didn't just bump into each other?' she asked.
Merel looked at the edge of the table. 'I saw Mum push her. Not bump into her by accident. I'm not going to say what Mum was thinking at that moment. I don't know.'
'No.'
'And I don't know why Brecht couldn't catch hold of anything. I'm not saying the railing made no difference. I didn't see her leaning. She was in the doorway when Mum pushed. That's what I saw.'
Now Hester shook her head at herself. 'I'm looking for an explanation again.'
'Yes.'
'I'll stop.'
Merel got up. She went to the kitchen and took a glass from the drying rack. She filled it, drank and stood with her back to Hester a little longer. Hester left her there. She did not have to fetch her from a space that was her own.
When Merel returned, she set the glass beside her. 'For years I thought it would stop being true on its own if I didn't say it. That sounds stupid.'
'It doesn't sound stupid.'
'Let me think it's stupid.'
Hester nodded. Outside, the light in the house opposite went off. She struggled not to look at the clock, as though she could put the evening into a schedule and find a later moment when speaking would hurt less.
'Why have you never told Bram?' she asked.
'I've told him I know something. Not this. At first because we hadn't been together long. Then because it was strange that I'd kept it from him so long. Then because he knew Mum, and she helped here sometimes, and I didn't know whether he could imagine it being true.'
'Has she still got keys to this place?'
'No.'
The answer came at once. Merel did not seem offended by the question. Hester asked whether Marjan knew they were here tonight. She did now, Merel said, because of her own phone call. Marjan could not get in without ringing the bell. Bram knew where Merel was and roughly when she would be home.
Hester wanted to make a call herself now. Not to her mother, she had promised that, but to Ellen, to Robin, to everyone who had to be taken out of the old story at once. She saw Merel looking at her bag and kept her hand on the table.
'I'm going to tell the police,' Merel said. 'Myself. I'm not here for you to decide whether I can cope.'
'I know.'
Merel raised one eyebrow.
'I won't call for you,' Hester said. 'When do you want to get in touch yourself?'
'It's late now. Tomorrow morning. I want it to happen tomorrow, not after the weekend. If they can speak to me now, I can go now. I just want to go home first and tell Bram why.'
Hester said she could give her Ellen's contact number. Merel took her own phone from the drawer. She saved the number under the full name, not police, and read back the digits once more. An ordinary act that gave the evening a direction without making it a solution.
'You don't have to write a tidy account for me,' she said.
'I won't.'
'Not what I did wrong either. I'll tell that myself too.'
Hester looked at her phone. A message from Fleur was at the top, with nothing to do with this table. She turned the phone over. 'I want to ask you something that isn't about the statement.'
Merel waited.
'Would you like me to go home with you? Or stay here while you leave? Or do you just want me to go?'
'I want you to help me lock up. Then I want to go to Bram alone. I want him to hear it from me.'
'All right.'
They stayed sitting. Hester had not expected so much time to remain after the practical arrangement, time in which they did nothing. The truth had been spoken, but the table did not grow smaller and the old evenings did not disappear. She thought of all the times Marjan had explained Merel's fear as sensitivity. Of herself making tea and saying they ought to go home early.
'Have you had any more contact with Mum about what you saw?' she asked.
'Not in those words. Sometimes she'd ask whether I'd been dreaming about back then again. Whether I was working too hard. She didn't have to say it. I didn't bring it up myself, so it worked.'
Hester thought of Marjan asking whether Merel was still coping. A caring question could still sound caring. She could not now describe every meal and every lift in their lives as a calculated move. But her mother had done this: made a nineteen-year-old witness believe she would be in danger if she said what she had seen.
'I don't know what to say to her tomorrow,' Hester said.
'Not this.'
'No.'
'You can speak for yourself. That you're not coming. That you don't want her talking about you. But don't tell my story first just because you've finally understood it.'
Hester held her gaze. 'I won't tell her what you've said.'
Merel shrugged, tired now. 'She'll know soon enough.'
'Even so.'
Eventually they stood at the same time. Hester went to the sink and asked where the dishwasher tablets were. Merel pointed to the cupboard and let her load the machine. There was a logic to the arrangement Hester did not know. She slid a large pan into the bottom rack and took it out again because the spray arm caught against it.
'We'll do that one by hand,' Merel said.
'I can see.'
Hester turned on the tap. Merel dried. They did not talk about their mother. Merel said a participant was choosing the menu herself for the first time next week and would probably want to buy eighty potatoes for six portions. She intended to have her make the shopping list before anyone went to the shops. Hester asked whether they had been so bad at quantities themselves. Merel remembered their first house party: forty rolls for nine people, and not enough cheese.
The laughter lasted only a few seconds. Hester rinsed the pan and set it on the rack.
As they locked up, Merel went round the cupboards. She noted the fridge temperature, checked the cooker and shut the windows. Hester stayed by the door with her coat on. She did not start on anything else. Only when Merel asked her to switch off the light in the small room did she reach round the doorpost.
Outside their bicycles stood beside each other. Merel had already put her own key in the lock. Hester wanted to embrace her and did not know whether she was allowed to want that. She did not ask in words, but touched the sleeve of Merel's coat. Her sister stepped towards her. They held each other without either saying it would be all right.
Merel stepped back. 'You're not going to keep calling me tomorrow morning, are you?'
'No. You call when you want.'
'I'll let you know what they say.'
Hester nodded. They both checked for traffic. Merel rode left, towards her house. Hester waited until her sister had turned the first corner, then got on her own bicycle.
In the studio she switched on the small light above the worktop. She put her keys in the bowl, hung up her coat and saw the empty place on the table where yesterday she had meant to unpack the extra exhibition materials. She did not reach for paper to set down Merel's account. She poured a glass of water, sat and sent one message: I'm home. Thank you for telling me yourself what you saw.
Merel did not answer at once. Hester left the phone alone. She closed the curtains, set the alarm for seven and plugged in her phone to charge.
The Next Morning
Merel still had her coat on when Hester opened the front door. She was carrying the red bag she always took to her cooking group. A leek stuck out of the outer pocket, white and ragged at the end. Hester stared at it for so long that Merel took it out and put it on the hall table.
'That's for Bram. I went to the shop first.' She tucked a damp strand of hair behind her ear. 'Otherwise I'd have stayed at home until you came to fetch me.'
Hester stepped aside. Last night Merel had said she had seen their mother push Brecht. She had been at the bottom of the stairs, already on the lowest treads, with the office doorway in view. Hester had listened at the table in the community room. Now it was morning, and there was an appointment to make, a message to send to her client, a route to the police station to check. The ordinary business of a day for which there was no ordinary name.
'I want to ring Ellen,' Merel said. She took her own phone out of her bag. 'I've still got her number.'
Hester picked up her phone from the windowsill. Her thumb was already moving towards the messaging app; she wanted to explain to Ellen first, warn her that Merel might get frightened, ask what questions there would be. She put the phone down again. Merel had saved the number herself yesterday. She did not need someone to announce her.
Merel did not sit down. She went to the window with her phone and waited to be put through. Hester cleared a space on the table for a possible cup of tea, put the glass back and wiped a stain that had been there for days. She heard her sister give her name, then say, 'I saw something when she fell. I want to tell you myself.' That was all she caught. She turned on the kitchen tap, realised how ridiculous she was being and turned it off again.
When Merel came back, she slipped the phone into her coat pocket. 'Three o'clock. Today. Ellen's made time. She'll ring if the place changes, but otherwise it's the station you went to.'
'Would you like me to come?'
'As far as the door. I'll see after that.'
Hester nodded. She found a pen and wrote three o'clock on a receipt. There was no need; the appointment was already in Merel's diary. Still, it helped to see how little that time could contain. It did not say what Ellen would think, what their mother would do or how they were supposed to explain twenty-two years. Just a time and a place.
Merel took off her coat. Underneath she had a striped top with a tomato-sauce stain on the hem. 'I still have to drop off the key to the community room. Anouk's covering this afternoon. I told her it was a private appointment.'
'It is.'
'She didn't ask what was wrong. She asked whether Wednesday's receipts were in the drawer. It almost felt cruel.' A brief smile appeared. 'Then I was glad someone could still talk about receipts.'
Hester put the kettle on. She was not trying to put the past out of her mind; she had a hundred more questions for Merel. How far she had been from the stairs. Whether she had seen Brecht's face. Whether their mother had come straight down. Questions with which she would quietly begin constructing an account to fit her own fears. Merel had seen what she had seen, without Hester's floor plan, her professional experience, her skill at turning separate pieces into a presentation.
'I won't ask you to tell it all again today,' she said.
Merel looked up. 'You can ask if you don't understand something. Just don't keep asking whether I'm sure. She used to ask that too.'
The kettle clicked off. Hester set out two mugs and poured the water into her own first, so Merel would not see her waiting for permission to make every move. She was not good at this new distance. Often she felt most useful when someone else did not quite know what to do. It was an unlovely thought, but she let it stand.
'All those years I thought you might have touched her,' she said. 'That that was why I had to go on lying.'
'I know.' Merel wound the teabag string once round her spoon. 'I just didn't know whether you'd believe me if I told you who had. Later I thought you'd ask why I hadn't said so before. I couldn't face that question.'
Hester pulled out the chair beside her, but Merel chose the one opposite. 'I didn’t ask the right questions for a long time, either.'
'No.' Her sister drank, burnt her tongue and swore. That one word let them both laugh for a moment. Then Merel asked if there was any bread. She had eaten nothing since last night, and she did not want anyone at the station mistaking the shakes for anything but an empty stomach.
Hester took the last slices from the freezer and laid them in a dry frying pan. While she waited for the bread, her phone rang. The screen said Mum, above an old restaurant photograph of Marjan pointing her fork at whoever was behind the camera. Hester had never changed it. She noticed Merel's instant glance at the phone and laid it face up on the table.
'You don't have to switch it off,' Merel said.
Hester answered. 'Hello, Mum.'
'Oh, good. I was beginning to think you were still asleep. Could you collect the big car at twelve? There are two boxes in the storeroom that need to go to De Werf. I'll take the bus. Parking there is hopeless now.'
It was a request that had not been a request for twenty years. Hester could already see the black crates, Marjan's hand on the doorframe, her own day obligingly folding itself round two boxes. 'Not today.'
'They're not heavy. The car's outside. The key's here ready.'
'I have appointments. If you've got things for the programme, Fleur needs to know what's in them. We're closing the list today.'
'I'm asking my daughter for a favour, Hester. Not the catering department.' Something knocked against a worktop in the background. 'We've little enough left to show on Sunday as it is.'
Merel drew the plate of bread towards her. Hester had expected her to go into the other room. Her sister stayed where she was, spreading butter right into the corners.
'I'm not collecting the car,' Hester said. 'Send Fleur a list of what you want to bring.'
There was a brief hesitation, too short to know what it meant. Then Marjan asked, 'Is Merel with you?'
Hester did not look at her sister. 'I'm not discussing her arrangements. And I want to hang up now.'
'I'd like to know whether my children still speak to me normally.'
'I'm speaking to you now. I'm telling you I'm not coming.' Hester did not wait for her reply. She ended the call and put down the phone. Not under a cloth, not face down. There would be more calls.
'That was quick,' Merel said.
'It lasted an hour in my head.'
Merel offered her a slice. They ate at a table too small for two plates, a laptop and Hester's folder of invoices for Sunday. Hester slid the folder onto the floor. Yesterday she had thought her work might now seem insignificant for good. But someone had to pay the suppliers, and tomorrow's visitors had to be kept from an unsafe or misleading display. She simply could not confuse those duties with authority over her sister any more.
She messaged Fleur to say she would be unavailable from half past one until the end of the afternoon, and asked to have the chairs delivered in the morning. A reply came almost at once: the hire company could do eleven. Hester would have to keep track of the changed hours. She entered them on her timesheet, including the half-hour she would need later that evening. Charging nothing would not erase this week.
Meanwhile Merel read a message from Bram. 'He's asking if we want to eat at his afterwards. Or at home. Either's fine, he says.' She typed a reply. 'I've said home. I want to decide for myself whether I close the curtains.'
'Would you like me to come afterwards too?'
'I can go home with Bram. I'll ring if I need you.'
It was not a rejection, but Hester had to swallow her first response: that it was no distance, that she was in no hurry, that going together would be easier. She put the plates in the sink. 'All right.'
