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The Kitchen Drawer
A small card was taped to the inside of the front door. The tape was worn. SLEUTEL MEE, it said: take your key. The second E had been squeezed in between the other letters. Someone had left it out and added it later.
Lena held the door open a moment longer. Two strips of sunlight lay across the hall floor. Nothing else. No shoes, no bags on the coat hooks. The humidity meter in her hand gave the same reading as it had outside. She put her bag where the shoes had been and checked the job details on her phone.
Bremstraat 18. Final inspection following tenant’s departure. Occupants present: none. Key supplied by client.
Pieter Drost had opened the key safe for her. He was on the pavement now, making a call, his free hand resting on the roof of his car. Beside the house, a paved passage led to the back of the block. In the corner between numbers 16 and 18, an elder bush grew through a crack in the paving. Lena had seen it on her last visit. The branches were fuller now.
‘How long do you reckon you’ll need?’ Pieter asked when he hung up.
‘Depends what’s changed.’
‘Half an hour?’
His car key was already hooked round one finger. In an hour, he had told her on the way, he had to be at a handover on the other side of town. Lena hadn’t arranged the visit with him. The woman who had emailed him on Friday worked in scheduling. The job description said the damage at the back had been repaired and the property was ready to be signed off.
‘I’ll call you when I’m done. Who carried out the repairs?’
‘It’s in the file.’
‘I can’t see a job sheet.’
‘We’ll ask for it, then. Today’s mainly about the status.’
He jerked his chin towards her phone. Something about the gesture was hurried, as though the house existed on her screen and the little wooden number beside him was only there for the delivery drivers.
‘The condition of the property,’ Lena said.
‘Yes. Exactly.’
‘And you’re sure nobody lives here any more?’
‘Not since the end of March. You did the first report yourself, didn’t you?’
He didn’t wait for an answer. His phone rang again. He gave her a thumbs-up and walked to his car.
Lena watched him get in. Her first visit had been on 6 May. Not in March. Sofie van Dijk had answered the door in a dark blue jumper, her trouser legs tucked into mismatched socks. She had just got home from the early shift and asked if Lena wanted coffee. Lena had wanted water. She remembered it because Sofie had given her the water in a coffee mug with a small crack by the handle.
The living room had been cleared of furniture. A rectangle remained on the wall where a cabinet had stood. A pale strip of paint above it, a darker patch at knee height. There were grains of sand on the floor below a window that stood slightly open. Where the sofa must have been, three coins and a pen lid lay close to the radiator.
Lena walked slowly towards the back, leaving her bag in the hall. In an empty house, she liked to hear her own footsteps. A loose board was easier to notice without a radio or a conversation drowning it out. The floor creaked beneath the doorway. She had noted the same sound on 6 May. Nothing dangerous, just a loose fixing under the board. She went into the kitchen.
The curtain was still there. Pale grey, with a small red rectangle near the bottom where a tear had been mended. Too neat a repair to have been done in a hurry. A half-circle of soil clung to the windowsill. The pot that had stood there was gone. Lena’s eyes went straight to the damp patch beside the back window.
Nobody had painted over it. The edge was as sharp as before. The four holes were still in the wall where Sofie had taken down a little shelf to show her the patch. During the visit, the shelf had been propped against the fridge. Sofie had knocked her upper arm on it and said something Lena hadn’t needed to put in the report.
Now the fridge was gone too. The water pipe ended at a capped tap. There was no fresh sealant round the window. Below the sill lay old dust that couldn’t have come from recent work. She raised the blind a little and shone her torch into the corner. A spider disappeared behind the edge of the frame.
She photographed the patch and made a note: no visible repairs corresponding to the job description.
That was all she could say for now. She wouldn’t put a figure on anything today, or give an opinion on the cause without looking at the outside wall. On her previous visit, her preliminary assessment had been straightforward: find the leak, let it dry, then make good. That corner hadn’t held any great surprises. Just a woman who had left her bread on the worktop because she hadn’t got round to breakfast.
Lena put her torch on the worktop. As she opened the cupboard under the sink, a plastic tub slid forwards. She caught it with her knee. Inside was a sponge, hard and bent with age. The pipe beneath the sink was dry.
