When the Track Is Empty
A sports romance
English
Fabliva
A complete sports romance about ambition, work and making room for each other.
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One More Go
Fenna wanted another go. Not because the last one had gone badly. Quite the opposite. As she eased off, she felt her legs had grasped something she'd spent weeks trying to think her way through, and she wanted to go back to the start before she lost it.
Gita looked up from her list. 'That's it.'
'I didn't say anything.'
'You're already looking at me.'
On the other side of the infield, Madelon was putting on her jacket. She had tied her hair back so tightly that her ponytail still stuck almost horizontally out of her helmet. Fenna would have said something about it if she hadn't been trying to catch her coach's eye one last time.
Gita put her pen away. 'That's your lot for today. More next time.' She pointed at Fenna's towel. 'That's yours. I've got enough washing at home.'
Fenna picked it up. The pleasure was still in her legs, unreasonable and glorious. Two weeks ago, after a warehouse shift, she'd mainly been trying to get to the venue on time. Now she'd done a whole session with the sprint group without a message about a changed shift, a half-formed arrangement or a request to try another day. For twelve winter weeks, her name was simply on the schedule. She still couldn't make a living from cycling, but this was time she wouldn't have to keep scraping together.
She walked her bike over to the agreed spot to gather her things. Madelon was already sitting on a bench, eating a roll she hadn't quite unwrapped. A corner of paper stuck out of her mouth. She pulled it out, inspected it and carried on eating.
'You looked pleased,' she said.
'I am pleased.'
'You sound as though someone's insulted you.'
'I just want to know if I can do it again.'
'Next time. Gita's just said it for you.'
Fenna sat down beside her. Something small in her sock had been prickling her throughout the session. She took it off and found a red thread from her work glove. The warehouse managed to follow her everywhere. That morning she'd spent three hours packing bike lights advertised as brighter than the last range. The boxes showed exactly the same photograph of a man cheerfully riding up an unlit mountain. Fenna had sent him off to his destination sixty times in a row.
Madelon bent over her bag. 'Early start tomorrow?'
'Not till the day after.'
'There you go. Living the dream.'
A man came through the entrance to the infield, wheeling a bike with a yellow banana between his teeth. He wore a dark shirt without a huge sponsor's name on it, and looked round as though he knew where he was supposed to be but hoped someone might offer him something more interesting. When he saw Madelon, he raised two fingers. The banana fell. He caught it against his chest, let the helmet slip from his other hand and trapped it with his foot.
Fenna burst out laughing before she'd decided whether that was kind.
The man looked at her. He kept his foot on the rim of the helmet. 'I can do it with an orange, too.'
'A whole fruit bowl would be properly impressive.'
'I'm building up to it.' He put the banana in his bag and picked up the helmet. There was a fresh mark from his sole across the front. He rubbed it with his sleeve, without much success.
'Marten,' Madelon said. 'This is Fenna. She's had a good day, so you don't have to be careful with her.'
'So I see.' He held out his hand. 'Marten Beek.'
His hand was warm. Fenna gave it a quick shake and held on a fraction longer than she needed to. She knew his name. Once, at a track meeting, she'd stood behind a group of men talking about him as though his race existed solely to prove their predictions wrong. She hadn't watched his race. What she remembered was the chorus of protest from all four when things failed to turn out as they'd said.
'You've got something on your helmet,' she said.
'It's meant to be there. Wear pattern.'
Madelon rustled her sandwich bag. 'I'm off. You two can manage a conversation about fruit without me.' She put the wrapper away and picked up her bike. As she said goodbye, she gave Fenna's shoulder a squeeze. 'Eat. Actual food. You already sound annoying and I've got to put up with your messages tomorrow.'
Fenna watched her go. Marten put his bag down with the endurance group's kit. A few other riders were getting ready. Their coach called something and he answered with a thumbs-up. So he didn't have a whole free hour to stand around being charming. Fenna felt a small, ridiculous pang of disappointment.
'You lot finished?' he asked.
'I am. Reluctantly.'
'So I heard.'
'Gita's loud.'
'So are you.'
She looked at him. He smiled without apology. One of his front teeth was slightly crooked. She realised she was looking at it and moved her gaze to his eyes, which didn't help much.
'I wouldn't mind a good session lasting longer,' she said.
'I'll think of you.'
'That won't make your session any shorter.'
'No.' He bent over his bag and took the banana out again. 'But it'll give me something to do.'
She laughed again. This time she saw he'd been waiting for it. He peeled the banana, took a bite and went over to his group before she could answer. She minded him simply walking away more than she ought to.
She showered, got dressed and discovered she'd brought only one clean sock. The other was probably still inside a trouser leg at home. She stared into her bag for a while, as though persistence might produce a second one. Then she put the used pair back on. She had no plans that involved anyone sniffing her ankles.
The foyer by the coffee machine was quieter than the track. Fenna took the food container out of her bag and sat down at a table. Rice with chicken, peppers and something that had once been a courgette. The lid was covered in sauce. She scraped it clean with her spoon and ate. Through the open passage she could see a stretch of track. She couldn't immediately tell which of the men riding past was Marten. When she recognised him by the line of his shoulders, she found it annoyingly pleasing.
Her phone vibrated. A photograph of Madelon's cat, sitting with both front paws on the zip of her kitbag. Underneath: He thought it was a good session too.
Fenna replied that she was eating proper food. She attached a photograph of the container to forestall further supervision.
Madelon replied at once. And a photo of what's in it, please.
Fenna held her empty spoon up to the camera and sent that. Then she put her phone away. She wasn't here to wait for a man to finish training. She was eating because she was hungry and because there was nothing much to get excited about in her fridge. It was quite possible that her meal would last about as long as his session. There were probably people who could work that out; she wasn't going back to the infield to do it.
After fifteen minutes, the explanation no longer held up. Her container was empty. She'd scraped the pepper stuck to the bottom off with her spoon. She'd even rinsed the container. All she had to do now to go home was stand up.
She took her phone out again and opened her shopping list. Bread, laundry detergent, eggs. Beneath eggs she typed socks. She didn't know whether the supermarket sold them, and that suddenly seemed an excellent problem to spend a long time thinking about.
A woman shutting her laptop at the next table wished her a good evening. Fenna wished her the same and felt caught out by someone who had no interest in her whatsoever.
She picked up her bag. Her thighs were tender when she stood, in that good way that would feel less good later if she lay on the sofa too long. She put her rubbish in the bin and went back towards the passage. The endurance group was still going. She didn't stop to watch. By her bike, Gita was on her knees retrieving a loose sheet of paper from under a case.
'Forgotten something?' her coach asked.
'No. Had something to eat.'
'Good. See you Thursday.'
Fenna nodded. Thursday was soon enough. It suddenly seemed unnecessary to fit another exercise into the evening after all.
She wheeled her bike towards the exit and stopped at the last bench to zip up her coat. On the bench lay a helmet with a black mark across the front. She looked round. Marten was coming from the other direction with his own bike, his hair damp against his head. He looked from the helmet to her and lifted one corner of his mouth.
'I left it there on purpose,' he said. 'As a warning.'
'To people with bananas?'
'To anyone who thinks I'm organised.'
She sat down on the bench. The lining of her sleeve had folded over and she couldn't get her hand through. It would have been easier to take her coat off for a moment. Now she'd started, she wanted to win. Marten watched without helping. When her hand finally emerged, he gave her a thumbs-up.
'Don't say anything,' she said.
'I was impressed.'
'Yes. I could see.' She pulled up the zip. 'Will you be here on Thursday too?'
'That's the plan.'
'Same here.'
He hung his helmet from his handlebars and let his gaze linger on her face. It was long enough to make her question mean more than whether they would be in the same sports hall. She hadn't needed to ask. Now that she had, she wanted him to understand.
'Nice,' he said.
She narrowed her eyes. 'Is that the best you can do?'
'No. But I don't want to give it all away on my first evening.'
Fenna stood up. 'You know, I wasn't waiting here for you at all.'
'Shame. I went to all that trouble of forgetting my helmet.'
She laughed so loudly that the man putting his overshoes on some way off looked up. Marten laughed with her. There was something light about it, both of them knowing how ridiculous this was and carrying on anyway.
Outside, they each walked to their own car. Once the bikes were loaded, he came over to her door for a moment. He said her name before he left, simply, as though he wanted to try it out. Fenna raised a hand and drove away. She stopped at a red light at the first junction. She didn't have his number. She could have asked. She thought of Thursday, of the black mark on his helmet, and realised she was still smiling.
There were no socks in the supermarket. She bought bread, eggs and a bag of mandarins she didn't need. Only at home, unpacking her shopping, did she realise why she'd picked them up. She sent Madelon a photograph of the net.
The reply came as she put a pan on the hob. So you didn't buy laundry detergent.
Fenna looked at the list. Then at the dirty towel hanging over her bag. She started laughing again.
For Men Who Know
On the way home, Marten had thought of three better answers than nice. All three were too late, and probably not as good as he thought. He put his bike in the hall, where the front wheel knocked his coat off its hook. The coat fell on his head. Fenna could have seen that too. In case she'd been impressed.
He'd lived in this flat for nearly two years and still hadn't moved the coat rack. For now, he could get round it, and everything else was where it ought to be. A large table by the window. A sofa too short to sleep on, which was an improvement on the last one. Three pans in the kitchen, one of them always waiting to be washed. He didn't have to climb over anyone to get at his own things.
He hung his coat up again and moved the bike along a bit. It wasn't a solution. It wasn't an urgent problem either. That was something he liked about living alone: he could keep bumping into the same coat rack for as long as he pleased.
The box of coffee his sister had given him for his birthday was still on top of the washing machine. On the front was a bearded man and the words for men who know what they want. Marten had tried to find somewhere to put it where a packet of coffee wouldn't challenge him every morning. But the kitchen cupboard door wouldn't shut with it inside.
He put the kettle on, opened the fridge and found the bowl of potatoes he'd cooked yesterday. There was half a head of broccoli too. The edges had gone yellow. He cut off the usable part and put a pan on the hob.
He'd ridden well tonight. Nothing special, nothing bad. A session that had done what his coach intended. He could build on it tomorrow without rearranging the rest of his week. Still, he kept thinking about Fenna tilting her head and asking if that was the best he could do. He'd wanted to kiss her. Quite something, considering she'd spoken to him for barely ten minutes altogether and spent half of them laughing at him.
He tipped the potatoes into the pan. They slid against each other in one cold slab. He pressed down with the spatula and sent half of them over the edge.
When his phone rang, he welcomed the excuse not to pick them up yet. Koen. He'd probably heard something about the winter group and wanted to know whether Marten was signing up for another season after all. Signing up was rather a grand way to describe the arrangements he'd raced under in recent years. There had been people willing to sort things out for him, money that sometimes arrived later than hoped and enough support to have another go each time. The contribution he'd relied on last season was ending now.
He answered. 'I'm cooking.'
'I hadn't even asked,' Koen said.
'You're not getting an invitation.'
'Thank goodness. I've eaten at yours before.'
Koen owned a bike shop in a village outside Apeldoorn. They knew each other from a series of evenings when Marten and a few other riders had talked to customers about racing. The customers had mainly wanted to know whether expensive kit would make them faster. At the end, Koen always said that a good bike should at least stay out of your way. Then he'd switch on the light over the till.
Now he wanted Marten to work for him. Four days, including the hours spent leading groups of adult recreational riders. Sales, preparation, helping people choose a bike they'd enjoy, setting up the evenings Koen still had to do himself too often. Not a job title Marten had ever dreamt of as a boy. But work someone was willing to pay him a proper wage for.
'Still on for Friday?' Koen asked.
'Yes.'
'Come a bit earlier, then. You can see us when we're busy. You saw the quiet bit last time. Otherwise you'll think we drink coffee and sell the occasional bell.'
'Sounds exactly like my kind of job, actually.'
'You wanted to know what it's really like, didn't you?'
Marten looked at the potatoes on the floor. 'Yes. I did.'
Koen waited. They'd talked about starting after this winter block, not putting him behind a counter tomorrow morning. He'd gone through the work with Marten, then sent him home to think about it. That last part was proving harder than the first.
'I don't expect a performance on Friday,' Koen said. 'You're coming to have a look. Then we'll see if you're still so funny when someone turns up with a bent mudguard.'
'I could have a very good laugh at that.'
'Then we'll start with the difference between being in front of the counter and behind it.'
After the call, Marten picked up the potatoes. A crumb of something else stuck to his finger, something that had been bread earlier in the week. He wiped the floor and ate at the table, straight from the pan. There was nobody to assume he was doing it because he was upset. Sometimes living alone simply saved on washing-up.
He could have told Koen he'd met someone tonight. That would have been odd. Koen was offering him a job, not an afternoon with their feet up talking about women. Besides, he hadn't met someone in the way people meant when they told the story later. A banana had fallen. A woman had laughed. That was all.
She'd shaken his hand as though she wanted to congratulate him on something and hadn't quite decided what. He took a mouthful and looked at the window. He could see himself sitting there, darker than the kitchen, his cheek slightly puffed out with food. He thought of the mark from his shoe on the helmet again. A convincing first impression.
After eating, he fetched the box that had been waiting for him in the bedroom since Sunday. He'd tried to sort out his wardrobe. The result was a tidy pile of ordinary clothes and a box of cycling kit too full to close. If he put the contents back now, the box could go and he would officially have tidied up. Instead, he pushed it over to the table.
On top lay two white jerseys from a team that no longer existed. They'd had hopes for it at the time. A decent programme, a group of men who got on well as long as they weren't all hungry at once, staff who took them seriously. They'd been good years. Marten smoothed out one of the jerseys and saw the little stain near the hem that hadn't come out since the first trip. Everyone had a different version of what had flown across the bus during that meal.
He sat down with the jersey on his lap. There had been days when he'd honestly thought he was on the verge of something bigger. He didn't have to make fun of that now. He'd done plenty he would never otherwise have done. Woken up in a strange city and known at breakfast exactly who he'd laugh with. Cared so much about riding fast that a coach's clumsy remark could ruin the whole afternoon. Won something, then won it all over again the following evening when someone asked about it.
He would miss it. Even breakfast at six, with someone opposite him sitting in a silence just as stubborn as his own.
Under the jerseys was a pile of gloves. Some had lost their partner. He laid the odd ones in a row and started pairing them by colour. Halfway through, he stopped. What exactly was he doing? Nobody was going to turn him away from the next session because his gloves were slightly different shades of black.
His phone vibrated. A message from his sister. Was the coffee any good?
He took a photograph of the packet with the man on it and wrote underneath that she'd put him in front of a difficult audience.
She replied that he was thirty-six and might be expected to know a thing or two by now.
He rang her. She answered while someone in the background complained there was no whipped cream. His nephew, probably. Lately, he believed every pudding was incomplete unless it had appeared in a photograph somewhere.
'It's Tuesday,' his sister said to someone in the room. Then, to Marten: 'Yes?'
'I'm trying to think about work and you give me a coffee packet with more confidence than I've got.'
'I could have got you the one with the squirrel.'
'That would have been more appropriate.'
'So you've tried it?'
'Not yet.'
She laughed. He heard a drawer open and began putting the gloves back in the box. At the other end of the line, his sister said the cream really wasn't hidden somewhere at the back.
'Are you going to Koen's on Friday?' she asked.
'Yes.'
'Good.'
'You sound relieved.'
'I'd have been glad if you were going to look at something else, too. You've been talking about that shop for a month. I wanted to know if it was still there.'
He picked up a glove and slipped his fingers inside. There was a hole beside his thumb. 'It's still there. He's busy.'
'Very inconvenient if you end up working there.'
He told her about training. She asked whether he'd ridden well. Yes, he said, and that was enough for her. No question about how much better he still needed to get, no awkward rush to change the subject. He thought of Fenna, finished but wanting more. He knew the feeling so well that he'd nearly asked how it had gone. He was glad he hadn't. She probably had enough people discussing her training already.
'There's someone,' his sister said.
He looked at the phone. 'In your room? It sounds like it.'
'No. With you. You sound different.'
'I'm wearing a glove.'
'That must explain all sorts of things.'
He pulled the glove off. 'I've met someone. Though that's a rather grand way to describe someone who immediately pointed out the footprint on my helmet.'
'I bet it's still there.'
He went into the hall. The mark was still there.
'Marten.'
'Yes, all right.' He fetched a dishcloth from the kitchen. 'I'm really going to tidy up now.'
'Just say you want to get rid of me.'
'You want to know if I've finished your coffee and whether I'm going to work on Friday. I reckon we could both keep this going a bit longer.'
When they hung up, the white jersey had ended up among the ordinary clothes again. He folded it once more. Keeping it didn't have to mean getting it out every week. He set aside two good jerseys to wear and made a small pile for the textile recycling bin. No solemn farewell ceremony. One of the sleeves had simply become too thin to stand much more.
He cleared the table and put the empty pan in the sink. The box would close now. He left it like that. It felt good to finish something without anyone having to know he'd put it off all week.
He found Madelon on his phone. Last spring they'd shared a few journeys to the same track meetings. She still remembered more or less everything he'd said on those trips, especially the things he'd rather not hear again. He typed a request for Fenna's number, read it and deleted it. Fenna had said herself that she'd see him on Thursday. Perhaps that was enough.
He went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror as he brushed his teeth. His helmet strap had left a mark on his cheek. He leaned a little closer to the glass. Thirty-six, yes. It didn't suddenly seem a shocking age. He just couldn't picture what came next. In ten years, he didn't want to be telling people he was about to start another season. Nor did he want to pretend tomorrow that everything before it had only been practice.
He rinsed his mouth, went back to the living room and picked up his phone. She'd laughed and she'd sought him out. He didn't have to play it down to save himself from being disappointed.
He sent Madelon: Will you give Fenna my number? I'd like to ask her out. Just to be clear: I can do that bit myself.
Madelon replied with a photograph of a cat on a kitbag. Then: He says it's fine. I'll ask Fenna too.
Marten sat down on the sofa that was too short and put his feet on the table. He'd meant to say she needn't hurry. He didn't send it. It would have been a ridiculous message after a request he'd chosen to make at half past ten.
He opened his conversation with Koen and confirmed he'd be there earlier on Friday. Then he put his phone beside him. He thought of Fenna's face when she'd said she wasn't waiting for him. The way she'd lifted her chin a little, ready to laugh with him if only he could manage a decent answer. He wanted to see her once without either of them having to hold a bike. At a table, perhaps, with something to eat that hadn't come out of a bag. And enough time to find out whether she always looked like that when she liked someone.
Four Riders
The crate held three hundred saddlebags that looked nothing like any of the pictures in the system. Fenna held one up. It was smaller than her fist and had a loop which, according to the description, did not exist. She turned it over. The loop was still there.
'Look hard enough and it'll turn into the right item,' Madelon said behind her.
'Aren't you going home soon?'
'Eleven minutes. I need to spend them usefully.'
Fenna put the bag on the workbench. On the screen was a neat, elongated version that could probably hold enough tools for a small house move. This one had room for a front-door key and a little hope. She had already checked four boxes. The quantities were right, the supplier was right; only the product wasn't cooperating.
She reported the discrepancy to the supervisor and moved the crate to the area for stock queries. That held up an order for a shop in Groningen. Annoying, but less annoying than sending out four boxes of the wrong bags and getting four boxes back tomorrow. The supervisor examined the item, swore quietly and asked if she could go through the other delivery first.
'As long as that hasn't turned into a key ring.'
He didn't answer. He was already on the phone. Fenna took the new list and went to the next bay.
She didn't mind the work. That surprised people who knew her outside the warehouse. They spoke of her job as if it were an opponent she would one day defeat with enough good results. She liked an order being complete, showing a new starter the bay one row further along than seemed logical, and reaching the end of a shift with something actually finished. The problem was how many hours were left. Even a decent job took time.
By the inner tubes, a young colleague was crouching beside two boxes. He had mixed up the sizes and now held the packets side by side as though the difference were a personal insult. Fenna helped him put the boxes back. Meanwhile he told her about the scooter he and his brother were repairing. No questions about training. No remarks about how many bikes she had at home. She listened to a story about a seized bolt and felt herself relax.
When she took her break, Madelon was still in the canteen. Her shift was over; she was finishing her lunch before an appointment. She already had her coat on and held her coffee cup between her hands. It was new, bright pink, with a lid that didn't fit. She had rested it at an angle on the rim.
'You've done something about it,' she said as soon as Fenna sat down.
'About what?'
'The phone number. You've got that look.'
'I've just got a face.'
'Yes, we're all used to that.'
Fenna unwrapped her sandwiches. Last Wednesday Madelon had asked if she could forward a message from Marten. Fenna had said yes, then had to read what he had sent three times. No elaborate approach: did she fancy going out for something to eat next week? She had replied that it depended on his ability to read a menu without dropping things. He had sent a photograph of a perfectly level plate. Over the next few days they had messaged about several utterly unimportant things. It had been nice to want to tell him those things.
On Thursday they had seen each other briefly after their separate training sessions. No full evening's performance this time. His hair had still been wet and she had watched his mouth while he said something about his car. Only at home had she realised she had no idea what was wrong with it.
'We're going out for dinner on Friday,' she said.
'Which Friday?'
'This one.'
Madelon tapped her spoon against the cup. 'Good. I was afraid you'd spend an entire season corresponding about fruit first.'
'It's not our only area of expertise.'
'For your sake, I hope not.' She took a sip, forgot the loose lid and got a streak of coffee down her chin. Fenna pushed a napkin towards her without laughing. Madelon apparently found that worse. 'You can say something.'
'I'd never exploit a moment of weakness.'
'Marten's thirty-six, you know. He might occasionally break something that doesn't grow back by itself.'
'You're twenty-nine and you can't drink out of a cup.'
Madelon laughed. She dabbed her chin dry and put the cup down. 'He seems nice. Beyond that I want nothing to do with it. My bike will be beside yours in Alkmaar next week and I don't want ten hours of hearing how nice he is.'
'You can stand with Gita.'
'She'll tell me to pay attention.'
She left, waving hurriedly to someone by the door who wanted to ask her something else. Fenna stayed with her sandwiches. She was looking forward to Alkmaar. Madelon would call her on her nonsense, then try to ride a good race of her own.
By the end of her shift, the problem with the bags was still unresolved. A red note now hung on the crate and the supervisor had used up his smile for suppliers. Fenna cleared her bench and wrote down which boxes she had checked. The colleague with the scooter raised a hand. She asked him to tell her tomorrow whether it was running again.
Outside, it was cold enough to zip her coat right up under her chin. She went home and turned on the shower. All morning she had longed for a warm bath, though there wasn't one in her bathroom. Today she stayed under the hot water a little longer.
She had arranged to speak to Gita in the late afternoon. Discussing a training plan was usually a short call. This time her coach had sent a message asking if Fenna had fifteen minutes. She hadn't asked why. She had been afraid the answer alone would make her want to check her phone for the whole shift.
Gita rang exactly on time. In the background Fenna heard a car door close.
'I'm parked,' her coach said. 'You sitting down too?'
'I've got a sandwich and I'm on my own sofa. Not very impressive.'
'Good. Then I can tell you something without you pulling a box off a shelf at the same time.'
Fenna put her plate on the armrest. Gita told her about Naja Holm, a sprint coach she knew through cycling. Naja was putting together a small group in Denmark, Nordspor. There was funding for six months with four experienced women riders. Not a one-off week where you mainly paid your own way. A period of training with regular coaching, hired track time and enough money to commit to something longer than a weekend.
'She isn't looking for new talent she still has to teach to ride,' Gita said. 'She wants people who know what they're doing and want to get better. I mentioned your name. And asked if I could discuss it with you.'
Fenna put her feet on the floor. She couldn't remember drawing them up.
'What does funding mean?'
'She needs to explain that. I'm not going to pass on a figure from a conversation as a promise. First she wants to know whether you're interested. Then she can send something concrete.'
'Definitely interested.'
'Read it first when it comes. This isn't a trip you can book tomorrow.'
Gita gave her enough to ask questions. The group would start in February, for six months. Near Ballerup. Fenna knew the name of the track but had never ridden there. Naja wanted her recent results and some information about her current training. Not a promise Fenna had written herself that she would soon be beating everyone. Gita had offered to talk about the training if Fenna wanted her to.
She looked at her trainers under the table. One lay on its side, a little stone caught in the tread. Her world did not grow bigger as she looked at them. A plate of sandwiches still sat on the sofa. Yet suddenly she wanted to go everywhere at once.
'Why me?'
'Because you've been riding well for years and you're not finished. And because not every group has to find a nineteen-year-old.' Gita paused. 'You don't need to sell me your willingness to work hard. I know about that. Naja doesn't yet.'
Fenna asked about the other riders, somewhere to live and what would happen if she didn't ride as well as she hoped in January. Gita knew some of the answers; for the rest she referred her to Naja. It made Fenna impatient. She wanted to get hold of something solid. Preferably a bag. Preferably the bag she could put everything straight into.
'This isn't selection by a federation either,' Gita said. 'Naja runs the group. I can give you her address, that's all.'
'Go on, then.'
'You sound as if you're on her doorstep already.'
'I've still got my slippers on.'
'Don't forget them, then.'
After the call Fenna sat for a moment. Then she got her laptop and wrote to Naja. She kept it shorter than her first attempt, in which she had almost explained why she had taken up sprinting at sixteen. She was interested in a conversation. She attached her recent race results and asked what other information Naja needed.
Only when it was sent did she pick up her plate again. The bread had dried at the edges. She ate it with an impatience she hadn't found so pleasant in a long time. She would have to leave for this. The warehouse, her flat, the inevitable succession of shifts and training sessions she knew so well that a different week already seemed an undertaking. She wanted to. That was the simple, almost embarrassing answer to all the questions she would still be asking herself.
Her phone lit up. Marten asked whether seven on Friday was still good. He had suggested a small restaurant they both knew of but had never eaten in. Somewhere neither would first have to tell a story about an earlier successful evening.
She typed yes. Then her thumb hovered above the screen. There was nothing between her and this man yet, apart from a strong inclination to talk to him. So it was ridiculous to tell him the news already. She could just go to dinner on Friday. People ate together all the time without explaining what they intended to do in February.
She typed that she might be able to train in Denmark for six months. That nothing was certain yet, but her winter didn't automatically mean she would stay in Apeldoorn afterwards.
She read it and wrinkled her nose. It sounded as if she were trying to sell him a car with a faulty gearbox. She deleted the second sentence. Then she sent only the first, adding that she was very excited about it.
His reply came a few minutes later. Sounds good. On Friday we'll celebrate the possibility. I'll warn the restaurant.
Fenna put her phone face down on the table and went to the kitchen. She took out two glasses before noticing she was pouring water for herself. She put the second back. She had wanted to tell him something and he wanted to celebrate it with her. Friday couldn't come soon enough.
She turned on the radio. By the second song she was singing along, too loudly for the thin wall beside her kitchen. Nobody knocked. She cut an onion and started cooking, her laptop still open on the table and a message to Denmark she didn't have to keep resending.
The Dog in the Window
Fenna was already inside when Marten reached the restaurant. She wore a green jumper with a neckline he hadn't seen before, which was an absurd thought: he knew almost none of her clothes. He noticed himself looking anyway. Her hair was down. Without a helmet her face seemed less sharp, and her mouth more dangerous.
'You're on time,' she said.
'I waited in the car so I wouldn't look desperate.'
'How long?'
'Four minutes.'
She checked her phone. 'Eleven for me.'
It was a good start. He kissed her cheek and felt her hand briefly close round his upper arm. When the woman at the door asked about their reservation, he almost forgot his own name. He told her a table for two had been booked, information that would undoubtedly help the business along.
They were given a table beside a cabinet of large jars of pickled vegetables. In the bottom one was something that might once have been a cabbage. Fenna leaned towards it and raised her eyebrows. She didn't have to say anything. Marten laughed and pushed the chair he had pulled out for her back under the table, since she had already sat down on the other side.
The menu was short. That suited him. He didn't want to spend the evening ashamed of a bad choice while Fenna got something much better. He pointed to the special and said it was supposed to be good here.
'Who told you that?'
'A man I know.'
'Has he eaten here?'
'Probably.'
'You're making it up.'
'It's an extremely well-founded guess.'
She lowered her menu a little. 'I think you're just hungry.'
It was true. They ordered different things. A stew for him; for her, a dish the waitress said came with celeriac. Fenna said she would give it a fair chance, at least. When the woman left, she looked at him with a satisfaction that had nothing to do with their order.
'You don't need to know what's good here,' she said. 'I can cope with a disappointing meal.'
'Very reassuring for the rest of my plans.'
'What else did you have planned?'
He took a sip of water. 'I thought we'd eat first.'
She smiled. It was even nicer than her laugh at the track. Quieter too. Since Wednesday he had been building a small stock of answers in case she said something to which all he could manage was nice. Now she was opposite him and he couldn't remember a single one. She held his gaze until he had to smile again.
She asked about last Friday. He had told her he was going to look round a bike shop. She had remembered that he hadn't found the idea exciting, though he didn't think those were quite the words he'd used.
'A woman brought back a bike she'd only just bought there,' he said. 'She said there was something wrong with the gears.'
'And?'
'She meant she had to pedal harder on one stretch than another. Koen went outside with her to try it out. She came back beaming. So did he, but he looked as if that were part of the job.'
'You're smiling about it.'
'It was fun. I nearly started explaining something much more complicated. Completely unnecessary, as it turned out.'
He told her about the rest of the visit. He had watched, had coffee, listened as Koen advised someone against a more expensive model because the cheaper bike was better suited to what the customer wanted to do with it. Not heroic, perhaps not even unusual. It had made him think, though. There would be something he could do there that actually helped somebody, rather than waiting for his next turn to show how fast he could ride.
Fenna turned her glass. 'Are you going to do it?'
'I'm having another look. A proper look this time.'
'You didn't only go for the coffee, did you?'
'No.' He rested his hands flat on the table for a moment. 'But as long as I don't do it, I can still become all sorts of things.'
She pulled a face. 'That's exactly what's so annoying.'
He had expected a joke. Instead she told him about a winter when she had almost decided to work less and train more. Almost had proved a very elastic word. She had taken on extra work to pay for it, kept that up, then been too tired to gain much from it. She told the story without making herself sound pitiful, but he noticed how much he wanted to say something to the woman she had been then.
He leaned towards her a little and asked how she had stopped.
'By sitting down against a stack of boxes and swearing very loudly. It didn't help, but it was a start.'
Their food arrived. Fenna studied hers with the concentration of someone checking a race draw. There was a small pan beside his plate. She had a glossy piece of vegetable between something crisp and something the description had called a cream. She tapped the celeriac with her fork.
'You don't have to give it a head start,' Marten said.
'I want to see what it does first.'
She took a mouthful, chewed and pointed her fork at him. 'Good.'
'Now I'm happy.'
He got a piece and she got a spoonful of stew. They settled into it almost at once, without discussion. They ate and talked over each other. About the first time he had had to speak to a room full of people as a boy, and halfway through could no longer remember his own surname. About the PE teacher who had tried to explain to her that you didn't have to win every game, whereupon she had asked why they were keeping score. He could picture her. Twelve years old, offended by a world that let you run but wouldn't let you be pleased when you got there first.
'Were you an annoying child?'
'Not on paper.'
'An impressive qualification.'
'I could sit still when I had to. Just not without thinking somebody could have organised something better.'
'And now?'
'Now I pay for my own chair.'
He laughed. He wanted to touch her in a way that had nothing to do with sharing food. His hand lay beside his plate. She rested hers on the edge of the table, close enough for him to see a small graze on her thumb. When he touched the side of her hand with his forefinger, she left it there. Then she turned her hand over and stroked his fingers with her thumb. He was thirty-six and immediately felt pleasantly undone by it.
They didn't order dessert. Coffee, though, because neither asked if they should leave. Fenna told him about Denmark once their empty plates had been cleared. Naja had written back. They would speak the following week. The programme wasn't waiting for her name to be added; Naja wanted to meet her first.
'I looked at the message three times,' she said. 'It said the same thing each time.'
'Awkward. You do hope for a surprise.'
'I mainly hoped I hadn't written it myself by mistake.'
He saw how much it meant to her. More than a chance to improve. She sat differently when she talked about it, all her attention reaching ahead. He could remember sitting like that himself. He just didn't know whether it had been last year or much longer ago.
'Six months,' he said.
'Yes. If it happens.'
'You really want it.'
'Very much.' She looked straight at him. 'I did want you to know that.'
'You don't have to convince me.'
'I'm not trying to.'
He nodded. The answer was just enough to make him hear what he hadn't asked about. There was nothing between them yet to build a future on. It was their first dinner together. Yet he had already put himself somewhere in the coming weeks, as though his seat were now reserved. She wasn't pushing him away. She simply still wanted something else as well.
Outside, their cars were in different directions. Fenna put her hands in her coat pockets and asked if he fancied a walk. He pointed towards the wider part of the street. They passed dark shops, a snack bar where two men watched a screen above the till, and a row of parked bikes with wet saddles. There was barely any drizzle. She held her face up as though she wouldn't feel it until later in the evening.
At a crossing he pressed the button. Fenna immediately pressed it again.
'I've done it,' he said.
'I wanted to do something too.'
On the other side she stopped at a window full of lamps. One was lit, a round one on a small table. She wasn't really looking at it. He could tell because she was looking through the glass at his reflection. When he stood beside her, she turned her face towards him.