Before leaving, Merel searched her bag for her keys. She brought out a folded list of ingredients, a hairbrush and two empty stock sachets. The leek was still in the hall. Hester pointed to it without picking it up. Merel put it back and fastened the zip halfway up the green leaves.
'I'll drop the key off,' she said. 'Then I'll collect you here at half past one. That gives me another chance to decide I'm really going.'
Hester went with her to the front door. In the street someone was pushing an empty pram into an entrance; a delivery driver was asking for number eighteen. Merel set off the wrong way, noticed and turned back with a curse. She raised a hand without looking at Hester again.
Inside, Hester checked the route to the station. She already knew it. She closed the map and opened the suppliers' list instead. At eleven the chairs were coming; at three Merel would speak. She made two separate entries in her diary, with enough blank space between them to avoid turning everything into a task. Then she rang the hire company about the width of the rear doorway.
A Mother Who Helps
The chairs arrived in a van whose tailgate would not open all the way. Hester stood with the driver in the side street counting stacks, while another van behind them kept sounding its horn. The total was right only when she included the six chairs in the cab. She signed on a screen covered in old signatures and let the driver go ahead of her through De Werf's door. Inside, Fleur had propped two painted panels against the wall. One stood exactly where the first stack needed to go.
'We'll need to look at those together later,' Fleur said. 'I don't know who made them.'
'I won't put them on stands yet, then.' Hester slid the panels along to an empty wall and checked that the rear door swung freely. The yard outside was wet. The towpath gate was shut, the way to it clear. She noted in her folder that the doormat needed replacing when it rained. Writing something so ordinary helped her see what she was doing again.
Marjan was at the counter when she returned. She wore a beige raincoat with her scarf tucked into a sleeve. There was a cardboard box at her feet. No heavy files stuck out of it, only a roll of wrapping paper and a few frames. Fleur greeted her as she greeted anyone who arrived unexpectedly with useful materials: a smile first, then a glance at Hester.
'I brought it myself in the end,' Marjan said. 'That settles all that business about the car.'
Hester put down her folder. 'Fleur decides what can go in the programme.'
'Of course. I've already told her she can keep anything useful. I'll recycle the rest at home.' Marjan rested a hand briefly on Fleur's forearm. 'I'm trying to make things easier for you.'
Fleur took the box over to the table with the panels. She remained within earshot, although she pretended to be deciphering a price label. Hester was grateful to her, and irritated by her own gratitude. She did not want everyone having to watch her mother from now on because she had never done it in the past.
'You look tired,' Marjan said. 'Shall we have a little walk? Just five minutes, then I'll be off.'
'I've still got work here.'
'I'll stay here, then. You don't have to send me out.' She sat on one of the delivered chairs without asking whether the floor was dry yet. The plastic creaked beneath her. 'I don't want another phone conversation where you hang up halfway through.'
Hester remained standing. She could feel her posture already turning the conversation into a scene: the daughter refusing to sit with her elderly mother. So she pulled up a chair, far enough away not to have to tuck her legs under Marjan's. People passed the foyer window; they would not have to come inside to know the two of them were here.
'I hung up because I'd finished that conversation.'
'And I still had something to say. I think you should scale back Sunday. No grand account of the old days. A few pieces, a short reception. Nobody having to stand at a microphone.'
'We're already discussing that.'
Marjan almost smiled. 'You see. We're thinking alike. I understand those invitations have stirred things up. That girl would have done better to ask first what it was like for the people here.'
Hester looked at her mother's shoes. Half of one sole had been repaired with a different-coloured glue; she knew the cobbler who did it. Everything about Marjan remained familiar. That was the hardest part. She was not facing a stranger on whom she could concentrate her horror. This was the woman who had helped her with a made-to-measure bed when Finn got a room of his own.
'Robin has a name,' she said. 'And she's explained why she sent those cards.'
'I know. But a daughter hears different things in a story like that. Else brought her up. Else has never accepted anything good from me.'
'Brecht wanted to leave De Werf.'
Marjan drew her coat across her knee. 'Everyone wanted to leave at some point. You did. Sometimes they came back a fortnight later and asked if I might have a job for them after all.'
'She wanted to carry on with her own designs.'
'I never forbade her.' Her mother looked past her at Fleur. 'I helped with materials, with people who could pay. That's easily forgotten when someone dies young. You're left with one lovely name, and suddenly everything everyone else did is suspect.'
Fleur lifted a frame out of the box and put it back. Hester wondered how much of this conversation would later become a well-meant account: Marjan had only been helping, she had even brought things along. It would not even be a lie. She had helped. She had also pushed, had seen her younger daughter and let her spend twenty-two years believing that speaking was the worst thing she could do.
'What were you doing upstairs when Brecht fell?' Hester asked.
Marjan looked straight at her now. 'I told them at the time.'
'You keep telling me what other people did. What did you do?'
'I was in the office. We were having a conversation that wasn't going well. I've never made a secret of that.' Her fingers bunched the lining of her coat. 'If you're asking whether I should have been more careful: yes. I was responsible for a building full of half-finished work. I was only human too.'
Hester felt the lure of those words. A human being, a mistake, an accident. A version in which her mother could remain who she was and Merel had seen it wrongly. That version would give her an evening when she could answer the phone without weighing anything up. She edged her chair back a few centimetres.
'I'm not asking about responsibility in general. There are going to be conversations with the police. About what happened before the fall and afterwards too.'
'So Jasper's told you.'
Hester did not answer straight away. She did not know what her mother thought Jasper had told her. There was no point filling the gap with a fresh accusation. 'People who know something need to tell it themselves.'
'That boy's always been worried about what it would cost him. He worked on that railing. And Ruben had a row with her. Has all of that suddenly disappeared because someone's found an old photograph?'
'A photograph doesn't prove how Brecht fell. Neither does an argument.' She left her hands on her knees.
Marjan scarcely moved her head. 'How she fell.'
'They're looking into it.'
'You?'
'The people whose job it is to investigate.'
Her mother looked towards the entrance, then back at Hester. 'You need to be careful what you take on trust. Especially with Merel. You know how she used to tie herself in knots over what people expected of her. She wants to keep everyone happy. Bram, you, Brecht's daughter.'
Hester pushed her chair back further and stood. It knocked against another chair, a hard, trivial sound. 'You don't get to use her to explain away the questions you won't answer.'
'So I'm not allowed to say anything about my own child now.'
'You can speak to her if she wants to. You're not going to belittle her through me.'
Marjan stood too, more slowly. She rested a hand on the seat for a moment to straighten her knee. Hester saw and stayed where she was. She knew the movement from their walks, the brief pause before her mother could go on.
'You'll find it gets very lonely deciding who's still a decent person,' Marjan said. 'I tried that once. It's why I've become more forgiving.'
Fleur came over, holding a folder of yellowing bills. 'Thank you, Marjan. I don't think there's anything here that we need for tomorrow. I'll let you know next week what we're keeping. If you've got more work at home, I'd like photographs and a list first, otherwise we can't take it.'
'That's fine, Fleur.' The bright tone returned at once. 'Hester and I had finished anyway.'
She picked up her bag and took a glove from one coat pocket, then the other. At the door she turned back. 'If Merel wants dinner tonight, she can ring. At least tell her that.'
'I'm not passing on messages.'
Marjan straightened her collar and went outside. She did not wait for a nod. Hester watched until she disappeared among the parked bicycles. Only then did she notice Fleur still standing there with the folder.
'Do I need to know what that was?' Fleur asked.
Hester fetched her own folder from the counter. She had no right to all the details of Merel's appointment, but Fleur did have a right to a workable programme and an honest assessment of the risks. 'There's another conversation with the police today. I'm not going to tell you what someone else needs to say. But I want it in writing that my mother can't change arrangements for this event, bring materials without asking or take visitors upstairs.'
'Nobody can do that last one.'
'Exactly. Including her.'
Fleur put down the bills. 'I'll add it to the instructions. But Hester, if there's a reason to stop the gathering, I need to know now. No dutiful daughter telling me everything will be fine.'
Hester met her eyes. The demand was not kindly put, which made it possible to accept. 'For tomorrow we'll plan limited access and enough people. If the situation changes, we stop. You and the co-owner will have it in writing.'
They went over to the chairs together. Twenty needed to go back to the hire van; its driver was still round the corner eating his lunch. Hester held the door as Fleur lifted the first stack. They cost too much to leave unused. They counted them together, one by one, and Fleur corrected her when she missed one.
What Robin Keeps
Robin had made a worktable out of two trestles and a door. She was bent over it with a ruler between her teeth and a roll of acid-free paper under her arm. When Hester came into the hall, she raised a finger. First she cut the paper, put down the ruler and carefully slipped the sheet beneath a cut-out set design. Only then did she say hello.
'I thought this was bigger,' she said. 'The copy at home made it look like almost a whole set.'
The sheet was no bigger than a placemat. Three building fronts stood on it in broad areas of blue and rust-brown, with a quick sketch of a hand at one side. Brecht had added dimensions and crossed something out at the bottom. Robin pointed. 'Not for larger hall. That's what it says. At first I thought she'd crossed out her own name.'
Hester did not bend over it straight away. 'May I look?'
'That's what it's here for. Just clean hands, and not that corner. It's coming away.'
It was a working drawing, useful and untidy, meant for someone who was going to make something. Hester remembered Brecht crossing the hall with a piece of wood under her arm to show somebody what she meant. So often she had replaced that memory with the image at the foot of the stairs. The sheet on the table brought her back to Brecht on her feet, busy with her work.
'Your mother could get furious if we started painting before she'd chosen the colours,' she said.
Robin looked up. 'Quite right too.'
'Usually. Once she'd put the tins in the wrong places herself.'
'Did she admit it?'
'Not until we opened the third tin.'
Robin smiled and wrote something on a loose sheet. 'That's not going on the label. But I do want to know it.'
Beside the sketch lay an envelope with COPY written in thick letters. Hester recognised the folded letter from Brecht to Else. The original was now with the police, given directly by the people it had been meant for. She did not need to touch it again to know what it said. Brecht wanted to leave, to take her own work with her, to reach the world outside Marjan's organisation.
'I'm not displaying the letter,' Robin said. 'There's something in it about the coat Gran was supposed to buy me. That's no one else's business.'
'You don't have to.'
'Fleur asked whether we could use just one bit. About her designs. In a tasteful way, she said. But I don't want everyone standing there reading her handwriting as if it tells you what she was like.'
Hester pulled up an empty chair. She had forty minutes before her meeting with Fleur and Tessa. She said so, to let Robin know she was not offering an endless conversation she would abruptly have to cut short. Robin nodded and gave her a stack of blank labels to sort into sizes.
'My client in Utrecht needs extra hands on Monday,' Robin said. 'I told them I couldn't. Now I've asked whether I can start on Tuesday. I do want to work there.'
'You should do that, then.'
Robin locked the blade of her knife. 'I'm not asking permission. I'm telling you because I won't be here taking things down late on Sunday. That needs to go in your schedule.'
Hester gave a brief laugh, mostly at herself. 'Tuesday. And away in good time on Sunday. I'll put it down.'
They sorted the labels. Robin had chosen two sketches, a photograph of Brecht beside a freshly painted panel and a third piece whose maker had not yet been established. She particularly did not want that one attributed to her mother. She put no date of death on the front of the photograph. Anyone wanting the information could look at the back. For the hall, she preferred an account of how the work was made to a memorial notice.
'I should have written everyone a proper letter,' Robin said after a while. 'Instead of all that theatre with the eighth card. Gran said so when she found out what I'd done. I thought, if I simply ask them to talk, I'll get seven polite refusals.'
'You might have done.'
'It doesn't make the trick any better.' Robin rubbed a thumb along a label and put it aside. 'I wanted you all to be frightened for once about what you weren't telling. Then you can convince yourself it's fair, because you've spent so long being frightened you'll never find anything out.'
Hester thought of the packet that had been waiting for her at De Werf. The shock had not been only Brecht's name on an envelope. There had also been anger at being given a part without being asked whether she wanted it. She had so often called that protection herself.
'I hated it,' she said. 'And I'm glad you told us it was you. I don't know how to fit both things into one answer.'
'That's better than saying it did some good in the end.' Robin drew the stack towards her. 'Fleur keeps almost saying that.'