The drawer above stuck halfway out. She pulled it a few centimetres further. Behind one corner of the cutlery tray lay a key, a blue cotton loop threaded through its head. Where the cord had been handled most, it wasn’t blue any longer. It was almost grey.
‘In case I lock myself out,’ Sofie had said. ‘Though of course I’d need someone who could get in here and fetch it.’
She had laughed at the flaw in her own arrangement, and Lena had asked how many sets were in use. Two. One in her bag, one in the drawer. The housing association had needed to make its own arrangements for maintenance access. Sofie had said something about Niels, but Lena couldn’t remember what. She had been looking at the ceiling.
She didn’t touch the key.
On her phone, she opened the documents from the earlier visit. The file was at the top: inspection report, Bremstraat 18. Her name below it, the logo of her small firm. The date of the visit was right. Further down, beside the occupancy field, it said: property vacant since 31 March.
She scrolled back to the top. Sometimes a file for the house next door ended up under the same project number. She checked the house number, postcode and date. Everything pointed to this house. The photograph of the back window was hers. She recognised the slanting reflection of her torch in the glass. But the image was narrower than the one she had taken. The loose shelf and the edge of the fridge had been cropped out.
She could still see the key in the drawer out of the corner of her eye.
Lena read the section on the damp patch. Her thumb moved slowly down the screen, line by line. It said prolonged. And severe. A few sentences on, it described a combination of defects that made continued occupation of the property inadvisable. She hadn’t written that sentence. She hadn’t even used the word continued. Of that she was certain.
Her phone vibrated. Pieter.
‘How’s it looking?’ he asked.
‘I have a question about the first report.’
‘Yes?’
She could hear an indicator at his end. He was evidently driving already.
‘The status doesn’t match what I found on my visit. And the section about the damage isn’t what I wrote.’
‘Have you got the right attachment?’
‘It’s got my name on it.’
‘That’s what I mean. Perhaps your old version’s in there somewhere. I’ve only got the latest one.’
‘The latest one says the house was empty at the end of March. The tenant was here on 6 May.’
The clicking stopped.
‘I can’t answer that off the top of my head. You need Niels for that. He deals with the housing association’s properties.’
‘I want to speak to him before I go any further.’
‘About the repairs?’
‘About the job, and how my report’s being used.’
Pieter’s sigh was quiet, but she heard it. ‘I’ll pass it on. Can you get on with the inspection in the meantime?’
‘I’m not signing off a final inspection now.’
‘We’re asking for an observation. Nothing more.’
‘Then you’ll get an observation. I won’t confirm that a house was empty on a date when I wasn’t here.’
She hung up before he could suggest another term for the same thing.
The kitchen was cold. Not unpleasantly so, but enough for her to feel it across her back beneath her shirt. The window had only been open a few minutes; the radiator was cold. The clock above the door showed seventeen minutes past eleven. Its old cable ran down the doorframe to the socket. Her phone said nine minutes past ten.
She closed the cupboard and pushed the drawer back. It stuck out a little further than the others. That was where it had caught before.
A sound came from the hall. One tentative knock, then another. Through the living room, Lena could see the open front door. A woman stood on the threshold, holding a shopping bag in both hands. A leek stuck out of the top. She wore a blue coat that was too warm for the weather.
‘Will you be moving in here?’ she asked.
‘No. I’m a property surveyor.’
‘Oh. My mistake, then.’
The woman looked at the bare wall and moved one foot back.
‘Are you looking for Sofie?’ Lena asked.
The woman’s expression changed. Barely; she just didn’t answer straight away.
‘Have you spoken to her?’
‘I was here two weeks ago. I was told the house would be empty today.’
‘It is now.’
‘Do you know when she left?’
The woman shifted the bag to her other hand. A plastic bag crackled beneath the leek. ‘You’ll have to ask her that.’
‘I don’t have her number. The appointment was arranged through the client.’
‘Well, they must have it, mustn’t they?’
Lena almost said she was trying to find that out, but left it. The woman didn’t know who she was dealing with. To most people, an inspector was there to tell them what they’d done wrong, or how much they would have to pay. Lena could show her a business card. All that would prove was that she had a business.