'I'm not walking any further waiting for you to ask,' she said.
He could have told her he had been looking for a good place for some time. That no place was good while he was thinking about what to do with his hands. Instead he put a hand against her cheek. Her skin was cold from the rain. He leaned towards her and she met him.
The first kiss was brief, mainly because they were both smiling. With the second she pulled him closer by the front of his coat. He felt her mouth warm beneath his. For a moment he forgot the sound of a car behind them and the wet pavement beneath his shoes. Her hand slipped to his neck, her fingers in the short hair there. He couldn't have thought of a better answer for tonight.
When she let go, he stayed close. Fenna looked past him. 'We're rather well lit.'
He turned towards the window. Behind the glass stood a large ceramic dog with a lampshade on its head. They were directly in front of it.
'We can pretend we're part of the display,' he said.
She rested her forehead against his chest and laughed. He put his arms round her. Rain pattered softly on his coat. They stood there until she lifted her face again and nudged his chin with her nose.
They walked back hand in hand. They reached his car before hers. Standing beside it, he didn't want to get in. She rose on tiptoe and kissed him again, more slowly now, without trying to be funny at all.
'Thanks for dinner,' she said.
'I didn't make it.'
'I'd been wondering all evening.'
They arranged to see each other the following week and went to their separate cars. He watched until she disappeared round the corner. In his car he put the heating on and sat for another moment. His phone lay on the passenger seat. He could send her something straight away. Proof that he was good at the part after a kiss, that he wasn't a man who suddenly forgot how words worked after a good evening.
He drove home first. There he took off his coat and hung it beside the bike, on the other hook. Then he messaged to say the dog would probably recognise them on their next date.
Her reply came as he kicked off his shoes. I hope he isn't getting his hopes up.
Marten sat on the sofa and read it again. Outside, the rain grew heavier. He would have to train tomorrow, Saturday; nothing had changed about the morning ahead. He set his alarm and found the photograph he had taken of the window after she had left. The dog looked cheerful beneath its lampshade. Fenna wasn't in it. Yet it had become a photograph of her.
Sixth of Eight
The first thing Fenna did wrong in Alkmaar was spill coffee on her race number. Not much. Just enough for a brown edge along the six. She held up the paper and asked Madelon if it was still legible.
'It's a six with character now.'
'A medal for being so helpful.'
They sat by their group's kit. Gita was busy with the schedule; Aydin had opened his toolbox and was trying to stop people putting cups on his work. A bike was wheeled past. Someone asked where to sign in. The usual start to a race day, everyone pretending it had taken no effort to get there on time.
Fenna looked at her own things. She had forgotten nothing. She knew because she had checked twice at home, again in the car park at Marten's, and here for a final time. It wasn't because of him. Even when she travelled alone she had a tendency to stop believing there were shoes in her bag.
Still, it had been different, being in the car together. For the first few kilometres they had talked perfectly sensibly about the race meeting. Then he had told her about a bridge he always called by the wrong name, she had corrected him and he had insisted she had the name wrong. He hadn't been right. He had known that too. She had wanted so much to touch his hand on the gear lever that she had put her own hands in her coat pockets. Later, in the car park, he had kissed her as though he had been waiting since they got in.
Now he stood with his own group. His coach, Bram Kooistra, was pointing something out on a sheet of paper. Marten listened. He had the expression she most liked seeing on him: completely absorbed, without already searching for something entertaining to add.
'You don't have to spend all day checking he's still there,' Madelon said.
'I was looking at Bram.'
'I'll tell him. He could do with a pleasant afternoon.'
Gita came over and asked if Fenna had everything. Qualifying would determine her opponent in the quarter-final. Eight women today. Fenna knew most of them, some well enough to know how they looked when pleased with their times. She didn't want to spend all day looking at other people's satisfied faces.
Saskia van Dam came to say hello. Her hair was in a neat plait and her coat was still round her shoulders. She asked about Fenna's work and said she had got up early for nothing last week because a training session had been moved. She still sounded offended by it. Fenna laughed. With Saskia it was never wise to mistake friendliness for a lack of desire to beat you.
She got ready according to the plan she had discussed with Gita. There was nothing mysterious about it, yet just before riding she could never quite imagine that it was about to happen. The track was there, the noise too, the bike beneath her hands. She felt the small scar beside her knuckle as she straightened her glove. Suddenly she thought of Marten's mouth outside the shop window. She smiled once, then returned to what she had come for.
Once she was riding, for the first few moments she had no thoughts that formed complete sentences. Wood, breath, the pressure under her feet. During the approach she felt she was properly warmed up. It guaranteed nothing. It did make it impossible to say afterwards that her legs hadn't woken up yet.
She rode her flying two hundred metres. Halfway through, she knew this wouldn't be her best attempt. There was still speed, still work she couldn't leave undone. She kept riding until the effort was over and she could return by the agreed route. Only back with her group did she look for the result.
Sixth.
Not last. Not where she had placed herself while she was waiting. She looked at the list, ran her eyes down the names and stopped at her own. There were plenty of explanations she could invent that would be partly true. She wasn't interested. Madelon was fifth. Saskia third. Fenna would face Saskia in the quarter-final.
Gita looked at her. 'Tell me.'
'Not good.'
'What wasn't?'
Fenna answered. About the part she had felt herself, about trying too hard to make the attempt perfect in one go. Gita listened and pointed out one thing she had done differently from what they had discussed. No list of shortcomings, no cheerful declaration that this could still lead somewhere. Fenna was grateful to her and simultaneously thought she was an awful person for being right.
She put on her coat and sat down for a moment. Marten came past on his way to his own kit. He didn't ask if she was happy. He crouched beside her, a little to one side rather than in front, so she didn't have to study his entire friendly face.
'Would you like me to stand somewhere else?' he asked.
'No.'
'I'll stay a minute, then.'
He said nothing more. A man walked past with an enormous lunch box tucked under his arm as though it held something fragile. Fenna followed him with her eyes. So did Marten.
'I want to know what's in there,' he said.
'His entire afternoon.'
'Mine fits in a sandwich bag.'
She looked at him and laughed, unwillingly but not because she had to. He tapped her shoe with a finger and got up when Bram beckoned. No analysis of her time. She hadn't asked him for one. She watched him go and for a moment felt something unrelated to qualifying.
Before the quarter-final she had plenty of time to find herself annoying again. She got out her food, took a few bites and put it away. Madelon sat beside her with her eyes shut. She too would be racing a higher seed. Fenna asked if she was asleep.
'No. Practising my satisfied face for later.'
'You look as if someone's giving you a bill.'
'That shows you how convincing I am.'
They briefly squeezed each other's hands before Madelon got up. Fenna looked at the track, at the wood that seemed so innocent as long as you sat beside it. She had done this before. That usually helped, until just before a start all she knew was that she had to do it now.
Saskia was ready beside her. She nodded. Fenna nodded back. At the whistle their heat began. Three laps, far less time than her mind wanted to make of it. She didn't look at the people beside the track. Saskia was enough to look at.
For a moment Fenna thought she understood the race. Hadn't won it, not yet, but understood what Saskia intended and how to answer it. The moment was too brief. She reacted to something she had already expected and only then noticed Saskia doing something else. The bell for the final lap sounded loud and close.
Now there was no room to work out how it should have gone first. She rode. She felt her thighs, the pull of her breath, the frustration that demanded still more from her legs. Saskia stayed ahead. Not by a humiliating distance. Far enough. Fenna crossed the line and needed nobody to tell her who had won.
Back with the group, Gita picked up her coat and held it out. Fenna took it. She didn't want to put it on. She wanted a different race, with the same start and another moment when she would see what was happening.
'She decided what happened,' she said.
'Yes,' Gita said.
'I saw it.'
'You do now.'
It was the hardest thing Gita said to her that day. It was also true. Fenna rubbed a hand over her face. There was a long stretch of winter ahead. She knew that. For today she was finished.
Saskia came over later while Fenna was putting away her things. She didn't say it had been a fine contest. She described the moment that had been difficult for her. Fenna looked up, surprised, and asked one question. Saskia answered. It didn't make her defeat less real. It did turn it back into a race that two people had ridden.
'Next time,' Fenna said.
'We'll see.'
Saskia was still enjoying herself. Fenna would have been too in her place. Once Saskia had gone, she walked a little way along the passage. She needed a change from the sight of her own bag. Away from the bustle of racing, someone was eating a sandwich while trying to end a phone call. He couldn't get a bite in because he kept finding something else to say. Fenna stood by a window and looked outside. In the car park an older couple stood beside a car with a map on the bonnet. The man pointed somewhere the woman apparently didn't want to go.
She took out her phone. There was a message from Naja, following their conversation last Monday. Then, she had mainly wanted to know how Fenna managed ordinary weeks of training. Today she was asking for a recent schedule. No question about results. It was an ordinary message. That was precisely why Fenna read it twice. This one afternoon wasn't everything.
She replied that she would send the schedule tomorrow after talking to Gita. Then she put her phone away and went back. Aydin was bent over the bike of someone in the group. He had a cloth over his shoulder and the expression of a man who knew someone was about to interrupt him again.
'I'm not going to ask you anything,' Fenna said.
'That's usually the introduction.'
'Will you have time to eat with us later?'
He straightened. 'That's a good question. When I've finished here.'
Madelon wanted to come too. She had lost her quarter-final and was no less angry than Fenna, only in a different way. She had already described three times what she thought the other woman had tried. By the third telling she had started laughing herself. Fenna promised to hear the fourth version after dinner.
Marten sat with his own group, putting on his shoe. He still had his scratch race to ride. She stood beside him and waited for him to look up.
'We're going to find somewhere to eat later,' she said.
'We?'
'Madelon, Aydin, me. Possibly the man with the lunch box, if you've invited him.'
'I didn't dare.'
'Pity. I'd have liked to find out too.'
He smiled, and she saw him studying her face to work out what he could and couldn't say now. She put a hand on his shoulder. 'You can talk. I've only lost a race.'
'I was going to say I'd love to join you.'
'Say it, then.'
'Consider it said.'
She leaned towards him and kissed him. For the first time it felt a little public, among their bags and the sounds of the race meeting. She found she didn't care who happened to be watching.
'I'll wait for you,' she said.
He briefly put a hand against her hip and nodded. Then he turned to Bram, who wanted to discuss his own race with him. Fenna went back to Madelon. The day hadn't gone as she'd wanted. She didn't want it over yet.
Food on the Way
Marten couldn't see Fenna as the eighteen men prepared for the scratch race. It shouldn't matter to him. It didn't matter much. He only looked once more towards the place he had left her before turning his attention to his own race.
Rik van Os said something about the cold outside. There was condensation in his hair. Marten replied that he intended to stay indoors. Rik grinned and looked ahead again. Once they had spent a race pretending not to watch each other. Then they had gone clear of the rest together and Rik had beaten him on the line. Rik had rarely mentioned it since, which Marten found rather worse.
Bram hadn't asked him for a miracle today. A good race, being there when something happened, not a day after which all he could say was that it had been too fast. Marten had nodded. He knew what a sensible instruction sounded like. Carrying it out was harder when other people wanted something from their afternoon too.
In the early laps he felt he could stay with them. Not as a passenger hoping nobody would ask him anything. He could respond, see faces beside him without immediately wanting to look only at a wheel. Someone moved forwards. Further ahead, another man stayed just beyond the bunch's reach a little too long. Small things, until suddenly they made the race.
Marten went with the change of pace. He heard his own breathing, the bikes on the wood and, briefly, someone's voice beside the track. The name might have been his. He didn't look. For now he had something he could attend to that wouldn't only mean something later.
Rik was close. Pleasing and irritating at once. Marten knew he wasn't alone in trying to read the pace. He saw Rik tilt his head slightly, watching what was happening ahead. That was how he knew him. Not from conversations about talent or pleasant explanations afterwards. From this face, giving nothing away that he didn't want seen.
Halfway through the ten kilometres Marten still felt good. That simple discovery put him in an unreasonably good mood. The pace lifted at the front, the bunch changed and he had to do more than he wanted to stay in touch. Even so, there was something left. He wasn't merely holding on to a place he would inevitably lose on the next lap.
When he saw a chance of his own, he responded too late to make much of it. He felt it in the extra effort that followed at once. He didn't curse himself. He had no breath for that. He stayed with what was still happening, with the men he knew and the few he was really noticing for the first time today.
The closing laps went faster than he would be comfortable remembering. A man ahead lost some of his easy bearing. Another came past without Marten being able to follow at once. He heard the bell. The last lap, at last and far too soon together. He rode for what was still possible, and only at the line saw that more men were ahead than he had hoped.
Seventh out of eighteen. Rik had finished ahead of him. Marten didn't think it important enough to ask and did think it important enough to look up in the results.
Bram waited until he was back. They talked briefly about the race. There were things Bram had liked and one moment he had less patience for. Marten could point it out before his coach had to say it. That didn't help, but they both laughed.
'At least you were in it again,' Bram said.
Marten nodded. He had wanted to do more with it. Wanting that was better than being relieved it was over.
Once he had changed, Fenna was waiting with Madelon and Aydin. She had put his bag at her feet and leaned one shoulder against the wall. He saw her mouth move as Aydin told her something. Then she laughed and looked up. Her face changed when she saw him. Not a great change. Enough to make him want to know if he would see it next week.
'We didn't find the lunch-box man,' she said.
'Nor did I. He's probably started his dinner already.'
They went outside together. The bikes went back into the cars they had come in. Aydin was driving with Madelon; his toolbox and her bike fitted in the back with their own things. Marten was driving with Fenna. She had left her car at his that morning. Now he mainly wanted food and a chair without a sports bag beside it.
Their plan to find somewhere in Alkmaar came up against a full restaurant and Madelon saying she didn't want to go through a selection process for a bowl of soup. They agreed to stop on the way. Fenna turned the navigation towards him, lowered the heating a little and asked if he wanted music.
'Anything except that song with the flute.'
'There's more than one song with a flute.'
'I notice that every time I think it's over.'
She chose something else. After a few minutes it turned out she knew the chorus better than the singer. She sang along quietly, looked outside now and then and rested one hand loosely on her thigh. Marten would have liked to put his own over it. He didn't. He didn't want to discover it had made him miss a turning and have the two things linked for ever afterwards.
The traffic slowed. In short stretches at first, then they were barely moving. Beyond a line of red tail lights there was no visible explanation. Fenna checked her phone for reports. Roadworks. Not an accident. That was the good news; the predicted delay was the other news.
Madelon rang. Fenna answered and put her on speaker.
'We're stopping at the next opportunity,' Madelon said. 'Aydin has just said he'd eat you too if you were roasted.'
'Very unprofessional,' Fenna said.
'I've finished work,' Aydin said in the background.
Marten laughed. He was hungry but in no hurry to be alone at home. Fenna found somewhere both cars could stop and arranged to meet at the entrance.
Two empty tables stood side by side. They pushed them together and chose food they could point at. Aydin put down his plate with the care of a man no longer willing to negotiate anything. Madelon had chosen something with sauce and asked if anyone thought the tomato beside it counted as a vegetable.
'Today, everything does,' Fenna said.
They ended up discussing the worst food they had ever been given on their travels. Aydin won with a breakfast where the eggs had been handed out still in the packaging. Madelon thought that might be good news provided the rest of the journey could cope. Marten described a hotel with a large photograph of breakfast in the dining room, but nobody to be found who could make it.
Fenna listened with her chin in her hand. She looked tired, and attractive in a way he couldn't do anything about here. When he couldn't find a word, she supplied a completely wrong one. He carried on with it. Madelon rolled her eyes and asked if they could perhaps sit somewhere else if this was going to last all winter.
'We've only just started,' Fenna said.
He looked at her. She took a bite and held his gaze. It might have been a joke. For the moment he didn't want to ask.
As they said goodbye, Aydin spread his arms to show he was no longer holding any tools. Nobody asked him to fix anything. Madelon pulled up her hood and went to the car with him. Fenna and Marten stayed by the entrance a moment longer. Through the glass they could see their table already being wiped.
'I'm glad we came together,' she said.
'Yes.'
'I'd become such delightful company after that quarter-final.'
'You didn't hit the dashboard.'
'I've learnt to keep my hands to myself.'
He kissed her. She put a hand against his stomach just inside his coat. The door opened beside them and they both stepped a little out of the way without letting go at once. An older man passed and wished them a pleasant evening in a tone Marten felt no need to comment on.
In the car the conversation returned naturally to travel. He told her about the flat he had once shared with three other riders. Four wet towels, a hob that worked on its own terms and a freezer containing one bag of ice nobody would claim. It had often been funny. After six weeks he had wanted a chair nobody had left wet trousers on so much that he'd dreamed of one.
'And then you finally had your own place?' she asked.
'Then I got to sleep somewhere else first.'
'You're making it sound very appealing.'
'It wasn't bad. That's the difficult thing. You can't keep saying you want out when you're getting so much from it too.'
She watched the road. 'I'm so curious, though. About riding somewhere I don't have to get through my working week first.'
'Yes.'
'Not because I hate everything here. I'm not running away from my whole life.'
'I didn't think you were.'
He meant it. He could picture her in another hall, with the same determination with which she hadn't wanted to put on her coat today. He knew how good it could be to be completely immersed. She would gladly take those six months. He wanted to unpack after a trip without already thinking about what had to go with him again in a few days.
It was late by the time they reached his place. Sorting out the bags could wait. He asked if she wanted to come in. She said yes before he had thought of a reason she might.
He made tea. She surveyed the view from his living room and said the people opposite had an excellent light for interrogations. He looked too. Upstairs in the house across the way, a bare bulb shone brightly over a table. He had never noticed it.
'You've lived here a while,' she said.
'I don't usually inspect other people's lighting quite so closely.'
'I was trying to say something polite about your view.'
'You succeeded.'
They sat on the sofa. Too short to sleep on, big enough to sit beside each other and move ever closer. He put down his mug and waited until she had set hers down too. Then she pulled him towards her by his jumper. He only wanted to feel her kiss him again when nobody was calling her name or asking about his bike. She slipped a hand beneath his jumper. He put his against her back and noticed how slowly she breathed out.
When she rested her forehead against his shoulder, he let her stay like that for a moment. He had no story ready to make this easier. Holding her was easy enough already.
She should go home, she said later. She wanted her own things, an unhurried morning tomorrow. He nodded and walked her to her car. Beside the door she kissed him again.
'Thursday?' she asked.
'I'll have food in.'
'My place. Then you can see how it's done.'
He laughed and raised a hand as she drove away. Inside, the two mugs stood on the table. Hers was half off its coaster. He picked them up, put them in the kitchen and left the bag of race kit where it was for now. He was thirsty, hungry and looking forward to Thursday. Seventh place was on his phone. He didn't have to look at it again tonight.
At Her Place
During training, for the first time since Alkmaar, Fenna forgot to listen to herself. She felt her legs, the strength and the tiredness, but didn't have to ask with every effort whether this was better. She did what she and Gita had agreed, and when it went well she knew before anyone said a word.
Afterwards she stood beside her bike with her hands on her hips. She was grinning. She hadn't noticed until Madelon asked if someone was giving away money.
'No. It just went well.'
'Me too. Shall we tell them?'
They looked at Gita, who was talking to another rider. Fenna gave her two thumbs up. Her coach saw, nodded and pointed to her own forehead. A gesture that might mean either keep your head or stop being ridiculous. Fenna was happy with both. Her afternoon was already made.
It wasn't a miracle that she could do everything again. She had never forgotten it all. On Monday she had still spoken to Gita about Alkmaar as if something needed serious repair. Gita had let her talk, then returned to the work they had planned anyway. Now Fenna felt how good it was when the things you kept doing suddenly showed. Not a fresh start. A good Thursday.
Madelon left earlier. She had something to finish at home for an appointment the next morning and didn't want to stay talking for ever this time. At the door she turned.
'You've got a visitor tonight, haven't you?'
'Yes.'
'Have fun.'
'See you Monday.'
'I wasn't asking when you'd want to see me again.'
Fenna laughed. The teasing was kind enough that she didn't have to play down how she felt. She wanted to see him. Not because she needed somebody to tell her today had gone well. She wanted to take the good feeling home and have him there with her.
His own session was later. Before driving home, she messaged from the car park to say he should come when he was finished. There was food. For a moment she considered adding that he needn't expect a special welcome. She didn't send it. She did want a special welcome, even if it was only letting him in and having nothing else to do all evening.
In the late-afternoon light her flat looked solid and a little dull. She loved the broad windowsill and the view of two treetops. She had bought the sofa second-hand from a woman genuinely saddened that her new husband didn't like it. Fenna had had no husband to consult. She was still pleased with her purchase.
She showered, then stood in the bedroom holding a clean pair of trousers. She wanted something comfortable. She also wanted him to look. Both wishes could exist at once. She chose a soft jumper and the trousers she felt good in, and stopped wondering whether this was an odd amount of preparation for somebody she had met while sweating.
In the kitchen the food was almost ready. She put off the last few jobs. If she finished everything now, she would sit waiting and time would become unpleasantly visible. She put on music, hummed along and took her time cutting the last piece of vegetable. This was the time she had so often thought she didn't have: looking forward to something that didn't have to be a race day.
Marten rang just after she had dried her hands. He wore a clean jumper. He looked as though, on the way over, he'd thought some more about what to say on her doorstep. She didn't help. When he saw her he stood looking for a moment.
'Hi,' he said.
'Well prepared.'
'That was the long version.'
She pulled him inside and kissed him. He put his hands on her waist. It was different at once from standing outside beside a car, with the cold eventually making you move. She could stay where she was. So she did, until he smiled and rested his forehead briefly against hers.
'You said something about food?' he asked.
'Yes. There's still food.'
She let him hang up his coat and led him into the living room. He looked round. She had expected to explain something, the position of the sofa or the empty corner where a cabinet had once stood. She said nothing. He went to the window and pointed at the house opposite.
'Ours have nicer curtains.'
'Ours?'
'The neighbours I look out on. Don't look so pleased with yourself already.'
She stood beside him and nudged him with her shoulder. He kept looking outside, but his hand found hers. When she threaded her fingers through his, he pulled her a little closer. She had no objection to looking pleased with herself. She would probably get better at it.
Over dinner he told her about a young man in his endurance group who had given a long account of how gently he was going to start, then from the first moment thought of nothing but winning. Fenna didn't know him. She knew the type. She said a gradual build-up was particularly nice when other people did it.
Marten put down his fork. 'This is why I'd rather not race you.'
'You wouldn't know what to do with me either.'
'I've got a few suggestions already.'
She looked at him. He went on eating with an expression that wanted to seem innocent but wasn't taking the attempt very seriously. She brushed her foot along his ankle under the table. He stopped chewing and looked as though she had done something unfair. She left her foot there.
He asked about training, and she told him the part he would understand without giving a report: how good it had been not to carry her last bad race into every effort. She noticed herself leaning closer to the table whenever she grew enthusiastic. Marten listened and laughed when she interrupted herself.
'I talk a lot.'
'You're happy about something.'
'You only wanted dinner.'
'I never said that.'
She briefly lowered her eyes. He hadn't meant it as another joke, not only. Her foot was still against his. She could feel his warmth through their socks, or thought she could. It was enough to change the rest of their conversation. The things they told each other were no less interesting. She just also heard how his voice sounded when he didn't quite finish a sentence.
After dinner they cleared the table together. He asked where something went and she pointed. She watched his hands as he turned on the tap. Hands that had been round handlebars earlier that evening and were now simply rinsing a plate in her kitchen. She found it so attractive that she laughed at herself for a moment. She stood behind him and put her arms round his waist.
He turned off the tap.
'I can do it slowly too,' he said.
'Leave it.'
He turned. She kissed him and felt his hand against her back. This was no longer a greeting, no kiss that ended because one of them wanted to say something else. She moved closer and he sought her mouth as though he had wanted to interrupt her all evening. She drew back a little to look at him. His eyes were darker than at the track. He in turn looked at her mouth.
'Will you stay?' she asked.
'I'd love to.'
She took him to the bedroom. There was nothing solemn about it apart from the moment they both stopped and realised this was new. He tucked her hair behind her ear. She put a hand on his chest and felt how warm he was through the fabric. She didn't want to wait for the moment to pass by itself. She took off her jumper and saw his face change.
He put his hand against her side and bent towards her. She shivered when he kissed her there. She closed her eyes and let herself lean against him.
Sometimes they laughed, softly and close. She found the place by his neck that made him fall briefly quiet, and remembered it. He pulled her closer when she said something in his ear that a week ago she would barely have dared think.
He asked if she had condoms. She pointed to the bedside table and kissed him again before switching off the lamp beside her bed. The light from outside was enough to see his face. He kept looking at her and she no longer wanted to guess whether he understood how much she wanted this. She drew him to her.
Afterwards she didn't feel like saying much. She lay with her cheek against his shoulder, warm and languid, listening to him. His breathing settled. His fingers stroked her arm, the same slow movement each time, in no hurry. She wanted to lie closer and realised she was already as close as possible.
'That was a good suggestion,' he said.
She smiled against his skin. 'I can't remember who made it.'
'I'm prepared to share the credit.'
She lifted her head. He was looking at her with a satisfaction she recognised but had not yet associated with herself. She kissed him, briefly this time, and lay down again. She didn't have to make a joke straight away. He could simply be glad he was with her.
After a while they went to the kitchen for water. She had put her jumper back on and he his trousers. It was funny enough to stand together at the sink and realise how ordinary you wanted it to look. He put down his glass and slipped an arm round her. She rested her head against him and looked at the dark window.
'I'd actually imagined a very different evening,' she said.
'A bad one?'
'No. More talking.'
'We can still start.'
She turned to him. 'You're allowed to shut up for a minute too.'
He understood at once. She felt him smile as she kissed him. There was still washing-up. A car went past outside. There was nobody anywhere they needed to tell that the evening had turned out like this.
Later in bed he asked what time she had to get up. She told him, and he didn't make the usual face people made when they thought she started her day too early. He asked whether he should get up then too. She thought for a moment, longer than the answer needed. She wanted to see him tomorrow morning. Not as a surprise that was gone before she had looked properly.
'It's nice, having you here,' she said.
He smiled. 'That's an excellent word.'
She squeezed his arm. Not because he was wrong. Because he remembered how awkwardly he had used that same word at the track, and now she meant it very seriously.
Once they were quiet, she stayed awake a little longer. The bed was narrower with him in it, warmer. Over the past week she hadn't pretended she only wanted a new friend. She had wanted to kiss him, touch him, know how he was without the rest of the world around him. Now he lay beside her and she still wanted him. The prospect of sleep did nothing to change that.
She turned onto her side, towards him. He opened his eyes and softly asked if everything was all right. She nodded, rested her hand on his chest and felt his hand cover it at once. She fell asleep sooner than she had expected.
An Ordinary Friday
Marten woke before the alarm. Fenna lay with her back to him and one knee against his leg. Her hair spilled over the edge of the pillow, most of it the wrong way round. He had never slept beside anyone who took up space so determinedly even in her sleep. He wanted to say something about it as soon as she woke.
She moved before the beeping began. She switched it off, turned and looked at him. The same eyes as last night, but in no hurry to arrange an attractive expression.
'Good morning,' he said.
'You're still very polite.'
'I'm still working out where I am.'
'With the celeriac.'
He laughed. His laugh was still rough with sleep, but she smiled as if he had made it especially for her. He slid a hand along her arm and drew her closer. She let him, kissed him, then said she really had to get up. He asked how really.
'Enough to get unpleasant in fifteen minutes.'
'I'd like to learn the difference.'
She squeezed his side and got out of bed. He stayed lying down, looking at the light beside the curtains. Yesterday he had wondered what this would look like in the morning. He hadn't got beyond a vague, pleasant suspicion. Now he heard the shower and saw her book beside the bed, open face down, and wanted to know what it was about. He didn't touch it. She would tell him if he asked.
When he reached the kitchen she had put out bread and two plates. The coffee was ready to make. She wore her work clothes and combed her hair with the calm of someone who knew exactly how long it took. He stood by the tap and began asking where the spoons were. She pointed without looking up.
'I know,' she said. 'A complicated house.'
'I just don't want to start opening all your cupboards straight away.'
'The most exciting thing in them is porridge oats.'
They ate at the little table. He had his jumper on again and thought of her hands beneath it last night. She saw him looking and took another deliberate bite. There was little he could do about it. This apparently pleased her, because she made a point of chewing slowly.
'You do like yourself,' he said.
'Yes. And now I've got an audience.'
He reached across the table. She put her hand in his and briefly squeezed his fingers. Then she let go again and spread something on her bread. So it could be this simple. Getting up together without having to guess whether the other person wanted you out of the door.
She asked what he was doing today. He told her about visiting Koen. This time he wanted to see more than what the shop looked like: how an ordinary Friday went. They had arranged it for later in the morning so he could get his things at home first, rather than having to hold a grown-up conversation somewhere straight from her bedroom.
'You're quite good at grown-up conversation,' she said.
'I'm not giving any guarantees this morning.'
'You haven't got any buttons undone. That helps.'
He looked down. She laughed. Nothing was forgotten or wrongly fastened; she had simply wanted to see if he would look. He leaned towards her and kissed her. She stayed seated with her hand round his wrist, a moment longer than she needed to kiss him back. Then she checked the clock.
They went downstairs together. He walked her to her car. It was still early enough to hear a door closing some way off clearly. She put her bag behind the seat and turned to him.
'I had a lovely time,' she said.
'Me too.'
It was so little of what he meant that he kissed her again. She didn't make a joke. She stayed close against him and ran her thumb along the edge of his jumper. Then she got in. He watched her go and walked to his own car with a need for coffee that wasn't entirely about coffee.
At home he showered and put on ordinary trousers. He thought of her hand round his wrist at the table and found he was looking forward to another morning at her place.
He drove to the bike shop. Outside stood a row of bikes apparently ready for test rides. A woman pointed to the saddle of a dark-blue one and said something to her husband. The man listened as seriously as if they were amending his will. Marten said hello as he passed. She returned the greeting and resumed her argument.
Koen stood by the workshop door. He wore a dark cardigan and had a pencil behind his ear. He welcomed Marten without ceremony, pointed to the coffee machine and returned to his customer. Marten poured a cup, hung his coat where Koen had shown him last time and listened for a while.
The work was different from what he had imagined. Not slower or faster. There were always two conversations at once. Somebody came to collect something; somebody else had a whole story to tell first. An order needed checking. One customer had already decided what the problem was and wasn't pleased that the mechanic disagreed. Koen listened without thinking everything a good idea. He could interrupt someone kindly in a way that would probably take Marten three sentences.
The woman with the dark-blue bike came in. She wanted to know if a different bike might help her get up hills. Her husband said they lived in the Netherlands. She replied that he had sounded very different last summer when she had had to push him.
Marten quickly looked into his cup. He couldn't quite contain his laughter. The woman turned to him.
'It's all right for you to laugh,' she said.
'I've been on the other side of a hill once or twice.'
'There,' she told her husband, as though Marten had completed an investigation in a single sentence.
Koen showed her two bikes suited to her plans and asked a few ordinary questions. About their trips, their luggage, how often they actually rode at home. Marten stood listening and noticed how much he wanted to hear the answer. Not so he could name the right brand from memory afterwards. He wanted to know if that woman would go home with a bike that let her keep putting her husband right for an entire holiday.
When they went outside again, Koen pointed to a little table at the back. There were plans for several sessions with recreational cyclists. No great sporting ambitions, just people wanting to ride together without one always going faster and the others apologising afterwards.
'That's the part I'd like you involved in,' he said. 'I can fill an evening. I just don't have the energy for every evening any more.'
Marten picked up the top sheet. No selection, no team place. An ordinary announcement with times and a price for participants. He would have to remember the names of people who came to enjoy their free time. He could imagine doing the work well. The thought didn't instantly cheer him. There was too much he would be giving up for it.
'You don't have to decide now,' Koen said.
'I'm just looking.'
'You look as though I've asked you to start sorting bike bells by pitch.'
'Could be a good afternoon.'
Koen chuckled and had to go to the front again. Marten put the sheet down. In the photograph on the announcement, people in ordinary sports clothes were laughing. One man had his hand up and did not look his best. Nobody had cropped him out. Marten noticed he was looking at that for longer than the words beneath.
A customer with a thin grey beard came to stand beside him. He was looking for a helmet and didn't know his size. From behind the counter Koen said he would be there shortly. The man waited, studying the announcement.
'I went along once last year,' he said. 'It was fun.'
'With this group?'
'With Koen. You do have to like talking. He's got all sorts to tell you on the way. You'd think he was quiet, seeing him here.'
Marten looked at Koen, now searching a box for something for a boy by the till. 'That wasn't my first impression.'
The man laughed. He told him about his rides, how he had taken up cycling again after retirement and discovered not all his friends still wanted to come with him. He had met new people, he said. He sounded delighted, as though he hadn't entirely expected it himself. Marten listened and asked where they went.
There was a story about a ferry they had just missed. About a wrong turning that became the best day of the summer. Marten had dozens of stories like that. It was nice that the man didn't need a race result to go with one. He told him about crossing the same square three times in an unfamiliar town before realising he was walking in circles. The man laughed so loudly Koen looked up.
'Marten races,' Koen said as he joined them. 'He might be doing a few things with us soon.'