Hester left it there. Robin looked so young as she trimmed a piece of card, her mouth skewed with concentration. Not because twenty-four was a child. Because at twenty-two Brecht had already been the mother everyone now discussed as an unfinished life. Robin had lived more years than her mother had ever had. It did not automatically make her work a monument.
A voice came from the foyer. Marjan was asking Fleur whether she had left her umbrella. Hester looked towards the door. Robin did too, but she moved nothing off the table. Marjan came as far as the threshold of the hall and stood there with the folded umbrella in her hand.
'Here you are. I found it behind the counter.' Her eyes passed over the table. 'That blue piece is from the summer production. She'd just discovered how to suggest something huge with very little depth.'
Robin laid her hands flat on the door that formed the tabletop. 'Yes, it says so on the back.'
Marjan nodded as if they were having a pleasant chat. 'I've still got some things at home too. Possibly things you've never seen. I'll have to look. They're not all together.'
'If you've got anything of my mother's, I'd like a list or photographs. Then Gran and I can see what belongs with it.'
'You don't have to make it so businesslike. It's for you.'
'That's why.'
Hester did not get up. She wanted to head for the door and bring the conversation to an early end, but Robin had not called her. Marjan held the umbrella in both hands. One of its ribs had poked through the thin fabric.
'I'm glad you're showing her work,' she said. 'Just be careful about the stories you put round it. You can set something going that you'll regret later. There are people who write everything down.'
'I write things down too,' Robin said. 'My own name goes under what I say. And I keep copies of the documents I give people.'
Marjan's eyes moved to the envelope. Hester could not see what she was reading. The word COPY was face up, larger than the rest of the writing.
'You must do what you think best, of course,' Marjan said. 'I'd just hate to see you being used by somebody else.'
'So would I.' Robin turned the sheet with the sketch a quarter-turn. 'I need to get on now. If you have anything, you can send Fleur those photographs.'
Marjan stayed a little longer, long enough to make it clear that no one had dismissed her. Then she told Hester her bus was due in eight minutes and went into the foyer. Robin waited for the front door to close before picking up her knife again.
'That bit about people writing everything down,' she said. 'Did she mean the police?'
'I don't know exactly what she meant.' Hester checked the time. 'If it felt like pressure, you can report it as that. With her actual words. You don't have to make it more or less than it was.'
Robin took her phone, typed something and put it down again. 'I'll keep it. I'm not going to look for a hidden message in every sentence she says. I haven't got the time.'
Hester stood now. Her meeting with Fleur and Tessa was about to begin; the time she had offered was almost up. Robin asked if she could do one more thing. A rolled canvas lay behind the trestles and needed moving to the little table by the entrance. Its wooden battens made it heavy. They carried it together, so awkwardly that Robin knocked the chair holding the sketches and a corner of paper lifted in the draught.
'Hold on,' Hester said, stopping.
Robin put her end on the floor, secured the paper with a clean weight and came back. 'We don't need to rush. Your meeting's in ten minutes, not ten seconds.'
They laid the canvas on the table. Remnants of red lettering showed on it, once part of a production for which nobody had yet found the programme. Robin did not know whether she would use it. She might simply photograph a detail to show the crew in Utrecht on Tuesday how the paint had been applied. Hester did not ask what that had to do with her mother.
At the doorway to the foyer, Robin handed her a small sheet. It gave the correct dimensions for the new captions. At the bottom was a request: no photographs of people online without asking. Hester put it in her work folder. Fleur beckoned from the foyer, her laptop already open. Hester picked up her coat at the counter, draped it over her chair and sat down with her.
A Programme Without Lies
Fleur already had the proof in her bag when Hester came out of the hall. She had not put it on the table. The afternoon meeting would have to start without Hester because Merel's appointment took precedence; the decisions about the public had to be settled before then. Tessa stood by the foyer with her camera bag over one shoulder, watching the clock in a way nobody could accidentally miss.
'I've got until one,' she said. 'Then I'm off to my other client. My assistant's there already.'
Fleur took the proof out of her bag. On the front was an old photograph of De Werf, overlaid with the words Back to the Beginning, Together. Hester could see herself in the doorway, a hand on the frame, her face half turned towards somebody outside the picture. There was nothing wrong with the photograph. She could no longer bear the line above it.
'This isn't going to the printer,' she said.
'We've already decided that,' Fleur replied. 'I'm showing you what we're throwing away. Not what I'm secretly planning to hand out anyway.'
Tessa took the proof and crossed out the line in pencil. She did it without drama, as she might change a crop. 'We don't need this photograph either. There are people in it who don't want to share a poster now.'
They sat at the table beside the entrance. Hester chose it so that suppliers could find them and because she did not want a private meeting in the old office. She noticed how natural the decision had become. No chairs were needed upstairs now, no boxes someone supposedly had to get into. Storage for the event would be downstairs, in the rear storeroom off the side corridor.
Fleur's laptop showed the current list. Eighteen people had signed up for Saturday's limited preview, all adults involved with the works or the preparations. Many more had been approached about Sunday, with different messages on different days. The false cancellation had got mixed in with them. There was no button they could press to reach everyone reliably at once.
'We'll ring anyone we've got a number for,' Hester said. 'The others get a fresh confirmation the same way they received their invitation. A small gathering, people dropping in during the agreed hours, without a retrospective on her death. No need to sign up, so anyone can simply decide to stay at home.'
'The association wants a notice for its newsletter,' Fleur said. 'If we use the word investigation, it'll be on every local website within two hours.'
'Then we don't use it to draw people in. We say the original programme has changed and questions about the gathering should go to you. We don't promise revelations.'
Tessa moved her chair towards the screen. 'Or that we're finding closure together. That sounds as if everyone's lined up ready for a photograph.'
Fleur changed the text. It was slow work. Every smooth phrase she began to type promised something they could not deliver: healing, a tribute, a fresh start. In the end it said that a small selection of work would be on display, with its makers' names where these had been established. Anyone who wanted a conversation could have one. The organisers would not discuss individual statements given to the police.
'That last bit's rather stark,' Fleur said.
'It's what you can say if someone asks who's guilty,' Hester said. 'It doesn't have to go on the door in big letters.'
They wrote two versions, one for the invitations and one for the staff. The first took less than half a page. The second was longer. Anyone asked about Brecht's death was not to refer people to Robin as though she were a living information desk. Nobody would be photographed without being asked. There would be no surprise speeches. People who did not want to come owed no explanation.
Fleur briefly closed the laptop. 'I gave her the addresses. For the invitations.'
'You've told us that,' Hester said.
'Yes. But a list of what we aren't doing makes it sound as if I'm just the responsible organiser now. I helped her set this up. I thought we needed a shock. Then we'd all have one proper conversation and be able to move on.'
Tessa took the pencil out of her hair. 'You still want us to be able to take a group photograph afterwards. Just not today.'
Fleur did not smile. 'Maybe. I'm trying to work out what I'm actually organising without that photograph.'
Hester saw the tiredness beneath her eyes. It was no reason to give her a happy ending after all. 'A small gathering you made arrangements for. You don't have to get more meaning out of it than the people bring themselves.'
Someone knocked at the outer door. Hester went to let in Sanne de Boer, who was early for the discussion of her shifts. She already had her reading glasses in her hand and carried a notebook repaired down the front with broad tape.
'Good,' she said when she saw the table. 'I can pester everyone at once. Which version's the real one? I've got three emails and a screenshot.'
She put down her phone. The screenshot was the false cancellation, to which someone had now added question marks. Fleur began explaining how confusing the week had been, but Sanne held up a hand. 'I can well believe it. I just need to know what to say if someone turns up tomorrow.'
Hester pulled the staff instructions towards her. 'Saturday, half past one until six, limited number of invited guests. Sunday, eleven until four. You cover the foyer and the list, and we don't all go round the back at once. Amir's in the building from eight on Saturday and available for maintenance until five. After that Fleur takes over as the point of contact. The front door and rear exit stay usable. The towpath gate isn't a public entrance.'
Sanne noted the times and asked where the first-aid kit was kept. Then she asked whether anyone would be closing alone. Hester named herself and Fleur; they would check together and mark off the staff as they left. Sanne drew a little box beside both names. It was reassuring that she saw nothing exceptional in the procedure. They were normal questions for a building with visitors.
They walked the route. Foyer, hall, the side corridor with the kitchen and storeroom, the door to the yard. Sanne opened the rear door herself and checked that it would not hit a crate. Hester showed her where the no-access sign would go at the foot of the wooden stairs. Upstairs were the little workshop landing and the old office. There was nothing belonging to the programme to see there.
'A sign won't stop a curious guest,' Sanne said.
'That's why we keep an eye on it too. Speak to anyone who wants to go upstairs. No little party following a familiar face because they say they know the way.'
'Not even family?'
Hester did not hesitate. 'Not even family. There are no family tours.'
Fleur stood by the stairs looking up. Usually she would have been the one to make an exception for an old volunteer, an alderman or someone who still knew where a key was kept. Now she took out her phone. 'I'll put it in the confirmation to everyone involved. Upstairs closed. Materials handed over downstairs, by arrangement.'
Tessa did not photograph the stairs. She had not taken her camera out. 'I've agreed to an hour on Sunday. It stays an hour, with photographs only if the makers want them. I'm not going to document how well everyone behaves.'
Sanne looked from one to the other and left it there. Hester took her aside by the coat rack, where they could hear each other without everyone else listening. She explained that there were tensions about the past and that a notice had been forged. If someone applied pressure or tried to change an arrangement, Sanne was not to mediate. She should fetch Hester. In a direct threat, she should call for help without first seeking the board's permission.
'Have you got reason to think someone will turn violent?' Sanne asked.
Hester felt the importance of not dressing up her answer. 'There are serious concerns about pressure on people involved. I can't predict an attack. That's why we're keeping it small and not working alone in a closed room. If anything new comes to light today that makes this irresponsible, we'll change the plan.'
'Then I need you to tell me straight away. I'm not going to play the hero for a fixed fee.'
'I'm not asking you to.'
When they returned, Fleur had the new confirmation ready. Tessa had chosen a photograph of a blank panel for the top: no people, just work in progress. They read the text aloud, not to make it sound beautiful but to hear what it promised between the lines. Tessa stopped at reunion. Fleur changed it to gathering.
The co-owner emailed his agreement to the restrictions and revised access arrangements. The sale was separate from these two days; he wanted a businesslike account of costs and any incidents. Hester sent him her amended safety arrangements.
At five to one Tessa closed her bag. She sent Robin a quick message asking whether the label under the sketch was correct, and left without waiting for a ceremonial goodbye. Sanne took the printed instructions to read through again at home. Fleur remained beside the proof they would not be using.
'Shall I keep it for the file?' she asked.
'One copy, dated. The rest can go.'
Hester checked her phone. Merel had sent only a thumbs-up to her message saying she was on her way. She picked up her coat. As she went out she heard the shredder start behind her. Fleur stopped after the first sheet; there was still a staple in it. Hester did not turn back to remove it. She needed to be on time for her sister.
In Her Own Words
Merel had driven. In the car park outside the station, she still had the keys in her hand once they were standing beside the car. She did not check that the door was shut, as Hester expected. She unhooked the car key from the ring and gave it to her sister.
'If I leave with Bram later, you can take this. He can collect the car tomorrow.'
'Don't you want to keep it yourself?'
'I don't want to sit inside chewing my car key. Give it back when I ask.'
Hester put it in the little pocket of her bag. They went to the entrance. The glass was covered with opening hours, a warning about scams and an arrow towards the out-of-hours bell. Merel pulled the door open and went in. Hester followed.
At the desk Merel gave her name. The receptionist looked up the appointment and asked them to take a seat. A man with a cycling helmet under his arm had questions about his case number; he repeated three digits as if someone had taken against him personally. Hester studied the posters. She wanted to remind Merel that she only had to say what she knew herself. She had said it already. Saying it again would mainly reveal that Hester did not know how to wait.
Ellen came to fetch them herself. She greeted Merel as the person she had spoken to on the phone, and only then asked whether Hester was coming too. 'What do you need at the moment?'
Merel looked at her sister, then back at Ellen. 'I'd like to begin without her. I might need to ask something later about what happens afterwards.'