‘My name’s Lena Wouters. I came to look at the leak. Do you know if anyone’s been round to fix it since?’
‘I wouldn’t know.’
The woman was already heading for the pavement. When she turned, her eyes settled on the key safe beside the door.
‘You won’t leave that thing open, will you?’
‘No.’
‘Good.’
She crossed to the house opposite. A delivery driver had to stop his van for her. She raised a hand without looking at him.
Lena went into the hall, picked up her bag and took her business cards from the side pocket. Then she put them back. She wasn’t going to corner the woman with questions on her own doorstep.
The permission to enter in her instructions rested on the tenant having left. Perhaps Sofie really had moved and the date in the file was wrong. That would be carelessness. Perhaps there was some administrative arrangement Lena knew nothing about. But her text had been changed. She could see that already. If the tenant’s departure was also in doubt, she had no business being here until it was clear who could give permission.
She took no photographs of the key or the card. She already had the damp patch. She noted the time at which she had suspended the inspection, then called the number Pieter had sent her in a message. Niels Vos didn’t answer.
His name was on the voicemail greeting. She left her own and asked him to call her about Bremstraat 18. She didn’t say someone had lived here after the end of March. She didn’t say anything had been falsified. She wanted to have that conversation with him, not leave it sitting on his phone.
She paused by the front door. The card hung crookedly; the tape had come away at the top. She raised a hand to press it back into place, then let it drop.
She pulled the door shut, checked the handle and returned the access key as agreed. In the car, she opened the report again. Beneath the final paragraph was her abbreviated signature, the same little hook she used to add to her full surname. For the past few years she had used the flourish on its own.
Above it, the report listed seven sets of keys.
Lena put her phone on the passenger seat and didn’t start the car. Sofie had shown her both keys herself. She had put the blue one back in the kitchen drawer. There had been two of them in that kitchen. Lena had made one visit to one house that day, and someone else had since turned it into a different visit altogether.
The Version in the Portal
A white van was parked so close to the door of the industrial unit that Lena had to lift her bag over her head to squeeze past. A new tile lay face down on the ground. The electrician in the unit next to hers was replacing the threshold he had been meaning to do since January.
‘Needs a bit longer to dry,’ he called from behind the van.
‘You could say that about quite a few things.’
‘You keep walking over it.’
She put the tile back against the wall, then freed the top of her bag from a handle it had caught on. Her office smelt of the radiator. She had turned it up on Friday morning and forgotten to turn it down again. The desk stood beneath the long window; all three plants were leaning the same way. She put down her bag, turned off the heating and hung her coat over the back of the chair.
After a site visit, she normally finished writing up her observations before doing anything else. Transfer the photographs, check the numbers, go back over each room while she could still picture it. Later, one stiff window was hard to tell from another. She had learnt not to trust a tidy memory when a scrappy note would do.
Today she opened her sent emails first.
6 May. Bremstraat. The folder held her original photographs and the file she had saved after the visit. She opened it and left the cursor beside the first paragraph.
Property occupied by tenant at time of inspection.
Further down came the damp patch. She had described it as localised. No serious structural defects identified within the scope of the visual inspection. At the bottom, a qualification about the areas she had been unable to see. Her own phrasing: draw a boundary between what you knew and what you had not investigated.
She opened the official portal alongside it. The two windows would not fit on her old monitor. Even with one pushed to the left and the other to the right, she had to keep zooming out. The cropped photograph made the difference clear again. In the original, the loose shelf was propped beside the fridge, a brown ring from a plant pot on its upper surface. In the portal version, everything beside the damp patch was gone.
That need not have been deliberate. Eva often cropped personal belongings out of photographs circulated in a large project file. Lena had asked her to do it. But she should not have changed the finding about whether the house was occupied. Or the more serious conclusions.
Lena clicked on the attachment to her email of 7 May. 9.12 a.m. Two days after she and Eva had last had coffee together; the following day they were due to combine their reports for a meeting with RietWonen. The email said: here's the text for 18, could you export it with the other three? Numbers 12 and 22 to follow tomorrow.