'Oh, lovely,' the man said. He looked at Marten. 'You'll get more use out of this than I would, then.'
He pointed to a helmet gleaming under the ceiling lights. He had no idea who Marten was. That was clear enough to sting for a moment. Marten wasn't famous. He merely knew how easy it was on a race day to think everyone more or less understood what your name meant.
'I'm mainly here to look,' he said.
'I've been doing that for twenty minutes. Still haven't decided.'
Koen took over and had the man try something on. Marten stayed beside them. He liked the way the conversation continued without anyone needing further proof of his expertise. A little later the man left with a box under his arm and a cheerful remark about the weather. Marten still didn't know his name. He did want to meet him at one of those sessions again.
Koen returned with two coffees. They sat at the back. Marten thought of the four working days in the offer: Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday. Two of them days on which he now usually began a race weekend. He used to look at a calendar like that when training suddenly had to give way to a family occasion.
'Saturday will take some getting used to,' he said.
'For me too. At last I won't be the only one here all day.'
Marten laughed. Koen put down his cup and asked what he had noticed today. He told him about the customer and his new cycling plans, the overlapping conversations and the group announcement. He found he didn't have to pretend it all came naturally. Koen knew that already. He had never offered him exactly the same life for a different sum of money.
'Come and have another look if you like,' he said as they parted. 'But let me know in time if I need to find someone else.'
Marten promised he would. It was a reasonable request that suddenly carried more weight now he knew what he might miss by saying no.
In the car he took out his phone before driving away. There was a message from Fenna, sent during her break. She asked how the shop was. He typed that somebody had told him a story in which nobody sprinted to win. It had been a relief to everyone.
Her reply came while he was still in the car park. Do you fancy a walk on Sunday with somebody who's going to find that very difficult?
He rang. She answered with her mouth full of bread and said to give her ten seconds. He waited, watching the woman put the dark-blue bike back outside the shop. She pointed at her husband. He raised both hands.
'Yes,' Marten said when Fenna returned.
'You don't even know where.'
'I'll follow you.'
'I'll choose a route you won't get lost on.'
He said he had high expectations. She laughed, had to get back to work and rang off with a quick see you Sunday. He sat a moment longer. The shop was still there. His bike was at home. And on Sunday there would be somebody willing to slow her steps deliberately to keep him beside her. He started the car and drove away before he made a more complicated story of that too.
A Forbidden Word
On Wednesday, at the end of Fenna's shift, an order remained which the screen said was already in the lorry. The lorry had gone. The order stood in front of her on a trolley, shipping label facing out. She looked from the screen to the trolley and back. Looking more closely wasn't going to help much this time.
The supervisor came and stood beside her. He rubbed his chin and asked who had signed off the lorry. She didn't know. She did know this wasn't a crate you could slip unnoticed into a coat pocket. It had simply stayed there while somebody else decided it was no longer there.
She helped him check the rest of the shipment. Not to stay longer in the warehouse, but because she knew what belonged on that trolley and otherwise he would have to start again. Nothing was missing. All the boxes were there, diligently numbered, as though they had done everything right on their side.
Once they reached the driver, it turned out coming back was no longer an option. It could go on another run tomorrow. Fenna sent the confirmation to the right place in the system and cleared her workstation. She felt the urge to do one last thing. There was always something to find that could delay leaving until it no longer felt like a choice.
Tonight she wanted to go to Marten's. That was reason enough to stop. She had kept the evening free when her week hadn't yet looked full. Now it was here, she found it strange how easily her mind still tried to lay an ordinary working day over it.
She hadn't needed time to know she wanted him. She had needed it to get used to how good it felt that he wanted her too. On Sunday they had walked at a pace that had done neither of them any good. She had joked about that twice, until he took her hand and asked if she would finally like to give it another try. Then she had shut up. Not for long, but long enough to notice she was enjoying herself.
She thought of it as she went outside. The mud along the path, the story he had interrupted halfway through to kiss her. She still didn't know how it ended. She had decided to ask tonight, even at the risk of him starting the whole history again.
At his front door she could smell food. He opened without the grand greeting she had prepared in her head. He pulled her towards him, kissed her and took her to the kitchen. She felt his hand on her back and forgot what she had wanted to say.
'I've got a suggestion,' he said.
'If it's about food, I'm very agreeable.'
'We finish it together. Then I can't take all the credit for the result.'
Vegetables and a pan not yet on the hob stood on the worktop. They had agreed to cook together. He had done the shopping; she would do the part she knew something about. When he had written that, she had asked which part he intended to do himself. He had said he was very good at standing nearby and asking interesting questions.
She washed her hands and stood beside him. He asked what still needed chopping. She told him and watched him do it. Quietly, without constantly looking to her to see whether he was doing it right. There was something pleasant about this small task where they both knew what they wanted to eat and neither had to win.
'You didn't finish Sunday's story,' she said.
'Which story?'
'The man with the caravan.'
'Oh, him. I thought you interrupted me on purpose.'
'I did mean to, but now I want to know whether he ever found out.'
Marten looked at her and began again so solemnly she knew at least half the story was being invented on the spot. It concerned an older rider who slept in a car park on a training weekend and discovered only the next morning that the coffee he had been given by his neighbour hadn't belonged to that neighbour. He had knocked on the wrong caravan and got somebody else to pass a whole cup through the door without showing his face.
'Do you believe this yourself?' Fenna asked.
'I'm standing here under my own name.'
'Not quite the same thing.'
'The story has improved over the years.'
She laughed and gave him a piece of pepper. He ate it without taking his eyes off her. Before she knew what he intended, his hand was on her hip and he was asking if she wanted more interesting facts about him. She said she wanted to make dinner first. When he kissed her, she didn't stick very convincingly to that decision.
Cooking took longer than the instructions said. They talked, ate bits of what was supposed to go on the table later, and halfway through disagreed about how hot something should be. Marten thought he had developed a thoroughly responsible instinct for it. Fenna thought he was mainly giving his own instinct plenty of scope. When they tasted it, the food had precisely the level of heat neither would have claimed to choose.
They added yoghurt and ate it anyway. For the first few minutes they were too busy eating to defend their own position. Then he said this was probably good for their perseverance. She said she practised perseverance quite enough already. She would prefer a nice meal.
'Isn't it nice?'
'It tastes as if somebody's trying to teach us something.'
He laughed and got up for more yoghurt. She watched him go. Just him, in his own kitchen, wearing the socks that had rested against her legs. She couldn't remember the last time she had wanted to be somewhere so much on a Wednesday evening.
After dinner they stayed at the table. He asked about the order left behind. She told him how the supervisor had kept trying to shift the mistake to another department, until he saw it only meant more phone calls for him. She hadn't caused the problem or solved it on her own. Mainly it had taken time she would rather have spent here.
'I could have picked you up,' Marten said.
'Then you'd have been on the trolley too, until somebody realised you were still there.'
He held his hands out in front and arranged his face into something particularly saleable. She laughed. He lowered his hands and asked how much training she had done today.
'Enough. As planned.'
'An excellent answer. How did it feel?'
'As though I had to say something you'd say in an interview.'
He sat straighter at once. 'We gave it everything.'
'No, you're not allowed that.'
'Not allowed what?'
'Giving it everything. That's what people say when they don't want to answer any more.'
'What words am I allowed, then?'
Together they devised an interview that used as many words as possible to say nothing. He had to describe a race without using form, feeling, today or in the end. He could barely do it. He searched for an answer that didn't end in another joke, and only after a whole sentence noticed she could still catch him using a forbidden word. She planted her finger on the table and announced with satisfaction that he was out.
'I wasn't given time to explain.'
'Every loser thinks that.'
'The interviewer was biased.'
'You hear that a lot too.'
He looked at her with the smile she now knew and couldn't get enough of. She was having fun, felt sharp and noticed, and wanted to say one more thing that would make him look at her like that.
'Soon you'll just get paid to ride slowly,' she said. 'I've yet to work out how to get that as a job.'
His smile stayed a moment, then went. Not dramatically. He looked at the middle of the table and ran a finger along the edge of his plate. At first she thought he was working out what to say back.
'I won't only be riding slowly,' he said.
'I know.'
'It is work.'
'I didn't say it wasn't, did I?'
Now she heard herself. Too quick, as though she could still win the next round if she only responded at once. Marten picked up his glass and drank. He took his time. She waited until he put it down and felt the excitement of a moment ago turn into something more difficult.
'It was a stupid joke,' she said.
'Yes.'
She wanted to say he made much worse jokes himself. That she spent all day in a warehouse and didn't look down on somebody for working for a living. All true, and none of it would improve what had just happened. He had told her something that mattered to him. She had made it sound mostly like an easy way out.
'Sorry,' she said.
He looked up and nodded. 'It's all right.'
She believed he wanted it to be. He just couldn't immediately look at her the way he had before she said it. She found that unpleasant and a little unfair. He ought to know she hadn't meant to ridicule him. He probably did know. Apparently that wasn't always enough.
They cleared up without the pace of the first hour. She asked if he needed more help and he shook his head, not angrily, more distractedly. She stood at the window and looked outside. Across the way the table was still beneath the same bright light. She had found it funny on her first visit. Now it was simply a room where somebody was still awake.
Marten came up behind her. He rested a hand against her back. She turned and looked at him.
'Do you still want to stay?' he asked.
'Yes.'
'Me too.'
She smiled briefly. It was an awkward answer that told her exactly what he meant. She leaned against him. He put an arm round her and looked outside with her. They hadn't ruined the evening. She would have liked to be able to feel that straight away.
Later they sat on the sofa watching a film whose first scene they had both missed because they were still asking each other things. Halfway through Fenna wasn't sure which man belonged with which woman. She didn't ask. Marten's hand held hers. When she moved her fingers, he squeezed them. She shifted closer and tried simply to watch the rest of the film, without having to make it a good Wednesday again in the process.
An Afternoon Without a Result
Bram waited until afterwards to say Marten had ridden well. He was glad his coach had waited. It had been nice to know it entirely for himself for a while, without somebody else confirming it and instantly turning it into something he had to live up to next time.
During the endurance block there had been a moment when he hadn't merely tolerated the pace but wanted to do something with it. He had seen familiar faces and, alongside the recognition, felt a small, cheerful immodesty. Why shouldn't he be the one to try something for once? He had responded, had to work to make something of it, then come back tired and wanting to go again next time.
Afterwards Rik had slapped him on the shoulder. Not a reward, more an acknowledgement that he was apparently back in it. Marten had said he was mainly trying to get Rik out of his sight.
'Look the other way, then,' Rik had replied.
Bram had let them talk, then gone through the session with Marten. There were things to keep working on. The usual substance of such a conversation. Today Marten wasn't finished with it as quickly as the week before. He listened, asked a question and, as Bram answered, suddenly remembered why he had once found so little need for other plans.
He still felt it outside. The cold was good against his face. His bike was already in the car. He had plenty of time to go home before seeing Fenna. They had planned an afternoon without racing and without rushing to be somewhere for the next session.
Koen had called the evening before. He was considering a winter evening for customers, with a few cycling stories and a chance to ask questions. Marten could picture it at once. Not a grand talk illustrated with photographs of himself, but an ordinary evening with more going on than discounts on lights. He had described a few experiences. Koen had laughed and said he would also like to hear from a woman in the sport sometime, if Marten knew anyone.
He had mentioned Fenna. She spoke well, had something to say and wouldn't ride three laps round a question first to make herself sound nice. He had said he would bring her, that they could do it together. Koen hadn't set a date. There was only an appealing idea Marten had allowed to grow into a plan for two.
He thought about it as he drove home. He would tell her this afternoon. Something to do together, rather than another visit to a hall where they had to find each other between events. He felt helpful in a way that cost him little effort.
Fenna arrived towards two. She had suggested the swimming pool. Not to count lengths, she had added; simply to sit in warm water somewhere their phones couldn't come too. He had said yes, intending not to ask if she had planned an entirely different kind of training. She could simply fancy something as well.
She kissed him on the mouth before putting down her things. He put an arm round her. It was nice that she did that now without a cautious moment first. She looked at his face and asked how it had gone.
'Well.'
'I can see.'
'I've been practising my satisfied face.'
'It's more convincing on you.'
She laughed. He couldn't be sure whether it was about him or something he didn't know. He wanted to ask if she had heard from Denmark again, but told her about Koen first. The evening, the customers, his stories, which might this time be more useful than keeping somebody from their dinner. Then he came to her part.
'I said we could do it together.'
She looked at him. 'When?'
'There isn't a date yet.'
'No, when did you say that?'
'Yesterday. It was only an idea.'
'Yours.'
He lowered his hand. She still had her coat on. They stood in the middle of his living room and he suddenly felt he had started a conversation after skipping an important sentence.
'I thought you'd enjoy it.'
'Ask me, then.'
'Would you enjoy it?'
She shook her head. Not laughing, not very angry. 'You've already said we're coming.'
'I can call him back, can't I?'
'Yes. I would.'
He looked at her. He had all sorts of reasons ready to make it less stupid. She had wanted to talk about that opportunity herself. There was a reason Naja wanted to speak to her. She was good at explaining things. None of those reasons changed the fact that he had let Koen think she had already agreed.
'You don't have to fix anything,' she said. 'I work and I train. Sometimes on an evening off I just want to be with you.'
He had prepared himself for his plan to be rejected, and only belatedly heard what lay behind her words. She wanted to be with him. Not answer questions in a shop to turn his idea into an actual evening. Simply here, with him.
'I'll ring him in a minute,' he said.
'Good.'
She took off her coat and hung it up. He could still explain that he had only wanted to do something pleasant. He left it. He asked if she still wanted to go swimming and she said of course, as though one thing hadn't changed the other. He was grateful without quite knowing how to show it.
He rang Koen while she drank water in the kitchen. It was a short conversation. He had been too quick to say Fenna would come too, he said. That wasn't settled at all. Koen replied that it was just as well he hadn't sent anything out yet. If Marten himself wanted to, they would discuss a date and fee later.
When he rang off, Fenna stood in the doorway. He briefly held up his phone to show it was sorted. She nodded and came towards him.
'I thought that remark about riding slowly was rotten of me,' she said.
He was quiet for a moment. 'I know you didn't mean it that way.'
'I still said it.'
'Yes.'
She looked at him. He rested a hand against her face and brushed his thumb along her cheek. They didn't have to go back and improve on Wednesday's conversation. They were here now and both still wanted to go somewhere together. He picked up his bag and asked if she knew the way.
At the pool, warm water proved to be something much of Apeldoorn was interested in too. There were families, two men staying very solemnly in one spot together, and a group of women alternately laughing and saying nothing. Marten saw enough people to have to decide briefly whether he wanted to be seen. Then he saw Fenna beckon, and the question grew much simpler.
They sat in the warm section. He had expected to feel drowsy at once. At first he was mostly aware of the muscles he had worked that morning. His thighs, his shoulders. He rested his arms along the edge and looked at Fenna. Her eyes were shut and her head tipped back a little.
'I've decided this is sport too,' she said.
'Why?'
'Because I'm good at it.'
He laughed. She opened one eye to see if it had worked. He hadn't often seen somebody so visibly enjoy being right. He moved a little closer. Her foot found his and her eyes closed again.
It was tempting to recount the morning. How well it had gone, what Bram had said, what he wanted to try next. He could make a whole conversation of it, in which he felt useful, interesting and reasonably happy. He stayed where he was. Water moved round them. Somewhere a child called for somebody who didn't hear. Fenna moved her foot against his.
After a while she looked up. 'Have you fallen asleep?'
'I'm thinking.'
'Allowed here too.'
'I was just about to ask whether I still had to achieve anything.'
'You're sitting rather upright. You could do less of that.'
He sank a little lower. She looked satisfied and leaned her shoulder against him. They talked about nothing for which he needed an answer. The toothbrush she was always losing, a neighbour who seemed unsure every time they said hello whether he knew her, the child now apparently trying to gather the entire family at once. He told her about his nephew, who for a while had thought Marten existed only in cycling shorts. At his sister's birthday he had asked, disappointed, why Marten wore ordinary trousers.
'I can understand him,' Fenna said.
He turned towards her. 'This is a very unsuitable place to say that.'
'You started it.'
She kissed him briefly. Not long enough to attract more attention than necessary, and long enough to make him wonder if they could go home earlier. She looked at him and shook her head. She wanted to sit a little longer first. He found that increasingly bearable.
When they later swam a few easy lengths, she didn't make a race of it. He expected her to. He noticed himself looking sideways and had to laugh when she asked if he was afraid of losing.
'I wanted to see if you were still coming.'
'I'm here.'
He turned towards her. They stayed facing each other in the water for a moment, with the sound of everyone else round them. She moved closer and brushed a wet lock of hair off his forehead. Then she pointed to the side.
Outside, the afternoon had grown colder. They walked to the car and zipped their coats without finding it awkward that both suddenly had less to say. He put on the heating. Fenna rested her head against the seat.
'Do you want to eat at mine tonight?' she asked.
'Only if you don't have to do anything special.'
'I never have to do anything special. Sometimes I want to.'
He nodded. She rested her hand on his leg, quite ordinarily, without looking at him. At the first traffic light he glanced at her. She smiled without raising her head.
At her flat he let her go first. He hung up his coat and stood in the doorway for a moment while she put on the light. She looked back and asked if he wanted to say something else.
'No,' he said. 'I'm just looking.'
She let him look. Then she came back, took his hand and drew him into the room.
It Adds Up
Fenna first read the lines above the figure. Then the figure itself. Then the lines above it again, in case something there meant she couldn't use it as she hoped. Her laptop stood on the kitchen table. Beside it she had put the notebook where for months she had recorded ordinary expenses she preferred not to judge by instinct.
The message had arrived on Tuesday afternoon, on her way home. Naja sent the conditional outline for six months with Nordspor. She wrote that Fenna should read it at her leisure before their conversation later that day. Fenna had taken off her shoes, opened her laptop and gone straight to the bottom line.
Fourteen hundred euros a month for her living expenses, in the budget converted for her. After the organisation's own deductions. The furnished room and bills were listed separately, as were track time, coaching and the programme's normal travel. They wouldn't give her a sum from which she still had to pay for all the cycling and her room. She read that passage again and drew a thick line beside it.
There were words intended to rein in her enthusiasm. Conditional. Final allocation. To be confirmed. She didn't find them unreasonable. She just immediately wanted to turn them into names for things that were settled.
Gita rang as Fenna wrote down her first questions. Her coach had now spoken to Naja. About the work Fenna did, her strengths and weaknesses, the ordinary weeks when nobody was there to admire a result. Fenna asked if they had discussed Alkmaar too.
'Yes.'
'At length?'
'Long enough. It's not a catastrophe I have to keep out of your life story.'
Fenna looked at the figures in her notebook. Suddenly she wanted Gita opposite her at the table so they could look at the message together without explaining all of it. At the same time she wanted to read and understand it herself. This was her possible six months, not a school trip with somebody else to sign the form.
'Does it look real?' she asked.
'It's a serious proposal. Ask Naja what's still missing. I'm not her accountant.'
'Neither am I.'
'Good. You've got something in common already.'
When the call with Naja began, a window behind the Danish coach showed it was almost dark outside. They were both at tables with laptops. Fenna found that more reassuring than she had expected. In her mind Naja had been somewhere between a track and a queue of people holding important papers. Now she ran a hand through her short hair and asked if the connection was good.
They spoke English. At the first question Fenna had to search briefly for the English for an ordinary word she used at work every day without thinking. Then it grew easier. Naja wanted to know what had changed since their last conversation. Fenna described the training, what she had wanted to see in Alkmaar and hadn't made happen. Not just the result. She tried to explain what she could change at the moment.
'You're not asking for another chance because everything's going wrong now,' Naja said.
'No. It's not going wrong. It's just not going how I want yet.'
'What do you want, then?'
Fenna's first answer came too close to winning. Naja waited. Her expression didn't help Fenna make a joke to escape her own impatience. So she had to start again. She described how often she had arranged a week round the times she could train, how she had had good periods and then been unable to build on the progress for a while. She wanted to know what would happen if those weeks joined up for once. If she didn't have to sort something out every time before she got to ride.
Naja nodded. 'And if you have a bad week here too?'
'Then I'll have a bad week somewhere I can carry on the next day. I don't think the country is the problem.'
Naja smiled. Fenna was more pleased than she wanted to show. She said she didn't expect to become a new person by crossing a border. She wanted to improve at what she already did. And yes, she wanted to know what it was like to have proper room for it for six months. She was thirty-two. She didn't have to pretend it could wait years before it mattered.
They discussed the group. Four women in the funded places, all with experience of their own. Naja would coach the sprints. The programme used hired track time near Ballerup. No permanent access at any hour Fenna happened to fancy. There was a programme she would join, with other people who had just as much reason to want something from it.
Fenna asked how the decision would be made. Not by waiting to see who had the best result at the end of January, Naja said. They were gathering information now. The sponsors had to confirm their contributions, the organisation allocate the places. The overall funding should be clear before that final period of racing. Individual confirmation and practical arrangements would follow.
'I can't ask you to give up your home and job on the strength of this document,' Naja said. 'But I do want to know whether, if it becomes what it says here, you'd like to come.'
'Yes,' Fenna said.
The answer was out before she had quite taken in the question. She laughed and began asking the questions she had written down. About the room. What was and wasn't included in the travel. About the months, starting in the first week of February. About the money she would have available after the organisation had dealt with its own costs.
Naja answered without finding the questions annoying. When something still needed confirming, she said so. Sometimes Fenna asked a second time in different words. That wasn't quite like her. When discussing a race, she preferred to act as if she understood everything at once. This was about where she would live and what remained to live a life of her own. She didn't want to sound clever and discover in February she had heard something different from what was meant.
When Naja had to finish, she asked if Fenna had anything else to say. Suddenly there was a great deal: that she had already thought about which bag to take, that she had probably read the outline more often since this afternoon than Naja herself, that she was quite afraid it still might not happen. She said she would love to come and, after the call, wrote down the questions that remained.
Then she stayed at the table. No grand gesture. She planted her feet on the floor and began to calculate.
In the Netherlands her job brought in about fourteen hundred and fifty a month. Her usual monthly costs were higher. Not extravagantly higher, but enough for the savings she had taken into winter to shrink slowly. Four thousand two hundred had been in the account. She knew that starting figure exactly because lately she had so often weighed it against another month's expenses.
In the Danish outline the biggest gap disappeared. Housing was separate. Regular cycling costs were separate. She listed her own ordinary expenses: food, phone, insurance, local transport. With some room for setbacks, she reached a figure that for once didn't immediately mean looking for extra shifts. There would be something left for journeys of her own too. She looked at that last part for a while. Not freedom to do everything. Enough not to have to find a reason every plan was impossible first.
She did the sum again, using a more generous estimate. It still worked. If she went, she had to speak to her landlord and finish up properly at work. She still had to ask whether she could leave her things somewhere with family. She wrote down what she wanted to find out once the opportunity became firmer.
At that thought she put down her pen. She had already given him a place among the things in her mind. Not as an expense. That was easy enough to tell herself. As somebody she wanted to be able to go to. She pictured him on his sofa, as he had sat on Saturday before they went swimming. She wanted to tell him there might be room in those new months. She had no idea yet what he would want to do with that room.
She didn't ring him straight away. She ate something, finished her message to Naja and sent it. Then she kept the laptop shut. She had heard the answers and checked the figures. Now she wanted to spend an evening with the idea without opening the outline again.
The next morning she spoke to the warehouse planner. After discussing the shift she stayed a moment to say something might change in February. The woman pushed back her chair and listened. An athlete talking about something other than work didn't surprise her; the fact that it meant months did.
'If it happens, do you want to leave?'
'Yes.'
'Tell me when you know a little more. Then we'll see how to wrap things up properly. I can't keep a place empty on the rota for six months.'
'I'm not asking you to.'
They agreed Fenna would return after the next concrete message. No leaving date had been set and no grand farewell begun. She simply went to work. Even so, she felt different as she worked through the orders that morning. A colleague asked whether she would still come bowling with the staff in January. She said, if possible, she would like to see whether everyone knew where they were going so confidently outside the warehouse too.
During their break Madelon asked why she looked like that. Fenna gave her the outline. Her friend listened, asked two practical questions and then talked about her own plans. She had had to swap a week to be free at the right time in December. The conversation turned naturally to her and Fenna liked that. This news didn't have to silence everyone else at the table for the rest of the day.
Standing outside after her shift, she took out her phone. Marten had sent a message about Saturday. Aydin and Madelon wanted to go to a quiz night. Did she fancy it too? She read it and smiled. Yes, she wrote. And was he at home, because she wanted to tell him something today.
He said he was. She drove to his without going home first. She still wore her work clothes and felt odd in them for a moment, until he opened the door and looked at her face rather than the trousers she wore every working day.
'Good news?' he asked.
'It could really happen. It adds up.'
He let her in and she began to tell him. Not the whole outline, not the costs she had already checked twice. She told him about Naja's questions, the group, the feeling that her name might come with a place that wasn't up for debate again every weekend. He listened and asked once if the money was enough simply to live on too. She nodded. Under the conditions as they stood, yes. That was what was new.
'That's quite something,' he said.
'I'm pleased about it. I want you to know.'
He smiled, came over and put his arms round her. She felt him laugh against her hair. It wasn't the same laugh as when she made a joke. She stayed against him until she wanted to look again. His hands rested on her back. She pulled him towards her and kissed him.
'I haven't got anything special in,' he said.
'Neither have I. It doesn't matter.'
'We could go and get something.'
'I want to be here for a bit.'
She looked round and saw his phone on the table. She asked if they could put some music on. He looked surprised, picked it up and found something they both knew. It took too long for her liking. She took his hand before the music began.
'Wait a minute,' he said.
'You can start any time.'
That wasn't entirely true. Before the first bar had even begun they were already laughing at their own haste. Then he found her rhythm, or she found his. She didn't know and felt no need to make a contest of it. He held her hand and drew her towards him. They turned slowly through his living room, close enough for her to imagine he understood what she couldn't quite explain yet.
She had wanted demanding things for so long that simply getting something she liked was a strange pleasure. His hand on her back. His mouth beside her temple. Somebody who heard her happiness and stayed close. Nothing was certain for February yet. She didn't have to put that uncertain sentence in front of her own enthusiasm every time.
When the music stopped they stayed standing for a while. He asked if she wanted to stay for dinner. She said yes and rested her face briefly against his neck. She would still have to go home later, get her things for the next day. For now she drew him a little closer and began softly humming the same song herself. He moved with her.
The Serious Contenders
Fenna wanted a team name first. No question had been asked yet, Madelon still had her coat on and Aydin was looking at the drinks list, but Fenna already held the pen. Marten found it extraordinarily pleasant to be able to predict this without finding it annoying.
'The Serious Contenders,' he said.
She looked up. 'That's not bad.'
'You sound surprised.'
'I want to motivate you.'
Madelon took off her coat and sat down. 'Write it down. Otherwise we'll be at the last round before we've found one everybody can identify with.'
The pub had a low platform where the quizmaster stood at a microphone. Decorations hung that had probably been there for something else. At the tables round them people sat with the same mixture of good spirits and blank answer sheets. Marten saw a man he knew from a race meeting and decided not to get up at once. He liked being here with these three, Fenna beside him, her knee against his.
Aydin brought the drinks. Madelon tapped her glass against Fenna's and said she hoped the whole Danish plan worked out. She said it simply, not as an announcement to the entire pub. Fenna smiled and said that since Tuesday it had occurred to her several times at an awkward moment. In the middle of asking whether there were twenty valve caps left in stock, for instance.
'You'll have to count those in a new language,' Aydin said.
'I can just about introduce myself. I'd have to ask for help with the caps.'
'A good start.'
Marten rested a hand briefly on her thigh. She looked at him, still with that happy expression. She no longer needed to explain why this was important. He had heard her on Wednesday, felt her dancing as if standing still was no longer the idea for now. He was pleased for her. It had begun that simply and still felt that way when she looked at him.
The first question concerned a city. Fenna wrote before the quizmaster had finished speaking. Madelon asked if she would wait for the rest of the question. Fenna covered the answer with her hand and said she was of course willing to change her mind.
'If there's a reason,' she added.
None came. The answer was right. She looked so pleased that Marten put his arm round the back of her chair. It wasn't a pose he had prepared. He wanted to sit close and she leaned towards him, as if completing the gesture herself.
During the music round Aydin proved to know more than the rest of them together. From a short clip he immediately recognised the instrument playing the tune. Fenna thought it was something else. Aydin put one finger on the paper.
'I know something about this.'
'I was only saying what I thought.'
'You won't even let me finish an answer.'
He used to play the clarinet, he said. For a few years, seriously enough still to know when somebody mistook another instrument for it. Madelon looked at him as though he had said he owned a second house. She asked why he had never told them.
'Because you usually ask why something doesn't work. That rarely has anything to do with my clarinet.'
Marten laughed and felt Fenna move beside him. They kept the answer about the instrument. When it proved correct, she drew an elegant circle round it and pushed the pen towards Aydin. He didn't take it. Apparently her having to admit he was right was enough.
Marten was sure he knew the answer to one of the film questions, and it wasn't the title the others gave. He defended his choice at length, with a scene only he remembered. Halfway through Fenna asked if he wasn't telling them two films at once.
'It would make an excellent film,' he said.
'We're looking for this film.'
They kept his answer. It was wrong. Marten looked at the screen and then the table. Madelon slid the paper a little further from him. Nobody spoke. It was so obviously deliberate he had to laugh before they did.
'The story has improved over the years,' Fenna said softly.
He looked sideways. She now knew him well enough to use a sentence from the evening they had cooked together against him again. He wanted to kiss her. Instead he took her hand under the table and felt her thumb stroke his fingers. He could lose one film question if she kept doing that for a while.
In the interval he went to the bar with Aydin. His friend asked how things stood with Koen. He had heard about the job offer, though Marten wasn't quite sure from whom. In this circle an ordinary appointment could travel faster than the results they had waited for together all day.
'I like it more than I expected,' Marten said.
'That sounds awkward.'
'Very.'
Aydin ordered, turned to him and asked what was awkward about it. Not challengingly. He asked as though he wanted to understand the logic before putting it away in his head. Marten looked at the table, where Fenna and Madelon were bent over something. Both were talking. Afterwards they would probably say they had listened to each other very well.
'I still know how I want to race,' he said. 'I don't know if that's enough to keep sorting out everything else.'
Aydin nodded and said he still missed part of his own work since he had started working more for himself. He hadn't stopped that before building something else either. Then the drinks were ready and they had to return to the table.
Fenna looked up as Marten sat down. 'I've given you credit for something,' she said.
'Already?'
'An answer. You just don't know it yet.'
He looked. It was indeed something he knew. She beamed so brightly at his approving face it was almost hard not to laugh. He stroked her back and let his hand linger at the edge of her jumper. She stopped explaining the answer to Madelon and looked briefly at him.
The final rounds went less well. A picture Fenna thought could resemble nothing else turned out, according to the answers, to resemble something quite different. Madelon lost an argument in a way that first offended her, then made her laugh so hard the quizmaster had to wait. They finished in the middle. Not last, entitled to nothing. Aydin thought it an excellent outcome for a team with this name.
As they said goodbye, Fenna asked if she could join them again next time. Madelon said she first needed three working days to assess the collaboration. Fenna kissed her cheek. Aydin had an early start tomorrow and went outside ahead of them. They talked briefly about next week's race meeting in Apeldoorn. Their names would be on separate lists again then, and Aydin would be working while they rode.
Marten walked with Fenna to their cars. They had each driven and hers was near his. It was cold, but not so cold they got straight in. She asked if he wanted to walk. He did. They went a few streets with no destination, far enough from the pub to lose the sound of the other customers.
She told him about a message from Naja. An addition to the outline, an answer to one of her questions. She had it on her phone and asked if he wanted to see. He read it beneath a streetlamp. The first week of February was mentioned so matter-of-factly among the other sentences that he only lingered over it on a second reading.
'Right after January,' he said.
She looked at him and laughed. 'That's the usual order.'
'Yes. I heard myself say it.'
'It still feels close and far away at the same time.'
He gave back her phone. Only a few weeks after Christmas. The Christmas he hadn't even arranged with his sister yet. A whole stretch of winter lay ahead, and at the same time her possible departure now had a place among all the ordinary arrangements. He had changed nothing in his calendar. Yet suddenly he saw the Saturday afternoons when she couldn't come and the evenings when he couldn't simply drive to hers.
Fenna slipped her hand into his. They walked on. He listened as she talked about the group, the room she hadn't yet got a definite photograph of, how hard she found it not to start organising things already. He could picture her there. He wanted to picture himself there too without immediately becoming the man who asked about coming back at the beginning of a train journey.
'You could visit,' she said.
'I know.'
'Not every weekend. That's not what I mean.'
'No.'
They stopped. A cyclist passed, steering across at the last moment to avoid a puddle. Fenna watched him go, then looked at Marten again.
'What is it?' she asked.
He took a breath. It would have been easier to explain it as a problem with travel, money or the days he would work at Koen's. Those were real things. He would only be using them to avoid saying what he found hardest.
'I've spent so much time away while the rest of my life carried on here,' he said. 'I'd send photos and ask how things were. I'd count the days till I got back. I don't want that again, waiting all the time.'