'That's fine. We'll take it a step at a time. Ms Koster, you don't have to wait here if you'd rather be somewhere else. Your sister can reach you.'
'I'll stay for a bit,' Hester said.
Merel took a crumpled piece of paper out of her coat. 'I've only written names down. Not an account. Can I bring it?'
Ellen nodded and held the door. Merel went through without looking back. It took more effort than Hester expected to stay seated. She had brought her sister as far as the door. That was where their agreement ended.
She chose a seat by the window. Outside, someone strapped a bin bag to the back of his bicycle with two elastic cords, put on his helmet and left. The man at the desk finally received confirmation that the number was correct. Hester could hear nothing from the corridor down which Merel had disappeared. She could picture the room she had sat in herself, but it need not be the same one. She did not know what questions were being asked. Not having access was part of what she had decided to respect.
A message from Finn appeared on her phone. He had sent a photograph of a hob, asking whether the black ring round the burner came off. Hester typed that he should let it cool completely first, and that the manual was probably online. She wanted to ask about his day at work, but knew she would end up awkwardly suspended between two conversations. She said she would ring later and put the phone away.
After half an hour she went outside. Not far, only to the low wall beside the bicycle racks. She messaged Merel to say where she was and that her phone was not on silent. Sunlight fell on a blank side wall, picking out the shadows of old bolts. Hester counted them without meaning to. She had already given her own statement. This new interview made her lie neither worse than it had been nor less serious. There was nowhere left to hide behind the excuse that she had wanted to save her sister.
Ruben rang. She hesitated, then answered because he would not force her to explain where she was. He asked whether the light fittings in the hall had to stay up for Sunday too. Amir wanted to know whether to keep the ladder available for them.
'Yes,' she said. 'But not over the visitors. That corner stays empty until they've been checked.'
'That's sorted. I'm asking because Jasper wanted them back in storage.'
'They're on the list of borrowed equipment. I'll remind Fleur.'
There was a short pause. She heard a door close at his end. 'And how are you?'
Hester looked towards the station entrance. 'I'm waiting for Merel. At the police station.'
'Good that she's going.'
'Yes.'
He did not ask what she was telling them. Hester had not told him either. She had spread enough of other people's lives in the name of explanation. Ruben added that on Saturday he was only coming to help set up, not staying for the whole preview. He had arranged to see a friend. When he rang off, it was not a rejection. It was a man with a weekend of his own.
She took a five-minute walk and went back inside. When she asked for water, the receptionist pointed out the tap behind the machine. She filled a paper cup and took it back to her chair. She remembered Merel as a child, on the way home from hospital once, saying the worst part had not been the injection but their mother talking to the doctor as if Merel were not there. Hester had thought it funny at the time. She could not remember doing anything herself except laugh.
It was almost five when the door opened again. Merel came first. Her face was red, her hair tucked behind her ears again, less neatly than when she arrived. She was holding her own piece of paper. Ellen remained by the corridor door so they would not inadvertently begin another conversation in the waiting area.
'I've told her,' Merel said.
Hester stood. 'Do you need anything else here?'
'I want that key back. And a walk.' She looked at Ellen. 'My sister can hear the practical things. What we agreed about those.'
The three of them went back to a small interview room, not to repeat Merel's statement. Ellen checked what she was permitted to share. Merel said she did not want to answer questions about the substance of it with Hester present; at home she would say what she chose. Hester sat without putting her folder on the table.
Ellen explained how they would keep in touch. There might be further questions. Merel should not try to work out a shared account with other people, and did not have to take calls from anyone involved. She could keep messages. If anyone put pressure on her, Ellen wanted to know. In immediate danger they should call the emergency services, not wait until they could reach Ellen herself.
'I'm not seeing my mother alone for the time being,' Merel said. 'I'd already decided that myself.'
'That's a sensible boundary. If you decide not to speak to her, you don't have to meet her to explain why.'
Hester asked whether the small gathering was still a responsible decision. She set out the staffing, the upstairs area closed to visitors, the revised times. She did not want the police to stamp it safe, but nor did she want to pretend it had nothing to do with the new statement. Ellen let her finish and asked a few factual questions: who was in charge, whether Marjan had a role, whether any current threats had been reported.
'She has no part in the programme,' Hester said. 'But for a long time she's had a part in everything. People who know her tend to let her walk straight through.'
'Make sure your staff are clear about who has authority. Report any new, specific threat. I can't assess or secure the event for you.'
'And now?' Merel asked. She did not mean the event. She looked straight at Ellen. 'Are you going to see her?'
'We're taking steps in the investigation. I can't give you a schedule of conversations with other people. That doesn't mean we're setting your statement aside.'
Merel pinched the piece of paper between her fingers. 'I don't want her coming to have a little chat with me first to put things right.'
'Then don't see her alone. You don't have to respond at all. If she approaches you and it feels like pressure, get in touch.'
Hester would have liked a decision that settled the rest of the evening for them. An arrest, an order, something to take their mother out of ordinary life and out of their phones with it. She understood why Ellen could not offer that certainty. It made the world outside the room no less uneasy.
As they stood, Merel asked whether her memory was worth less because she had waited so long. Ellen made no promises about the outcome. She said the time elapsed and the circumstances were part of the assessment, which made it important to record as precisely as possible what Merel had witnessed herself and what she had heard later. She had done what she came to do. Hester saw that her sister could accept that much.
Outside, Merel got the key back. She put it straight in her coat pocket and began to walk. Hester went with her to a bench beside the water. On the path a dog was sniffing a blade of grass so intently that its owner used his free hand to type messages. Merel sat. Hester stayed on her feet for a moment, until her sister patted the place beside her.
'She let me finish,' Merel said. 'Then there were questions. Some of them I didn't know. What time it was. I said I couldn't say. She just wrote it down.'
'That sounds good.'
'I kept thinking I had to give them something that would solve everything. If I could just bring myself to say her name, I had to know all the rest too.' She opened her bag's zip and closed it again. 'I don't know if I'm relieved. Mostly I'm angry that it could happen today. That I could have done this all along.'
Hester could have said she had not been able to at nineteen, that the years in between were real, that their mother would not simply have let her go. All true, and Merel did not now need a defender to take over even her anger at herself. 'Would you like me to stay until Bram gets here?' she asked.
'Yes. But I'll ring him myself.'
They did not get into a car together later. Bram came across the bridge and greeted Hester with a nod. He asked Merel whether she wanted to drive or walk. She chose to walk, at least part of the way, and gave him the car key. Hester watched him take it without pretending he immediately understood what the choice meant.
At parting Merel hugged her briefly. 'Don't tell Mum where I am tonight.'
'I won't.'
Hester did not wait for the two of them to disappear completely. She went the other way, towards Nieuwstraat. On the way she messaged Fleur to say the interview had taken place and that she wanted the agreed limits for tomorrow confirmed. No witnesses' names, no conclusion. At the studio she turned on the heating, took off her shoes and rang Finn back. The burner was clean now, he said. He had mainly wanted to know whether she was still eating anything.
Still Unsettled
At eight o'clock the exhibition labels were still in two different fonts. It was the first thing Tessa noticed when she came back for her lamp. Hester already had her coat on to leave and took it off again. At the back of the hall Jasper was unscrewing a hook intended for a banner they would no longer be using. They had agreed that he would remove only that fitting; the rest of the setup was for Saturday.
'Nobody ever died of two fonts,' he said.
'They have of indifference,' Tessa said. Then she looked angrily at her own hands. 'Forget it. That was cheap.'
Jasper dropped the screw into an empty matchbox. He said nothing. In the last few days Hester had learnt that a justified reproach did not have to be repeated every time to remain justified. She picked up the labels and put them in order. Tessa would fix the error on her own laptop and send the file. Nobody needed to stay for that.
Hester heard Daan arrive in the foyer. He carried a folder too small for the papers inside it; one corner was folded over. Ruben came in behind him, held the door with his foot and told Fleur he had come for the tape measure he had lent them. For a moment it looked as if they had all turned up for another meeting. Nobody had called one.
Daan stayed by the table. 'I've brought that expenses form. And I wanted to say they've rung again. The police. I'm going on Monday.'
He was looking at Ruben as he said it. Ruben did not put down the tape measure. 'Make sure you do.'
'I've said I saw you on the path.'
'You've said that already.'
Daan tugged at the projecting corner of paper. Hester looked at the curled doormat; she wanted to flatten it to give her foot something to do. Making Ruben's answer kinder was not her job. Daan had chosen to speak. He was allowed to discover for himself that speaking and being welcomed were different things.
'I'm not saying it so you'll thank me,' Daan said. 'I just don't know how to talk to you normally about this any more.'
'Perhaps not normally for a bit,' Ruben said. 'Tell them what you know. And let me finish those light fittings tomorrow without hovering beside me.'
Daan nodded. He asked Fleur where to leave the folder and went into the foyer. The door did not slam. He kept his hand on it until it settled quietly into the frame. A small difference from the old days, when every departure had been a message to the rest.
Jasper climbed off the ladder. 'I've been in touch too.' He addressed Hester, not Ruben. 'They know about the things I moved. And that I didn't ring straight away.'
'Good,' Hester said.
'That doesn't mean she's right about everything.' He glanced towards the corridor, where Robin passed carrying two empty frames. 'I wasn't standing upstairs watching their row. I'm not having anyone tell me I was.'
'Nobody's asking you to,' Hester said. 'Tell them what you did and saw. Nothing more.'
'And nothing less,' Ruben said.
Jasper was still holding the ladder. 'No. I understand.' He hesitated, then set it against the wall. 'That business with you this week. That was me. I'm not pretending I spoke for somebody else. I wanted you to shut up because I was afraid I'd have to talk myself otherwise.'
Ruben looked at him. It lasted long enough for Hester to think he would walk away. 'You could still stop standing in doorways when you want something from people.'
Jasper stepped aside, although he was not in a doorway now. Ruben passed him, peeled the piece of tape off the tape measure and put it on the table in front of Hester. Then he slipped the measure into his coat pocket. He said he would come at half past eight tomorrow, until twelve, and left. Jasper looked at his matchbox, shook it and put it in his trouser pocket.
Hester did not follow Jasper when he too left shortly afterwards. She simply noted that the ladder remained and the hook was gone. He didn't need everyone's approval for speaking to the police. Tessa took her lamp; Fleur stayed for one last round. It was getting dark outside. The foyer windows had become mirrors in which Hester could no longer see who was walking on the other side of the street.
Robin came back along the corridor with her coat over her arm. 'Gran does want to come on Sunday. Just not if she has to say anything.'
'She doesn't,' Fleur said.
'I've said I'll fetch her. But if she changes her mind at the last minute, I'll be late too. I'll stay with her for a bit first.'
Hester entered it in the schedule without asking how late. She needed a slot for the handover of keys, not for Else's grief. Robin saw her note and said she would come at eleven on Saturday to hang the small works. She wanted to go to the printer first. Some of the new captions could be done on their own machine, but she did not want to improvise the thin backing mounts for the sketches.
'I won't be working upstairs,' she said. 'Everything's downstairs in the storeroom. I emptied that cupboard today.'
'Good.' Hester picked up the instructions folder. 'Sanne will be keeping track of people at the door from half past one. Before that, if you're working with materials elsewhere in the building, tell me or Amir where. It goes for all of us. Especially if anyone else brings work we haven't seen.'
Robin put on her coat. 'You mean your mother.'
'Among others. She said today she still had something. I haven't seen it. New handovers happen downstairs, and we need to know about them beforehand.'
'She's sent me a message.' Robin took out her phone and showed her. Marjan wrote that she might have found the original little folder the blue sketch had come from. She would let her know whether there really was more of Brecht's work inside. Underneath it said: I'd like to hand this over to you properly, not through an entire committee.
Hester read it twice. It was a request to separate them, put reasonably enough to make an objection seem childish. She thought of Ellen: report specific pressure, take a direct threat seriously. This was not yet a threat, but she could not let it pass carelessly either.
'I want her to know where it's happening,' she said. 'Down here, with us present. You don't owe anyone a favour for something that belonged to your mother in the first place.'
Robin took back the phone. 'I'm not promising her one.' She typed while Hester waited, then read it aloud: 'If you have work of my mother's, you can show it to me at the reception table tomorrow. Hester knows. I'd like to look at it with someone else and make a list of what's handed over.'