Beneath it was Eva's reply, sent that morning: Will do.
Lena read those two words several times. She had written them often enough herself. You handed over a small job because it was only a small job. If you had to go through everything somebody else did all over again, you might as well work alone. She had even written that down on a course for the self-employed.
She left the email open and rang Eva.
‘I'm in a meeting,’ Eva said at once. Somebody was still talking in the background.
‘When can we speak?’
‘This afternoon. What's up?’
‘Bremstraat eighteen. The text in the file isn't the same as my attachment.’
‘Different how?’
‘A different occupancy status. Different conclusions. My initials underneath.’
The conversation in the background went on. A man said he would send the list again.
‘I'll need to see what you mean,’ Eva said. ‘Email me both versions and I'll compare them.’
‘I've got the original open. You replied that morning.’
‘I can't get to it now. You know how many addresses we were dealing with that week.’
‘It says the house has been empty since March. Sofie was there when I inspected it.’
‘It might be a field in the job details. I'll call when I get back to the office.’
‘Will you leave it as it is until we've talked?’
‘Lena, I'm not going to start changing your files. Send me what you're looking at first.’
She hung up. Lena went on listening to the sound that was no longer there. The radiator ticked softly against the wall of her office.
She saved a separate copy of the portal file, with the date and time. She left the original email in its folder and made a copy of the attachment too. Then she wrote to Pieter. She had stopped the inspection and wanted the discrepancy in the file investigated before any new statement went out under her name.
The email grew longer than it needed to be. She deleted two sentences explaining how careful she usually was. That would be no use to Pieter today. In their place she listed the three factual differences.
Once she had sent it, the rest of Monday returned. A report for a buyer had to be ready by five. A couple buying privately: no portal, no intermediary. They had an appointment with their mortgage adviser the next morning. The floor by their bathroom flexed underfoot. It had nothing to do with Bremstraat. She opened her notes and wrote three paragraphs, then found she had put the wrong house number in the last sentence.
She deleted the whole sentence, not just the number.
Then Jip rang.
‘Can I take this thing off?’ she asked.
‘What thing?’
‘Mum.’
‘Your sling. What did they tell you?’
‘Take it off if I can. Put it back on if it hurts. It's really annoying when I'm eating.’
‘Then take it off to eat. Can you make yourself a sandwich?’
‘I can make a sandwich with one hand. I wanted to know if you were coming home.’
Lena checked the time. Quarter past twelve. On Mondays Jip had no lessons after third period. The revised timetable was on their kitchen table. Lena should have read it on Sunday.
‘Half past one. I need to stop at the shop.’
‘Don't bother. We've got bread.’
‘And something to put in it?’
‘We've always got cheese. You buy cheese whenever you don't know what we've run out of.’
‘Right. No cheese, then.’
‘Could you get some milk?’
‘Yes.’
‘Not another two litres. There's only me.’
Lena wrote milk on a loose sheet of paper. There was already a phone number on it. She drew a line between the number and the milk, as if that would keep them separate jobs.
At home, the sling was on the sofa. Jip sat at the table with her feet on the bottom rung of her chair. Her hair was still wet, and one side of her T-shirt clung to her back. Evidently she had tried to wash her hair one-handed. Three uneven pieces of crust lay on a plate.
‘Do you want a hand drying your hair?’ Lena asked.
‘Done it.’
‘Your back's still wet.’
‘It'll dry.’
Lena put the milk in the fridge. Beside two unopened packs of cheese stood half a bottle of milk. She tucked the small new carton behind them, out of sight.
Jip's book for Dutch lay on the table, a leaflet from a gym marking her place. Lena looked at the page.
‘Is that the book you're meant to be reading?’
‘No. I've hidden my Dutch book inside a completely different book. For a laugh.’
Lena pulled out a chair. Jip raised her hand.
‘Forget it. Bad joke.’
‘How's the reading going?’
‘Finished it. Now I have to explain what the writer meant by everything.’
‘Maybe he just meant somebody wanted to catch the bus.’
Jip smiled briefly. ‘Don't think I'm allowed to put that.’
Lena took an apple from the bowl and found a brown patch underneath. She cut it away, then sliced the rest into wedges. Jip took one without moving her book.