Fenna looked at their hands. He didn't want to let go of hers, and for a moment couldn't tell whether that made honesty easier or harder.
'Don't you want me to go?'
He didn't answer at once. She stayed and waited without helping him with a kind explanation. He had liked her because she didn't invent a softer version of every sharp question. Now he found how easy it was to enjoy that only as long as he had a good answer.
'Part of me wants you to stay,' he said.
She looked up. He saw it in her face before she spoke: she wouldn't play down the Danish offer to make that happen. She wanted to go. He knew. He had heard her say so, watched her turn round his own living room with pleasure because it was becoming possible.
'I do want to go,' she said. 'If it happens.'
'Yes.'
'Even now.'
He nodded. There was no talking his way round that sentence. She wanted to keep seeing him and she wanted to go there. He had enjoyed hearing both when they existed separately. Now they stood side by side, and he still had to discover what he could really offer.
They walked back without needing the cold to end the conversation for them. He didn't ask if she could perhaps put off deciding. She didn't ask if he could come with her. He said that some days he very much wanted to start at Koen's, and on others was still angry that he wanted to. She said she understood. He didn't know whether she understood entirely, but she didn't try to solve it.
Beside the cars she stayed turned towards him. 'I still want to kiss you,' she said.
'That's good news.'
'Just saying.'
He came closer and she rested her hands against his chest. She kissed him slowly, without suddenly needing an answer to emerge between them. He held her. It was cold round the neck of his coat and warm where she stood against him.
'Will you come home with me?' he asked.
'Yes.'
They drove separately to his flat. He got there a little earlier and opened the door as soon as she came up the stairs. She took off her coat and stood in the hall for a moment. He didn't wait for a joke. He took her hand and led her into the living room.
They sat beside each other for a long while. They talked about the quiz, about the film he didn't know and had defended far too well. She let him talk and only interrupted once he deliberately invented something extra. His arm was round her and he felt her laugh.
Later in bed he felt her foot against his ankle. She asked if he would turn out the light. He did, then lay on his back for a while. They lay so close he could touch her without asking her to come nearer. He stroked her arm with his fingers and she moved towards him.
They didn't fall asleep at once. They kissed, held each other and talked quietly until the sentences grew shorter. They reached no decision about February. She did ask if he would still like to see her next week after her races. He said he would love to see her.
When she finally slept, Marten lay awake a little longer. He heard a car stop below and a door close somewhere. Fenna breathed quietly. His arm was round her and he felt her move a little with each breath. She was here, on this Saturday night in his bed, and he held her until he grew sleepy too. Tomorrow he could ask what time she wanted coffee.
The Right Direction
Fenna saw her name on the fourth line and checked the heading to be sure. Not a provisional result. These were the times for all eight women. Fourth, and close enough that she needn't immediately start inventing a story about a headwind. There was no headwind indoors. She had other stories for indoors, but today she didn't need them.
Madelon came to stand beside her. Her jacket hung open over her skinsuit and she was wearing one glove. 'Well. This is going to be awkward for you.'
'What is?'
'You'll actually have to look pleased for once.'
Fenna bared her teeth.
'Stop that. You'll frighten the woman in fifth.'
She walked back with Madelon to their spot in the track centre. The wood of the Apeldoorn track shone under the lights; somewhere high in the hall, a string of flags tapped against a pole. The people with their bags and boxes were arranged differently today from training. Little islands of jackets, wheels, familiar faces making themselves at home at a race. Fenna found her towel under Gita's chair. Her coach moved her foot before she could reach for it.
'Fourth,' said Gita. 'Now let's make sure you don't spend the whole afternoon riding that two hundred metres again.'
Fenna sat down. Her legs felt good. That made waiting difficult: she wanted to keep the warmth, the hard, satisfying sense that her body could give her what she asked of it. She also wanted a pee, something to eat, and to know where Marten was. He'd said he would come in the afternoon. His own scratch race was tomorrow. For him this was a Saturday without a race; for her there could still be a long afternoon ahead.
She picked up her phone. He'd sent a photograph of the back of a sign, showing nothing but two mounting brackets. I'm in the car park. Excellent signposting here.
She typed that he should try the side with the letters on it. Then she put the phone away without checking whether he found that funny. She ought to be capable of this: being pleased he was coming, and still thinking about the woman she was about to race.
Her quarter-final opponent had qualified fifth. Fenna knew her from earlier track meetings, a rider who didn't get impatient easily. At the start the woman glanced at her and nodded. Fenna nodded back. The official sent them off with a whistle. Three laps. Suddenly everything beyond that narrow stretch of track was far away.
Fenna could hear her own breathing too loudly, as she always did when she was trying to listen to someone else. Neither of them gave much away in the first lap. She could hear the other bike behind her and knew how closely the woman was watching her. A brief glance was enough. Fenna tended to take waiting as an instruction to get on and do something.
This time she let the discomfort last a little. When the speed increased, she was there. The bell for the last lap sounded sharper than she'd expected. Her opponent moved out. Fenna saw the front wheel beside her, the shoe appearing at the same angle again and again. She held her own line. The finish arrived before her mind had reached a verdict.
She rode on and looked for the result. Her number. Through.
The exhilaration only came once she was off the bike. She wanted to hug Gita and almost did, but her coach held a bottle in front of her as though she had experience of such situations. Fenna took it.
'That was better,' said Gita.
'I thought so too.'
'I don't just mean the result.'
'I do, right now.'
Gita smiled. 'Enjoy it for five minutes.'
Marten was standing behind her chair. His hands were in his pockets, and he was looking at her so openly that she became abruptly aware of how sweaty she was. After all these weeks it could hardly surprise him. She wiped her forehead before greeting him anyway.
'Looked fast,' he said.
'That's generally the idea here.'
'Glad you mentioned it. I had something quite different planned for tomorrow.'
He bent to kiss her, briefly, right there among the kit bags. She wanted to put a hand behind his neck and keep him there. Instead she touched his wrist. The skin above his collar was still cold from outside.
'You're here,' she said.
'I did say I was coming.'
'Yes.' She took a drink. It had been a stupid thing to say, and exactly the right thing. He was here. She didn't have to add anything clever.
She faced Saskia van Dam in the semi-final. Fastest time of the day, and Saskia was wandering about as if she'd only just decided she might do a bit of cycling too. She was sitting on a bench tying her hair back again when Fenna passed.
'Good ride,' said Saskia.
Fenna wanted to say something equally casual. Given the results, 'You too' sounded like a teacher making sure everyone got a turn. She said it anyway. Saskia smiled and asked whether Fenna also found the waiting got longer when things were going well.
'Everything takes longer when I'm waiting.'
'Fair point.' Saskia tightened the last loop round her hair. 'See you out there.'
She lost the first heat of the semi-final by enough to rule out an argument over the finish photograph. The worst part was feeling where it went wrong as it happened and being unable to undo it. She'd seen Saskia accelerate, gone a fraction too late, and spent the rest of the lap trying to wipe out that fraction. By the end it had grown.
For the second heat she resolved not to let the first dictate her ride. Yet it came back as soon as she saw Saskia ahead. She grew cautious in a way that did her little good. By the time she dared do something, Saskia had already made her move. Two–nil to Saskia. The result was clear; the anger would take longer.
She stayed in her chair with the bottle between her knees. Gita let her describe what she'd done. The first part came out too fast, as though her coach might otherwise think she hadn't noticed anything herself. Halfway through she stopped.
'I can hear myself doing it.'
'What?'
'Explaining that I actually can ride.'
Gita pointed her pen at the bottle. 'You've got the bronze match coming up. You can use what you've just noticed there.'
Fenna screwed the cap on. She didn't want a sensible conversation about a worthwhile afternoon. She wanted another go at Saskia, and to win this time. But Saskia was racing for gold and she wasn't. That wasn't unfair. It was worse: it was right.
Marten only sat beside her once Gita was talking to the organisers. His knee touched hers. She looked at their legs, his jeans and her bare thighs below the edge of her skinsuit. A man with a broom tried to get behind their chairs. Marten shifted over, bringing his knee closer still.
'I don't want to hear how well I've done,' she said.
'Good. I was going to ask whether that bar next to you was going spare.'
She picked it up and gave him half. 'You only get the small bit.'
He examined the uneven break. 'It's a surprisingly harsh world.'
She watched his mouth as he ate. It was utterly inappropriate to be chiefly wondering what it would feel like if he pressed her against the kitchen cupboards. It had nothing to do with losing her semi-final, and perhaps everything to do with how keenly aware of her body she still was. She didn't just want to sit politely waiting for her next heat.
'I'm up again soon,' she said.
'I'm not on your bike.'
'Just as well.'
He rested his hand on her thigh, above the knee. Not encouragement, not checking a muscle. Just his hand. She put hers over it. When Gita came back, they both moved their hands with the speed of two people concealing something everyone could already see.
For bronze she rode against the other losing semi-finalist. Fenna had no desire left to be satisfied with almost. In the first heat she stayed calm enough not to try to put everything right at once. She won. Then it got harder, because a one-heat lead had suddenly become something she could lose. In the second her opponent stayed beside her longer than Fenna liked. She held on all the way to the line, then had to wait for the official to indicate the result.
Two–nil. Third. She rode another lap without trying to look serious.
Madelon was clapping beside their bags, still wearing her one glove. This time Gita lowered her bottle when Fenna approached. It wasn't much of a hug, more two arms and a bicycle getting in the way. Fenna laughed against her coach's shoulder. She suddenly felt how tired she was.
During the brief medal presentation she didn't look at Marten. She wanted to remember it from where she stood: her feet on the little podium, the weight of the small medal on its ribbon, Saskia pulling a jumper over her skinsuit beside her and getting the neck caught by her ear. Fenna helped pull it down. Saskia thanked her and asked where the photographer was. So winning could look this ordinary too.
Later, by her car, Fenna held the medal up in front of Marten's face. 'You're allowed to touch this one.'
'Can I wear it too?'
'Then one of the organisers will come after you.'
He let the disc slide over his fingers and handed it back. She put it in the side pocket of her bag, where it tapped against her car key. She didn't want to drive home alone. Before she asked, she knew she'd be upset if he said he needed to rest. He had to race tomorrow. Of course he was allowed to want his own evening.
'Will you come over after dinner?' she asked. 'Or I could come to yours. I want to see you tonight.'
He looked at her. 'We can do that.'
'You don't have to celebrate if you don't want to.'
'I'm perfectly capable of eating when someone else has come third.'
She grinned, but his answer still wasn't quite what she was asking. She stepped closer and took hold of his jacket. 'I mean afterwards too.'
'I thought you might.' His voice softened. 'Mine? I have to be up early tomorrow, and then all my stuff's there.'
'I'll probably be awake anyway.'
He kissed her against the cold side of the car. She slipped her hands under his jacket, felt his jumper and the warmth beneath. It could be awkward for a moment, with their bags on the ground and someone slamming a car door further along. When they drew apart, he stroked his thumb along her jaw.
'You've still got a tiny bit of something on your nose,' he said.
Fenna pulled a hand out and rubbed it. 'Why are you only telling me now?'
'I wanted to find out whether the bronze medallist was dangerous.'
She shoved his shoulder. Not hard enough to get rid of him. Tonight she would go to his flat with clean clothes, her own food if he wanted her to, and the medal somewhere at the bottom of her bag. She didn't need to take it to bed to know she'd ridden well. Marten, on the other hand, she thought, and was laughing before he asked what was funny.
The Next Column
Marten switched the alarm off before it rang. Fenna lay on her side with one knee on his half of the bed. He now knew she could take up a lot of room without being awake to do it. On her back last night she'd claimed she always stayed neatly on her own side. He hadn't gathered evidence. The evening had been too enjoyable for that.
He stepped over her bag and put his trousers on in the hall. In the kitchen the medal lay on the table beside two empty glasses. She'd meant to put it away and got distracted. Marten tapped it with a finger. The ribbon was twisted. He straightened it, felt embarrassed by the solemnity of the gesture, and moved it aside to make room for his breakfast.
There was a message from Bram on his phone: the time he was expected at their spot in the track centre. No race talk at half past six, just a time. Marten confirmed. He could show something this morning. The recent training had been decent, and yesterday he'd seen how little a good day had to resemble a miracle. Fenna had done what she could. He wanted to do the same.
As he picked up his bag from the hall, she appeared in the bedroom doorway. Her hair was flat on one side and sticking up at an improbable angle on the other.
'I haven't done anything,' he said.
'That's a bold claim for this morning.' She rubbed an eye. 'Are you ready?'
'Nearly.'
She put her arms round his waist and pressed her face against his chest. She hadn't done exactly that before. Wanting nothing from him except for him to stand there a moment. He rested his cheek on her hair.
'I'll come later,' she said. 'After breakfast. Otherwise I'll have to spend the whole morning looking at you, and there goes your concentration.'
'I'll warn the organisers.'
She kissed him. He left with the unreasonable conviction that this meant part of the day was already won.
In the hall more men were clustered round the start list than could read it. Marten knew the sound: cheerful disgust at the early hour, a few results brought up for comparison, one man telling another he didn't expect much while checking who could hear. He greeted Rik van Os, whose bag was resting half on the foot of a chair.
'You were here yesterday too,' said Rik.
'Checking they don't change the laps overnight.'
Rik nodded as if that might be the reason. 'Hear your girlfriend races.'
Marten hadn't used the word himself. Coming from someone else, he liked it. 'Yes. Fenna.'
'Good bronze.'
'Yes.' He heard himself give the same cheerful yes he gave Koen when he asked whether Friday was still on. An answer with more behind it than he wanted to unpack just then. He went over to his own spot.
Bram took him through the plan for the scratch race. The task was familiar, not easy. Marten nodded in the right places until his coach asked what he'd just said. He repeated the last part. Bram looked at him for a moment, then pointed at his bike.
'Get on with your preparation.'
His mind hadn't been on it. That didn't explain what happened next. In the early laps he was alert enough to see the moves. Twenty men, a field stretching out and coming together again, the first attacks looking bolder than they were. He didn't have to answer everything. He'd spent his whole life learning that, and some days he managed it.
At first this was one of those days. He was where he wanted to be, found a wheel he trusted and let someone else do the nervous work. When Rik moved further forward, Marten went with him. It felt good, that simple decision. Not watching until somebody else decided where his race would happen.
Then he let a gap open that he could have prevented. A moment of waiting for the rider ahead, half expecting him to sort it out. The field pulled away. Marten had to work harder than he'd intended to get back on. When he managed it, he was angry with the man in front, although he'd seen what was happening in plenty of time himself.
The next acceleration came while he was still looking for somewhere to recover. He went with it because he didn't want to sit back again. It produced no heroic moment. He got on, lost contact again and slipped back among men he'd just passed. His legs didn't feel empty, merely incapable of doing everything he wanted at once.
He saw Bram beside the track. His coach made a brief gesture. Marten understood the message and still rode for a while as though somebody else had the handlebars. He was busy with what he'd already let happen. How this must look to people who knew him. With Fenna, somewhere he couldn't search for without missing more of the race.
When the bell rang for the final lap, he was too far back to salvage his afternoon. He moved up all the same. Another wheel, another man, the line taking no interest in what he'd meant to do. After the finish there was no sudden release in his body. He was tired in the most unsatisfying way he knew.
Eleventh out of twenty. He studied the result long enough to know that standing there wouldn't change it.
Bram asked for his account first. Marten began with the gap and noticed he was describing the man ahead of him again. His coach let him finish.
'He was riding his own race too,' said Bram.
'I saw that.'
'You saw that gap opening yourself,' said Bram.
Marten nodded. He wanted another go, immediately, in the same positions with the same men. He also wanted to go home and see nobody. The two wishes sat quite comfortably together.
Fenna had hung her jacket over the back of a chair. She was holding a bottle for him, presumably because she'd seen him arrive with it and didn't know where to put it. An ordinary gesture. In his head he made it bigger, a woman there to comfort him after a bad race, and immediately resented it.
'Do you want this?' she asked.
'No, I was just collecting them.'
She looked at him. He took the bottle. 'Thanks.'
She sat beside him. He could tell she wasn't going to ask how it had gone. Yesterday he'd loved that about her. Now her caution also felt like something he'd done to her. He drank and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
'I'd say you rode well,' she said, 'but then you wouldn't believe another word I said all week.'
It was an opening. A small, kind chance to laugh together. He saw it and missed it.
'You only needed eight women to come third. I had to get past nineteen.'
Fenna stayed as she was. Only her hand left his chair. 'Well, at least there were nine you didn't have ahead of you.'
He gave half a laugh. She didn't.
'All right,' he said.
'No. It isn't.' She stood up and took her jacket. 'I'm going to get something to eat.'
He could have stopped her with a sentence that came quickly enough. He let her walk away because he thought her reply was unfair. Nine men he'd kept behind him: wasn't that exactly what was bothering him? Only once she was out of sight did he hear what he'd done. Set her good day beside his bad one, then point to the box that made hers look smaller.
He stayed in the shower longer than necessary. Not in search of a great insight. Simply a few minutes when nobody had to read anything in his face. Then he dressed, took his things to the car and went back into the hall without his bike.
Fenna was by the window in the foyer, a roll on its paper in front of her. A slice of cucumber had fallen beside it. She looked up as he sat opposite her.
'That was a shitty thing to say,' he said.
'Yes.'
'I was angry. With myself, really.'
'I wasn't confused about who came eleventh.'
He lowered his head. He hadn't earned a funny reply to that. She pulled the paper closer and carried on eating. He waited for her to swallow.
'Yesterday was yours. It was good. I loved watching it too.'
'Until you didn't ride well yourself.'
'After that as well.' He felt how badly he wanted to persuade her. It would be nicer if he could put both their moods right now. 'I just shouldn't have said it.'
She looked past him, outside. 'I don't have to make myself smaller every time you're fed up about something.'
'No.'
He left it there. Outside, someone was pulling a large bike box across the car park. One of its wheels caught in a join in the paving. The man pulled too hard and nearly went with it. Fenna made a small noise through her nose; Marten turned. When he looked back, she wasn't quite controlling the corner of her mouth.
'Don't go and help him,' she said.
'I'm still sitting down.'
'You were already looking like a man with a solution.'
He put his hands on the table. 'I have absolutely no solution for that box.'
She pushed the roll away a little. It wasn't suddenly over. He simply no longer needed every second to prove she wouldn't stay angry. She said she had an early shift tomorrow. He didn't ask whether she was coming over tonight, then. When they stood up, he picked up only his own jacket.
In the car park he was about to turn towards his car when she said his name. He turned round.
'I liked last night,' she said.
'So did I.'
'That's still there as well.' She came over and kissed him on the mouth. More briefly than this morning. It didn't feel like an acquittal, but he was once again someone she wanted to touch.
At home he rang his sister because she'd asked which day at Christmas he was coming to eat. His nephew wanted to know whether he still cycled faster than cars. Marten said he would probably have struggled with a shopping trolley today. His sister laughed and offered him a choice of two days. He chose Boxing Day, then heard himself ask whether Fenna could come too, if she wanted.
'Is that the woman from the helmet?' his sister asked.
'I've been to see her without a helmet since then.'
'I'll put out another plate, then.'
After the call he looked at the table. Fenna had taken the medal. There was a damp ring from a glass where the ribbon had lain. He wiped it away and sent her the invitation, asking whether she'd like to come. Then he put on the pasta he'd bought for himself. The water was already boiling when his phone lit up. Need to check which day I'm seeing my family. But yes, sounds lovely. He read it while the pan boiled over and had to laugh aloud at himself. At least he still had a talent for that today.
With You
The photograph of the room had been taken from the doorway. A bed, a desk and a chair with a blue cushion. Above the bed hung a framed drawing that looked like a boat, though the photographer had probably been more interested in the plug socket. Fenna enlarged it. There was a window. No bicycle getting in the way. She tried to picture her own clothes draped over that chair.
Marten bent over the screen beside her. 'That boat looks angry.'
'That's wind.'
'You know more about it than I do.'
She scrolled back to Naja's message. The full proposal had arrived, just in time to make sure she thought about nothing else over Christmas. Nordspor was offering six months from the first week of February. Her furnished room and bills, track time, coaching and the group's normal travel were paid for separately. For her own living expenses she would have the equivalent of fourteen hundred euros a month, after the deductions the programme itself dealt with. She'd specifically asked about that last part. She couldn't spend an attractive figure at the top of a list of unknown deductions.
'And those four places?' asked Marten.
'Four funded riders. They haven't just got a spare bed they happen to need someone for.'
He nodded. She heard the sharpness in her voice and touched his arm. He hadn't belittled it. She was trying not to make more of it herself than Naja had actually offered.
The board still had to finalise the allocation of sponsorship money. That would happen before the race meeting at the end of January. Naja had already discussed her references and previous results; the final weekend wasn't an exam in which Fenna could win a room. What she was asking now was whether Fenna wanted to proceed on these terms. Once the promised confirmation came, there would be no new financial puzzle to solve.
Fenna had put a sheet of paper beside the screen. Food, phone, insurance, local transport. Even allowing nine hundred for those, she would have money left to go back now and then or visit Marten when her programme allowed. She would keep her own savings buffer. She wouldn't have to keep paying her Dutch rent out of this money too; she did actually have to arrange for it to end in January. The landlord had received her request. There was no answer yet.
'I can do this,' she said.
Marten straightened up. 'Yes.'
'I don't just mean I want to. It's possible. With work, if we finish that last month the way the shift planner said. And with this money. I won't have to hope somebody else makes up the shortfall every week.'
'Then you should tell Naja.'
She looked at him. His jumper was inside out. She'd noticed half an hour ago and saved it for a better moment. Now it was hard to send the message with him standing so close. Not because he was stopping her. Because she knew he was about to see something in her face other than a plan to stay nearby.
She typed that on these terms she would very much like to come, once the final confirmation they had discussed was in place. She checked the English sentence, deleted an excessively polite ending and sent it. Then she closed the laptop.
'Your jumper's inside out,' she said.
Marten looked at the care label by his side. 'A carefully chosen Christmas detail.'
'They won't understand that at your sister's.'
He pulled the jumper off. She watched the strip of skin between his T-shirt and trousers. She'd just prepared to make an important decision and apparently what she mostly wanted next was to see a man take his clothes off. That seemed an excellent use of the afternoon.
'Hang on,' she said.
He held the jumper in front of him. 'What now?'
She knelt on the sofa and pulled him closer by his waistband. He put a hand behind her neck. The kiss started in a hurry and slowed as he let the jumper fall. She felt him smiling against her mouth.
'We have to leave in an hour,' he said.
'You'd better get a move on, then.'
He didn't scoop her up. First he banged his knee against the table, swore softly and asked if she could possibly move over a little herself. Fenna laughed as she pulled him towards her. This was precisely what she couldn't fit into any calculation. The way he came closer when she laughed at him. His hand finding her face for a moment before he kissed her again.
Later she lay half underneath him with one sock still on. His phone made a noise somewhere among the cushions. He reached underneath, pulled it out and didn't look at the screen.
'My sister,' he said. 'She can sense the potatoes boiling too long.'
'You can't know it's her.'
'True. Perhaps the shop's full of worried customers.'
He put the phone on the table. Fenna tugged at her sock with her toes. It wouldn't come off. Marten watched, eventually took hold of the toe and helped her out of it. He held it up with the solemnity of someone who'd caught a very small fish.
'Thank you,' she said. 'You can come to Denmark for this bit.'
His expression barely changed. She saw it all the same. The joke had landed somewhere still tender. She reached out and rested her hand on his chest.
'That was a joke.'
'I know.'
She wanted to move past it, back to the warm ease of ten seconds ago. But they wouldn't find a better moment in the car on the way to his family. 'I don't want this to be something we do until I leave.'
Marten looked at her. 'That sounds good.'
'You're allowed to have something to say about it too.'
He sat up beside her. 'I think about you when nothing's happening, too. What you'd say about something I see. Then you come round and talk about something completely different.'
She laughed quietly. He brushed her hair behind her ear. 'I want you to be my girlfriend. Not just this winter. I don't know yet how to do it when you're not here.'
'Neither do I.' She drew her legs up. 'But I'm not looking for someone who fits my week better in the meantime.'
'Good. He might well exist.'
She pushed him with her bare foot. 'I'm trying to say something.'
'So am I.' He caught her foot and held it. 'Yes. With you.'
She looked at his hand round her heel. Nothing had been settled about a travel day, a weekend or the boat on that wall. But he'd just given her a place she wanted too. She leaned over and kissed him without hurrying. Afterwards they both had to look for their clothes.
On the way to his sister's Marten didn't rehearse an introduction. He asked her to hold a dish on her lap because he couldn't get it to sit level in the boot. Brussels sprouts, he told her. Fenna examined the foil.
'I could have stayed at home.'
'They'd have brought you the dish, then.'
She made him check the boot again. All the way there she felt she was transporting something fragile she hadn't ordered. At a red light he lifted the foil to see whether it was still all right. She tapped his hand.
'Leave it alone. We're nearly there.'
His sister opened the door before they'd rung. She wore a dress and ordinary thick socks, which Fenna immediately found reassuring. In the hall a pair of enormous shoes stood beside a child's coat that no longer matched its owner's height. His nephew came over, looked at the dish and said, 'We always put his back in the oven for a bit.'
'This is Fenna,' said Marten. 'My girlfriend.'
It took no more than a second. No glance at her to check it was allowed. Fenna felt her knees go weak. She shook his sister's hand, kissed her as she leaned forward, then stood laughing awkwardly for a moment because she'd tried to do too many things at once.
At the table she wasn't interrogated about her sport. His sister wanted to know whether she too always ate as if someone might take the plate away again at any moment. Marten protested. His nephew showed them a photograph of a Christmas decoration that had toppled over at school; the photograph's chief merit was that his teacher had walked past at exactly the wrong moment. Fenna wanted to see it again. She laughed too hard and had to take a drink of water.
Marten sat beside her with his forearm along the edge of her chair. He told a story in which his sister had been considerably older than she remembered. She interrupted at every point where he tried to come out of it better. Fenna hadn't often heard him laugh like this: not a story aimed at an audience, but someone who couldn't win because the other person had been there.
When Denmark came up, Fenna explained what she would be doing. More briefly than this afternoon. The dish went round, someone asked if she was taking her bike, his nephew wanted to know how you paid for things over there. Marten ate his sprouts. He didn't turn it into a move they were making together, or leave her talking alone to a wall of concern. He asked his sister to pass the dish and put his hand on Fenna's knee under the table.
When they left she was given a tub of food. She tried to say she had plenty at home. His sister looked at Marten. 'So does he. I do it anyway.'
Outside it was cold enough for Fenna to tuck her nose into her scarf. Marten took the empty dish. She slipped her hand into his coat pocket and found his. It was an awkward way to walk. Their strides didn't match, her elbow was trapped, and she suddenly felt no need at all for the car she'd left outside her flat.
'Your sister's lovely,' she said.
'She held back.'
'You didn't.'
He glanced at her. 'When?'
'At the door.'
He squeezed her hand. They walked a few more steps like that, until he had to put the dish down to find his car key. Fenna was already bending to pick it up. 'No,' she said when he bent too. 'You're driving. I'll guard the sprouts.'
Two Tickets
Marten found the cinema receipt under his glove. He'd bought two tickets for a film about which Fenna had said only that the lead actor looked miserable for someone who got to save the whole world. He'd taken that as interest. The start time on the receipt still seemed comfortably within reach.
She was due to finish at the warehouse at half past two. Then come here, change, leave the car and walk. He'd bought the tickets because he knew a free afternoon at home could easily turn into half a training session's preparation. Sorting out a bag, looking up a result, one more conversation. Now there was a time and a room in which he had to keep his mouth shut. For some kinds of being together, that helped.
The tubs his sister had given them yesterday were in the kitchen. He'd opened one and discovered the sprouts were back. Fenna had laughed loudly at the photograph. She'd said he could keep taking them along until February, like a family heirloom nobody wanted to inherit.
He closed the tub. His phone rang. Koen, who wouldn't know he'd officially had a girlfriend since yesterday, but would probably hear that he was laughing again before anything had been said.
'Am I interrupting?' asked Koen.
'You're here now.'
'I could put a leaflet through your door instead.'
'Then I'll end up joining something.'
Koen wanted to arrange their next conversation. In January he needed to settle the staffing for February; he wasn't holding the position open indefinitely. Marten took his diary and chose a morning early in January. That felt much closer than next month had. Lately he'd often mentioned the shop as if he already worked there and at the same time didn't have to do anything about it.
'I wanted to ask you something about Saturdays,' he said.
Koen waited. Marten heard a doorbell in the background, then someone asking where the pumps were. 'One moment,' said Koen, not to him. A few seconds later he was back. 'Saturdays, then.'
'If I take it. Could I swap the occasional Saturday? Not every week. More like once a month, or a little further apart.'
'We can arrange things in advance. But those four days weren't chosen at random. Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, Saturday. You can't decide every Friday afternoon you'd rather work Monday.'
'That's not what I mean.'
'Where do you need to go?'
'Denmark.'
Koen made a small noise. Marten expected a joke and didn't get one. 'Then you really do need to plan ahead. I'm happy to talk about it, but we need somebody here to open the shop.'
'Yes.'
They agreed that on his visit Marten would see the normal opening routine and the busy hours too. After the call he wrote the four working days on an envelope already lying on the table. Two afternoons free, he thought at first. Then he saw the Saturdays on which a visit would have to begin, and the evenings when Fenna would be on the track. He slid the envelope under the laptop. It wasn't a problem he had to solve today. He just found it difficult to get it out of sight.
At quarter past two Fenna messaged to say she'd be late. The warehouse stocktake was running over and her aisle had to be finished first. She thought three o'clock. He sent back the film's start time with a question mark. She replied that she could make it if she didn't come to his first. He would keep the tickets and meet her at the entrance.
He left a little too early. He took the car after all; after the film he would drive straight to the hall. On the way he bought a bag of liquorice, which he never bought at the cinema: too expensive, too little, and you could hear the bag in the next screen. In the supermarket there was suddenly enough choice to be irritating. He chose a kind Fenna might not even like and put the bag in his coat.
Outside the cinema he studied the film posters for a while. The man who had to save the world did indeed look as though he'd rather have phoned someone else to do it. Marten photographed the poster, added that he sympathised with the workload and sent it to Fenna.
She rang back. 'I'm not going to make it.'
He looked at the entrance. 'When will you get away?'
'I don't know yet. Some boxes are missing and they don't want us leaving the count half done. I've said I've got plans, but I can't pretend this isn't my shift.'
'We'll go later, then.'
'You've got training tonight.'
He knew that. It was irritating that she said it before he'd managed to turn it into an appealing suggestion himself. He looked for another film on the screen by the entrance. No start time could give him back the afternoon.
'We could go tomorrow,' he said.
'I'm at my mum's tomorrow. I told you, didn't I?'
She had. He pictured himself yesterday, happy at his sister's, apparently convinced that after a day like that seeing her again would get easier. 'Yes. I know.'
'I'm disappointed too.'
'They're only tickets.'
He heard how unlike what he meant it sounded. They were quiet a moment, not because something momentous needed saying, but because neither of them felt like correcting him just now. In the background someone called Fenna's name.
'I have to get back,' she said. 'I'll call when I'm leaving.'
'All right.'
After the call he stayed by the poster. The woman at the box office asked whether he had tickets already. He said yes, took a step towards the door, then turned back. He'd paid for this film. He could perfectly well watch a moderately happy man on his own.
In the auditorium a couple behind him were trying to find the best place for their coats. The woman tapped her partner's arm to show him something. Marten put his own coat on the empty seat beside him. That was excessive; a coat didn't need a seat. He left it there until somebody wanted to get along the row, then folded it on his lap.
The film was loud and quite good. He laughed when nobody else did, possibly because he'd spotted something that wasn't meant to be funny. Halfway through he ate the liquorice. The bag crackled exactly as loudly as he'd expected. It wasn't the idea of a girlfriend he missed; he wanted to know what Fenna would say about a supporting character with an ever-growing wound that nobody ever treated. He wanted her knee next to his. And he resented enjoying something less because he missed her, when once it would have seemed a pleasant afternoon.
Outside he listened to her voice message. She was on her way home now. She said sorry, then told him she'd found a box in a place where three different people had said it couldn't possibly be. He rang back as he walked to his car.
'Was it any good?' she asked.
'Yes. He saved it.'
'The world?'
'Broadly speaking.'
She laughed. He told her about the wound. She immediately asked the wrong practical questions, about washing and sleeping with a face like that. He stood beside his car longer than necessary. It didn't bring the afternoon back, but he didn't need to make sure she could hear him still suffering either.
'Shall I come over after your training?' she asked.
'It'll be late.'
'It's hardly my first-ever visit to Mum's tomorrow. She can cope with me having had half an hour less sleep.'
He said he'd ring her after training. Then he went to his own group. That evening Bram left no room for him to run the film through his mind again. Marten had to concentrate on the blocks on the programme, the men he was working with and his own body, which could still do more than he'd wanted to admit after last Sunday. It was good to be wholly occupied by something. When he finished, his irritation hadn't gone, but it was smaller. He rang Fenna beside his car before driving home.
Fenna was outside his door with a loaf and a jar he couldn't identify. 'Mum thought I could pick this up now. Otherwise she'd give me everything at once tomorrow and, according to her, I'd never get away.'