She sent it and pocketed the phone. 'I'm not going upstairs on my own to look. But I'm not going to act as if that message gives her a say in what I do or don't accept.'
'I understand.' Hester wished she were more certain of it. She wanted to forbid Robin every meeting and knew how easily such a ban could take the form of all the protection she had been struggling against this week. She could make sure people knew where Robin was, that somebody stayed with her and that a reasonable agreement was actually kept.
Fleur had joined them at the table. 'If she comes, I'll get you,' she told Hester. 'And if you're busy, it stays on the table until you're back. No quick little detour into another room.'
Robin nodded. 'You can say that to me too if I get impatient. I just really want to see those things.'
Hester understood that desire better than her own caution. It was not about proof that would solve everything. There might be a second sheet in that folder where Brecht had crossed out a mistake or chosen a peculiar colour. Something Robin did not yet know of a person everyone else believed they remembered.
They closed up together. Hester shut the rear door and tried the handle; Fleur checked the storeroom and switched off the main lights, leaving those in the foyer on. Robin waited by the street door. Hester went to the stairs once more and moved the closed sign so that a visitor could not pass without seeing it.
'I've put it in my message to her too,' Fleur said. 'No access upstairs.'
Outside they went in different directions. Hester returned to the studio, where the two mugs from that morning were still on the dining table. She washed them before sitting on the sofa. Her phone showed two missed calls from her mother. No voicemail. She wrote: I'm not available tonight. Arrangements for De Werf go through Fleur. She deleted the sentence that had automatically followed, asking whether it was urgent. If it really was, Marjan could write it down.
She sent the message and laid the phone on the sideboard. No answer followed. She did not ring Merel to ask whether she had had calls too. Her sister would get in touch if she wanted. Instead Hester put on her nightshirt, set the alarm and searched her bag for her earplugs. At the bottom was Robin's little sheet of dimensions for the captions. She smoothed the folded corner and left it by the door, on top of the key she would need in the morning.
Setting Up
Amir already had the doors open when Hester arrived at eight on Saturday. His toolbox stood in the foyer with a note on top: do not move, hinge. He was on one knee by the door to the hall, checking where it caught. Hester had to step over his outstretched leg to hang up her coat.
'All the exits still working?' she asked.
'Tried them all. This one's just catching. I'd rather deal with it now than with someone's heel in the way.' He stood and swung it back and forth once. 'You've expanded the briefing quite a bit.'
'Too much?'
'No. I just wondered why it says three times that upstairs is closed.'
Hester put down her bag. 'Because people here think of upstairs as another room in their memories. They've always gone up, so they assume they still can. Not today. If we need something from the office, you fetch it. No tours.'
Amir nodded. He said he had managed plenty of buildings where everyone thought they were the exception. He asked who had authority to change anything; Hester named Fleur and herself. Then she briefly explained the tensions and the pressure people had been under. She gave no names for the sake of gossip, but told him enough to stop him treating an objection as a squabble among old friends. Marjan had no job in the programme.
At first the morning went exactly as a setup should. Ruben arrived, checked the lighting with Amir and handed Hester the broken part that needed replacing. He had brought a suitable spare. Jasper delivered the bill for a borrowed panel and took only what was no longer needed. When he pointed to a pile beside the stairs, Amir said he would carry it to storage himself. Jasper left it alone.
Robin arrived at eleven with the mounts for the sketches under her arm. She had a bread roll in a paper bag and began eating as she checked the dimensions. One mount had been cut wrongly. She swore, found a pencil and worked out where the error would not show. Hester did not ask whether she was nervous. She asked if the bottom edge should line up with the neighbouring work and held the tape measure while Robin marked it out.
Ruben left before twelve. He greeted Robin by name and paused beside Hester in the foyer. 'Tomorrow?' he asked.
'If you like. You won't have to repair anything.'
'I know. I was just asking if you'd be here.'
She gave him the time of the small gathering. He did not enter it in his phone straight away. He would see whether it fitted and let her know. Once he had gone, Hester returned to the hall, where Robin pointed out a centimetre's difference she had missed.
The first preview visitors were early. A former participant brought her sister, although only one name was on the list. Fleur met them, explained that setup was still in progress and showed them where they could wait outside. She did not open a door merely because someone was an old acquaintance. Hester saw it and could cross one task off in her head.
At half past one Sanne took over the table by the entrance. She shifted it a little to the left to keep the door clear and set out a list on which she could mark departure times. She had her own pen, bright green, which nobody would walk off with unnoticed. The works were now spaced out in the hall. Hester had not filled every empty wall. Visitors would not have to follow a prescribed route from then to now.
Marjan appeared at ten to two. She brought no box, but a flat black portfolio held in both hands. The same mended umbrella as yesterday hung from her arm. Sanne asked her name, although she knew it by now from the instructions. Marjan gave it with a little laugh, as if she found it funny anyone still needed to ask.
Hester came out of the hall and stayed at the reception table. Robin followed, rubbing pencil-grey from her thumb, and did not immediately pull the portfolio towards her. 'What did you find?'
Marjan laid it on the table. 'I think this is your mother's. There's other people's work in it too, so I'd like us to sort out what belongs to whom.'
'We can do that here.' Hester moved the visitors' list and laid down a clean sheet of card. Marjan undid the fastening. The sheets smelt of a cupboard that had been shut for a long time. The first two held charcoal studies; beneath the third was Brecht's name in small pencil writing. Robin bent over it, looked at the back and took out her phone to photograph it.
'Not me as well,' Marjan said.
'I'm photographing the work.' Robin took the picture and put her phone back on the table. 'I haven't seen this one.'
Hester saw her face change. Robin did not have to say anything for Hester to understand why she had stayed. It was a sketch of a table with an oversized lamp above it and a little person underneath, somewhere between a set design and a joke. A shopping list was on the back in the same hand. Marjan pointed at the paper as if they were admiring a garden plant she had kept alive.
'There ought to be another small folder. I thought it was in here.' She turned over a few empty sleeves. 'The one with the brown corners. I'm afraid I may have put it in the office cupboard here all those years ago. Amir, did you ever clear that cupboard out?'
Amir stood in the hall doorway with an empty crate. 'The big cupboard? There's only paperwork for the owner in there. I haven't thrown anything away.'
'There used to be a section behind that grey box. Perhaps I left it there.' Marjan looked at Robin. 'I'd hoped to give it all back in one go. So you wouldn't have to wait for me to search my attic again.'
'Upstairs is closed,' Hester said. 'If there's something there, Amir can fetch it.'
'I don't know exactly what it looks like,' Robin said. 'I'd like to see what goes with the folder.'
Hester felt impatience rise, partly with Robin, partly with herself for having to invoke a house rule as if that were the whole issue. 'Then Amir brings the box down. We agreed this yesterday.'
Marjan laid a hand on the portfolio. 'There may be other people's details in there too. I'm not having papers from an office spread out in a crowded foyer. If we can't do it, I'll come another time.'
Fleur called from the hall just then. Two visitors objected to the way their work was displayed: one title had been switched, and the owner of the other piece wanted to take it away at once. It was not an emergency, but Hester had to deal with it before an impatient man pulled a fragile panel off its support. She held up a finger to Fleur and stayed by the table.
'I'll go up with them and take it out of the cupboard myself,' Amir said. 'Then nothing's left open. Five minutes.' He looked at Hester, not Marjan. 'Just to see what's there. The handover happens here.'
Hester saw Robin's fingers on the edge of the sketch. A small deviation, with the caretaker present, in a building where she herself would be downstairs. She could still have said no. Later she would not be able to skip over that thought. 'Five minutes,' she said. 'I'll be in the hall downstairs. Come and get me if anything needs sorting out. No conversation up there.'
Robin nodded. 'We'll just bring the folder.' She picked up her phone and put it in her trouser pocket. The portfolio stayed on the table. Hester told Sanne where they were going and went to the impatient man. Behind her the stairs creaked beneath three pairs of feet, one after another. Marjan moved slowly; Amir offered his arm, but she took the handrail.
The wrong label was easy to find. The grievance beneath it was not. The visitor should not have to see his own design credited to a stranger. Hester left the panel on its support and removed the label. She offered to take the work out of the selection until they were certain. The man decided to collect it himself; Fleur would make out a receipt. There was no discussion of his gratitude or how hard the organisers had worked.
When Hester looked up, Amir was coming down the stairs with a grey archive box. He went to the counter. Hester excused herself to the visitor and went straight over. 'Where's Robin?'
'Still by the cupboard. Marjan wanted to point out the top shelf. I told them to come down if they couldn't see the folder.' He set down the box and looked at the stairs. 'I thought they were following me.'
Hester checked the clock. They had been upstairs four minutes. The agreed supervision had fallen away, and she had seen neither of them return. She took out her phone and rang Robin. A tune sounded faintly upstairs, then stopped. No answer.
She went to the lowest step. 'Robin? Come down now. We'll look at it here.'
From the office came a sound like a chair being dragged across the floor. Then she heard Robin's voice, louder than it needed to be over such a short distance. 'No. Give that back.'
Hester turned to Sanne. 'Ring the police. Now. Say someone's being kept upstairs against her will and there have already been concerns about threats. Amir, keep people away from the stairs and the exit clear.' She waited until Sanne had taken out her phone. Then she went up without running. On the third step she heard Robin again, perfectly clearly this time: 'I want to get out.'
Above the Hall
Halfway up the stairs Hester could see the little landing. Nobody was there. The old office door was closed, but did not sit tight in its frame; a narrow line of light fell across the floor beneath it. Behind her Sanne gave her name into the phone. She supplied De Werf's address and repeated that it was upstairs, not a quarrel outside. Hester also heard her say that both ordinary exits downstairs were open.
She kept hold of the handrail until she reached the landing. 'Robin. I'm outside the door.'
Something struck the inside briefly, low down. 'She's standing in front of it. I can't get past.'
'We're almost finished,' Marjan said. Her voice had the everyday indignation of someone interrupted by a child. 'Hester, keep out of it. This is between Robin and me.'
Hester put her hand on the handle. It moved normally. When she pushed, the door gave a few centimetres, then met something. She heard her mother shift.
'Move back,' Hester said. 'I'm opening it.'
'You're giving her the very idea that something's wrong here.'
'Something is wrong. She's said she wants to leave.'
Hester pushed against the wood with her palm. She heard Marjan take a sharp breath and eased off a fraction, afraid of trapping her between the door and the desk. She was instantly ashamed of the reflex: Mum mustn't get hurt. Robin was there too. 'Robin, where are you?'
'By the window. I can go round behind the desk.'
'Do that. Away from the door.'
Merel appeared on the stairs behind her. A helmet hung from her rucksack; she had cycled. Her eyes went to the door, to Hester's hands, then to the few centimetres of opening. She did not ask what she had missed. 'I'm here,' she told Hester. 'What do you need?'
'Stay out of the door's way. Sanne's called.'
Merel moved sideways against the wall, leaving the stairs clear behind her. Downstairs Amir was asking the visitors to return to the hall. Someone protested that help might be needed. Amir said it had already been called and kept the route through the foyer open. Their voices were loud enough to carry. There were people in the building who knew where Hester was.
'You're going to turn this into a whole performance,' Marjan said. 'When all I'm asking is that someone take responsibility for the damage she's done.'
Robin answered Hester rather than her. 'I'm clear of the door.'
Hester moved her foot further from the threshold and pushed again, harder. This time the wood gave. Marjan had to step back to save her toes. She caught the edge of the desk and stayed there, her mouth open, but no cry came. The door swung far enough for the chair behind it to be moved. Hester stepped in and held it open with her hand.
The office was smaller than she remembered. The cupboard was open; a half-used packet of paper lay on its bottom shelf. A desk chair stood at an angle behind the door, as if someone had pushed it away, then back again. On the desk was a sheet with a few typed lines and a large empty space at the bottom. A pen lay beside it. Hester read only the first words: Through my invitations I have. She did not need to touch it.
Robin stood by the window, not crying, with her rucksack on one shoulder and her phone firmly in her hand. There was a red mark on her other wrist. Marjan clutched a brown folder against her stomach. She was breathless from the effort at the door. She looked first at Hester, then much more briefly at Merel in the doorway.
'She only needs to acknowledge that she's been careless,' Marjan said. 'That's hardly unreasonable. You thought those cards were dreadful too.'