‘Why are you so late?’ she asked.
‘There's something wrong with one of my reports. I had to go back through it.’
‘Did you miss something?’
‘The version somebody sent on isn't the version I wrote.’
‘Can't you prove that?’
‘I can prove which text I wrote.’
‘Well, then.’
Lena put down the knife. ‘That's where it starts.’
Jip glanced at Lena's phone on the edge of the table. ‘You'll answer that in a minute.’
‘It's not ringing.’
‘You keep checking it.’
Lena turned the phone face down. Its corner tapped against the wood. She asked how the discussion at school had gone, and listened. Jip and her friend had to give a presentation together. Her friend wanted everything on the slides, including what they were going to say. Jip had removed two slides without telling her. They weren't exactly angry with each other now, but they hadn't finished the conversation either.
‘Perhaps you should explain why first,’ Lena said.
‘I did.’
‘Before you took them out, or after?’
‘After.’
Jip examined the apple wedge between her fingers. ‘It was better.’
‘It might have been.’
‘You say it like that.’
‘Like what?’
‘Like you don't agree, but you want me to work it out for myself.’
Lena thought of the photograph of the window. The loose shelf and the fridge, cropped out of the picture. Sometimes things did look tidier after somebody else had worked on them. That did not settle who had the right to change them.
‘I'd want to know why first,’ she said.
‘Yes. Well. I'll message her later.’
The phone was still face down when it vibrated. Lena left it there. Jip looked at it, then at her mother. They went on talking about the physiotherapy appointment in Lena's diary. Perhaps Tom could go with Jip. They would have to ask him. She could manage an appointment perfectly well herself, Jip said, without three people hovering round her.
Only when Jip had gone to her room did Lena pick up the phone.
Pieter had called. In his email he said the maintenance coordinator was not immediately available, but the project administration had confirmed the occupancy status. Could she upload the photographs from the inspection in the meantime? Payment for the completed sign-off would then be released.
Lena read the last sentence again. Her agreed fee was a fixed amount for the visit and the report. She was not paid for a particular result. She had put that in her terms after somebody had once commissioned an inspection on the condition that the house would be found suitable to let.
She opened a reply and wrote that the final inspection had not been completed. She would submit her current observations separately, recording that she had stopped. She asked for confirmation of the occupancy status and of the permission on which it rested.
Before she pressed send, she deleted incomprehensible. The word carried more accusation than information. The three questions stayed.
She copied the email to her own business address.
Music came from Jip's room. The same song her daughter had kept restarting halfway through for the past few days. Lena rinsed the knife and put it in the rack. On the sheet with the milk and the phone number she wrote a fourth line: check final export myself.
She would do that today for the buyers' report. She went back to the unit. Before leaving, she knocked on Jip's door and said the latest time she would be home. This time she checked her own diary before making a promise.
What Cor Had Made
Cor had put a chair outside his open workshop. He wasn't sitting on it. Across the seat lay a board he was painting in two colours. Underneath stood a tin of paint he'd knocked open with a hammer.
‘It's for my granddaughter,’ he said when Lena stopped to look. ‘A shop. That's the idea. Though she's told me she's only selling stones.’
‘Saves on fittings.’
‘They've all got different prices. I hadn't allowed for that.’
He wiped his hand on his trousers. A small patch of purple clung to his forefinger. Above the workbench hung compartments of metal parts that, from where Lena stood, looked much the same. Cor noticed whenever she put one back in the wrong place. Since their last job together, she'd taken to pointing at the right compartment and leaving him to fetch what they needed.
She put her bag down in a clear space. ‘Have you done any work in Bremstraat lately?’
‘Which number?’
‘Eighteen.’
He glanced at the cupboard of job folders. ‘Possibly. Tell me what you want to know first.’
She explained the discrepancy between the keys she'd seen during a property inspection and the number recorded in a later file. She kept it matter-of-fact. No making it sound more serious to get Cor talking. Once, someone had taken an order for a replacement lock cylinder as evidence of an attempted break-in. Since then, any caller whose number he didn't recognise had been asked for more information than they cared to give.