He took the jar. 'Is this more vegetables?'
'No. You needn't worry.'
It was pear jam. She'd handed him a knife from his own drawer before he'd taken off his coat. She cut bread on a board that was too small and, instead of blowing the crumbs off the worktop, swept them together with her hand. He watched her back, the familiar movement that had only been familiar for a few weeks. It touched him more than the apology at the cinema.
They sat on the sofa with the jar between them. Fenna put her feet on his lap. He thought of the envelope under the laptop and began telling her about Koen. About the Saturday they could arrange now and then, if they knew in advance.
'That doesn't sound impossible, does it?' she asked.
'No.'
'Not particularly easy either.'
He nodded. She took another bite and was visibly thinking. For once he didn't want to help her by telling her what she ought to think. She looked at the crust in her hand.
'I just want to go to the cinema with you sometimes,' she said.
'That's what I wanted this afternoon too.'
'I know.'
She put her plate down and moved beside him. He drew her close. A few minutes later he was telling her about the film again, including all the scenes he hadn't wanted to spoil and could no longer keep to himself. Fenna started protesting, listened anyway and guessed the ending wrong halfway through. He enjoyed being right so visibly that she pushed a cushion into his face. The jam just about stayed upright. Later, clearing the table, he put the two tickets in the paper recycling. He didn't need to keep them as evidence. Next time he wanted her with him.
What No Longer Fitted
Her mother wanted the empty boxes flattened first. Fenna wanted to fill them. They faced each other in the little room where a bed had once stood and which now mostly contained things apparently too good to throw away. A broken lamp. A wooden rack. Two bags of clothes labelled WINTER, although it was January and nobody had taken anything out.
'If I flatten them, I'll only have to unfold them again,' said Fenna.
'Then we can get that chair past.'
'Where's it going?'
Her mother looked at the chair. 'I don't know yet.'
Fenna laughed, put the box in the hall and lifted the rack a little herself. Underneath lay dust in the shapes of everything that had stood there over the years. Her mother fetched a cloth and began cleaning behind her. A quarter of an hour later they had cleared enough floor for the first four boxes.
'The rest can go in the storeroom,' her mother said. 'Not your food. You always used to have food in your bag.'
'I still do.'
'I know.' She held up an empty wrapper she'd found under the chair. 'How old do you think this is?'
Fenna took it. It was a bar she hadn't bought for years. The paper had gone tough. She put it in the bin bag and let her mother win for a moment over what was allowed in the storeroom.
The landlord had confirmed in writing that they had agreed to end the tenancy on the thirty-first of January. Fenna had put in the handover date and saved the confirmation in her own folder. No rent continuing while she was in Denmark. One less home to come back to, though. Bringing the first box had felt like the start of emptying the flat, even though she still needed almost everything at home.
'And if that money doesn't come through after all?' her mother asked.
'Then I'll carry on looking from here. I can't keep paying rent for months because I want to wait for the very last yes.'
Her mother nodded and looked at the cleared floor. 'No angry landlord here, at least.'
Fenna put her arms round her. Her mother smelt of hand cream and the washing hanging in the next room. She held Fenna tightly for a moment, then pushed her away a little. 'You needn't act as if you're leaving already. Bring that box in.'
The afternoon she was supposed to spend with Marten was beginning to tug at her. They'd agreed on a day off together, walking somewhere, taking their time over food, not looking at the clock in turns. She'd said she was free from the morning. When Naja had sent two possible times for a group video call yesterday, she'd immediately chosen the earlier one: four this afternoon. The alternative was next week, close to her own training. She hadn't wanted to rearrange that as well. And since she was breaking up their day together anyway, the landlord could come round this morning to discuss taking over the curtains too.
She'd messaged Marten last night to say their day was off. He'd asked whether she really couldn't manage any of it. She'd replied that with everything around it, it would feel rushed. Tonight, though? His answer had been brief: That works. She'd read it in whichever way suited her best just then.
Her mother came to stand in the doorway. 'Are you staying to eat?'
'No, I've got a call later. Then I'm going to Marten's.'
'I needn't peel those potatoes, then.'
'You're welcome to peel a few for me.'
'You're leaving.'
'Not straight away.'
Her mother shook her head. She took another plate out of the cupboard all the same. Fenna sat at the kitchen table and saw on her phone that Marten had sent a photograph of a flask beside two unused cups. She'd thought it was a joke. Now she didn't know what to say without opening up the afternoon she'd cancelled all over again.
She rang him from the car before driving home. He answered almost at once.
'What are you doing?' she asked.
'Tidying.'
'Your table's already fairly empty.'
'There are other things in my flat.'
She watched the traffic passing the end of the street. 'I'll come after the call. Shall we eat together?'
'Yes. When will you finish?'
'I'm not sure. It's scheduled for an hour.'
'I'll work on half past five, then.'
Something in his voice irritated her. As though she had to sign for an arrival time before the call had even begun. 'If it runs over, I can't just leave.'
'You can let me know.'
'I do, don't I?'
At the other end she heard a tap being turned off. She was suddenly ashamed of her sharpness. It had happened faster than she could stop it. 'I am coming. I want to see you.'
'I want to see you too,' he said.
At home she laid a clean jumper on the bed and moved the laptop so the camera wouldn't show the open wardrobe. The little squares appeared one by one. Naja, two other riders further along with their travel arrangements, someone still struggling with her microphone. They spoke English. Fenna could follow well enough, but finding her own sentences took a fraction longer than she liked.
Naja talked them through the first weeks: getting to know their group, individual conversations, the rented track time around Ballerup and expectations for training. There was room for experienced women who didn't have to get used to every aspect of an athlete's life. That made Fenna happy. She didn't have to sell herself as still young enough to be interesting. They wanted her because she was already good and wanted more.
When one of the other women asked about her room, the call ran longer. Fenna asked a question herself. Not an urgent one nobody else could have answered. She wanted to know what their days together would look like, what it would be like to wake up there without first having to go to a warehouse. She leaned towards the screen and forgot that Marten was probably already cooking in his own kitchen.
At five past five she picked up her phone. Running a bit over. Leaving soon. Naja finished at quarter past. Fenna closed the screen and sat a little longer with the smile the call had given her. She hadn't just imagined leaving. She'd spoken to the people who would be there when she arrived.
At Marten's a pan was on a low heat. She kissed him in the hall and smelt fried onion. His sleeves were rolled up. Her hand slid along his bare forearm without thinking.
'You're here,' he said.
'I did say I was coming.'
It was out before she thought of Apeldoorn, of the same words he'd used and how happy they'd made her then. Marten tilted his head a little. 'Yes.'
She went to wash her hands. Her hair tie was still on the edge of the bathroom basin. She put it round her wrist and resolved not to talk only about Denmark tonight. At the table Marten brought it up himself. How had it gone? She said more than she'd intended, because he asked who would be in the group and because she wanted to talk to him about it. Only when he put down his fork did she realise she'd stopped noticing his plate.
'I wanted to spend today with you,' he said.
'I'm here, aren't I?'
'I can see that. I mean the day. We'd made plans.'
She took her hand off the edge of the table. 'They changed. It's not a hospital appointment I simply forgot.'
'I didn't say it was a hospital appointment.'
'No, but you're acting as if I've done something terrible.'
Marten rubbed his thumb over his chin. 'I'm saying I've missed you. Today. On a day we were supposed to have together.'
She already had her answer ready. He'd had time to be disappointed; she'd just come out of something good and now had to return to his day. She wanted him to see how special this was for her too. 'I can't ask them to move every call because I want to go for a walk with you.'
'Wasn't there another time?'
She looked at her plate. The onion had turned sweet; she could still taste it when she no longer wanted it. 'Next week. An awkward day.'
'For who?'
'For me. Of course for me. It's my programme.'
He lowered his hand. She knew she could still take the sentence back. Not the fact, but the way she'd used it to shut him out. She didn't do it straight away. She was angry because he'd asked exactly the question she'd rather have skipped.
They ate a few mouthfuls without talking. Then he told her he'd turned his sister down when she'd asked for help with a bookcase today. Not as a sacrifice, he said. They'd had plans, so he hadn't been available. To Fenna it still sounded like a bill. She said he could have gone after all, then.
'That's not the point.'
'What is, then?'
'I don't want to be just the bit at the end. Once everything else is done.'
She put her fork down. She wanted to say he was more than that. It was true, and tonight it probably wouldn't make him feel anything he didn't already know. She looked at his face, asking so little of her and too much at once. She couldn't clear this whole month for him. She didn't want to either.
'I shouldn't have said yes to that time straight away,' she said at last. 'I could have talked to you first.'
He nodded. She saw him waiting for more and again felt the urge to make a promise that would make the evening pleasant again. Instead she asked whether there was any food left in the pan. He got up to fetch it and she went with him. In the little kitchen they touched at shoulder and hip, both heading for the same worktop.
'It really was good, though,' she said quietly. 'The call. I still want to tell you about it.'
He put down the serving spoon. 'I want to hear it too. Just not as if nothing else happened.'
She took his hand. This time she said sorry without adding an explanation. He drew her a little closer. They stood like that until he turned off the heat. First they went back to the table and the cold food. Later, on the sofa, she told him about one of the other women having to explain her own joke in English. Marten laughed at her imitation. She leaned against him and did it again.
On This Side
The customer didn't know which bike was his. That was the first thing Marten heard as he entered the shop. Three city bikes stood in a row by the counter, all dark, all with a basket on the front. The man pointed at the middle one, then withdrew his hand.
'I didn't have that bell,' he said.
Koen looked at the label on the handlebars. 'According to this, it's yours. You asked for a new bell.'
'Oh, yes.' The man pressed it. The sound was clear and offended. 'That works well.'
'That was the idea.'
Marten hung his coat over a chair and waited where they'd agreed. Koen had told him to come at opening time this visit. An ordinary day, before there was any chance of turning it into a sociable evening. Within ten minutes Marten knew the man with the bell had another question about his rear tyre and the next customer had an opinion on it. Nobody looked at the clock on the wall except him.
He didn't feel trapped. That surprised him. He'd feared his whole body would protest at a morning under fluorescent lights, with roads outside and a track session waiting later. Instead he watched Koen finish a conversation without making the customer feel dismissed. The door opened, the door closed. At the end of each conversation something was a little more as it should be.
'Come through,' Koen said once the queue was gone. 'Otherwise you'll think we only sell bells. You said you quite fancied that.'
At the back of the shop it smelt of rubber and wet coats. Two colleagues were busy with their own work. Koen introduced Marten again as the man he was discussing a job with. No star signing, no famous face on a poster. A woman in a grey work jumper asked whether he would be there on Saturdays too. When he said that was the plan if it went ahead, she nodded with satisfaction and returned to her list.
It was the first time he'd felt wanted because he would be somewhere on a Saturday. A modest kind of importance. He didn't want to look down on it, yet caught himself waiting for someone to ask what he'd raced.
Nobody did. She asked whether he could take her mug back to the front. He took it, glad he wasn't going to tell her anything after all.
Koen showed him a programme for an adult recreational cycling group. Existing customers, a few people wanting to come with a friend, and a woman who'd already asked whether it was only for men in matching shirts. Marten laughed at that.
'What are you laughing at?' asked Koen. 'You look as though you've got a clothing committee sometimes.'
'The committee's done very little about my objections.'
The preparation and group evenings fell within the proposed thirty-two hours. Four paid days, with the hours shifted on a day when there was an evening group. The rest was simply the shop, customers and whatever needed setting up. Marten could see what he'd enjoy and what he'd find tedious. A man asking for the fourth time whether a different saddle might be cheaper wouldn't automatically interest him because he'd decided he wanted another life.
'I've never built up a group like this,' he said.
'That's why we'll start together. You don't have to walk in here knowing everything.'
'Some of the customers do.'
Koen pointed towards the shop. 'We've already got those.'
They sat in the little room at the back. Marten moved a pile of leaflets aside and put his phone face down. He didn't want to begin this morning by messaging Fenna about how strange it was. He would tell her tonight, once he knew what he thought of it himself.
Koen went over the terms again. About two thousand one hundred euros take-home a month, on the arrangements they'd discussed. Marten knew the figure by now. He also knew what was going out of his account. His savings would see him through the winter, not a whole new season. He couldn't keep living as if another contribution would turn up by itself.
'At the start of February I need to know who's starting here in the second week,' said Koen. 'Sooner is better, but the end of January is the absolute deadline. And if you don't want it, I need to know that too.'
Marten nodded. It wasn't an ultimatum born of irritation. Koen had work that needed doing and couldn't wait indefinitely to sort out the staffing.
'I want to ride that last meeting,' he said.
'I know.'
'Ride well.'
'I hope you do.'
Koen said it without the kindly haste with which people usually changed the subject when they talked about a last time. Marten had to swallow. He wanted to tell him he wanted the job, but in his mind he couldn't yet hear yes without something after it. After the meeting. When he was sure he was ready. If Fenna wasn't going to be somewhere far away on her own while he worked in a shop that smelt of wet coats.
'I'll get back to you before the end of January,' he said.
Koen nodded. 'Come and look at the front as well before you go. I want to know whether the new lighting hangs too low. You're taller than I am.'
Marten stood. They walked through the shop, where a woman was standing before a row of helmets wearing one that sat crookedly over her ears. She asked Koen if that was right. When Koen answered, she looked at Marten as if he belonged to the shop too. He only pointed to the mirror. She looked, laughed at herself and took the helmet off.
Outside he paused by his car. He'd seen a morning that hadn't put him off. More than that: there were things he'd watched today that he would have enjoyed doing himself. He drove home with a leaflet on the passenger seat, picked up out of habit. At the first traffic lights he realised he hadn't taken it because it had his photograph in it somewhere.
Fenna came round that evening after her own training. She still had helmet hair, and she took off her shoes without undoing the laces. There would be plenty of muttering about that later. Marten watched and said nothing. He loved the sound of her arriving, her bag hitting the floor, her asking whether he had food because on the way she'd misjudged how hungry she was.
He had enough. They sat at the table and he told her about the man with the bell. Fenna laughed with her mouth full and gestured at him to stop doing the customer's voice. He did it once more. It was the best reception the morning could have had.
Then he told her he thought he wanted to take the job. Not because he had nowhere else to go. He'd walked round and found himself curious about the next day.
'Then you should do it,' she said.
He leaned back. 'That was quick.'
'Would you like me to look worried first?'
'No.' He smiled, but it didn't quite help. She put down her cutlery.
'I'm pleased for you. Really. You don't have to start by pretending it's less fun than trying for another season.'
He looked at her hands beside the plate. There was a little split beside one fingernail. He wanted to touch it and wondered why something that had made him happy this morning was so difficult now.
'I want it to be something to look forward to,' he said. 'A week. Knowing what I'm doing on Tuesday and that there's something afterwards too.'
'There is, isn't there?'
'Yes.'
She waited. He could have told her what else he meant: that she would be there somewhere at the end of a working day, that he wouldn't always have to put a stupid story about a customer into a phone. He'd told her what he wanted, he thought. In fact he'd only invited her to finish the rest for him.
'I'd like to see you here,' he said.
She looked up. 'Now?'
'In February. In March. When I come home from there.'
Fenna moved her plate aside. She looked tired. He shouldn't have talked round it just then, but at the same time he felt his longing didn't only exist when she was rested enough to receive it.
'I want to see you too,' she said. 'But you know where I want to be then.'
'Yes.'
She stood to take her plate away. He felt the urge to tell her he hadn't asked for an answer. That would have been feeble. He'd talked round it precisely to avoid having to ask.
In the kitchen she took his tea towel and dried a glass that was already there. 'I'm not rejecting you, Marten.'
'I know.'
'You sound as if you know it in theory.'
He stood behind her and rested his hands on her hips. She didn't stiffen, as he'd briefly feared. She leaned against him. He kissed the spot below her ear where her hair was still damp.
'Sometimes I'd simply rather have you close than be sensible,' he said.
She turned with the glass still in her hand. 'You don't always have to be sensible.'
'That opens up possibilities.'
She smiled. He took the glass and put it down. This time it was easy to kiss her. Her hands slid under his jumper, cold at first, then warm. He stayed with her until no new argument began in his head. But when she got up later because she had an early start tomorrow, he wanted her to stay again.
At the door she couldn't get her shoe on. She muttered something at the lace. He stood beside her, enjoying for a moment that he'd seen this coming. When she looked at him, he started laughing.
'Not a word,' she said.
'I'm being very helpfully quiet.'
She pulled the knot loose and nudged him aside with her elbow. Outside she turned and raised a hand. He watched until she was in her car, then shut the door. Koen's leaflet lay on the table. Marten smoothed it, put it beside his diary and cleared the rest of the table. He still wanted the shop. This evening hadn't made that any less true.
The Hours in Between
Fenna drove into the village with the window open a little to keep her awake. It wasn't far enough to call a journey, but far enough to leave her own hallway, with its kit bag and work shoes, behind. They'd booked a room on the edge of the woods. Two nights. No sauna, no special package and no photograph of a couple in white bathrobes showing them in advance what was expected. That had counted heavily in its favour when they chose.
Marten had asked whether she could finish early on Friday. She'd thought she could, until the shift planner went through the last weeks of January with her. She was working her agreed hours. Her job there ended at the end of the month; it hadn't been the moment to explain that in her head she was already off. Instead of mid-afternoon, she arrived towards seven.
He was outside when she parked. No visible irritation, which relieved her first and then made her suspect he was making an effort. She got out and went straight to him. He put his arms round her.
'You smell of outdoors,' she said.
'I've checked the woods. Still there.'
She kissed his neck. All she'd wanted on the drive was to arrive, and only now did she realise how much that word held. Feeling him. Not having to look pleasant for someone asking her for one more thing. His hand under her coat, warm against her back.
Upstairs the room was small and lovely. No view demanding that they stand and admire it, just the dark branches of a tree outside the window and a lamp lighting one side of the bed. Fenna sat on the edge. Marten stood by the door.
'How long do you need?' he asked.
'To stop being at work?'
'To eat.'
'I don't need any time for that.'
They could still get dinner downstairs. They ate at a table by the window, their reflections sitting close together in the dark. Marten told her about a man from his old team who insisted at every breakfast that he wasn't superstitious, yet always waited for somebody else to take an egg first. He didn't do the man's voice. He told it so that Fenna started laughing earlier and earlier, knowing where the next bit of stubbornness would appear.
'And you never did anything strange, of course,' she said.
'I didn't have time. I had to take the eggs.'
She asked what all those mornings travelling with the same people had been like. This time she didn't get a summary of poor sleep and a kit bag. He told her about a journey when nobody knew where they were staying and everyone was too proud to ring the youngest, who had written it down. About the boredom, and the strange relief of all being sentenced to the same hour in the same car park. He'd enjoyed it. She could see it in his face.
'I'd like that,' she said.
He looked at her. 'Standing in a car park?'
'Belonging somewhere. Like that. Being there for a while just to do this.'
She didn't point to her bike, upstairs in the corridor to their room, but he understood. He nodded and went on. Fenna left her hand on the table until he put his over it. She loved his stories as long as he didn't try to make them proof that he already knew the life she still wanted so badly to reach.
In the room she pulled him close before he'd found the bedside light. He laughed into her hair. She knew where his mouth was going and was still in a hurry to meet it. Later they lay awake without immediately beginning on tomorrow. She told him how as a child she'd tried to cycle faster than her own shadow because it kept coming back beside her on the bends. He said he'd needed a whole season for that. She felt his chest move under her hand.
The next day only began when he asked what time she had to wake up. 'Half past seven,' she said.
'That early?'
'I have to be at the track at nine.'
Marten turned his head towards her. 'I thought it was a short session.'
'It is. It's just getting there and back.'
She'd told him she was training on Saturday. She hadn't told him how much preparation and waiting surrounded that session, because she'd wanted to believe it took up little time herself. Gita hadn't invented the slot yesterday. It was the time available for the sprint group, and Fenna had signed up when this weekend was already in their diaries.
'When will you be back?' he asked.
'Around lunch. One, I think.'
He looked at the ceiling. 'I'll go for a walk on my own in the morning, then.'
'You could come too.'
'I don't need to watch you train.'
His tone was gentler than the words. She still had to suppress the urge to explain that she'd find it nicer too if he weren't waiting there for hours. That wouldn't bring him any closer. She kissed his shoulder and asked whether he'd choose something good for lunch tomorrow. He said yes. She turned towards him and only fell asleep once he'd put his arm across her.
The next morning frost lay in the grass behind the guesthouse. Fenna drove away while Marten was still upstairs. She'd meant to let him sleep, but he'd said goodbye as she closed the bedroom door. Apparently he'd already been awake.
At the track it was impossible to keep thinking about the room. Gita had a clear aim for the session. Fenna had to stay focused on her own decisions under pressure, not just the moment when she could finally go flat out. Madelon came to stand beside her wearing an expression that said she wasn't handing out free confidence boosts today.
'Did you sleep badly?' Fenna asked.
'No. You?'
'Fine.'
'You look as if you want to lie about it.'
Fenna laughed. Then they were working. There was nothing casual about Madelon's riding. Fenna had to stop treating the session as something between two appointments. She came here for this work and, once she managed to keep her attention on it, discovered how much pleasure it still gave her. No restaurant, no room, no nice man could replace this kind of concentration. That wasn't a judgement on any of those other things. It was her own body having something to do here.
When she finished, Gita wanted to return to a moment in the last section. Fenna listened and asked a question. It became a proper conversation about her sport. She only checked the time when Madelon said goodbye. She had to shower, load her things and get back. It was later than she'd suggested to Marten.
She rang before starting to drive. 'I'm on my way. I'll be there about half past one.'
'Good. I'm back.'
'How was the walk?'
'Lovely.'
She wanted to hear more. He didn't volunteer anything and she didn't ask again because the car behind her was already waiting to get out of its space. She ended the call and drove back, watching the road. The good session was still there under her skin. She hadn't expected to feel guilty about that.
Marten was downstairs with a book she hadn't seen him reading before. His finger held his place. She kissed him and sat opposite.
'Are you far in?'
'Far enough to know I suspected the wrong man.'
'Maybe he only works it out at the end too.'
He smiled. She wanted to ask him to keep that smile until they were through lunch. An unpleasant urge; she recognised it and made another joke anyway. About the guesthouse website not offering a special package for people waiting for their partners. His smile disappeared.
'You don't have to make a joke of it,' he said.
She nodded. 'I'm late. Sorry.'
'Yes.'
They ordered food. Fenna asked about his walk and now he did tell her. About the wide path where he kept passing other people, and the narrower turning where suddenly he'd seen nobody for almost an hour. She wanted to go there with him. He glanced outside, where the afternoon was still bright, and said they could if they went now. She finished the last of her bread and stood before either could think of something else.
In the woods she walked too fast for the first ten minutes. Marten let her go ahead, then said he'd left his race number at home. She looked back and laughed. She moved beside him. Their hands touched a few times before he took hers.
The path ran beside a hollow with water among the trees. They stopped to watch a dog searching for a stick on the wrong side of its owner. It kept returning with unwavering faith to a spot where nothing lay. It cheered Fenna up. She pointed, called something softly that the dog couldn't hear and made Marten laugh by predicting it would bring back the whole tree next.
They sat on a bench for a while without needing to look at anything. The air was cold enough to make her nose run. Marten said he hadn't come this way this morning. He'd only spotted the path on the way back. Fenna was unexpectedly glad there was something left for them to do together this afternoon that he hadn't already done alone.
'I want to go away with you again,' she said.
'We're still here.'
'I know.'
He looked at the trees. 'I don't want to spend the whole time waiting for it to start.'
She squeezed his hand. She had an answer that was true: they were here, she'd cleared two nights and they still had tomorrow morning. It would only sound as though he couldn't count. She stayed beside him and tried not to improve the afternoon straight away by adding up everything she had done.
When they stood, he drew her close. She kissed him, her hands under his open coat, the cold tip of her nose against his cheek. A walker greeted them in passing. Marten replied without letting her go. She laughed against his mouth. It was wonderful not to have to be ready somewhere a minute later.
Back at the guesthouse she looked at her bike in the corridor. In their room she saw his coat hanging over the chair. Then she showered while he booked a table downstairs. She wanted them both in her life. That had been no less true during training this morning than now, with warm water on her shoulders and the prospect of him lying beside her again later.
Over dinner she asked what he wanted to do tomorrow. 'Take our time over breakfast,' he said. 'Then we'll see.' She heard his caution, but also that he still wanted to make something of it. She rested her foot against his leg. They ate slowly. It was a good evening. Later, in the corridor, Marten called her name. She turned and he kissed her as though he was nowhere near finished with her.
One More Season
At breakfast Marten still knew how to make Fenna laugh. He told her about the man at reception who'd recommended a walk yesterday, then warned him about the mud at such length that Marten had thought he was supposed to promise not to go. Fenna laughed, rested her elbow on the table and asked whether he'd let the man know his shoes had survived.
It was lovely. He didn't want to pretend afterwards that the morning had been bad from the start. She'd slept well and was beside him, her leg against his. Upstairs their things were still mixed together. He could always empty a room quickly. Today he wanted to take his time packing.
'We could come here again in the spring,' she said.
He looked up. 'In the spring.'
'When I come back for a few days. Or after the programme. It's lovely here.'
'Yes.' He cut a piece of bread. She'd tried to say something nice. All he heard was how far into the future she was pushing the days when he wanted to see her.
'You look as if I've asked you to look after the dog,' she said.
'You haven't got a dog.'
'Exactly. It's a very easy suggestion.'
He wanted to laugh with her. The smile didn't quite make it. She kept looking at him until he put his knife down.
'I'd like to do it a bit more often too,' he said. 'Not just when you get back.'
'Then we'll go there. We've talked about visits.'
'Yes.'
She picked up her glass and drank. He saw her face grow weary at the thought of this conversation, and it angered him. It wasn't just about the same rota they'd looked at before. He wanted to tell her that something about the way they were together was eating at him, even here, somewhere they'd chosen especially for it.
'We had a few hours yesterday,' he said.
'And Friday evening. And last night. And now.'
'I know.'
'It doesn't sound as if you do.'
He looked round. Somebody at another table pushed a chair back. He didn't want to discuss this within strangers' hearing. 'Shall we go upstairs?'
She nodded. He stood and went ahead of her. By the stairs he wanted to take her hand, as they had yesterday. He didn't. It would offer reassurance he couldn't give just then.
In the room Fenna sat on the chair by the window. He stayed standing beside the bed. It bothered him that she had to look up at him like that. He sat on the bed and put his hands between his knees.
'I did have a good afternoon yesterday,' he said.
'So did I.'
'But I'd hoped we could have a whole weekend. Without you always having to go off again.'
'I told you I was training.'
'You said it was short.'
She looked at the window. 'I made it sound shorter. Because I wanted to come away with you. That wasn't clever.'
He waited for more. Nothing came. She'd admitted her mistake; he could accept that. But February was already waiting beyond this weekend, and he couldn't keep treating that month as if they'd automatically come up with something.
'What happens afterwards?' he asked.
'After today?'
'After the six months.'
Fenna leaned back. 'I don't know yet.'
'If it goes well?'
'Then I hope I can go further. Maybe there, maybe something else. I genuinely don't know, Marten.'
He could have worked out the answer. Yet it felt like discovering something she'd kept from him. In his mind the six months had at least had an end. He could look past them to a time when they'd be in the same kitchen again. Now he heard that afterwards there would simply be another chance to leave.
'So this isn't just going away for six months.'
'I'm going for six months. Nothing's agreed beyond that.'
'For you there might be something better again afterwards.'
Her head drew back a little. 'Better than what?'
He could have said he meant the sport. That wouldn't have been entirely true. 'Than here.'
'Yes. Maybe. I still want to get good. Better than I am now.'
'You can do that here too.'
She stared at him. He already knew how it sounded and tried explaining it further anyway. About the training she had now, about Gita, about a life in which she didn't have to let go of everything at once. She let him finish. That was worse than an immediate interruption.
'Here I've got twenty-four hours of work, rent, and training I keep having to find room for,' she said. 'There I can spend six months just riding. With a group of my own. I've wanted that for years.'
'I'm not saying it's nothing.'
'You're saying I could just as well do it here.'
'I'm saying there's something to be said for staying here too.'
She leaned forward. 'Yes. You.'
The relief came so fast he couldn't speak for a moment. Then he saw her face. She hadn't offered a solution. She'd named the request he'd been putting into different sentences all this time.
'That can count for something, can't it?' he asked.
'It does.'
'But never enough for you to change anything.'
'I do change things. I'm here. I try to go away with you, find time. You want me to change something completely different.'
He stood and went to the window. Outside, a couple with two dogs were walking to the car park. Both wore rucksacks; one talked, the other listened. Marten had no idea where they were going or what arrangements they'd made to be walking together at this hour. He envied something he'd invented himself.
'I just want someone in my life,' he said.
'Then stop acting as if I'm not in it.'
He turned. 'Lately I keep feeling as if I'm waving you off.'
'I haven't even left yet.'
'Exactly.'
The word stayed between them. He saw how she took it. An accusation about something that would soon be worse. That was what he meant, and wasn't. He wanted her to feel how difficult he found it. Now she did, all he could see was that he was hurting her.
'Do you know what I don't want?' she said. 'For every good thing to make me think: how do I tell him without him getting angry again?'
'I'm not angry because you're riding well.'
She looked at him. She didn't have to mention Apeldoorn. He remembered his own remark and hated how easily he'd handed her the comparison.
'That was one shitty remark,' he said.
'I know. You've made a few more today.'
He rubbed his face. They had the room for a little under an hour. He thought of the bill they would split, the woman downstairs asking whether everything had been to their liking. That ordinary ending began to loom larger than the conversation he actually wanted to have.
'Couldn't you stay here for another season?' he asked.
She said nothing.
'We've only just started. We don't have to act as if distance is the only option straight away.'
'You're asking me to turn it down.'
'I'm asking whether you'd consider it.'
She stood. 'No.'
He saw her swallow. He'd asked a question she was allowed to think about, he told himself. That didn't make it any less clear that her no had suddenly given him the rejection he'd feared all morning.
'Fine,' he said.
'No, not like that. It's not fine. Don't stand there acting as if I'm dismissing a perfectly ordinary suggestion just because I have to get my own way.'
'You do want your own way.'
'Yes. I want this. I want you too. That's not the same as having to stay.'
He looked at the floor. 'You can never just be done with something.'
As soon as he said it, he knew speaking more softly wouldn't take it back. Fenna looked at him with an expression he didn't know. The fierceness had gone. She seemed to be looking at him from further away.
'It's been your last season for years,' she said. 'If anyone knows how not to let go of something, it's you.'
He felt it in his stomach. Not because it was a lie. Because she knew how hard he found it to say last aloud, and had just used that against him.
'That's how you talk about me?' he asked.
'Then don't use it against me.'
'I haven't used your sport against you.'
'You just asked me to put it off because you've finally got another plan.'
'Finally.' He nodded. 'That's what it is, then.'
She shook her head. He saw she already wanted to put right what she'd said and didn't let her. 'Just say you think I'm stuck. Then you don't have to be so nice about the shop.'
'I don't think that.'
'It came out quickly enough.'
She sat on the edge of the bed. He stayed standing. There was nowhere left in the room where a movement didn't mean something. If he sat beside her, he'd touch her. If he went into the bathroom, she'd think he was ending the conversation. He didn't know what to do and grew angry with the room for not having an extra corner.
'I think the job's good for you because it makes you happy,' she said. 'Not because I think you're past it.'
He nodded, not because things were all right but because he heard her. A door shut on the other side of the wall. The people next door were leaving. He looked at his own bag and began putting in the things already laid out.
'We don't have to have an answer right now,' he said.
'But you have asked a question.'
'Yes.'
They stood for a while doing nothing. Then Fenna packed her clothes. They worked beside each other, carefully enough not to forget anything. Her bike still had to go to the car. He didn't help, and saw from her face that even that seemed a choice. He was tired of wondering which version of helpfulness she would like just now. He didn't immediately push the unkind thought away.
Downstairs they did indeed ask whether they'd enjoyed their stay. Fenna said yes. It wasn't even a lie. They each paid their share. Outside she kissed his cheek and he held her elbow for a moment. There was so much he'd wanted to end the weekend with. Another date. A joke about the walk. Her mouth on his.
'I'll call you,' he said.
She nodded and went to her car. He stood until she drove away, which had never felt like helplessness before.
At home he didn't get out straight away. He sat with his hands on his thighs, looking through the windscreen at a man unloading a crate of shopping. Everything went on. That was the most unfair thing about a morning when you'd hurt someone: there was no pause in which you could put it right first.
He had a session with his own endurance group later. He'd signed up and his things were ready. During the preparation he forgot the room for a while. Bram asked for his plan for the block and Marten gave an answer his coach could use.
On the track he managed to hold his attention longer than he had at the table that morning. There was something shameful about it. Apparently he could listen to a whistle, to the man beside him, to a task that would be over in a few minutes. With Fenna he'd kept asking until she said something he could hold against her.
Afterwards he didn't linger. He drove home, ate something and opened their conversation. There were no new messages. He typed that he was sorry for what he'd said about never just being done with something. He left the sentence there. Then he asked whether they could see each other again tonight. Not to do the weekend over. Just talk, without having to hand back a room key afterwards.