'You don't have that conversation by standing in front of a door.' Hester moved aside to let Robin pass behind the desk. 'Come on. Bring what you're holding. Leave everything else.'
Robin took a step. Marjan raised the brown folder. 'If you walk out now, you won't get this. Then you can find out for yourself who clears all this up later.'
Robin stopped for a moment. Hester saw it in her face, the instant reckoning of what she might lose in that folder. It could hold a drawing no one had copied. It could hold nothing. Hester did not know and would not decide for her.
'I want the folder,' Robin said. 'But I'm not signing anything. And you're not having my phone.'
'There are photographs of private papers on it. You've recorded everything without permission.'
'You showed me the folder. Then you wanted my bag. I said no.' Robin was speaking to Hester now. 'She grabbed my arm when I went for the door. I shoved a chair against the desk so you'd hear me.'
'You pulled that chair over yourself,' Marjan said. 'I nearly fell.'
Merel pulled the door further open and moved the chair aside. The gap was wide enough for Robin to pass now.
'Go on,' she said.
Robin went behind the desk, past a box left on the floor. Marjan stepped towards her. Hester put herself between them, her arm held low, not to seize her mother but to stop her. 'Don't touch her.'
Marjan stared at the arm as if Hester had done something improper. 'You don't even know what this is about.'
'I can hear she wants to leave. That's enough.'
Robin reached the doorway. She looked through it towards the landing and the stairs. Merel kept the way clear, stepping aside first so they would not jam the narrow opening together. Hester did not leave her mother at the open cupboard as though she had a job to finish on her own. She stayed between her and Robin, one hand still on the door.
'The police can see everything in that folder,' Robin said. 'The letter isn't here. You never had the original from me.'
'I know that perfectly well,' Marjan said. 'Not everything has to go through the police. Some things you can discuss with people yourself.'
'Then you let them go home when they want to,' Merel said.
Marjan turned towards her younger daughter. 'Don't start saying things you'll regret later.'
Merel let go of the door. 'I said what I needed to yesterday.'
Downstairs a chair scraped across the floor, followed by the sound of the front door. Hester could not see who had come in. She heard no siren. She did not want Marjan turning towards the sound and suddenly trying to shove past them. She kept her voice as level as possible. 'We're going downstairs. Not all at once. Robin first. Merel stays with her.'
'And I stay here to be collected like a criminal?' Marjan put the folder on the desk too hard. Dust came out of a fold. 'So that's what you want.'
Hester glanced at the paper on the desk. Below the first sentence was a second paragraph requiring Robin to acknowledge that her version of events rested on incomplete information. With her signature underneath, the sheet could circulate as a respectable correction. Hester looked back at Robin.
'I want you to leave her alone,' Hester said. 'The rest isn't my decision.'
Marjan pushed her arm aside, not hard enough to move her. She wanted to pass the desk towards the door. Hester stepped back to keep some space; she would not wrestle in that little office. Robin was already on the landing. Merel stood beside her, away from the top step.
Hester followed them out and saw the stairs. They were so close, just beyond the patch of floor everyone was trying to reach. She put a hand on the doorframe and told Robin she could go. Robin turned downwards and put one foot on the first step.
From behind Hester, Marjan reached out and caught the strap of Robin's rucksack. It was not a deft movement. She pulled at what she could reach, her other hand braced on the frame to keep her balance. Robin went no further down; she put her foot back on the landing and slipped the strap off her shoulder before it could drag her backwards.
'Let go,' she said, loudly enough now that Hester heard someone below answer.
Hester closed her hand round her mother's wrist. The bone was narrow, the skin smooth beneath her fingers. She did not need to win a contest of strength to know they needed room. 'We're beside the stairs,' she said. 'Let go of that bag.'
Marjan did not look at her hand. She looked at Merel. 'You say something, then. You know what happens if she goes public with this.'
Merel stayed where she was. She was no longer looking at the hand on the bag, but at her mother's face. Hester held the wrist and did not wait for an answer that would give Marjan permission to go on. She repeated it, more briefly: 'Let go.'
The Place Left Empty
Marjan opened her fingers. The strap of Robin's bag fell against the side of the doorframe. Hester released the wrist and moved her own foot away from the top step. Robin took the bag by its handle, the strap no longer on her shoulder. She had chosen the stairs while there was still room. That space had to be hers again.
'You don't know what you're doing,' Marjan told Merel. 'You of all people.'
'I know what I said yesterday.' Merel spoke quietly. She stood against the wall with her arms at her sides, not like someone about to ask her mother for something. 'I told them I saw you push her. Brecht was by the office door. You went towards her. You pushed her out, towards the stairs.'
Marjan opened her mouth and looked at Hester. Hester knew that look from dinners when Merel had said something inappropriate: a request to put reality back in place together. She did not look away. She had not seen the fall. She would not claim to now. But she could see Merel before her, the nineteen-year-old who had fled alone to the kitchen, the grown woman who had chosen to speak to Ellen yesterday. She would not let her disappear into Hester's version of protection again.
'You were downstairs,' Marjan said. 'You couldn't possibly see everything.'
'I was on the bottom steps. I saw what you did.'
'She was walking backwards. We were arguing. It happened so fast.'
Hester felt those last words offer themselves as something they could accept. Fast could fit between anything: an action and its consequence, a mother and the deed her daughters had not wanted to know about. But Brecht had not simply walked backwards. There had been a hand. Someone had reached it out.
'You pushed her,' Hester said.
'I didn't mean her to go down the stairs.' The reply was fierce, as if this were the distinction nobody had let her make all week. 'She said I'd used her. In my own office. After everything I'd done for her.'
Robin drew a sharp breath. Hester kept her eyes on her mother but moved her free hand a little downwards, towards the stairs. Don't wait to hear more. Robin looked at the hand and nodded. She put a foot back on the step, her rucksack in front of her now.
Marjan began to turn towards her. Hester did not bar her way with an arm across the opening. She stood beside her, leaving a visibly clear route to the stairs. 'Keep your hands off her.'
'I'm not touching her.'
'You just did.'
Sanne had come to the foot of the stairs. Hester could still see the green pen in the hand pointing towards the foyer. She did not call up that everything would be all right. She simply said Robin could come to her and the police were on their way. Amir stood further back by the hall entrance with two visitors behind him. The building had not emptied. The people below were keeping open the space in which someone could walk away.
Robin went down to Sanne. Only when she was off the stairs did she lower her bag to the floor. She said something Hester could not hear. Sanne indicated the kitchen and did not go ahead; she stayed alongside so Robin could choose the direction herself. Hester watched them enter the side corridor.
Marjan followed them with her eyes. Her breathing was still rapid. She was a woman of sixty-nine who had braced herself against a door, pulled at a bag and could no longer manage the consequences with her tone of voice. Hester felt no satisfaction. She could also see the crease beside her mother's mouth, the patch she always scratched raw in winter. Those details were still there. They simply no longer served as an excuse.
'If you wanted to go to the police straight away, you could just have said so,' Marjan said.
'You tried to stop us,' Hester said. 'That cancellation notice didn't come from Fleur either.'
'Of course not. She wasn't doing anything.' Marjan looked towards the hall below. 'I wanted to stop this happening here. Someone had to step in.'
Merel shook her head. 'I couldn't do that then. You said they'd take me away. That you'd have to explain why I was there. That Hester would lose everything too.'
'You were panicking. I had to calm you down.'
'You shut me up.'
Hester almost heard herself ask why. Why let a nineteen-year-old live like that, why let the other daughter lie, why not say what had happened just once in all those ordinary years. There would be no answer long enough for the question. And Robin was downstairs, an account had to be given of what had happened now, and there was a paper in the office that must not be folded away into a simple misunderstanding.
'Nobody rang straight away,' she said. 'Jasper's told me what happened after the fall.'
'He didn't know what to do himself.'
'And you did. You were giving people orders. You told them what to say.'
Marjan pressed a hand to her chest. 'I didn't know how bad it was.'
'You knew she'd fallen down the stairs,' Merel said. 'You could see that.'
Hester looked at the steps. Jasper had asked whether calling sooner would have made a difference. She had not known. What she did know was that while Brecht lay there, her mother had been giving the others instructions.
New voices sounded in the foyer. Amir mentioned the stairs and said Robin was downstairs. Hester saw two officers come in, a woman first and a man who paused by the front door to speak to Fleur. Sanne returned from the side corridor and pointed up. Only now did Hester notice that her own hands were shaking. She let them drop to her sides.
'We'll stay here until they come up,' she said. 'We're not all going on those stairs together.'
Marjan looked at her. 'Can you hear how you're speaking to me?'
'Yes.'
Hester could hear her own voice: brief and businesslike, as if addressing someone beside a busy loading ramp. She left the answer as it was.
The woman officer climbed the last steps alone. Her colleague stayed halfway up until it was clear where everyone stood. She asked who had been prevented from leaving. Hester said Robin was downstairs and gave her own name. Marjan began explaining that an unpleasant family quarrel had arisen. The officer interrupted without anger and asked everyone to keep clear of the stairs.
She sent Merel down first. Hester pointed towards the open office and the sheet on the desk. 'There's a statement Robin was supposed to sign. I haven't read all of it. My mother stood in front of the door first, then held on to her bag when she wanted to leave. I saw her grab the strap.'
'You'll be able to tell us what you witnessed in a moment,' the officer said. 'For now I'd like you to wait downstairs, separately from the other people involved.'
Hester went. On the stairs she held the handrail, watching the next tread. The other officer came up towards her and continued upstairs. The wood creaked just as it had when Robin walked over it twenty minutes earlier. There had been no sign written into the timber that Hester had missed. There had been agreements she had allowed to shift. She would have to describe that precisely.
Robin sat at the end of the kitchen table, her bag between her feet. Sanne had set down a glass of water, still untouched. Robin looked up as Hester appeared in the doorway. 'I didn't sign anything.'
'I'm glad you're downstairs.'
'She said she wouldn't give me the folder otherwise. And that nobody would ever listen to my version again unless I first admitted I'd misled you.' She wiped her cheek with the heel of her hand. 'As if they're the same thing. That card and what she's done.'
Hester stayed by the door. 'I shouldn't have agreed to let you look upstairs. Not even with Amir there. That wasn't what we'd agreed.'
Robin stared at her bag for a moment. 'I wanted to go. I thought it really was just about a cupboard.'
'I know. I don't want to make you responsible for my part in it.'
The officer downstairs asked Hester for somewhere they could talk separately. She indicated the little table on the far side of the foyer, in plain sight but out of earshot of the kitchen. Robin would give her own account. Hester gave hers from Marjan's arrival onwards. She included the change of plan, the exact words with which she had allowed five minutes, Amir's return. She said what she had heard behind the door, what she had then seen and what Marjan had said on the landing. Where she could no longer be sure of the order of two short replies, she said so.
Hester was still at that table when Marjan came downstairs. The officer beside Hester asked her to remain seated. Marjan was not handcuffed. Her coat lay over her arm and the woman officer walked with her. Her umbrella was still beside the reception table. She pointed to it, and Sanne gave it to the officer rather than directly to her. Hester watched her mother looking round the foyer for a familiar face that might ask whether this was really necessary.
Hester stayed in her chair. Merel stood by the window holding her helmet and did not move. The officer told Marjan they would continue at the station. Hester could not hear exactly what was being decided. She only saw her mother leave through the front door beside someone she could not send off to do something else.
Fleur sent the last visitors home. She did not tell them what had happened upstairs, only that the preview was over and the organisers would be in touch. The man with the panel received his receipt and went out through the ordinary front door. Amir closed the hall to visitors, cleared the way to the rear exit and waited for instructions about the office.
It was later before Hester could return to the kitchen. Robin was standing now. She wanted to go to Else, and to ring herself before anyone else reached her grandmother. Merel offered to cycle with her. Robin said walking would be better; she did not have her bike. Sanne offered to see her to the door, but Robin thanked her and picked up her own bag.
The glass of water remained on the table. Hester did not immediately clear it. First she went to the foyer to check that the little sketch with the oversized lamp was safe. The portfolio still lay open on the reception table. She did not close it. She asked the officer to record what was there and who had seen Marjan bring it. Then she stood beside Fleur to write down who had gone home and who was still in the building.