‘I'm not telling you who has how many keys to a house,’ he said.
‘I don't expect you to.’
‘You are asking, though.’
‘I'm asking whether you did any work there. I inspected the place. My report seems to have been changed.’
‘Seems?’
‘The text sent out under my name isn't what I wrote.’
He lifted her bag by its handle and moved it to the shelf below. ‘You've put that on my sandpaper.’
‘Sorry.’
‘No, hang on. I'll have a look.’
He took the May folder out of the cupboard and opened it. No computer, no list for her to read over his shoulder. A job sheet often held more information than anyone needed for a single question. Cor covered the bottom half with his hand.
‘There's something here,’ he said. ‘Extra copies of the front door key. No change of lock.’
‘When?’
He hesitated. ‘I want to check it against the original order first. It's a business address. I need the order in front of me before I give anything out.’
‘So extra keys were cut.’
‘Work was done. That's all I'm confirming for now. When a key comes in here, I don't know everything that's been agreed at home.’
Lena nodded. It was frustrating, but she preferred him this way. If he handed over his customers' details to her today, tomorrow he might do the same for someone asking about Jip's home.
‘Can you check your own records?’
‘Yes. What's going on in that house?’
‘They say it's been empty since the end of March. I was there on 6 May. The tenant was home.’
‘That's not long ago.’
‘I went to look at a leak. Yesterday I had to check it again. Nothing had been repaired, and by then the original report said something different.’
Cor kept a finger between the pages instead of closing the folder.
‘Sofie,’ he said.
‘You know her?’
‘By sight. She used to come in with a letter now and then. Nothing to do with keys. She came to see Henk.’
‘Who's Henk?’
Cor let the pages settle against his finger. ‘Roos. Same row of houses.’
Lena recognised the surname. She'd read it on a nameplate somewhere, or on an envelope left on a windowsill. Not enough to put a face to it.
‘He brought people to you?’ she asked.
‘Came past nearly every day. Sometimes he'd bring someone who needed a hand. A door that stuck, a key snapped in a lock. Sometimes something I couldn't do anything about.’
‘What sort of letter?’
‘Wrong person to ask. I didn't read it. Henk would usually say, don't worry, I'll make a copy. Then my printer had to go on.’
This time he put the folder down. Through the open door he looked at the board on the chair. The shadow of the doorframe was moving slowly across the pink paint.
‘He's dead,’ he said.
Lena straightened. ‘When?’
‘Found on Friday. Behind those houses.’
‘I didn't know.’
‘Why would you? You were only there for a job.’
He looked at the whiteboard above the coffee machine. Someone's name was written there, an order still to be collected. Henk's wasn't, but Cor looked as though he'd expected to find it.
‘An accident?’ she asked.
‘I heard he fell. By the steps behind number eighteen. That's all I know.’
‘Isn't that just the path to the back gardens?’
‘There's a concrete drop. They took a lean-to down years ago and left the difference in levels. He'd complained about it often enough.’
Cor swept a strip of sandpaper off the workbench and sat on a stool. With his heel he pushed the paint-tin lid a little further away.
‘It doesn't make sense,’ he said. ‘But accidents don't have to. My brother fell off a stool he'd stood on every day. Just because something's never happened doesn't mean it never will.’
Lena let him finish. She'd never heard him talk about his brother. All she knew was that Cor spent a lot of time in the workshop, even after the customers had gone home. Here, you could finish something. That was part of the work, though perhaps it wasn't only about work.
‘His daughter came round yesterday,’ he said. ‘Nora. Doesn't live in Rietdam. Suddenly there's all this stuff she has to make decisions about.’
‘Did you give her anything from here?’
‘Her dad kept a few things here. Those can wait. We had coffee first.’
He stood again. Sitting down hadn't seemed to help. ‘Want one?’
‘Please.’
To get water he went past the little sink by the door and through to the back. There was another room behind the workshop. He asked Lena to bring two empty mugs from the shelf, so she followed as far as the threshold. Beyond a second door she could see a sliver of daylight.
‘Is that new?’ she asked.
‘The door? No. Just the frame. Got tired of holding it open with a stool.’