Fenna replied a few minutes later. Yes. I'll come to yours. He looked at the screen and felt relieved. He didn't know how much that relief meant. They had arranged to meet. He didn't yet know what they could give each other when they did.
At the Door
Fenna had already held her hands under the hot tap and still thought they felt cold. She stood in her own bathroom, that same Sunday evening, and didn't know why she was changing for a conversation. She wasn't going anywhere she needed to look good. She put on a clean jumper anyway. The other one still smelt of the room they'd packed up that morning.
His apology was on her phone. He was sorry he'd said she could never just be done with something. She'd read the message three times. The first time she'd wanted to reply that she was sorry too. Then she'd realised she wanted to say it to him. Not from here, in a sentence she could send for him to sit with alone at his table.
She ate something before leaving. She had work in the morning. She was hungry, though she hadn't thought of it until she opened the fridge. Each mouthful made her think of breakfast at the guesthouse, then yesterday's walk again. It hadn't disappeared because today he'd asked for something she couldn't give. She could still feel exactly how cold his cheek had been against her nose.
Outside she walked to her car without a kit bag. There was no reason to take one. It felt as though she'd forgotten something. Only her phone lay on the passenger seat. She fixed it in the holder, chose the route she could now drive without help, then turned the directions off again.
Marten opened the door before she'd taken off her gloves. He wore an ordinary dark T-shirt. His hair was still damp. For a moment it made her unreasonably angry: here she was with the whole afternoon still in her body, and he'd been able to ride and shower. She knew it said nothing about him. She still couldn't get rid of the feeling at once.
'Hi,' he said.
'Hi.'
He stepped aside. She went in. There was no kiss because they both spent too long thinking about the right greeting. Fenna took off her coat and hung it in the place she'd begun using over the last few weeks. Nobody had granted her the right. She'd simply hung it there once, then kept doing it.
Marten asked whether she wanted a drink. She said no. He sat opposite her at the table. There was nothing between them. He'd probably cleared it, but she didn't want to start trying to understand him by reading an empty tabletop.
'I'm sorry,' she said.
He looked up.
'About the last season. And finally having a plan. I know what you're doing, and I don't think it's ridiculous.'
He nodded slowly. She watched him trying to accept the words without immediately having to give her something back. She wanted to touch him. It was still her body's simplest suggestion whenever there was a problem with this man.
'I don't think your plan's ridiculous either,' he said. 'Denmark.'
'I know.'
'But I did act as though you could just choose something else instead.'
She looked at his face. All afternoon she'd rehearsed how to make him understand this. Now he was saying it himself, her clever sentences were useless. 'I don't want to lose you.'
He lowered his head. 'I don't want to lose you either.'
They both sat back a little. There was room in the conversation. Fenna felt the temptation to treat that as an answer: they'd both said sorry, they didn't want to lose each other, so now she could sit beside him. He'd put a hand on her leg. She'd stay the night. Tomorrow would be another day when they had to go away from each other.
'How do we do this, then?' she asked.
He looked up. 'I don't know.'
'What do you want from me?'
It sounded harsher than she'd meant. This time he didn't take offence. He looked at his hands for a while before speaking.
'I want you to stay tonight. And I don't want to spend the whole time thinking about when you have to leave again. I want a week with you in it. Ordinary evenings. I know that's a lot when you've only just met someone.'
'It doesn't feel like that.'
He looked at her. 'No.'
She rubbed her thumb over a little scar on her hand. It was old, from before this winter. She could never have imagined sitting here like this, so sad over a man she'd barely known a few months ago. From their first conversation he'd had her attention as though it had been waiting especially for him.
'I want to see you,' she said. 'There too. Not just call because we once had something. I want you to come, and I want to be glad you're there.'
He breathed out. 'I don't want to begin every visit with half the goodbye already in my head.'
'Don't people do that?'
'Sometimes. I don't know if I can.'
She looked at the kitchen behind him. She knew the drawer where the knives were and the sound the fridge made when it was quiet. Such small things to make her want to hold on to him so badly. Not proof they belonged together, but the life that had already grown between them.
'Would you want to try?' she asked.
He opened his mouth, then closed it again. She waited. There was no good answer for him, she could see. Saying yes when for weeks he'd been making it clearer that he wanted something else, or saying no to her with her sitting right in front of him.
'I've tried pretending I'd just get used to the idea,' he said. 'Then I started watching you. What time you came. How long you stayed. I don't want that.'
'Neither do I.'
She looked at him and felt anger return through the sadness. Not because he'd said the wrong thing. Because he'd named exactly what she was feeling more and more whenever she opened a message. Plans she was already in danger of spoiling before they began, an amount of time that had to be enough to settle him.
'But I can't keep talking as though all I ever do is let you down,' she said. 'I didn't lure you into this. I wanted that chance before I knew you.'
'I know.'
'And you're still hoping I'll want something else.'
He nodded. It hurt more than an argument would have. She wasn't confused. She hadn't spent the past weeks mishearing his tone or reacting impatiently to perfectly reasonable questions. He wanted her close, and she wanted to leave without losing him. They were both getting better at saying it. It hadn't solved anything yet.
Marten pushed his chair back a little. 'I could go with you,' he said.
She looked up. 'Would you want to?'
He gave a brief smile. 'That's the question, isn't it?'
She waited. He looked at the window and shook his head. 'No. Not to be looking round again for something to do until you're finished. I want that job. I want to build something here.'
She felt relief, followed by shame. She hadn't wanted him to offer his life as a solution to hers. She'd also hoped there was something other than this conversation. She stood and sat beside him, not because she had an answer but because the distance across the table had become unbearable.
He put his hand on her knee. She took it. She knew his fingers, the broad thumbnail, the spot at the side of his hand she liked to touch with her mouth. Now she only held it.
'We could pretend for another two weeks,' she said.
He looked at her. 'I don't want to.'
'Neither do I.'
She felt the tears before she could hide them. Marten raised his free hand towards her face and stopped halfway, as though he didn't know if it was still allowed. She leaned towards him. He put his arm round her and she rested her forehead against his shoulder.
'I think we need to end this,' she said.
His arm stayed round her. She heard him breathing. It was the sound she'd woken beside last night, simply close, with nothing she had to read into it. Now she was trying to work out from it whether he'd heard her.
'Yes,' he said at last. 'Then we'll end it.'
She sat up and wiped her face. He wasn't crying, but his eyes had reddened. She wanted to do something about the pain she was causing him, but could think of nothing that wouldn't also mean taking back her decision.
'I wasn't only here for the good times,' she said.
'I know.' His voice broke a little. He swallowed and looked at her. 'It wasn't nothing.'
She shook her head. That was easier just now than agreeing aloud. They sat a little longer. Touching hadn't suddenly become forbidden, and it wasn't the same either. She let his hand go when she realised she was holding it so she didn't have to believe her own decision.
In the hall it took a long time to put her coat on. Marten stood by the living-room door. She'd often stood here with her shoes in her hand because she didn't want to go yet. Now she put them on and straightened up.
'We'll still see each other at the track,' she said.
He nodded. 'Yes.'
She didn't want to ask whether they'd behave normally then. She didn't even know what normal was supposed to be. She stepped towards him and kissed him on the mouth. For a moment he rested his hand behind her neck, so familiar that she almost closed her eyes again and stayed. Then he let her go.
She took the door handle herself. Outside she heard him say goodbye. She said it back and kept walking until she was in her car. Only there did she begin crying again. She wiped her cheeks, waited and looked at the street that wouldn't change however long she sat there. Once she could see properly again, she started the car.
At home she put her keys in their usual place. The flat seemed smaller with the empty corner where the first boxes had stood. No boyfriend would send her a joke later tonight about something he'd heard at his sister's. She could call him: her hand had thought it before she'd even picked up the phone. He would answer. That was why she mustn't call.
Her mother had asked how things had gone with her belongings. Fenna rang her back. She didn't start with the storeroom or the curtains. 'We've split up,' she said, and this time her voice did fail her.
There was a brief silence at the other end. 'Shall I come over?' her mother asked.
Fenna looked at the sofa. She didn't want another person in her flat who would then have to leave. She didn't want to stay entirely alone just because that seemed the grown-up answer either. 'Will you stay on the phone a bit?'
'Yes, of course.'
Her mother walked somewhere and sat; Fenna heard the chair on the floor. She rested her head against the back of the sofa. For a while they said little. Then her mother asked whether she'd eaten. Fenna said yes. It was good that it was true, and so nothing else needed arranging.
After they hung up, Fenna showered. She didn't wash her hair, just stood under the water and dried herself slowly afterwards. She laid out her work clothes for tomorrow. Her kit bag was still packed by the door. She pushed it aside to get past and went to bed.
The duvet lay evenly over her whole body. No arm across her, no warm leg to keep her awake. She turned and pulled one of the other pillows against her. Her eyes burned. She stayed where she was and left the light off.
An Ordinary Wednesday
On Tuesday evening Marten knew his group's programme before Bram explained it. He listened anyway. The coach had changed the groups a little and asked whether everyone understood the arrangement for the last section. Marten nodded, at the right moment this time. It helped to have something where he didn't need to learn what an answer meant all over again.
He hadn't done much with his phone on Sunday or Monday. It hadn't required courage. The messages he wanted to send were so ordinary he couldn't use them to explain why he was sending them anyway. A photograph of a ridiculous advert. A question about how her shift had gone. It all sounded like a small continuation of what they'd ended.
Bram called his name. Marten looked up.
'You're with the second group,' he said. 'I just said that.'
'Yes. Sorry.'
His coach looked at him briefly and repeated the groups. That was all. Marten felt grateful for the ordinary irritation in the repetition. Something had gone wrong with Fenna, and it didn't suddenly have to turn him into a man who needed wrapping in cotton wool all evening.
In the first block he stayed too occupied with how he felt. Every hard acceleration became a statement about his mood. He knew how useless that was and did it anyway, until the men he was riding with demanded his attention. Somebody accelerated earlier than he'd expected. Marten had to respond, and for a while afterwards there was no room to watch himself from outside.
The sadness hadn't suddenly made him ride better. It was a decent session with parts that could improve. Afterwards Bram pointed out two of them. He asked a question in return, got a brief answer and realised he genuinely wanted to know. That desire was still his. He didn't have to retrieve it from the weekend.
Rik came over as Marten packed his things. They talked about the final race meeting without acting as if the start list already contained the result. Rik had spoken to someone who might not come. Marten said he'd still have enough men to race against, then. He heard the old tone in his voice, glad it hadn't entirely gone.
Then he drove home alone. The hall was behind him, lit above the car park. He hadn't seen Fenna. They each had their own preparation and their own times; they had before anything began between them. Now he had to stop expecting her face in every doorway he passed.
His sister had messaged about the bookcase. Not asking whether he finally had time, just whether Wednesday afternoon still suited him. He'd rearranged it after his cancelled day with Fenna, then almost forgotten why it was this Wednesday. He confirmed and went to shower. As he dried himself he thought of her mouth against his shoulder. It was impossible to arrange a day so sensibly that that stopped happening.
The next afternoon he walked into his sister's and found the bookcase half empty already. Books lay on the floor, not stacked by subject but apparently in the order they'd come off the shelves. His nephew sat on the sofa in headphones. He saw Marten and didn't turn the sound off, which seemed normal rather than rude.
'We only need to get it to the other wall,' his sister said. 'You don't have to build me a new house.'
'Pity. I had a bit of time this afternoon.'
She looked at him and smiled briefly. First they took out the remaining books. Marten discovered a travel guide he'd once given her, still bearing its price sticker. He pointed at it.
'I went there,' she said. 'With a different guide.'
'Nice that you're keeping this one for its sentimental value.'
'It looks lovely in the bookcase.'
They worked steadily. The bookcase had to come away from the wall, then move a little without hitting the low table. His sister had measured the space and knew which way to move it first. He did as she asked. It was pleasant work, not for the chance to be useful but because his body was doing something that didn't need to mean anything outside this room.
Once the bookcase was in place his sister stepped back to look. 'Yes. Better.'
Marten looked at the empty wall. He wouldn't have thought of it himself. Now he could see the difference too. The window was clearer, the room seemed wider. His nephew slid one side of his headphones off his ear and said it would have been better to turn the sofa round. His sister said he could make an afternoon free himself next time, then.
'I am free,' he said.
'Then you can do the books now.'
He looked at Marten, who raised his hands innocently. 'I'm only here for the heavy thinking.'
The boy put the headphones away and began carrying books to the bookcase. He arranged them by height. His mother let him. Marten felt the urge to move one into another section because a series belonged together. He left it and watched his nephew put an apparently very important thin book in the middle. It was about fishing. Nobody in this house fished.
'Is Fenna coming for dinner too?' his nephew asked.
The name came so easily that Marten didn't answer at once. His sister looked up from the box she was taking the last books out of. She didn't know yet. He hadn't wanted to tell her between a question about a bookcase and a photograph of a broken bicycle bell she'd found in the street.
'No,' he said. 'We've split up.'
His nephew looked at the book in his hand. 'Oh.'
'I'm sorry,' his sister said.
He nodded. A question appeared in her face, but she didn't ask it straight away. His nephew wanted to know whether the large books should go at the bottom. Marten took two and stood them side by side. His hands could keep doing this while other people knew something about him that he still couldn't quite picture for himself.
Once the bookcase was full again, his sister asked him to fetch the potatoes from the kitchen. He went with her. She stood by the worktop and looked at him.
'When?' she asked.
'Sunday.'
'Did you have a row?'
'Yes. But it's not just the row.'
She waited. He told her about the weekend, as honestly as he could without laying out every word as evidence against either of them. He said he'd asked Fenna to stay here. His sister asked whether Fenna wanted that.
'No.' He laughed briefly. 'I knew that already, really.'
'And you didn't want to go with her.'
'No.'
She nodded and cut a dark patch out of a potato. He watched the small knife. He could have made a grand story of it: timing, the sport, the freedom she still needed and he no longer did. He wanted his sister to understand that nobody had done anything unkind, except for the things they had both certainly said. In the end something much simpler came out.
'I miss her.'
His sister put the knife down and put her arms round him. At first he put on the brave face he thought meant carrying on normally. Then he pulled her closer. She simply stayed until he let go.
'Are you staying for dinner?' she asked.
'If there's enough.'
'There's always enough. You remember coming here at Christmas?'
He laughed, and this time he didn't have to pretend it cost him nothing. His nephew called from the living room that he was hungry. His sister said he could set the table, then. Marten took three plates from the cupboard.
Over dinner his nephew asked whether he could come to Marten's next race. Apparently he'd been talking to his mother about the final meeting. Marten looked at her. She shrugged, a little caught out.
'Only if you'd like that,' she said.
'Yes,' said Marten. He heard how much he meant it. 'Very much.'
His nephew wanted to know whether he could still win this last time. Marten considered. He could give the boy a good story, with a good chance of a happy ending. Or he could turn his cycling into a sort of farewell with nothing left to do with a result. He chose neither.
'I just want to ride well. There'll be good men there. I'll still be there too.'
'You'd have to be,' his nephew said.
Marten burst out laughing. So did his sister. They ate and talked about school, a neighbour nobody ever saw without his bike, and what to do with the wall they'd freed up. At times Marten felt entirely ordinary, until something came up he wanted to tell Fenna. Then there was a brief emptiness. His nephew carried on talking, and he had to listen not to miss the next question.
After dinner the boy suggested a game. It was a card game Marten didn't know, in which, according to the explanation, you mainly had to remember what the others weren't allowed to know. His sister said they'd used different rules last time. Her son replied that he understood them better now. Marten immediately decided this was a dangerous opponent.
He lost the first round by looking far too pleased as he put down a card. His nephew had read his face without even needing to guess. In the second round Marten tried to show as little expression as possible. It didn't help: his sister kept laughing before he'd done anything. He accused them of years of home advantage. The boy told him with visible pleasure that he could also just play better.
It was past ten when Marten stood to go. He'd wanted to stay longer than the bookcase had required. He didn't have to invent a reason. At the door his sister gave him half a loaf that would otherwise go stale. 'If you're feeling this fed up again tomorrow, give me a ring,' she said.
Outside he looked at his phone. No message from Fenna. They hadn't arranged one. It didn't lessen the disappointment, but made it more clearly his own. He put the phone away and drove home.
In the hall he put his shoes beside the bike. Tomorrow he would get back to preparing what he'd discussed with Bram. There was still one final meeting to work towards, and somewhere beyond it a shop that opened in the mornings without waiting for him. He hung up his coat and went to the kitchen. He put the bread on the worktop, cut two slices although he wasn't hungry, and bagged them for tomorrow. Then he went to bed with the afternoon and his nephew's laughter still clear in his head. He missed Fenna just as much.
Not on the Schedule
The screen said the box should contain thirty-six inner tubes. Fenna counted thirty-five. She counted again, running her forefinger along the ends. Still thirty-five. The colleague who had called her over stared at the empty cardboard insert as though something else might emerge if he waited long enough.
'Great,' he said. 'So the computer can't count either.'
'The computer didn't tape the box shut.'
She took another tube from the bin, checked the size and lowered it beside the others. One small adjustment. The problem was actually gone. She pulled tape across the opening and passed the box on. Something fell over on the other side of the aisle, followed by a swear word and then laughter. She had heard that sound for years without imagining she would miss it.
She had one more week at work after this. She had told so many people that the news had become part of her name. Fenna was going to Denmark. Fenna just needed to check this label. Fenna would know where the extra mailing bags were. Leaving was no longer a vague story she told at break time; someone was taking over her regular hours.
At her locker she found a sheet showing the warehouse layout. The new colleague had circled the bin numbers for the odd sizes. Two were wrong. Fenna took a pen and corrected them. Then she crossed out her own name at the top. She could simply leave it for whoever needed it.
In the canteen Madelon was eating yoghurt from a tub big enough to hold a small house plant. She had training that afternoon too, but had started work earlier. One of her sleeves was wet.
'Leaking bottle?' Fenna asked.
'No. I've washed my arm. For a change.'
Fenna sat down. Her phone slipped from the coat she threw on the empty chair beside her. She picked it up with the screen towards her. No new message. She put it beneath her sandwiches.
'You'll get grease on it,' Madelon said.
'It'll slip out of my life more easily, then.'
'You really are unbearable when you try to be funny.'
That was a relief. Fenna did not want another careful question requiring a careful answer. She took a bite. The cheese had dried out at the edge. She had meant to eat this sandwich yesterday. She pulled off the hard bit, then felt absurdly sorry for herself over a sandwich.
Madelon said she had put up a shelf at home. Fenna asked whether it was still up. It was, Madelon said. She hadn't put anything on it yet, though, because that would make it all rather final.
'You could start with something soft.'
'A helmet, for instance?'
'I'm not coming to rescue you if it falls down.'
'You don't have to. Just do what Gita says this afternoon.'
On the way back to her station, Fenna thought about the message she had wanted to send the night before. She had taken a photograph of a potato with a growth that looked like a thumbs-up. She hadn't sent it. That was the worst thing about splitting up: the most trivial things she noticed had nowhere to go. She didn't only want to know how he was. She wanted to show him something and hear his reply.
She put her phone in her locker and went back to work. Until the end of her shift she checked quantities, stuck on labels and directed a driver to the right door. She made a mistake with a postcode and spotted it herself before the parcel went out. At least that had been in time.
Later, at the velodrome, she was putting on her shoes while Madelon held her bottle upside down beside her. Nothing came out. She shook it, glared at it and put it down.
'It's empty,' Fenna said.
'Thanks. I'd never have worked that out without you.'
Gita came over with the programme for their final preparations. She asked how Fenna's legs felt. Fenna began telling her about that morning's shift.
'Your legs,' Gita repeated.
'Good. A bit heavy when I got up. Good now.'
That proved a useful answer. They got to work. During the first part Fenna was still thinking about her phone, the message she hadn't sent, the room she would soon leave empty. Then there was less room for any of it. She had to look, ride, feel when she was asking too much before she had really built up speed. Gita kept it brief when she came back. One thing at a time. Fenna was unusually grateful for that today.
After an effort Fenna had been less pleased with, Gita let her talk for longer. Fenna pointed at the track and said she'd had to correct it towards the end. She had felt it in her hips, as though she had pulled herself out of the movement a fraction too early. Gita consulted her notes and asked her to describe where it had begun. That needed words Fenna couldn't quite find. She made an impatient gesture.
'That,' she said.
'That doesn't help me.'
Fenna wanted to say she must have seen it. Instead she walked a little way with her to the edge of their kit area and pointed again, more precisely this time. Gita nodded. Her reply was shorter than the explanation Fenna had struggled to give her. It was useful too. The next task went better. The relief surprised her; she hadn't come to the track to show everyone what a difficult time she was having.
Madelon came and stood beside her later and asked whether she'd seen how her own effort had gone. Fenna had to say no. She'd been thinking about herself, and then about the fact that she was thinking about herself. Madelon didn't step in to smooth that over. She enthusiastically explained what had gone better, demonstrating with her hands so clumsily that Fenna had to step aside.
'I'm better at it on a bike,' Madelon said.
'I hope so.'
When Madelon walked away again, at least Fenna knew what to watch for next time. Things were happening here that weren't about her.
On her next effort she wanted to repeat something that hadn't gone badly. She almost heard herself asking for more, and already knew what Gita would say. It annoyed her that she was so predictable even while everything else was changing.
'Anything else worth mentioning?' Gita asked.
'No.'
'Then hang on to that.'
Beside the kit, Saskia van Dam stood with a man Fenna didn't know. Saskia pulled her jacket over her shoulders and asked what time she was due to start the following Saturday. Fenna didn't know off the top of her head. They checked the organiser's message together. The invitational track meeting suited them both, Saskia said. You weren't being summoned somewhere all weekend.
Fenna watched Saskia picking a dried piece of tape off a bag with her thumb. She wanted to beat her next week. That desire was entirely undiminished. It briefly seemed unreasonable to want so badly to beat a woman who was simply standing beside her.
'What?' Saskia asked.
'Nothing. I'm trying to work out how I'm going to annoy you next week.'
'Good to get an early start.'
Saskia closed the bag. Her companion asked whether they still needed to go to the supermarket. She looked at him as though he might have raised this when she wasn't talking to someone else. Then she said there was no bread. Fenna laughed. Saskia looked back at her.
'He's just had forty-five minutes to think of that,' she said.
After training Fenna found Madelon by the bench. She started taking off her shirt, got her head halfway into the fabric and could get no further. Madelon tugged the hem. Fenna's hair followed it out in a stiff tuft.
'You look excellent.'
'It's the sweat. Adds volume.'
'Shame to shower, then.'
Fenna sat down and let her arms hang between her knees. She had worked well. Not everything had gone right, but her body felt used in the way she wanted to use it. She knew exactly whom she wanted to tell now. Not because he would improve the session. Because he could imagine her sitting here, red-faced, with hair that had ideas of its own.
'I miss him,' she said.
Madelon dropped her bottle cap. She picked it up and wiped it on her trousers. 'Yes.'
'Not exactly news, is it?'
'Not to me.'
Fenna waited. Madelon slid a foot beneath the bench to pull her bag towards her. She didn't start telling Fenna what she ought to do. She looked for a sock and found an apple.
'Have you ever said something to someone and only heard how it sounded afterwards?' Fenna asked.
'I work with you.'
Fenna laughed despite herself. 'I mean something you can't undo by explaining it better.'
Madelon pulled on her sock. 'I think that happens to everyone. I'm going to shower now. If you're still here when I get back, I'm making you come outside with me.'
She left Fenna with the apple on the bench. It wasn't a message; Madelon simply hadn't needed it any more. Fenna put it in her own bag and went to shower too.
At home an empty box stood beside two that were already full. Her mother had brought her a stack on Sunday. Fenna wrote kitchen on the side, then crossed it out when she decided to put books in it. She took them from the bookcase, wiped the shelf and sat holding an old paperback with a loose spine. She couldn't even remember how it ended. She put it on top.
To get the second box she had to pass the place where Marten usually took off his shoes. Her own slippers were there now. She had once asked him not to put his shoes so neatly side by side. It looked as though they were both waiting for inspection. He had turned one shoe halfway round and asked whether he was allowed through now. She missed the way he'd watched her face to see if she laughed.
She put the box by the door. In the kitchen she washed a knife and made two open sandwiches. Not wanting to cook didn't mean she didn't need to eat. She ate standing up, found that dreary and sat at the table. The chair opposite her was simply there. She didn't need to say anything about it to notice it.
She picked up her phone. She wrote that she hoped his preparations were going well. It was true, and also a very convenient way of not saying what she really wanted to speak to him about. She deleted the sentence.
Then she wrote: I wanted to show you something stupid today. Then I missed you so much it made me angry. I still don't know how we'd make it work once I leave. But I miss you, not just what we had. I wanted to tell you.
She read it twice. The second time she wanted to remove the third sentence because it didn't sound nearly as good as the rest. She left it in. Then she sent the message and put her phone on the table, close to her plate.
She could spend the whole evening watching the screen now. She got up, fetched the next stack of books and knelt beside the box. A slim photograph album slipped between two others. It fell open on the floor at a picture of herself with a bike much too big for her. She put a hand on it before the spine could split further.
In the photograph she was smiling at someone outside the frame. She didn't remember that afternoon. She did know how long she had wanted to be on a bike. She put the album in the box and pushed the flaps down. To seal it she needed tape. That was on the kitchen table.
She went back. Her phone was still dark. She picked up the roll of tape, turned it round her fingers and searched for the end with her nail.
What He Sent Back
Marten saw the message as he stood by the door with a rubbish bag. He had tied it shut without adding the bathroom rubbish. That wouldn't fit now unless he picked the knot apart. He looked at the screen, put the bag down and sat on the edge of the sofa.
I wanted to show you something stupid today. Then I missed you so much it made me angry. I still don't know how we'd make it work once I leave. But I miss you, not just what we had. I wanted to tell you.
He read it with the bag between his feet. Outside a scooter went past. Someone tipped glass into a container somewhere. He wanted to reply at once that she should come over. He would give her something to eat and hang her coat on the rack, even if it probably fell off again. He wanted her in front of him when she spoke.
He rested the phone on his knee. Last week they had already tried just looking at each other and pretending they didn't know what lay behind it. It hadn't made parting easier. He picked up the rubbish bag and went downstairs.
At the bins he couldn't lift the lid straight away because another bag's handle had caught in it. He pushed and pulled, and finally got his bag in with more force than necessary. The woman bringing her paper over gave him a glance.
'It's stuck,' he said.
She nodded as though that adequately explained a man looking so angry with a bin. He held the lid up for her. She dropped in her paper and thanked him. The entire conversation had taken place in a world where people could help and then go home again.
Upstairs he sat on the sofa again. He wrote: Come over. He held his thumb above the screen and deleted the words. Then he tried something about her training. That wasn't right either. She hadn't asked him for a result.
I miss you too, he finally sent. I'd like to see you. I just don't know what we do with everything we've already said. But I'm glad you sent this.
He watched for a little longer. No reply appeared. He didn't want to explain in a second message how she should read the first. He put his phone away and went to empty the bathroom bin.
The next morning he couldn't find his car keys. He went from the hall to the kitchen, pulled two coats from their hooks and eventually spotted them on the windowsill. He'd put them there himself. Nobody could tell him why.
There was hardly anywhere to park at Koen's shop. Marten left the car a street away and walked back with the rear wheel he'd meant to bring under his arm. It belonged to an everyday bike that for months had mostly been getting in the way. He'd intended to sell it, then decided he might keep it after all. The bike was older than some of the riders he now raced against.
Koen stood at the counter beside a customer holding a pannier. It was still attached to the rack that had been taken off the bike. Both of them were studying it with the concentration of people hoping the other knew what to do next.
'Here's our specialist,' Koen said when he saw Marten.
'In racks?'
'At waiting his turn.'
Marten put his wheel by the wall. At the side of the shop was a small table with a map of the area. The adult groups' routes were marked in different colours. Beside one was a coffee cup to which someone had added an enormous cloud of steam. He traced the road with his finger to a village he often passed through without seeing any of the buildings. He was usually looking at the rider in front.
A woman studying the map asked whether he knew the route. He said there was a stretch halfway round where the headwind could be unpleasant. She looked at the coffee cup.
'Is that before or after it?'
'After. Otherwise there's no point.'
She laughed and studied the map. Mostly she wanted to go somewhere again without spending the whole way back wondering whether she could still manage. Marten told her about the straight stretch after the village and stopped himself before he made it a training session. She asked how far it was. He read the distance from the card. She didn't need his memory when the answer was right there.
When she moved on, Koen came and stood beside him. 'You don't have to tell everyone wind exists. They tend to notice.'
'I'm preparing people.'
'You're making them worry about their Saturday off.'
Koen took the wheel and said when it could be ready. They stayed by the map for a while. Marten asked how the Saturday groups had been going. One person wanted to go too fast, another mainly wanted to tell him what had happened to his dog. Koen could live with either, but not both at once at the start of a narrow path.
'That's what I mean,' he said.
'What?'
'That it's actual work.'
Marten looked at the map. 'I didn't think it all happened by itself.'
'I didn't say you did.' Koen went to the counter to answer the phone. Marten stayed where he was. During the past season he had sometimes looked at ordinary cyclists as though they hadn't understood something. Now he couldn't quite say what that had been. They were here for their own reasons, and they kept coming back.
Before he left, Koen said he wanted to speak to him after the final race weekend. That was still the plan, Marten said. He felt no urgency to add a joke. The wheel stayed at the shop. He walked empty-handed to his car, thinking again of the woman who had mainly wanted to find the coffee stop.
At the velodrome he saw Rik van Os unloading his bike. Rik had a new car and was taking such care with the upholstery that he almost hit himself in the forehead with his handlebars. Marten held the door. Rik wanted to know whether he was coming to watch an acquaintance race on Sunday. Marten shook his head. He was staying home this weekend.
'Sensible,' Rik said. 'I've already said yes.'
'You can change your mind, of course.'
'You say that as though people would still like me.'
They took their kit inside. Bram hadn't made the preparation longer just because a final race was approaching. Marten had expected a longer programme, and it annoyed him that he asked anyway. His coach looked at the sheet in his hand, then at him.
'If you want to know whether I've forgotten something: no.'
'You know me too well.'
'Not really. You just ask the same questions every winter.'
Marten got changed. His fingers were still cold from unloading. As he fastened his shoes, he noticed how ordinary the action felt. He could go on doing it without anyone building a new season around it. The thought brought none of the sudden lightness he'd hoped for. It still made him sad.
He joined the group on the track. He did what they were asked to do, his attention wandering at first, then staying with the riding for longer. Ahead was a rider whose shoulder movement announced what he was about to do. Marten knew before the man himself seemed to know he'd decided. He enjoyed that. It didn't immediately have to lead anywhere.
When they finished, Bram spoke to him about next week's scratch race. Twenty men, forty laps. A proper race in which he didn't need to put his whole winter into the first move. Marten said he could hardly just wait for the last lap.
'I'm not saying that. I want you to watch who's doing what.'
'I do.'
'And what you do then.'
Marten nodded. He knew what Bram meant. In the previous race he'd tried to make up for an off day by reacting to too many moves. Mostly it had tired him out. He wanted to do better now. Even if there was no promise of a team place afterwards, he didn't want to spend an afternoon looking at his race number and wondering what had happened to him.
Back by their kit, Rik took out his phone. Someone had sent him a photograph from the previous race meeting, he said. Marten was half hidden behind another rider, his mouth open and his eyes so wide he looked as though someone had asked him for a tax return in the middle of the race.
'I'll use this one when I'm looking for a team,' Marten said.
'You should put it on your Christmas card.'
'You're a month late.'
'Ready for next time, then.'
Marten looked at the picture again. He knew which lap it was. He could tell from the other men's positions what he'd tried next and how little it had gained him. The photograph also showed something he hadn't felt that day: how close they'd ridden, how quickly the colour of the advertising had blurred behind them. He really had been there, even in a race he'd wanted to put behind him as quickly as possible.
'Send it over,' he said.
Rik looked up. 'Really?'
'Yes. I need something where I'm younger.'
The picture arrived as Marten zipped up his bag. He didn't forward it to Fenna. He missed doing that, but it was no reason to put it away again at once. He enlarged it, pointed out Rik's own face at the edge and laughed so much that the rider beside them asked to have a look. Three of them stood round a phone, all thoroughly pleased with something none of them had found funny at the time.
After they'd changed, Rik asked whether he fancied riding together on the road when the weather improved. Marten automatically wanted to say he didn't yet know what his programme would be. He noticed his own hesitation, which could have no particular meaning for Rik.
'Yes,' he said. 'Let's do that.'
'Not tomorrow. I said better weather.'
'I understood.'
'You say that, but you've got some odd ideas about a morning off.'
They walked to the car park together. Marten told him about the woman at the shop who had been more interested in the coffee stop than the route. Rik asked whether that wasn't actually very sensible. They made plans that didn't yet fit a particular day, and parted without setting each other a performance target.
At home he saw Fenna had replied. I'm glad you replied too. Nothing followed it. No suggestion, no joke to make the rest easier. He held the phone for a while. They weren't back together. It had made a difference that they'd both said something.
He put it on the table and unpacked his bag. There was a wet towel at the bottom that he was about to throw over a chair back. He carried it on to the bathroom. A dry one was hanging there. He swapped them and came back to tidy the rest.