A Different Programme
On Sunday morning Hester set out twelve chairs and stopped. The old hall could easily have held five times as many visitors. Now a broad strip of floor remained clear between the works and the table. Where Fleur had wanted a lectern lay a stack of loose sheets with the correct names and a short explanation of the selection. There was no point in the programme when everyone would have to stop and listen.
Sanne came in at eleven and hung her coat on the same hook as yesterday. First she asked whether Hester had slept. Then she asked whether the instructions had changed. Hester liked that order: concern without permission to forget the rest of the day. She gave Sanne a fresh sheet. Upstairs remained out of use. The small gathering was only for those who still wanted to come after the new confirmation. There would be no photographs in the foyer. Sanne read it and asked who had the office key.
'The owner,' Hester said. 'We don't need to go up there today.'
The officers had documented the materials and the different accounts. Hester did not know everything that had been decided afterwards. Ellen had called back briefly on Saturday evening, confirmed that the new incident was being investigated and asked her to report any further approaches. Marjan had been taken in for questioning. That did not mean Hester now knew the legal outcome of the past, or even what the coming week would look like. It did mean she no longer had to put their mother opposite Merel on her own and call it a family conversation.
Fleur arrived with the co-owner's final written decision. The gathering could go ahead under the agreed conditions. Saturday's incident report would be sent to him separately; any changes to the sale would be dealt with through the business parties involved. Jasper would not vote on that on behalf of the old volunteers. Fleur read the businesslike reply aloud and sighed at the last line, which asked for the final invoice.
'That's part of it,' Hester said.
'I know. I'm just finding I want somebody to write in an official email that this is dreadful.'
Hester straightened one of the selection sheets. 'He doesn't need to find words for us. Just a decision we can use.'
On Saturday evening Fleur had suggested cancelling the gathering altogether. Hester had said that was possible, provided those who had brought materials could retrieve their work safely. Robin had phoned to say she particularly did not want to rush her mother's drawings away. She wanted to come with Else, for an hour perhaps, not to describe what had happened upstairs but to see where the work was. That had determined the shape of today. No board could decide they now had enough truth for a party.
The first two visitors were the woman from the association and her husband. They had missed Saturday's message and did not quite know why it was so small. Sanne gave them the new sheet and explained that the advertised programme was not going ahead. They were welcome to look quietly and did not have to stay. The woman asked whether there would be anything to drink. When Hester pointed out the jug of water, she said with relief that that was fine and went to the first sketch. She had not asked for an account. Hester noticed how used she had become to expecting everyone at the door to want something out of them.
Finn arrived at half past eleven with a bag that looked as though it had changed shoulders at the station. A red impression of his sleeve marked his cheek; he had slept on the train. Hester went towards him, already wanting to say he need not have come. His nod stopped her, and she hugged him.
'I've come to help with that heavy tub from your studio,' he said. 'And you said you'd be around on Sunday anyway.'
'I'm here all day.'
'Good. Didn't take long to find you, then.' He looked into the hall. 'Would it be odd if I just had a look first?'
She showed him the selection sheets. He took one without asking what he was expected to think of the work. Yesterday she had told him his grandmother had been taken away by the police, and why. Not every detail, but that there was now a direct witness statement about the push and that Marjan had kept Robin from leaving. He had not tried to find an answer for his mother. He had asked whether she was alone and whether he could come today. He did not have to settle his own relationship with his grandmother here on this floor.
Tessa had sent her booking confirmation last night. Fleur signed it now: one hour from half past two, work and installation only, identifiable people solely by separate agreement. Tessa would report to Sanne when she arrived and ask the maker concerned before taking each photograph.
Else wore a coat much too warm for the hall. She held the collar shut with one hand and did not look towards the stairs. Robin asked where she wanted to begin. Else pointed to the blue sketch, not the photograph of her daughter. Hester brought a chair over to the work and left them to it. She went to the table where visitors could return their selection sheets.
After a while Else beckoned her. She was seated now, still in her coat. She pointed at a little note beside the set design. 'Those aren't dimensions. That's a sum of money.'
Hester bent over the line. She had mistaken the number for a width.
'She always did her sums on the wrong side of things,' Else said. 'I never had a clean envelope at home either. You'd turn it over and find she'd worked out how much paint she could still afford.' She looked at Robin. 'Write that in. Not because it matters to the police. Just because it's a sum of money.'
Robin found a pencil and noted it on the corrections list. 'We will.'
Hester straightened. She had recorded a width where Brecht had been costing paint. At least they could correct that mistake at once.
Daan did not come into the hall. He stayed with Sanne and asked whether Else wanted to see him. Sanne came to ask, exactly as agreed, without bringing him along behind her. After a glance at Robin, Else said he could come, just briefly. Robin went to the worktable at the other end of the hall. She did not have to remain in that conversation because it concerned her mother.
Hester saw that Daan did not simply take the chair beside Else. He asked first. She could not hear what they said and did not move closer so she could tell someone later. He stayed less than ten minutes. At parting he shook Else's hand. Robin looked up but did not approach him. Daan noticed, raised a hand briefly to her and left. Hester did not know whether it was better than the distance they had begun with. At least it was their own distance.
Jasper came towards one to give Fleur a key. He did not enter the hall when he saw who was there. He also laid an envelope on the counter containing a copy of the insurance for the current works. The old papers would have to be found through his business records; he would not simply give Robin a box of personal data. Hester said contact could go directly through the police. He nodded and asked whether his co-owner already had the incident report.
'He'll get it today,' Hester said. 'With my part in it.'
Jasper turned the envelope a quarter-turn. 'I shouldn't have started clearing things away back then as if that made it all right.' He looked at the stairs. 'I don't know how to put it any more clearly.'
'You don't have to find a better way of saying it to me now.'
He left without seeking thanks in the hall. Fleur stood holding the key. There were tears in her eyes, not evenly distributed: one cheek wet, the other dry. Hester gave her a tissue from her bag. Then she asked whether Fleur would like five minutes outside. Sanne remained at the door; Finn was helping a visitor read the selection sheet, having been asked. Hester could offer her client something without immediately abandoning the hall.
At half past one someone at the counter asked for a statement. He ran a regional website and a visitor from yesterday had told him of 'trouble'. Sanne did not let him in to ask around for himself. Hester joined her and gave the brief reply she and Fleur had prepared: the preview had been interrupted following an incident; those involved had spoken directly to the police; the organisers would not discuss their statements. Sunday's programme had been changed and attendance was voluntary. He asked whether Marjan Koster was involved.
'I'm not going through names with you here,' Hester said. 'And you can't make recordings inside without permission.'
He pointed out that the event had been publicly advertised. Hester kept to her answer. She did not offer a false story to spare their mother, nor hand Robin over to provide an image for the news. When he went outside again, she did not know what he would write. She noted his name and request in her report and put the notebook away. Towards half past two Tessa arrived. She left the camera in her bag while she first greeted Robin and Else.
Ruben arrived later than Hester had expected, and without tools. He took a selection sheet from its holder, looked at the works and spent a while beside the photograph he was not in. Finn recognised him from an old photograph Hester had kept at home. She introduced them without a joke about the past. Ruben asked what Finn did; Finn described his apprenticeship, then asked whether Ruben had hung the lamp over the table. He had not. They carried on talking anyway.
Hester used those few minutes to finish the report with Fleur. They named the staff present, the departure from the agreed arrangements upstairs, the time of the call and the steps taken afterwards. No feelings in place of facts. They recorded which tasks had been done and which promotional elements had been dropped. Fleur signed the amended commission. Hester did not need to comfort her by giving away her own hours.
Towards three Else wanted to leave. Robin had stayed until her grandmother had seen enough, not until someone else thought they had reached a fitting close. Tessa asked whether she could briefly photograph the sketches on their own. Robin agreed, provided the images went to her first and the letter was not included. The original remained where it belonged; the copy was in her bag. Nothing in that arrangement needed to be a performance for the visitors.
Hester held the front door for them. Else touched her forearm. 'Your mother still has a cardigan of mine,' she said. 'You don't have to get it back for me.'
Hester could find no suitable answer and merely nodded. Robin took the other side of her grandmother's bag. Together they went towards the street at the older woman's pace. Behind Hester, Finn asked where to stack the unused chairs. She showed him the place in the hall, well clear of the rear exit. Then she helped him put the first two together.
What You Can Take With You
After four Robin removed the two sketches from their mounts. She had come back alone. Else was at home with her legs on a stool and had sent her so the work would not spend another night in an empty hall. Hester held a box open as Robin slid the protective sheets into place. They worked slowly enough not to make any new creases.
'I'll get yesterday's folder back later,' Robin said. 'Not from your mother. I'll tell them what belonged to mine, then find out what happens next. I've sent the photographs I took downstairs.'
Hester nodded. The ordinary sketches they were packing had already belonged to Robin and Else. There was no reason for those to disappear into the investigation too. She wrote the contents on the outside of the box so Robin would not have to open everything at home to find anything.
'Would you like to come round to Gran's?' Robin asked. 'She asked if there was anything else you wanted to know before you go back. I said I couldn't answer for you.'
'I can this evening. Not for a conversation she has to prepare for.'
'She won't. She's already said not to bring flowers.'
Merel came from the kitchen with a stack of dry glasses. She had offered to help with this last practical round, and nobody had questioned her about yesterday. She set the glasses down and said she was going to her cooking group as usual on Monday. Anouk would lead the washing-up team; Merel wanted to go through the new menu herself. Once Hester would have asked whether she could cope. Now she asked what time she started.
'Nine. I want to be first in. There are things on the wrong shelf, and if I have to look at them for another day I'll say something really unpleasant.'
Robin laughed. Then she asked whether she could come to Merel's sometime, without questions about the past. She had long wanted to know how to keep food hot for thirty without everything going sad. Merel suggested a Wednesday three weeks away and said she could also come without learning anything. They arranged it themselves, their phones above the stack of glasses. Hester held the box and did not say how pleased she was.
Outside, Finn was loading the empty crate from Hester's studio into a bicycle trailer borrowed from someone he knew in Vlietdam. Getting the things back on the train would be awkward; the crate could come a week later with someone driving to Rotterdam anyway. It was not a solution Hester had devised. She asked whether the acquaintance knew that too, and received an indignant look.
'Yes, Mum. I asked. Out loud.'
She gave his upper arm a gentle swat and handed him the last roll of tape. He would not be coming to Else's with her. He had another arrangement and wanted to do his own washing that evening. As they parted he said he did not know whether he would ring his grandmother. Hester briefly felt the old urge to protect him from the consequences, as though it were a decision she could arrange with the right explanation.
'You can think about that for yourself,' she said. 'If you speak to her, you don't have to pass messages between us.'
Finn nodded. 'I wasn't going to.' He hugged her and rode away so slowly that the crate still shifted to one side. He stopped, tightened a strap and carried on. She did not need to call after him.
Ruben did not help with the loading. He waited by the gate to the yard until Hester had time, not in the way but with a shoulder against the wall. She joined him when Robin and Merel carried the last box into the foyer. The towpath lay beyond the gate, visible between the bars. Two cyclists passed side by side until the way narrowed.
'Fleur wants to correct the foundation's history,' Hester said. 'Not tell yesterday's story. Put the right names under the work, and say people were wrong to talk about you as if your row explained what happened afterwards. I want my own false statement mentioned. But I want you to read it first.'
Ruben looked towards the path. 'No text saying I've been cleared of everything. I was never convicted.'
'It won't say that.'
'Or that we're putting a difficult time behind us as a group.'
Hester nodded. She had not intended that sentence, and still knew how easily someone else could add it. 'I'll send only facts I can stand by. Robin decides what can be used from her mother's things. Nobody gets to assume your approval just because they want to publish.'
Ruben rubbed his thumb over a flaking patch of paint on the gate. 'I want my sister to be able to read it. She's always believed me, but at birthdays she had to keep pretending the subject didn't exist. And a few people at my old work. I don't need the whole town delivering its verdict on me.'
'We'll start there, then.'
He looked at her now. 'You don't have to convince everyone in person to make amends. You'll find people saying they knew it all along. I don't want that.'
Hester thought of the people who had congratulated her on keeping such an assortment together. She would have liked to return to those conversations with a new sentence that corrected everything she had let stand. Ruben would not pose beside her as evidence. 'I'll send you the piece. You can say no.'