He pushed the door open with his hip. The path beyond ran between his workshop and the neighbours' lower shed, out to the street on the harbour side. A bicycle with no front wheel leant against the wall. Beside a bin, a square of drier ground showed where something heavy had stood.
‘Better for painting out there,’ Cor said. ‘Keeps the smell out of here. Chair's too wide for the gap, though. I'll take the board off later.’
Lena set the mugs on the little kitchen counter. The air through the back door was fresher than at the front, where the delivery vans parked. Cor filled the kettle, rinsed it and filled it again. He went on talking as he moved about, though not about Bremstraat.
His granddaughter wanted cards with the names of the stones. He'd asked whether people could decide for themselves what a stone was. They couldn't. It had to be a proper shop, she'd told him, and things in proper shops had prices.
‘Asked me how much I make on a key,’ he said. ‘Had to explain that. At first she couldn't see why anyone came here when they could just buy a new door.’
‘How old is she?’
‘Six. She'll be running the whole business.’
Lena smiled and drank her coffee. The mug was wider than was practical, filled too close to the brim. She set it on a loose coaster.
‘That job sheet,’ she said. ‘If you confirm anything, I need the order with it. I don't want to get you saying something you'll have to take back.’
‘Not something I enjoy either.’
‘Will you let me know once you've checked?’
‘Yes. Can't do it all today. Need to ring Nora about her dad. And someone's waiting for a door that'll shut.’
‘What did Henk keep here?’
Cor looked at the closed cupboard behind his stool. ‘A little box. Some notebooks. Keys he was passing on for other people. That sort of thing. His own key rack was at home. His daughter wanted to collect that herself.’
‘Did he write a lot down?’
‘Spent his life delivering things. You want to know what goes where. Some of those books were just diaries. He wasn't keeping files on everyone, if that's what you're asking.’
‘It wasn't.’
He didn't quite believe her. Perhaps she'd brought something of her professional manner in with her that he didn't want this morning. Find a folder among a dead man's things and you might want it to hold a missing answer, when all it contained was a measurement and the address of a butcher with meat on offer.
‘I wanted to know whether he knew my client,’ she said.
‘Everyone knew someone. Doesn't mean I know what they all talked about.’
Lena left her half-finished coffee by the sink and picked up her bag. Cor held the front door for her, though she could have managed it herself. Outside, the board on the chair was still wet. A tiny fly had landed on the pink half. Cor lifted it away with the back of his nail and smoothed the paint.
‘Ever coming round without a list?’ he asked.
‘I'll try.’
‘An answer of sorts.’
In the car, Lena wrote down what he'd actually confirmed. Further work making copies of front door keys. Order and date still to be checked. No new locks. She put a question mark beside the possible connection with the number seven, then closed her notes.
She looked up the report about Henk on the local paper's website. There wasn't much. Man dies after fall in rear alley. It named the street, but not a house number. Police were investigating and asking anyone who'd seen anything on Thursday evening to come forward. No photograph, no statement about what had been established.
Three comments. One asked whether this was the man who used to deliver the post. Another called the paving a disgrace. The third complained about the amount of traffic in town, which had nothing to do with a rear alley.
Lena closed the page. On 6 May, Sofie hadn't only had a leak. She'd shown letters to a neighbour who could no longer say what they were about. The extra keys didn't explain that. Lena had to keep the two things separate, however close they came in the same street.
She rang Pieter and asked when the house had been cleared. He'd have to find out. She rang Niels and got his voicemail again. Then she sent Mieke Kraan a short message. They'd met years ago at a residents' meeting about maintenance. Lena asked for no names or files, only whether they could talk about an incorrect departure date in an inspection report.
She started the car. Behind her, Cor lifted the board off the chair and carried it into the workshop with both hands. Before his granddaughter could have her shop, he had to finish painting a board. The paint wouldn't dry any faster because someone was waiting.
The Woman Who Stayed
The woman with the shopping bag was called Ria Visser. Lena only found that out when she reached her front door. Two little screws held the nameplate in place, but one had worked loose. The V sat lower than the other letters.
Lena rang and waited. A shadow moved in the hall beyond the frosted glass. Ria peered through the small window beside the door, then opened it as far as the security latch allowed.