Beneath a shirt he found the timetable for the final weekend. Preparation on Saturday, his scratch race on Sunday; Fenna's sprint tournament ran across both days. He couldn't possibly avoid her without changing his own race plans. He didn't want to avoid her either. He laid the sheet open on the table.
He would race on Sunday, and do his usual preparation with Bram beforehand. He would try to win. He hadn't given that up. What he no longer wanted was to keep waiting for someone to work out his life after the finish for him.
His phone lit up. Rik had sent a picture of the route on Koen's map, which he'd apparently found somewhere online. Beside the coffee cup he'd written: I suggest we make this our big goal.
Marten replied that first he needed to know what cake they had. Then he put a pan on and began chopping an onion. He could ask tomorrow how much longer the wheel would take. He didn't need it for anything tonight.
Three Heats
Fenna had to give her name twice because the woman behind the table was talking to someone else at the same time. Then she was handed her things and it was the next person's turn. There was something reassuring about it. Here she wasn't gone yet, or almost leaving, or someone people looked at carefully. She was one of the eight women in the sprint tournament.
At their kit area Madelon had opened her bag and laid most of its contents beside it. Her helmet sat on a towel. She held up two different gloves.
'It's a choice,' she said before Fenna could speak.
'A brave one.'
'I knew you'd understand.'
Gita approached carrying two coffees, both for herself. The second, she claimed, belonged to the previous order and someone had put it in the wrong place. Fenna didn't believe her, but she had her own preparation to think about. She undressed, folded the ordinary shirt she'd been wearing and put it at the top of her bag. She saw she had everything, then checked again that her shoes were there.
Aydin checked her bike while she got ready. He had stuck a little tape to the edge of his worktable to keep the constantly slipping cloth in place. Every movement loosened it again. He pressed it down without thinking. Fenna said he could probably find better material.
'I'm waiting for a delivery,' he said.
'From us?'
'No. I'd have left by now.'
She laughed while he finished. It was good that nobody was leaving her alone with her thoughts all morning. When she looked up, Marten was on the other side of the infield with Bram. He wore his ordinary clothes and was listening with his hands in his coat pockets. His race was tomorrow. Today he belonged in this space, but not to her programme.
He saw her and raised a hand. She did the same. She wanted to add something personal, something that would make the distance between their two places feel less strange. Gita called her. Fenna looked at him once more and went.
During her preparation she felt ready too soon. She'd eaten, knew when she was due to ride and had nowhere to put the energy building up inside her. She made a comment about an announcer still discovering how loud his voice could be. Madelon said she might be glad later that someone knew who she was.
Qualifying began. One time after another appeared. Saskia rode so fast that the other women stopped what they were doing for a moment. Fenna tried not to keep watching her. She had her own effort to ride. Gita spoke briefly to her, then left her looking at the place she would soon be going.
When it was her turn, she first felt the unnatural space around her. No wheel ahead to watch, no rider beside her with plans of her own. Just her movement and the track. She built up as she'd prepared to do. The wood swept beneath her, the lines came round faster. What she'd spent weeks working on in separate pieces now had to fit together in one go.
At speed there was little left to put into words. She heard her breathing as though it belonged to someone behind her. She held the movement, wanted too much and only just avoided getting in her own way. She kept riding beyond the line. Her legs wanted to know whether they'd done well before she could look.
Gita called her back and gave her the time. Eleven point six three. Third.
Fenna said nothing. She looked at the list to check that was really where she stood. Saskia first, Lotte second, her own name beneath them. Satisfaction arrived with the urge to see what could have been better.
'Now you know,' Gita said. 'A different kind of ride next.'
She drew Eline Bakker in the quarter-final, sixth in qualifying. One heat to go through. Eline stood a little way off, tying her hair back again. She greeted Fenna and asked whether she'd seen the other results. Fenna said yes. She looked at the elastic between Eline's teeth and knew that in a few minutes all she'd be watching was what Eline did on the bike.
At the start she didn't look towards the spectators. After the whistle they began slowly, a world away from the flat-out effort she'd just made. Eline was close. Fenna saw her opponent look at her and then ahead again. Her third-fastest qualifying time hadn't already won this heat.
For a lap Fenna wanted Eline to do something sooner. She mustn't mistake her own impatience for an opening. When the pace changed, it was fast enough to take away the rest of her hesitation. She heard the bell, saw the space change and drove on. Eline came closer than Fenna liked. She felt every one of the last few metres.
Beyond the line she didn't know straight away. She kept her hands on the bars, kept riding, and only Gita's voice told her she'd gone through. Pleasure struck so suddenly that she began to grin while her mouth was still open for breath.
Back at their kit she wanted to explain at once how close it had felt. Gita made her settle first. Eline came over later, tapped her shoulder and asked whether she'd had anything left at the end.
'Not much. You?' Fenna said.
'A bit less, apparently.'
Fenna laughed. Madelon didn't. Her own quarter-final had ended her sprint tournament, and she sat on the bench with her jacket half on. Fenna sat beside her. She didn't ask anything that required a long, sensible answer.
'Want anything?'
'A different quarter-final.'
'We've run out.'
'Water, then.'
Fenna fetched her bottle and put it beside her. They talked for a while about the announcer's loud voice, which Madelon now found irritating too. It was good that her friend didn't have to pretend to be pleased for her. When Gita interrupted, Madelon squeezed her leg.
'Keep going now. Otherwise I've just watched you for nothing.'
During the break Fenna went to the toilets. Marten met her at the passage. He stayed to one side to let two riders and their kit past. She wanted to take hold of him, which seemed such an extravagant movement that she put her hands in her coat pockets.
'Good ride,' he said.
'Yes.'
'You looked very friendly over those last few metres.'
'I've been practising.'
He smiled and she had to as well. She'd missed how quickly it could happen, seeing him and feeling a little less alone. A difficult conversation hadn't made that disappear.
'Good luck later,' he said.
'Thank you.' She looked at the crease in his sleeve. She wanted to tell him how qualifying had felt. She also wanted his mouth against hers. Someone else came past and she stepped back. 'Your turn tomorrow.'
'Yes.'
She left him before either could say something that would turn it into a different afternoon. In the toilet she looked at her face and thought she looked as though she was in a hurry to cry. She washed her hands, dried them and went back.
Lotte Veld was her next opponent. Two heats to win for a place in the final. Fenna had seen her launch quickly before, then change her approach just as easily. She could prepare for that, not for every individual decision. Gita asked how her legs were. Fenna said they were still there.
'I can see that. Can they still do anything?'
In the first heat Lotte gave her less time to think. Fenna had to follow an acceleration she hadn't chosen. For a moment something moved through her body that she would once have mistaken for panic. She kept riding. At the bell she was still there. On the last lap a space opened and she used it. Across the line, the way Lotte rode out beside her was enough to tell her she'd won it.
Back at their kit she sank onto the bench. One. She needed one more. Such tiny numbers to lose a whole afternoon in.
In the second heat she relied too much on what she'd just remembered. Lotte waited differently, raised the pace at another moment and then kept her where Fenna didn't want to be. Fenna couldn't come back far enough. By the time she got off her bike she was angrier with herself than with the result.
'That was stupid.'
'What was stupid?' Gita asked.
'I thought I knew what she'd do.'
'She rode the first one too. She's thinking as well.'
Fenna looked up. She wanted to find that irritating and could think of no reply. Gita let her drink and pointed out what had actually happened in the heat. Fenna nodded, listened, and disagreed once because she'd felt that moment differently. The conversation stayed with the riding.
For the third heat she had no new body and no surprise plan. But her eyes were open. Lotte hadn't got worse because Fenna wanted so badly to win. She stood ready, feeling how afraid she was of letting something go when she'd come close enough to reach it.
After the whistle she listened to the other bike. She saw Lotte's knee beside her for a moment, then further off. There was time she didn't want to give away and space she mustn't use up too soon. She concentrated on what was actually happening. When they went, it wasn't the moment she'd have chosen. But it was there.
The bell rang. She wanted to go faster than she already was, and knew her face probably wasn't expressing that sensibly. Lotte was still beside her on the last bend. Fenna rode on, saw the line coming and kept driving until she was over it.
Then it took a while to understand what Gita was saying. Won. Two–one. The final tomorrow.
She walked back with her bike and only began to laugh when Madelon stood. Her friend put an arm round her and said something by her ear that she couldn't hear. Fenna asked what. Madelon repeated that she was incredibly irritating. This time she heard how happily she meant it.
Further off Saskia was gathering her things. She'd won the other semi-final. She came over to Fenna and held out a hand.
'See you tomorrow.'
'I'll be on time.'
'I hope so. Otherwise I'll have to ride round on my own.'
Fenna held her hand a moment longer, let go and went to pack. Her phone was at the bottom of her bag. She saw the brief message Naja had sent on Friday about the final allocation of the funds already available; individual confirmation would follow after the weekend. She didn't read it again. She wanted to beat Saskia tomorrow. She needed no other prize for that.
As she wheeled her bike outside, she didn't see Marten. She felt the disappointment, then her legs, warm and exhausted, and had to smile again. She sat in the car for a while before starting the engine. She sent one message to Madelon, who was five metres away struggling with her bike bag: Final.
Madelon looked at her phone, then through the window at Fenna. She raised her middle finger. Fenna started laughing and waited until her friend was in her own car.
Sixth
The woman at the entrance wished him luck and asked whether he'd be back next time. Marten said he didn't know yet. She glanced at the list in front of her and moved a pen aside. To her it had been an ordinary question. He took his things and went on.
The hall smelt of warm air, coffee and clothes left too long in a bag. He found Bram at their spot. His coach was talking to Rik and made room when Marten joined them. They went through the afternoon. Ten kilometres, forty laps, twenty men. No intermediate sprints to make up for a bad position with points later. The finish was the finish.
'I know the event,' Marten said.
'That's one thing in your favour, then.'
He got changed. His ordinary shirt went over the chair back, his bag beneath it. He left his phone inside. Yesterday he'd seen Fenna laughing with Madelon after the semi-final. He'd waited in case she saw him again, then gone home. It hadn't felt like a major decision. Just something he apparently could still do.
Now he saw her further off. She was with Gita, tugging at her bag strap. She noticed him before he could choose whether to greet her. She came over.
'Sleep well?' she asked.
'Enough.'
'Me too. As far as I know.'
He laughed. He wanted to tell her how long he'd been awake, what he'd eaten, that he'd fallen asleep during a film the night before and missed precisely the wrong part. Instead he asked when her final started. It was scheduled after his race.
'I'd better get a move on, then,' he said.
'I'd try that anyway.'
She looked at his mouth, and for a moment he forgot they weren't alone. Her face told him she'd noticed. She stepped back.
'Good luck, Marten.'
'You too, later.'
He watched her until Bram asked whether he needed to sort anything out. Marten shook his head. He could hardly say he'd rather have stood in a corridor somewhere with Fenna, with nobody needing them. He put on his shoes and began his preparation.
Later, on the bike, his restlessness diminished. It didn't go away. There was simply more to occupy it in what came next. He looked at the men around him. Rik made a comment to a rider whose number was crooked. The man asked whether Rik would have so much time for that during the race.
The first lap felt more crowded than the number of men suggested. Everyone had legs, a plan and a reason to want this particular position. Marten found a wheel he could stay with. The others' noise came close and moved away again. He felt his own bike beneath him and wanted to be nowhere else.
Someone went early. Not far, but far enough to make the bunch decide. A few men pushed on. Marten moved with them without wanting to pay for the whole effort himself. The rider came back. For a moment they spread out, then bunched again.
He'd known it would go like this and still enjoyed seeing it happen. He was still there in time, recognising a gap before it closed. He wasn't only watching the strongest man ahead. He also saw who looked as though he'd like to stop his legs for a moment but had to keep turning them, who grew fidgety when the pace dropped, who turned his head towards a friend.
A few laps in, Rik drew beside him. No conversation, just a brief glance. Then he was further up again. Marten let him go. He didn't have to answer every move as though he'd never get back otherwise.
The bunch stretched out. Marten realised he was too far back for comfort and worked his way up to where he could see what was happening at the front. It cost him effort. Not much in itself, but something he'd have to find again later if he kept slipping back in the same way.
The pace stayed high enough to keep the questions brief. Go or not. Hold a wheel, leave a little space, get back on. There was no polished explanation between decisions. He could make it into a coherent story later. Now he simply had to ride it.
About halfway through, two men went in quick succession. First the rider in the light shirt, then a man with red sleeves who got across quickly enough to make it a two-man break. Marten saw it. Someone accelerated in front of him. He waited a moment because the wheel ahead was already moving, because he didn't want to close everything down himself again, because there was always more than one reason for a decision.
The two stayed ahead. The gap wasn't unbridgeable yet. Marten did a turn to try to get the chase going. Beside him someone came forward, did something resembling a turn and then let the pace drop again. It didn't flow. The bunch was still eighteen men, with eighteen different ideas about who ought to do something now.
He felt irritation rising. He knew this too. A shared interest just short of being strong enough to produce a shared effort. He wanted to shout up the line that they should ride. Asking rudely wouldn't make them go faster.
He went himself. Not for a solo act of heroism, but because the distance ahead was still a race to him, not a story for later. A few men came with him. He heard them, felt the pace pick up and hoped it would keep going now.
For a lap it looked that way. Then he had to let a wheel come past, and the bunch came back to him. The two ahead rode on. The leaders still hadn't gained a lap. He could see them, much too far away to find the sight reassuring.
Marten clenched his teeth. He'd spent effort and got too little back. Nor did he have the legs to ride away now and pretend he needed none of that cooperation. He had to know that while the race was still happening, not over a drink afterwards.
A few laps followed in which he thought about nothing to do with another season. His mouth was dry, his thighs burned, and he stared at the back ahead as though he might find something there to save him another metre. He didn't know the man well. For these minutes he mattered more than almost everyone he did know.
The two leaders held their advantage. The bunch could see it now too. The pace rose again, as though everyone wanted to hurry and make up for what they'd let go. Marten moved up. He wasn't ready to settle for the position he happened to be in.
At the board he saw the remaining laps come down. He didn't need to keep working it out again. The distance seemed to be shrinking while the two ahead held their own rhythm. He couldn't see their faces. Suddenly that annoyed him, as though they were working less hard because he couldn't see their effort.
Rik was ahead, another man between them. A space opened to the side. Marten recognised the temptation to use it at once. He had little left. But not nothing. He rode on, keeping the men ahead in sight.
The last laps changed the sound. Someone stood in the spectator seats; he saw it without knowing who. There were shouts. The two ahead still had enough of a gap to hold their places.
He heard the bell. Not a fine, rounded note, but something cutting through everything else, for which his legs had nothing extra to give. He felt the bunch accelerate. He had to ride on what was left now.
Rik moved up with them. Marten no longer had the wheel exactly where he wanted it. Another rider came between them, pushed on and made him choose again. He could wait behind this man until it was too late, or ride the metres nobody would give him.
He went. His face tightened and he could do nothing about it. The space beside him became a bike and then another. He heard someone breathing very close. Ahead of them the leaders had already gone for the line. Here it wasn't over.
Coming out of the last bend he could still see three men from his group ahead. He gained on one, got closer and couldn't quite reach him. The line shot beneath him. His body still wanted to push when it no longer counted for anything.
He kept riding. The men around him loosened, grew larger, became people whose shoulders could drop again. Rik looked his way and raised a hand. Marten nodded. He couldn't yet have said what for.
Sixth, it turned out when he came back. The two ahead had stayed away. He was fourth of the eighteen behind. No lap lost, no different arithmetic to improve the afternoon.
Back at the kit he sank into the chair. Bram gave him a drink. Marten took it and couldn't get the cap open straight away. His fingers seemed to have started a conversation of their own. He rested the bottle on his knee and tried again.
'Sixth,' he said.
'Yes.'
'I should have gone with those two.'
Bram stood beside him. 'You saw it.'
'That doesn't make it better.'
'No.'
Marten looked at the track. Other riders came into view. The afternoon went on without anyone needing to ask whether he was ready. He wanted the race again, from that one lap when he'd waited. It was an unreasonable desire, and very precise.
Bram asked what had happened afterwards. Marten described trying to get the bunch to come with him, the legs he'd already needed by then, and the wheel that hadn't helped him at the end. His coach let him talk and corrected one detail. People had taken turns, he said, just not for long enough.
Marten nodded. It mattered. He didn't want to improve his own race by declaring everyone else useless. He'd ridden to sixth. Better than last time, not good enough to get what he'd wanted this afternoon.
By the time Rik came over, Marten had his breath back. His friend looked at the bottle in his hand.
'Anything left in there? You looked as though you were trying to open it with your eyes.'
'It's a new system.'
'Handy. I was seventh. You can demonstrate.'
They stood together for a while. Rik wanted to know where he'd got past. Marten pointed and described it so that, in the story, he'd probably moved a little more easily than in real life. Rik raised his eyebrows. Marten laughed and toned it down. He didn't have to turn it into a farewell speech to admit he cared.
After changing, he spread his wet kit over an open bag and looked for his ordinary shirt. He put it on. Through the fabric he still felt how warm his back was. He was disappointed and hungry. He couldn't remember those two ever politely waiting their turn.
At the passage he found Fenna. She held her helmet against her side and looked at him before speaking.
'I saw you.'
'I thought you might.'
'Good ride.'
He shrugged. She let the words stand without asking whether he agreed. He was grateful. She glanced towards the track. Her own final was still to come.
'Will you watch?' she asked.
'Yes.'
She nodded, and he saw what the answer did to her before she turned away. He still had to put his own bike away and couldn't simply follow. He took it back to their spot, picked up his food, then went to find somewhere he could see the final.
Silver
Fenna had thought watching Marten would be difficult. The difficult part had been stopping. His race was over and she had to return to her own afternoon. Her body found that easier than her head. As soon as she got moving again, it wanted to go forward.
Gita asked whether she was ready. Fenna said yes and shifted her foot inside her shoe again. She didn't know what else she wanted to change. Madelon stood by their kit and said she'd been in the spectator seats with her parents. After the scratch race her father had asked whether everyone who didn't win still got a prize.
'That would be an expensive afternoon,' Fenna said.
'It was a practical question. I think he wanted to know whether he could go home early.'
They laughed. It helped that Madelon could simply make fun of her father while Fenna was so nervous. Nobody needed to say every word softly here.
She saw Saskia on the other side. She didn't look as though she already had the next victory in the bag either. She spoke to her own coach, glanced up and let her gaze rest somewhere by the track. Fenna ought to be able to take a heat off her. Preferably two. The desire came so easily that for a moment she couldn't understand how she'd thought about anything else.
Gita went through the preparation with her. Not the whole tournament again. She wanted to know whether Fenna understood what she wanted to try in the first heat. Fenna described what she had in mind. Gita asked one question, listened to the answer and nodded.
When they were ready, Fenna heard the announcer say their names. She knew hers, but through the speakers it sounded different, larger and rather impersonal. A hand rose among the spectators. She didn't look long enough to see whose.
Saskia was beside her. They'd shaken hands yesterday; now they were two people in each other's way again. They set off after the whistle. Fenna felt tension trying to settle in her shoulders and brought her attention back to the other bike.
At first less happened than her legs wanted. Saskia looked, waited, occupied space Fenna would rather have used herself. Fenna stayed with her and listened to her own tyres. She couldn't rely on her third-fastest qualifying time here. It had brought her to this heat; it wouldn't win it for her.
She thought she saw an opening. It wasn't imaginary. She could go for it, and did. Then she had to hold on to what she'd chosen. The pace rose. For a moment it felt as though she'd opened up the heat at exactly the right time.
At the bell Saskia drew closer. Fenna heard her before she could see all of her. She hadn't got her out of the heat. Now she had to stay faster than someone who apparently still had something to give.
Saskia was beside her on the last bend. Fenna wouldn't surrender the place and kept pushing, with the unreasonable conviction that wanting must be a separate source of power somewhere. The gap came anyway. Not large, but increasingly clear. At the line Saskia was ahead.
Fenna kept riding until she could come back. She already knew what Gita would say about the result; mainly she wanted to know how she'd seen the other part, the moment when it had looked right. She stood beside her and opened her mouth, ready to go through the whole heat again at once.
'I know,' she said.
'What do you know?'
'That I haven't won it.'
'Yes. We can talk about the rest.'
It helped that Gita wasn't finding a nicer name for losing. They looked at what had happened. Fenna could change something for the next heat, not suddenly exchange all her qualities for Saskia's. She ran her hands through her hair and drank. She still had a chance. Less pleasant than not having had to start yet, and much better than being finished.
Madelon stood a little way off. She raised two fingers, then folded one down, as though demonstrating an extremely complicated sum. Fenna shook her head. She knew what was needed. Win two heats in a row. She didn't need her friend spelling it out as well.
Before the second heat she felt tired in a different place. She'd ridden three semi-final heats yesterday. Saskia had had her own programme too. She knew that, but her body paid little attention to its fairness. She wanted her opponent to look tired. There was no visible sign she could use.
After the whistle Fenna decided sooner. She didn't want to ask the same woman the same question again. It grew faster, sharper. She saw Saskia react and felt sudden pleasure at being the one making demands now.
She didn't hold back to save herself for a third heat that might never come. She rode. Sound rose from the spectators, beyond anything she could make out. All she registered was when the sound swelled.
The bell rang. There was no starting again somewhere else now. Fenna stayed with what was happening beneath her and tried not to let Saskia pass her in her head already. She still had her own bike, her own legs, a few hundred metres where everything she felt could actually be used.
Saskia came. Fenna saw her hand, the piece of handlebar, her shoulder. She didn't want to look and had to see it to know where she was. She drove on. For a brief moment they almost stayed side by side. Then Saskia moved further ahead.
Across the line Fenna knew. She didn't need to hear anyone. She kept riding and looked at the back of the woman who'd been faster twice where it counted.
Back at their kit she got off and put her bike down. No swear word, no joke. Gita put a hand on her shoulder and let it fall. Fenna wanted to take her own thighs off and put them somewhere they could leave her alone for a while.
'Two–nil,' she said.
'Yes.'
She nodded. It was right. She sat down and loosened the things that had been tight round her. For a moment she was simply hot and angry and terribly tired. She'd already heard all the reasons to be proud somewhere, before anyone could give them to her. She wanted the last few metres back.
Madelon sat beside her. She said nothing. She didn't keep that up for long.
'My father thinks you deserve a prize.'
Fenna stared at her. Then she laughed, a short, ugly sound that made enough room for her to breathe again.
'Is he giving it to me?'
'Probably a leaflet for something. He picks them up everywhere.'
Fenna wiped her face with her wrist. The disappointment didn't leave. Something else came and sat beside it. She asked the time. Madelon told her and said she'd have to come back for the presentation soon. Silver really was second place here, with a result and someone about to say her name. She could hardly miss it because she'd wanted first.
Madelon asked whether Fenna wanted to join them for food afterwards. Her parents had already made plans and could easily add someone. Fenna shook her head. Today she could only gather her own wishes in small pieces. Change first, then the presentation, then home.
'Tomorrow, perhaps,' she said.
'I'm working tomorrow.'
Of course. Madelon hadn't put the rest of her life on hold for Fenna to finish this weekend. She said she'd already asked for time off for another race. It wasn't a big trip; she didn't have to become someone else for it. She simply wanted to ride better than yesterday.
Fenna looked at her. 'You will.'
'I thought so. Here comes something nice.'
'I'm terrible at this, so don't get used to it.'
Madelon nudged her knee. Fenna rested her hand over it for a moment. She'd wanted to tell her friend she'd miss her. More than the work and the riding together; Madelon would go on living somewhere Fenna no longer walked in all the time. She just didn't know how to say it now without sounding as though she was asking her to keep waiting.
'I'll come round this week,' she said.
'Call first. My place is small enough without you suddenly filling the doorway.'
Fenna nodded. She stood when Gita beckoned, and watched Madelon put her own programme back in her bag.
Saskia joined them before they had to go to the presentation. She held out a hand, but Fenna gave her a brief hug. Saskia was warm and smelt of the same hard afternoon.
'Well done,' Fenna said.
'Thanks. You too.'
'I'll be very mature about that later.'
Saskia laughed. She mentioned something in the second heat, a moment when she hadn't been sure herself. Fenna wanted to know which. They talked about it without changing the outcome. It was oddly satisfying to hear how hard she'd made Saskia work. Fenna didn't need a new result for that.
At the presentation she stood beside the winner and looked at the photographer, then the people behind him. She saw Gita and Madelon. Further off was Marten, his coat open. He clapped. He made no special sign meant only for her. She wanted to go to him and had to stay a little longer.
After the photographs came the other side of the weekend: gathering kit, thanking someone, finding a bag beneath another. She put the medal at the top of hers, away from the other things. By late afternoon she too was back among ordinary tasks.
There were messages from home on her phone. Her mother had been following the results someone had sent her. She thought Fenna's face looked very small in the photograph. Fenna sent a larger one and almost immediately got three exclamation marks back. Then her mother wrote that there was soup if she wanted to come over. Fenna wanted her own home. She said she'd bring the last boxes tomorrow.
Marten found her by the exit while she waited for Madelon. He looked first at the bag on her shoulder, then her face.
'There's a medal in there,' she said.
'I saw you with it.'
'Just warning you I might start swaggering.'
'You already were.'
She laughed. He was within reach. She didn't touch him. The familiar lightness between them made her feel all the more how much they still weren't doing.
'I thought it was beautiful,' he said.
She looked at him. He didn't explain what she ought to feel differently about her result. She could still see his own afternoon's disappointment in his face. Both of them stood here with something they'd wanted more from.
'I want to see you,' she said.
'You are.'
'Not here. Not always with a bike or a bag between us.'
He glanced aside. Madelon came out of the passage and saw them. She raised a hand and went outside. Fenna would follow in a moment.
'Tomorrow evening?' he asked.
She thought of her last working week, now behind her, the boxes she still had to take on Monday, and the rest of her agreed leave up to the end of her contract. There was time. She didn't have to rearrange something else to make room for it first.
'Yes.'
'At mine?'
'All right.'
His face changed. Nothing was solved yet, but she'd asked him for something that didn't require them to live in a sports hall together. She felt her body's tired strength again. It didn't want another sprint now.
Outside she walked with Madelon to their cars. Her friend asked nothing until the bikes were loaded. Then she looked over her open door.
'I've promised my father you'll look friendly in a photograph again.'
'This week?'
'Preferably this year.'
Fenna took the medal from the top of her bag. She held it up for a moment and pulled the most smugly satisfied face she could for Madelon's phone.
His Answer for Koen
Koen didn't ask how the race had gone. He looked up from behind the counter, said good morning and asked Marten to hold the door a moment. A customer came in with a bike, stepped aside for someone going out and was already explaining the noise he heard when he rode.
Marten stayed until both had passed. Only yesterday he'd imagined today would be some sort of different world. The same bikes stood there as last week. Someone had hung a price tag upside down. The lad at the back of the shop was humming a tune he seemed to know only the end of.
Only after Koen had helped the customer through to the workshop did he come and stand beside Marten.
'Go on, then.'
'I want to do it.'
Koen looked at him. 'You sound as though you've just climbed a fence.'
'Only crossed the road.'
'Tricky too.' He pointed towards the little office. 'Come and sit down.'
Marten knew the little office by now. Two chairs, a desk, a window looking onto the side of the building. On the wall was a photograph of cyclists outside a café. Not one stood squarely facing the camera. He found that a reassuring approach to a group photograph.
Koen didn't immediately look for the paperwork. He asked whether Marten wanted to change anything about the job before they put it in writing.
'No,' Marten said. 'I kept wanting to know before I said yes.'
'What, exactly?'
'How it would feel to actually do it.'
Koen nodded. 'You won't entirely know that tomorrow either.'
'I know.'
They went through the first few weeks. Marten would start in the second week of February. Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday, thirty-two paid hours in all. The evenings with the recreational groups were included. No second working week added on for the fun of it. He couldn't simply leave on a busy Saturday because he wanted to ride somewhere himself. Koen didn't make a solemn pronouncement of it. He needed people in his shop.
Marten asked what they did if someone wanted a Saturday off. Ask well in advance, Koen said. Sometimes they could swap, sometimes not. Better for both to know early than be grumpy about it afterwards.
'I do have family as well,' Marten said.
'I thought you only knew other men in tight clothing.'
'A few of them are doing their best to stop that.'
Koen laughed. Then they got out the document Marten had already read. The amount hadn't changed. He could live on it, eat and keep cycling. He would spend less on riding once every race no longer had to be a step towards another possible season. He didn't yet know exactly how that would feel. He signed.
Koen slid his copy across and began discussing the keys he'd get when he started. Marten listened. He didn't suddenly need to know more about the business than yesterday to be the man coming to work here.
As they walked back into the shop, Koen finally asked how the race had gone.
'Sixth.'
'Were you pleased with that?'
'Not yet.'
'I thought not.'
It was enough. Marten didn't have to provide evidence that he'd really have won if everyone else had ridden better. He described where the two leaders had gone and how he'd tried to recover something at the end. Koen listened while straightening a pile of receipts.
'Will you still race?' he asked.
'I think so. Differently.'
'Tell us when you know. Saves us finding you on a start list online.'
Marten nodded and put his copy in his bag.
His old rear wheel was ready by the workshop. Koen explained what had been done and handed it over. Marten had spent all winter looking at things that needed a decision. This wheel had simply been repaired. He paid and carried it to the car.
Before getting in, he called Bram. His coach answered with someone in the background asking for a time. Marten said he could ring back. Now was fine, Bram said.
'I've said yes to Koen.'
'Good.'
The word came straight away. Not as a verdict on his sixth place. Marten told him when he started. They arranged for him to come and round off the winter and return a few things that belonged to the group. Bram suggested Thursday. Marten checked his diary. He could do that.
'I still want to talk to you about yesterday,' Marten said.
'I was going to anyway.'
'Not just the lap when they went.'
'I understood that.'
Marten stayed by the car until they'd agreed when to meet. Then he stowed the wheel and drove home. At a traffic light he saw a man on an ordinary bike working his whole upper body against the wind. A little later the man overtook him on the cycle path as the traffic stopped. An engine was no use when everything ahead stood still.
At home he got his bike ready. He took his time. No hurry for a training session that otherwise wouldn't fit. When he'd finished, he put on his ordinary coat and rode through the city. The bike felt familiar, and a little different after so long without using it.
The first open stretch brought a crosswind. He had to fasten his coat further, then noticed he was riding faster of his own accord. Nobody was ahead. He didn't have to decide whether to hold a wheel; he could simply watch the light falling through bare branches onto the road. In a car park a woman pulled a dog out from behind a car. The dog had found something more urgent elsewhere.
He chose a detour he'd often taken when he didn't want to watch the time. There was a stretch of bad road where he still knew exactly which part was pleasant to ride. A man tentatively put a foot out at a crossing. Marten stopped and watched him look first at him, then the other way. He crossed with a hand raised. Marten set off again.
His legs were still heavy from yesterday. On a slight rise he wanted to make an effort better saved for another day. He began it anyway, and at the top had to laugh at how little the world was impressed. Two crows stayed beside the path. A walker didn't look up. The birds stepped aside and pecked among the grass again.
He rode until he reached the street where he wanted to turn. A bus stopped ahead at a bus stop. He waited. Someone got off carrying a large bunch of flowers and called something to the driver before the doors closed. The flowers seemed far too summery for the bare street. Marten watched them go, then turned his handlebars the other way. He fancied some good bread.
He didn't go far. He passed his sister's street, thought she was probably at work and rode on. At a bakery he got off. He bought bread and something he'd only meant to look at. The woman serving asked whether she should wrap it. Yes, he said. Otherwise he'd eat it on the way.
On the way back he noticed he didn't want to accelerate for anything. He wasn't proving that riding slowly still counted as cycling. He had a loaf under his arm and wanted to get it home whole. He was panting at the door because the last stretch had been harder than expected. He laughed at himself and put the bike in the hall.
Fenna was coming tonight. He'd known it all morning without tying his decision with Koen to it. Now the visit meant more. She would be here. They would see each other without their next ride interrupting.
He took his phone and typed that he'd been to Koen's. He'd accepted the job. She didn't reply at once. He didn't need to adjust it until it sounded as though he was really asking her a question. He put the paper in the drawer with the other documents he wanted to keep.
Then he looked at his living room as though expecting someone who'd never been there. Ridiculous. Fenna knew how his sofa felt and what in the kitchen didn't work unless you lifted the door a little. She'd seen him first thing in the morning, hardly the first impression he'd have recommended.
He sat at the table and unwrapped the food. Some of it would serve two, but he didn't leave it waiting for company. He was hungry. He ate the end slice, then cut another slice of bread.
His sister called while he ate. He answered and told her he'd signed. She said she was pleased for him. Then she was quiet for a moment.
'Now you'll ask whether I'm pleased,' he said.
'No. I'm waiting for you to finish chewing. Takes you three subjects these days.'
He swallowed and leaned back. She asked about the work, not what title he wanted to give it. He described the shop and the groups. She thought he ought to work in a bike shop where some customers didn't know everything he'd already done.
'Thanks.'
'I mean that kindly.'
'Makes it complicated.'
She told him about something at her own work that now had to be done again for the second time. Marten listened and asked what she wanted to do about it. She didn't know yet. He asked whether she'd said the same to her colleague. No, she said. Then she told him what she had said. He laughed and asked whether the colleague had too.