He nodded and lifted his shoulder from the wall. 'Will you be back in Rotterdam on Thursday?'
'Tomorrow. I've got work on Thursday morning.'
'I'm there for an appointment late in the afternoon. We could go for a walk, if you'd like.'
They agreed he would send her a place and time. Hester thought of her diary for Thursday: work in the morning, nothing after that yet. She could see him without cancelling anything.
At Else's an old towel covered the table for the box of drawings. Robin had started unpacking by the time Hester arrived. Else was on the sofa with her feet on a stool, just as Robin had said, and a bag of frozen peas against her knee. Without getting up she pointed to the empty chair. 'I haven't cooked for you. There's something left in the oven. You'll have to put it on a plate yourself.'
Hester took a small serving of the potato bake and put her plate on the free corner. Robin ate a few mouthfuls standing, then sat too. The drawings stayed wrapped. Part of the evening went on the job Robin was leaving for on Tuesday: high walls needed installing, and they would not fit in any of the lifts. Robin already knew how they would solve it but was angry about the planning. Else listened with the same irritation she brought to a badly repaired tap.
'They ought to think of that sooner,' she said.
'We've told them. Three times.'
'Four won't make it clearer.'
Hester ate and listened. She did not have to manoeuvre towards the moment when they could begin on Brecht. It arrived by itself when Else folded the towel round the box. She said she had used it for Brecht's last move too. Then the plan had been a different room, not her daughter's death. She pulled a loose thread from the edge and wound it round her forefinger.
'I used to think I'd understand if I could only find out,' she said. 'Now I understand a bit more. But I still want her here.'
Hester put down her fork. She could think of nothing to add to Else's wish. 'So do I.'
'I'm sure you do. But you've still got your mother.' It sounded harsh, and Else did not give an apologetic shrug. 'That's not an accusation you need to answer. It's simply true.'
Robin reached across the table towards her grandmother's hand, but Else did not take it at once. First she unwound the thread and smoothed it on the wood. Then she rested her fingers on Robin's.
Hester did not explain her lie again. She said she wanted to mention her own statement in a public correction, only with Robin's permission for anything about Brecht and her work. Else asked whether it would be a piece that set out their entire lives to satisfy other people.
'No. I want you to read it here before anything happens.'
'Send it, then. Robin has a say too. And I don't want a photograph of us beside it to prove everything's all right again.'
'There won't be one.'
Robin looked at the box. 'I do want to use one photograph of the work. Not the letter. And I'm not asking everyone who comes out badly for permission first.'
Hester nodded. She stayed until the plates were in the kitchen. As they said goodbye, Else told her she could return the towel if she carried more things in it at home. Hester pointed to the box: it was here. Else laughed at her own mistake and left the towel where it was.
A message from Marjan waited at the studio. She had asked when they could meet, without anyone else there. Hester read it sitting on the edge of the bed. She did not ring to prove her boundary aloud. She wrote that she wanted no visits for now, including unexpected ones at her home or work. Practical matters could come by message. She would say when she was ready for a conversation, and would not attend alone. She would not arrange or discuss Merel's contact. She reread the text for reproaches that invited an answer and deleted the only question.
After sending it she did not forward it to Merel for approval. She simply said she was returning to Rotterdam and would ring her on Tuesday, if that suited. Merel replied with a time and a photograph of bowls stacked on the wrong shelf. Hester put the call in her diary.
Then she tidied the studio. Tomorrow the key had to be back in the box beside the front door by ten. Her final invoice and the list of received works lay on the table. She put them in separate folders. She washed the red mug that belonged to the studio and left it upside down on the rack. Her own things still fitted the bag she had brought on Monday. She zipped it up, draped tomorrow's clean jumper over the chair and set the alarm.
A Place of Her Own
In March Hester left her phone at the office when she went to the opening. Not deliberately. She noticed at the tram stop and worked out whether she could go back. She could, if she ran, and would arrive after Robin's short welcome. She stayed where she was. The address was on the card in her bag. Nobody needed to track her arrival along the way.
This time the card had come directly from Robin, with her own name on the front. On the back was a handwritten request for Hester to come a quarter of an hour early: one of the plinths was too high and there was still a choice to make. Hester was neither a paying visitor nor hired help, but someone whose eye Robin apparently valued. She had written back to say she would be there and her preference for low plinths was not an official standard.
The exhibition space was in Rotterdam, a narrow former shop with a broad window. Small models stood on plinths inside. Among them rose one full-scale installation, with partial doorways, walls that stopped short and wooden objects that only formed rooms when seen from a particular spot. Robin Boon was written on the window, as large as the title. Brecht's work was not the reason for this exhibition. Robin had designed spaces in which people could wait together without having to look at one another. Hester had seen photographs of the trials, but only here did she understand why the distance between two walls mattered so much.
Robin stood in her socks on a low stool, shifting a light a few centimetres. She looked over her shoulder when Hester came in. 'There you are. Say something unkind about that tall plinth.'
Hester hung her coat on a hook by the door and walked round the plinth. On top was a model of a narrow passage, open towards the window. 'I can't see inside without standing on tiptoe.'
'Thank you. That's what I said.' Robin stepped off the stool and pointed to a clear place on the floor. 'The low one's there. We'll need to share the weight.'
They lifted the model together at the points Robin indicated. Hester felt the wood flex and kept her hands still until Robin nodded. There was a splinter at the back of the lower plinth. Robin covered it with tape, made a note on a list and slid the model until the edges lined up. Then she put on her shoes.
'You haven't got a phone,' she said as Hester searched her bag for the card.
'Forgotten it.'
'How lovely. Now I can't ask you to take another photograph.' She gave her a printed sheet. 'These have already been taken. By someone paid to do it, which strikes me as an excellent system.'
Hester read the first lines. Robin had written clearly and briefly about her choice of materials, without making her mother's death an origin story. Right at the bottom was an acknowledgement of the people who had helped. Hester appeared among them, after the joinery workshop and before Else. She pointed to her name.
'You said that first passage was too narrow to let someone pass,' Robin said. 'You were right. I like to credit people who've helped me think.'
People Hester did not know began to arrive. A woman with a tape measure in her coat pocket asked Robin about the joints between the wooden panels. Two students wanted to know whether they could step inside the large installation. Robin answered the practical questions first, then said she would talk in ten minutes about where the work had begun. She had already draped her grandmother's coat over a chair. Else was in the small room at the back, where a fellow maker had found her a stool.
Hester went to greet her. Else had her coat over the chair beside her. She pointed out a photograph on the wall of Robin at a workbench, a saw in her hand. 'She looks like her mother there. So cross when someone takes a picture while you're trying to hold something straight.'
'I thought she was looking at the saw.'
'She told me the photographer kept saying her name wrong. Five times.' Else moved her bag from the next chair. 'Sit down for a bit. You're walking as if you're still at work.'
Hester sat. She had come from a meeting about a neighbourhood festival whose budget could not cover all its plans. She had proposed a paid assistant instead of promising to absorb the work herself. At first the client had said no, then reduced the programme. She had kept the job. That still took getting used to: a limit that did not immediately lead to loss, but gave no guarantee of being liked either.
At the office her phone lay beside a folder containing a letter about the investigation. It had come last week. The investigation into Brecht's death and the events of September was not complete; no decision on prosecution had yet been communicated. Marjan had been interviewed, witnesses had faced further questions. Hester did not know her mother's part only through that formal process. Merel had told her what she saw, and on the landing Marjan herself had no longer been able to deny the push. What could be proved in law, and what decisions would follow, was still unknown.
Else did not ask about the letter. She had her own contact and knew what mattered to her. She said she had arranged for the drawings to be stored properly, in flat boxes at the top of her wardrobe rather than a shed. One little sketch now hung in her passage. The oversized lamp with the little person beneath. She passed it every morning on her way to fetch the post.
'I still think it's funny,' she said. 'For a while I'd forgotten I could simply find something of hers funny.'
Merel came in carrying a red envelope. She wore a coat Hester did not recognise and had had her hair cut shorter, simply because the old length kept getting in her food. She hugged Else, bumped Hester with her shoulder and left the envelope beside Robin's sheet. It contained a voucher for a DIY shop, she said. Flowers seemed awkward in a space where things mostly were not meant to stand on a windowsill.
Hester asked about the new Wednesday group. Merel pulled a face and described a participant who wanted more butter in everything. Then she showed her a photograph of her own new worktop, on wheels. She had been able to pay for it from the programme's budget. Bram had helped assemble it at home; she had decided where it would go. She did not ask Hester whether she had been sensible, and Hester offered no unsolicited advice about its height.
When Else waved to someone on the other side of the room, Merel sat down beside Hester. 'I've written to Mum saying I won't be visiting for now,' she said. 'Not at Easter either. I'm telling you so you know, not so you can do anything about it.'
'I understand.'
'And I'm not drafting a joint reply to her letter. Mine wasn't the same as yours.'
Hester nodded. For so long they had compared their mother's words as if a single secret instruction manual lay hidden somewhere inside them. Now each had the right to reply for herself, or not to reply at all. Hester had seen Marjan once in February, at a neutral place, with someone else present. She had left after forty minutes when her mother started talking about what she said Merel had misunderstood. Since then she had kept their contact limited and in writing. She had not made her mother a stranger. Nor had she given her access again to every room of her life.
'I didn't mean to start on her today,' Merel said.
'You've said two sentences.'
Merel counted on her fingers and shook her head. 'Four.' She stood to give Robin the envelope. Hester stayed seated a moment longer and laughed at the correction. For the first time in months, a conversation about their mother could end with something other than the question of who had to ring now.
Beside the entrance, among the exhibition sheets, lay a slim booklet about De Werf. Robin had not put it there as part of her work; Fleur had brought a few copies for anyone asking about the background. Hester picked one up. The origins of the old works had been checked afresh. Brecht was credited as the maker of her own designs; other names had been retained or left open where there was no certainty. The accompanying text had been published with Robin's consent. Hester's own correction appeared with her name beneath: in 2004 she had falsely stated that Merel was with her in the kitchen. She had now withdrawn that statement. The booklet also said that Ruben's departure through the rear was supported by separate recollections and the surviving photographs; the old social suspicion had never been an established account of what happened.
After publication she had sent the text to the people Ruben wanted to share it with. His sister had replied that she was keeping it. Two others had said nothing. One man claimed he had always believed Ruben. Hester had not taken that up. The correction remained available, including where the pleasant version of the foundation's history had once been. There was no new group photograph beside it. Fleur had put her name to her own part and had not blamed the wording on Hester when criticism came.
Ruben arrived as Hester put the booklet back. His coat was still buttoned and he held a small parcel. 'I haven't bought a plant,' he said. 'You'd all trip over it.'
'Merel's gone for something useful too.'
'Too late to be original, then.' The parcel contained a good pencil and a sharpener, chosen on Robin's own advice. He put it beside the envelope and hung up his coat. Since that first walk on Thursday they had seen each other from time to time. Sometimes they went a week without speaking; sometimes they ate together on a Tuesday because they happened to be in Rotterdam. Hester knew where he lived; he knew which days she had no time. They were close enough now not to have to keep going over the past.
'Have you eaten?' he asked.
'I could have something afterwards.'
'Me too. But first I'd like to know if I'm allowed through there.' He pointed to the large wooden installation. 'There's no sign saying keep out.'
Hester laughed and said he would have to ask the maker. He did. Robin beckoned him to the broad opening and showed him where not to put his hand. Then she clapped once to ask for everyone's attention. She gave her name, thanked the people from the workshop and asked the visitors to look from different angles. The welcome took less time than a song. Then everyone started moving again.
Else wanted to see inside the large installation too. Robin shifted a panel so she would not have to squeeze round the narrow side. Hester was already getting up, but waited a moment to see where her hands were needed. Robin indicated the end of the wall. Hester took hold there. Together they steadied the panel while Else stepped through the opening and began to laugh in surprise on the other side.
From her chair it had looked like a passage. From this angle there turned out to be a little table, with a small stool beside it. Else asked whether she could sit on it. Robin said the stool was part of the work and not fit to sit on; there was a sturdy one behind the door. Hester fetched it and shifted one leg across a gap in the floor until it stood firmly. Else sat, tucked her bag underneath and beckoned them to come and look from her place too.