After the call he put the bread away and got out what he needed for dinner. He chose something he could simply make. He had nothing to prove to Fenna with a dish that needed her as an audience. He wanted a meal she could linger over.
Towards evening she messaged that the Danish confirmation had come through. She'd said yes. He read it, smiled and felt the old pain of that one small word. He was happy for her. He didn't want to lose her. Both were still there.
Great, he sent. See you later.
He'd put music on, turned it down a little and stood beside the table. He wanted to tell her he wanted to be with her. He was afraid of what she'd say. Far more afraid they'd both be so careful again that by the end of the evening they still wouldn't know.
When the bell rang, he was already heading for the door before he could pretend to be calmly occupied. He opened it. Fenna looked at him, her cheeks red from the cold. She had no kitbag.
'Hi,' she said.
'Hi.'
She came in, hung up her coat, turned and stayed close to him. Marten saw her mouth, the movement as she took a breath to speak. He wanted to move towards her before he knew where the conversation began.
What She Wanted to Ask
The confirmation arrived as Fenna sat on the floor between two boxes. The first time she heard her phone, she thought it was her mother asking whether she was on her way. She still had a stack of towels to put away and couldn't understand how a person could own so many and still always be missing one on race day.
She read the sender and sat up straight. Nordspor. Naja had already told her on Friday that the funds had been definitively allocated. This was her individual confirmation, with her name and the arrangements she'd spent weeks gathering information for. She read more slowly than necessary. It mustn't suddenly say something different just because she so badly wanted it to stay the same.
Six months. The furnished room, her own sprint group, the track work with Naja and the other three funded riders. The agreed personal allowance was still what she'd based her calculations on. Not a sum from which she somehow had to pay the room rent as well. She could live on it, eat, train and still choose for herself what to do with the rest.
She pressed her thumb against the edge of the phone. It was possible now. Not as in someone thinking it made a lovely story for later. She could load her things and go. For the first time that morning she stood without touching a box.
Naja called at the agreed time. They spoke English. Her voice sounded as though someone was walking back and forth in another room. She asked how Fenna's legs were after yesterday. Fenna answered honestly that she was hoping to avoid stairs for a bit.
Naja laughed. She'd seen the result and congratulated her. Then they discussed her arrival, her first meeting with the group and when she could get into the room. Fenna heard herself asking about parking. Her great opportunity abroad suddenly needed a parking space.
There would be ordinary appointments, training, people who hadn't known for years how she talked on a bad morning. Fenna found it frightening, and wanted to know as soon as possible what the hall smelt like. She asked what her first week would look like.
Naja explained when they would talk and where Fenna should go the first time. No full programme she had to try living in advance while still in the Netherlands. She needed to arrive, unpack and get to know her. Fenna asked two more questions she'd written down. Then she looked at the third and saw it had already been answered.
'I'm coming,' she said.
It wasn't an impressive English sentence. Naja said she was glad. She asked Fenna to send back her written confirmation and said she'd see her next week. When they hung up, Fenna stayed by the window with the phone in her hand.
She sent her reply. Then she called Gita. No answer straight away. Fenna wrote her the news and took a photograph of the empty space in her cupboard. It needed no explanation beneath it; both of them knew how long this departure had been talked about.
Marten had messaged that he'd accepted the job. She only read the words after her own reply had gone. She smiled and pictured him sitting with Koen, his large hand round a pen. She wanted to know what his face had looked like as he signed.
She wanted to call him. She looked at the time and the boxes. They'd arranged to meet. There was a whole afternoon in which she had something else to do first. She put her phone down and pulled a box shut.
Her mother came downstairs when she drew up. Fenna had told her she needn't help, without treating that as a prediction of what would actually happen. Her mother picked up the lightest box, held it at hip height and said that one clearly didn't contain books.
'You can't tell from outside.'
'I can tell from your face.'
They took the things to the room where they could stay for now. Fenna had cleared the space herself on an earlier visit. She added the last box of this trip and took stock of what was still in her flat. Not much. It was getting harder to go there without already looking for something else to take.
Her mother asked whether she wanted something to eat. Fenna said yes. That proved the right answer, since there was already a pan on. They sat at the kitchen table. A newspaper lay open at a half-finished puzzle. Fenna looked at a clue and supplied the answer. Her mother said that wasn't allowed, wrote in the word and tore off a piece of bread.
Fenna told her about Naja. Not all the terms her mother had heard three times already, but the voice, the first week, the name of the place she would soon see somewhere other than a screen. Ballerup. She said it again, because it didn't yet come naturally.
'And you're going to Marten's tonight?'
Fenna looked up. 'Yes.'
'Good.'
'You don't even know what we're going to do.'
'No. I don't need to know absolutely everything.'
She could have made a joke of that. She took a bite and noticed her relief that her mother hadn't immediately started on his job or the distance. There was a man she wanted to go to. She couldn't make more of it herself just now.
After eating, they walked to the door together. Her mother asked whether she'd get to see the medal before Fenna left. She'd seen a photograph, but it wasn't quite the same. Fenna promised to bring it on her next visit.
'The real one,' her mother said.
'I've only got one from yesterday.'
'I'm sure you can buy first place somewhere. Don't do that.'
Fenna kissed her and drove back. She was still laughing as she closed the window. Then the unease returned. She knew what she wanted to say. She also knew how easily she could turn it into something lighter once Marten looked at her.
At home she set aside what she'd need for the final clean. She called the landlord back about handing over on the agreed day. The conversation lasted four minutes. The keys would have to go back then too. She wouldn't keep a room here in reserve in case the first Danish evening disappointed her.
She stood in the living room for a while. The cupboard was almost empty. She'd lived here, argued, eaten far too late, laughed with Marten and slept with him. None of that was in the tenancy agreement now coming to an end.
Gita called back. She was pleased with the news. They arranged when Fenna would come over. Gita wanted to go through something else before she left; after that Fenna needn't keep thinking about what her old coach in the Netherlands would make of it.
'Naja will be working with you,' she said. 'You need to take your own questions to her.'
'I wasn't planning to call you every day.'
'You can call. I just won't provide every answer.'
Fenna grinned. They made their arrangement and hung up. She put the phone down and thought how often she'd worked with Gita without realising this might one day be the last block. She didn't have to say goodbye to everyone at once tonight.
She chose clothes she liked, rather than just clothes easy to travel in. She didn't know whether that was sensible. She thought she'd asked herself that often enough now. In the mirror she saw a woman who had deliberately changed for someone. She turned a little and kept looking at herself until she started laughing at how seriously she was doing it. Towards evening she messaged Marten that the Danish confirmation was final and she'd said yes. His reply came before she'd put her coat on. Great. See you later.
At Marten's she stood downstairs for a moment before ringing. She couldn't explain in advance that she wanted nothing from him. She did want something. Not for him to give up his new job or come with her to make leaving easier. She wanted to be with him, even when they lived in two countries after this week. She had to dare to ask that herself.
As he let her in, she felt how badly she wanted to kiss him and postpone everything else. He looked at her. She stayed close enough to touch him.
'Congratulations,' she said.
'You too.'
'We've actually done it.'
'Yes.'
She tried to laugh, but it didn't come out right. He asked whether she wanted to sit down. She could smell food. They went to the table and she sat in the chair she'd often used. His knee touched hers as he sat opposite. Neither moved away.
He said Koen had asked whether he would still race. Not whether he would finally start a real life now. Fenna laughed. She knew how badly Marten took that sort of question, however kindly intended.
'What did you say?'
'That I didn't know yet. Not entirely.'
'Useful sometimes. That answer leaves you plenty of options.'
'I've practised it for years.'
She could see how pleased he was about the shop, even while he still talked about it a little awkwardly. She could picture him there, listening to someone with a different story from the one he knew through racing. She hadn't seen clearly enough how much he wanted this work. She'd been so busy wanting to go further herself that she'd almost belittled him for it.
'I think you'll be lovely there,' she said.
'Only there?'
'I'm trying to say something nice.'
'I heard. That's why I'd like to know how long the offer lasts.'
She laughed. His knee was still against hers. She wanted to run her hand along his jaw, where she could see the stubble. She'd forgotten how sharply you could miss something once it was suddenly so close.
He got up to fetch the food and asked whether she was hungry. She said yes. He set a plate in front of her. She took a bite and realised she'd briefly forgotten that herself. He sat again. She tasted tomato and onion, something not designed to impress her and which she very much wanted to compliment all the same. She did. Marten looked pleased and began telling her about the first time he'd made it. Halfway through, he stopped his own story.
'I'm talking round it,' he said.
She put down her fork. 'Yes. Me too.'
'I've spent the whole afternoon trying to think of something clever,' she said.
'Sounds exhausting.'
'It wasn't much of a success.'
He smiled. She looked at his face and suddenly felt how bad she was at this when she tried to save the most important words for a little longer.
'I miss you,' she said. 'And I want you back. Not just for this week.'
His gaze stayed on her. She didn't need to hurry on and pretend she'd said less. But she wanted to go on, because something else had to come out, something she'd kept putting into actions as though they would speak more clearly by themselves.
'I love you, Marten. I'm going, and I love you. I don't want to keep waiting until those two things suddenly fit together easily.'
She felt his knee press more firmly against hers. He took a breath. She put her hand on the table, close to his, and at last let the final question come.
'Do you want us to be together again?'
Yes
'Yes,' Marten said. 'Yes. I love you.'
He'd thought he'd have to work up the courage to say it. Now the answer was there, and he didn't know why he'd spent weeks circling it. He pushed back his chair and took her hand. Fenna stood before he could ask.
They met beside the table. He laid his hand against her face. She closed her eyes for a moment, opened them and looked at him so directly that he couldn't imagine having wanted to do anything else. He kissed her.
It wasn't cautious enough to seem a question. He felt her take hold of him and moved closer. There was familiarity, the place of her hand against his neck, and something new because they couldn't leave it to speak for itself any more. They'd missed each other. Now he knew it from more than her words.
When they parted, her forehead stayed against his.
'That's my entire clever argument,' he said.
'Very clear.'
'I had more.'
'Later.'
She kissed him again. He felt her laughing against his mouth and held her tighter. They stood for a while beside a table with two unfinished plates, as though they'd forgotten how people normally got through an evening.
He wanted to take her straight to the bedroom. She seemed to want to take him somewhere too, but stayed where she was when he moved.
'Wait. I need to hear it again.'
'That I love you?'
'Yes.'
He said it again. She looked at him with a face that almost made him shy. He'd often watched her win things. Here she couldn't pretend she'd expected it all along.
'I want to be with you,' he said. 'I want to be your boyfriend. Even when you leave next week.'
'I started counting on evenings you'd never promised,' he said. 'Then I thought you ought to do something about it. I'll have that ordinary life here. I want it. But I don't want to keep you out because you can't be in it every day.'
'You don't have to pretend it'll never be difficult again.'
'I couldn't manage that anyway.'
She nodded. 'No. Nor could I.'
'I want you too.'
'I'd hoped so.'
She rubbed her thumb along his cheek. He turned his face and kissed her hand. She didn't grow solemn. She said his stubble prickled, then put her hand back in exactly the same place.
They returned to their chairs, closer than they needed to be for dinner. The food was less warm. Marten found that an excellent problem to have. Fenna took a bite, then looked at him again. He asked what.
'I'm glad you still look the same.'
'I've done my best.'
'Don't joke your way out of saying it.'
He put down his fork. 'I'm glad you're here.'
She nodded and looked at her plate. Close up he could see her briefly struggling with something as simple as swallowing. He kept his knee against hers. She ate on, and after a few bites leaned her shoulder against him.
He asked how the conversation with Naja had gone. Fenna described going to stand by the window even though she was only in her own living room. How she'd wanted to know where to park her car. He laughed and realised he could imagine her arrival without disappearing from the picture himself.
'I want to visit you there,' he said.
'I'd like that.'
'I can't come in the first week.'
'I know.'
He began again, less hurriedly. He wanted to come at the end of February. Out on Saturday, back on Monday. He needed to arrange that Saturday with Koen; they'd discussed how it worked only this morning. He couldn't have every weekend off. He did want to choose a date she could genuinely make free too.
Fenna took out her phone. They looked first at her programme, then the calendar. There was a weekend that could work if his job allowed it. She still had a session on Saturday. He said he could perfectly well spend two hours alone in a country where he didn't yet know all the supermarkets.
'That sounds difficult for you,' she said.
'I'll send pictures.'
They moved closer to look at the screen together. They found a journey they could each afford for themselves and immediately agreed that arriving somewhere in the middle of the night couldn't be called a bargain without counting everything that followed. They didn't book before his day off was agreed. But they put the weekend in both diaries.
'I'll come to you too,' Fenna said.
'I hope so.'
'Not because otherwise you'd do all the travelling. I want to be here again too. With you.'
He kissed her shoulder. It helped that she wanted it too, that he didn't first have to persuade her coming home needn't mean making her life smaller. She would discuss her programme with Naja, she said. Next time they could settle it together once those first weeks were clearer.
'I still want to wake up beside you,' he said.
'So do I, idiot.'
He laughed. She pulled him towards her by his shirt. It didn't solve every morning when they couldn't do that. But he no longer had to save the wish for a better future before he was allowed to say it.
They cleared the table. Fenna kept standing closer than she needed to put down a plate. When he turned by the sink, her hand was beneath the hem of his shirt. He rested his forehead against her temple.
'I'm not finished with you,' she said.
'That's good news.'
She drew him with her. In the bedroom he switched on the light and turned back to her. He wanted to see her. He'd spent the past days thinking so hard about her absence that the simple presence of her body overwhelmed him. Her shoulder beneath the fabric, the brief movement as she took her hair from her face, her look when she saw him watching.
'Come here,' she said.
He went to her. They had little patience with each other's clothes and laughed briefly because both wanted something at once. Then it grew calmer. He asked whether this was all right and felt her answer against his mouth. She could reach him without having to know everything in advance.
It hadn't erased those days or made it possible to pretend nothing had happened. He still felt fear when she wasn't holding him for a moment. She saw it, laid a hand on his chest and stayed. He kissed her until he heard her breathing change again. She said his name in a way that asked nothing of him except to be there.
When they lay beside each other later, for a moment he didn't know the time. He was on his back. Fenna had an arm over him and was looking at something by the window. He stroked her back. There was no hurry in the movement, which felt so new he wanted to draw her closer still.
'Will you stay?' he asked.
She turned her head. 'Yes.'
'I mean tonight.'
'So do I.'
She smiled and kissed him briefly. He pulled the duvet over them. Apparently the word stay could exist beside her departure without anyone having to explain immediately what kind of time it meant.
Later he turned towards her. She lay with one hand beneath her cheek and looked back. He knew there was something he had to say, though he had no idea what to say after it.
'I was angry because you wanted something I couldn't easily fit into,' he said. 'Then I acted as though you were doing something to me. It wasn't fair.'
Fenna nodded slowly. She brushed a hair from his face and lowered her arm again.
'It hurt,' she said.
'Yes. I know.'
He kissed her forehead and stayed beside her.
'I wanted to get back at you,' Fenna said. 'I thought it might help if I could say something that hurt you too.'
'It worked.'
'Yes.'
They lay without talking for a while. He put his hand on her hip. She moved towards him and pulled part of his pillow beneath her own head.
'I wouldn't have wanted to miss this,' she said. 'You. What we've had. Even if I'd known beforehand how awful that Sunday would be.'
He looked at her. That wasn't what he'd been telling himself over the past week. Every good memory had ended at the point where it all went wrong. She lay here, still thinking the good part belonged to them too.
'Nor would I,' he said.
Fenna kissed him. She held his face in her hands, then let her head sink back onto the pillow. He watched until she lifted a corner of her mouth and asked whether he intended to stare at her all night.
'Probably not all night.'
'You need to sleep now and then.'
'You're making it difficult.'
She pulled him against her. He let himself be drawn into a kiss that began much less softly than she'd just looked. He was still laughing when she drew him closer.
'I'm not suddenly good at missing you,' he said.
'Nor am I.'
'I found that very annoying this past week.'
'That I was bad at it too?'
'Mostly that you looked so good while I was feeling like that.'
She snorted with laughter and pushed him. He caught her hand, held it, and she moved closer again of her own accord.
When they got out of bed the living room was less tidy than they remembered. A serving dish still stood on the table. Fenna put on his shirt and went barefoot to the kitchen. She asked whether he wanted anything else. Before he could turn it into a joke, he said he wanted her here.
'That's a very unhelpful answer when I'm looking in the fridge.'
'There's bread.'
'There. Something I can work with.'
They ate at the table together. He watched her pick up a knife, hold the bread, lift a crumb from her plate with a fingertip. He wasn't trying to remember everything she did for later. He liked it now. They sat so close her elbow touched him when she moved her hand.
Fenna said her mother wanted to see the actual medal. Marten asked whether he could come when she took it to show her. She looked up.
'Yes. Of course.'
The answer was small and immediate. He hadn't first had to prove his worth before she left. He would sit there as her boyfriend. Someone would put food on the table and ask when he started. The thought made him so happy Fenna asked why he was looking like that.
'I can see us sharing a lot of meals.'
'You ask a lot.'
'I know.'
She laughed and pushed her plate a little away. She drew him up by the hand, asked whether he was coming with her again now, and didn't wait for a better line.
Where She Rode Now
The room was brighter than in the photographs. That was the first thing Fenna saw as she put her bag down. The window took up almost the whole wall. The bed was clear and made up. She took off her coat and stayed in the middle of the floor.
Downstairs she heard someone laugh. Her landlady had shown her the kitchen, the place for her car, the rack where she could keep her shoes. She'd asked whether the journey had gone well, then given her time to unpack.
She unpacked. She put her training kit in the wardrobe, her ordinary shoes beside the bed, and plugged in her phone. She'd already let people know she was there on the way in. Now she sent Marten a photograph of the window and wrote that she couldn't tell whether she was allowed to swear at the weather here too.
His reply came while she looked for her toothbrush. You could do that anywhere. It was one of the few international agreements he was certain about.
She called him. He answered with his face too large in the picture. She said he didn't need to inspect her quite so close up.
'I'm trying to see whether you're still there.'
'The window's enormous. I'm hiding behind it.'
They didn't talk long. She needed to eat, and he still had things to do at home. Hanging up was harder than she'd expected, precisely because they'd talked only about her room and the journey. She wanted to be able to see him out of the door and know he'd be back later. Instead she ended the call and put her phone down.
The next morning she drove to the hall where she was to meet Naja. Ballerup was still a collection of turnings and places her satnav knew better than she did. She found the car park and sat for a moment. She'd worked towards this for so long she'd almost forgotten how it felt to arrive somewhere for the first time.
Naja was inside with a woman who looked a few years younger than Fenna. Signe, she said. A sprinter too, in the group. They spoke English. Signe shook her hand and asked whether she wanted coffee. Fenna said yes. It was good that the first question wasn't about her latest two hundred metres.
They talked briefly about the journey. Signe didn't live in the same house and had some family thing that afternoon. She described it with a face Fenna would have recognised anywhere: it would be lovely, and she already wanted to leave on time. Naja listened while gathering her own kit.
When she saw the track, Fenna felt a little release. Wood, lines, the curve her body knew. A new hall, but a track on which she could immediately imagine how riding would feel.
Naja took time to see what Fenna did. She said less than Fenna expected. In their first conversation Fenna wanted to explain too much about Gita's opinion. She heard it herself as she mentioned her old coach for the third time.
'And what did you feel?' Naja asked.
Fenna looked at the track. A name from the Netherlands wouldn't get her out of this. She described it, too fast at first, then better. Naja asked another question. It became a conversation she'd come here for, with someone who couldn't yet understand her from half a sentence.
After the session she was tired in more than her legs. Signe asked whether she wanted to eat with her. Fenna had been about to say she had something to sort out first, though she didn't know what. She heard herself say yes.
Later they sat opposite each other with plates that barely fitted the narrow table. Signe wanted to know what Fenna would miss most. For a moment Fenna considered an orderly answer about friends and home.
'My boyfriend,' she said.
'That's difficult.'
'He said he'll come here.'
'Then you'll have to show him good things. Not just our changing room.'
Fenna laughed. She asked whether Signe had someone. No, she said, but her mother sometimes treated that as a temporary fault that could be put right with a few suitable names. Fenna told her about Madelon, who would probably have cured her of that sort of interference in an afternoon. Signe wondered whether she could borrow her.
The days found a shape without Fenna having to ask for it again every morning. She rode, rested, made food and learnt where the supermarket kept the bread she liked. She messaged Gita about the first session. She asked Naja about the next. The programme wasn't a plan for some other time any more.
Marten started with Koen. The first evening he called her after work. He told her about a customer who'd discussed a road bike for twenty minutes and finally wanted to know whether a child seat would fit it. Fenna started laughing before she knew whether he'd found it funny himself.
'I took it very seriously,' he said.
'I can tell.'
'Then I got Koen. I'd already said a lot of sensible things I had to take back.'
She wanted to hear his whole day, and halfway through realised she was no longer listening properly. She was too tired. She said so. He didn't finish the story just to reach the good joke. He asked when she would call again and told her the ending next time, when she asked about the customer herself.
Towards the end of her third week she knew he really was coming. Koen had arranged the Saturday with him and the journey was booked. Marten had sent her the times. She'd written them down, although she'd opened the message so often there was no need.
On Friday evening she thought the room didn't feel enough like hers to have him over. She'd unpacked, but everything was still exactly where she'd chosen to put it on the first evening. She moved nothing. She only put the book she was reading beside the bed. He didn't need to visit a neat, temporary version of her.
On Saturday she worked with Naja and the group before collecting him. She had to bring her attention back a few times. Signe noticed and asked when her train left.
'Not mine.'
'I know.'
Fenna grinned and got back to work. She'd long since lost any wish to pretend he mattered less so someone else would take her sport more seriously. Naja simply had her ride, then called her back for a brief discussion of the session. Fenna listened. There was still time.
Outside the station she stood with her coat fastened and her hands warm from the steering wheel. She was early. She knew it. The people passing had reasons for being here that had nothing to do with him. She didn't want to stare across the square, and did.
She saw him before he saw her. He walked with a small bag over his shoulder, looking the wrong way. She called his name. He turned and began to smile.
She walked towards him without first deciding whether she was moving calmly enough. He put down his bag and caught her in his arms. She put her arms round his neck, kissed him and felt him bend towards her. At last he wasn't the size of the screen in her hand.
'Hi,' he said against her mouth.
'You're here.'
'That was the plan.'
'I like the plan.'
She took his hand and led him to the car. He looked at her, then the street, as though he wanted to see what she'd been seeing these past weeks. She began telling him before he asked. At the turning for her room he laughed as she abruptly broke off her story to concentrate.
'I don't know it all yet.'
'I haven't noticed a thing.'
She showed him her room, the kitchen, the place where she ate in the mornings if she was on time. She'd agreed his visit with her landlady in advance. Downstairs the woman wished them a good weekend and went on with what she was doing. Fenna took Marten upstairs and closed the door behind them.
He looked round. His bag stayed on the floor. She felt nerves return, the brief, foolish suspicion he might still find her strange here. He stepped towards her and put his hands on her hips.
'I've missed you.'
'I've missed you too.'
She kissed him. This time she didn't have to hang up after a minute. She slid his coat off his shoulders and he drew her against him. The room had a door, a large window and a bed with room for more than just her. For a while that was all she needed to know about it.
Later they ate somewhere nearby. She chose a place she knew and let him try something she liked. He talked about his first weeks in the shop and how heavy his feet sometimes felt after a day when he'd barely ridden. She asked whether he'd ever thought about her warehouse shifts.
'That suddenly occurred to me in the first week,' he said.
'Now you know why I sometimes wanted to go straight to the sofa.'
He nodded, took a bite and asked how Naja worked. Fenna told him more than she had on the phone. She wanted to show him what it was like here, not just explain she was enjoying it. He listened. At one point she stopped because she saw him looking at her.
'What?'
'You talk differently when you're actually sitting opposite me.'
'Longer?'
'That too.'
She nudged his shoe gently under the table. He took her hand and lifted it to his mouth.
On Sunday they walked unhurriedly round the area. Fenna didn't know the prettiest route. At a junction they chose what looked pleasant, passed a garden where someone was expecting green things much too early, and sat on a bench for a while. There was nothing they had to have seen before three o'clock to make the visit count.
They talked about her first return to the Netherlands. She could come for a few days at the end of March as part of her normal time off. They'd coordinated it with her programme and his work. The trip was already fixed. She wanted to see Madelon, her mother and, above all, the chair beside him at the table.
'Your mother first,' he said.
'I haven't decided that yet.'
The next morning she had training. Marten came to the hall and watched from the visitors' area. She saw him before her session began. Then it was her own riding she had to work on with Naja. Now and then, when she came back, she saw where he sat.
Afterwards she went over to him, her legs warm, her hair flattened by her helmet. She'd worked well. She said so before he could ask. He held out his hands and she went to stand beside him.
'Good,' he said.
'You'll hear more about it later.'
'I'm counting on it.'
She looked at his face and began to grin. They still had the whole afternoon before he had to go back. She asked whether he wanted to eat with her, took her bag and went outside with him.
May
The customer wanted to know whether Marten cycled himself. He had his hands on the handlebars of a bike he hadn't bought yet and was looking at Marten's shoes. Ordinary shoes, with a splash of rain on one toe. Marten had ridden his old bike to the shop that morning.
'Yes,' he said.
'A bit, or seriously?'
Behind the counter, Koen looked up. Marten saw him and decided not to give him the satisfaction.
'Regularly. What do you want to use it for?'
The man explained. First he told Marten everything he'd done in the past, then where he wanted to go now. Marten let him finish. They got to rides with his wife, a longer trip he had in mind for the summer and the annoying fact that he kept getting sore in all the wrong places. Marten asked more questions. Where he couldn't assess something himself, he brought his colleague over.
After a while the man went outside to try a bike. Koen came to stand beside Marten.
'A bit, or seriously?' he repeated.
'I nearly said I only went shopping on mine these days.'
'Then he'd have known straight away why you know your panniers.'
Marten laughed. He watched the man. A woman with a child came along the pavement; the man got off to let them pass. Then he set off again, a little less hesitantly. Marten liked being able to watch that for a moment.
By closing time, he knew he was finished. There was work for next week, but nothing he needed to stay behind for now to prove he took it seriously. Koen wished him a good weekend and told him to give Fenna his best. He'd arranged the Saturday off weeks ago.
Outside, Marten took out his phone. She'd sent a voice message from the kitchen of the house where she lived. She was speaking quietly because someone in the background was on the phone, but couldn't keep it up once she started talking about training. He listened beside his bike. Two sentences in, he was smiling. She was looking forward to tomorrow. So was he.
When he actually saw her on Saturday afternoon, she was explaining why she was a little later getting to the station than last time. She stopped as soon as she reached him. He kissed her and felt her arms go round him.
'You can finish your story,' he said.
'Later. I should have done this first.'
She took his hand. Her hair was loose and she was wearing an ordinary T-shirt he remembered from her visit at the end of March. She'd spent a few days in the Netherlands, stayed with him, seen her mother, visited Madelon and, on one occasion, stood crossly in his kitchen because they'd both left it too late to eat. He remembered that last part with pleasure. He still thought about it often, even on ordinary evenings at home on his own.
He put his small bag beside the bed, in the same place as on his last visit. Fenna threw her coat on the bed and asked whether he wanted to eat first or pretend they weren't hungry first.
'How long are we talking?' he asked.
'That depends on you.'
He pulled her towards him. She laughed, held his face and kissed him with such care that he forgot where he'd put his bag. Outside, someone was washing a car. For a few seconds they heard music through the window, and then they didn't hear it at all.
Later they went downstairs. Her landlady asked in English whether he'd had a good journey. She knew him by now. He asked about the plant that had barely had any leaves last time. The woman glanced towards the window and said he evidently paid enough attention to be allowed back. Fenna didn't translate anything he'd understood himself. She did come and stand beside him, resting her hand on his lower back.
Over dinner she told him about a conversation with Naja. She wanted to improve a particular part of her riding and had been angry that she could do it one day and not the next. Naja had asked her a question she'd initially answered wrongly, mainly because she'd been so keen to know already what was going wrong.
'And then?' Marten asked.
'Then I had to explain it better.'
'Sounds tough.'
'Needlessly tough. She could just have guessed.'
He laughed. He didn't have to solve it to enjoy hearing about it. Fenna wanted to know how his week had been too. He told her about the man who'd asked whether he cycled seriously. She looked at him, already on the verge of laughing.
'What did you say?'
'That I often visited someone to talk about cycling.'
'You didn't.'
'No.'
'Shame. That's one of your most demanding events.'
He moved his chair closer. She put her hand on his leg, quite openly in the light above the table. He found her attractive as she chewed, thought, held up a finger to make him wait because there was something else she wanted to tell him. He wanted to know what her next month looked like too.
At the beginning of June she'd be coming to the Netherlands again for a few days. The trip was booked. She'd already asked him to keep one evening free when they wouldn't have to go anywhere else. He'd checked his diary and said yes. The name of the month didn't make it any less real than their plans for this afternoon.
They talked about the summer too. The funded period ran until the end of July. After that, Fenna would have to decide what the next stage of her cycling would look like. He didn't ask whether that meant she'd be coming back for good this time. She didn't let the conversation end with what she didn't yet know either.
'When I'm back, I don't want to have to be everywhere for everyone straight away,' she said. 'I want to be able to go away with you too.'
'For a few days?'
'Yes. Without there just happening to be a race nearby.'
'We'd better get a map out now, then. There are a lot of dangerous places.'
She smiled. He told her when it would be possible to take a longer break from the shop. They didn't choose a trip yet. They did choose a few days to keep for themselves once her return was settled. They talked about places neither of them had ever been. Fenna admitted she mostly knew roads between one velodrome and another.
On Sunday they hired two ordinary bikes. Fenna had planned a route she'd ridden once herself. She said there was somewhere they could get good food. Marten asked whether there was anything to see on the way.
'You do have to make a bit of an effort for your lunch.'
'I thought that was why I'd come to Denmark.'
She got on and looked back. He followed. It was warmer than on his last visit, the light lingering on the houses and people no longer doing their coats all the way up. Fenna knew the turnings now without getting her phone out. He loved riding behind her and seeing her know exactly where she was going.
At a junction he had to wait for her to notice he was no longer beside her. She came back and pointed to the road she'd meant to take. He hadn't misunderstood; he'd just thought they were staying together.
'You're not that slow,' she said.
'Thanks.'
'I wasn't trying to lose you.'
'I didn't think you were.'
They stayed closer together after that. Where the path narrowed, one went ahead of the other. He liked watching her, the way she sometimes pointed with her head at something she'd seen beside the road.
On a quieter stretch she drew alongside him. She asked whether he still rode with Rik. Last Monday, he said. They hadn't made it to the coffee stop they'd originally planned. A stretch of road had been closed, and afterwards they'd decided there was no reason they had to get there after all.
'Were you back before dark?'
'Easily. We're not as fanatical these days.'
'I haven't seen you go particularly slowly, though.'
He looked at her. 'I can.'
'That's not proof.'
She looked so serious he started laughing. Fenna dropped back a little and stayed beside him at a pace that didn't have to get them anywhere in particular. They watched a man in his garden who seemed to be rearranging the entire contents of a wheelbarrow, and passed a child calling his mother over to look at something very small on the ground.
They got off at the place Fenna had chosen. They left the bikes and went for a short walk before going inside. He took her hand. She pulled him towards the sunny side of the path.
'I'm glad you like this too,' she said.
'What?'
'This. Just going for a bike ride with me.'
He stopped for a moment. She looked back, a little shy about what she'd asked. He kissed her.
'I'm here for you,' he said. 'And it is nice that you know the way.'
'That second part isn't guaranteed.'
'I'd gathered that.'
She gave him a shove and started laughing. He held her hand as they walked on. Inside they found a table by the window. They ordered food, and Fenna wanted to know whether he wanted some of the cake she'd seen too.
'This first,' he said.
'Says someone who'll want half of mine later.'
'That was the plan, yes.'
'I'll get two forks, just in case.'
She looked at him. He recognised that eagerness to share a joke, the same he'd felt with her that first evening. He leaned across the table and kissed her. She put her fingers under his chin and kept him there a moment longer.
On Monday he'd go home. On Tuesday he'd work. Fenna would keep riding here, asking Naja questions, sometimes so tired she'd stop listening halfway through a story. By now he knew the things she said when that happened. She knew that after a busy Saturday he didn't always feel like recounting his whole day in the right order either. They kept calling each other. There were afternoons when all they sent was something trivial, precisely because they wanted the other one there.
She let him try her drink because she thought he'd chosen badly. He tasted it, pulled a face and pushed it back. She began to laugh and pointedly took another sip.
The food arrived. Fenna breathed in the smell, looked pleased and moved her plate to the middle so he could have a bite too. He took his fork, tried a piece and saw her waiting for his reaction.
'Good,' he said.
'Thought so.'
He took another bite from his own plate. Fenna looked outside, looked back at Marten and rested her foot against his.
When they'd finished, she got up to order something else. He asked what she was doing. She pointed at the display case.
'You said this first. We've done that.'
He laughed. She came back with one slice of cake and two forks, sat down beside him and took the first bite.