‘You were over the road yesterday.’
‘Yes. I wondered if we could have a quick word. If you'd rather not, I won't trouble you.’
Ria studied Lena's face. She had taken off her coat and was wearing an apron with a dark stain across the middle.
‘Are you from the housing association?’
‘No. I've done work for them through a client. But my own office is on Vlasstraat.’
‘So you say.’
‘That's why I've brought a card. You can check before you tell me anything.’
Lena slipped it through the gap. Ria took it as though it were still wet. She examined the front, turned it over and carried it to a table Lena could see from the hall. The security latch stayed between them. Lena waited on the doorstep. Across the road, a boy came out of a house carrying a bin bag that dripped from the bottom.
After a few minutes, Ria slid back the latch.
‘I could ring the number,’ she said.
‘You could.’
‘But you'd be the one answering. That wouldn't tell me much, would it?’
She opened the door and let Lena in. A pan of soup stood on the hob. On the worktop lay a little heap of chopped leek. Half an onion sat unused, cut side down on a saucer. Ria dropped a spoon into a mug and shut the kitchen door, though they were both standing beside it.
‘I don't want to get involved,’ she said.
‘I understand.’
‘Everyone understands. Until you've said something.’
Lena stayed on her feet. She explained her visit on 6 May and why she had stopped yesterday's inspection. She mentioned the incorrect departure date. She did not bring up Henk straight away. The woman who had watched her come out of an empty house yesterday need not suddenly feel she had agreed to a police interview in her own kitchen.
Ria pointed to a chair. ‘So you're saying that, according to some piece of paper, the house was already empty when you went there.’
‘Yes.’
‘You don't need me for that. You saw Sofie yourself.’
‘I did. I want to find out how the discrepancy happened. And I'm trying to get in touch with Sofie without asking people to hand over her details.’
‘I've got her number.’
‘Would you let her know I'd like to ask her something? You don't have to give me the number.’
Ria looked at the card on the table. ‘She isn't answering.’
‘How long has that been going on?’
‘A few days.’
She pulled out a chair and perched on the edge. In the room behind Lena, a clock ticked, one that was still going. Too many plants crowded the window. Two large leaves overlapped on the sill.
‘I spoke to her last Tuesday,’ Ria said. ‘She had her bag. She was coming home from work. At her front door, I mean, not here. I asked if she still wanted the purple plant. It doesn't get enough light on this side.’
‘Tuesday the twelfth?’
Ria narrowed her eyes. ‘I do my shopping on Tuesdays. I think so. No, hang on. I went on Wednesday last week. My Tuesday appointment had been moved.’
She got up, took a calendar from the side of the fridge and laid it on the table. A name had been crossed out beside the twelfth. Below it, in smaller writing, was the word shopping.
‘It was Wednesday,’ she said. ‘The thirteenth. I went to my sister's afterwards. Sofie said she was home earlier than usual.’
Lena had not picked up her pen. She did not want Ria to cling to a time simply because somebody had started writing it down.
‘Are you certain about that, or is it an estimate?’
‘I'm certain I saw her standing there. I had to check which day it was. Write that down too, that I checked my calendar.’
‘May I make some notes?’
‘Yes. But I want to read them.’
Ria watched her write the few lines. They changed home early to finished her shift. Those were the words Sofie had used, Ria said. Better to put it that way, then.
Lena asked whether a removal van had come afterwards.
‘There are so many vans round here now. Maintenance, they say. Then you walk past a roof that's leaking just as badly as ever.’
‘There was no sign of any repairs to the house opposite yesterday.’
‘So she was right.’
‘Who?’
‘Sofie. She said she didn't understand how the place could be so bad she had to leave, when nobody ever came to fix it.’
Ria took the spoon from the mug, looked at the soup and put it back. She had said very little, yet Lena could see what an effort it already felt, and how much would remain after she left. Not work for Lena. Work for Ria herself, living with her decision to tell somebody what Sofie had said.
‘Did she show you a letter?’ Lena asked.
‘No. She didn't want to talk much about it. Sometimes she brought bread, and we just talked about bread. How early she had to get up. How the bags never all lined up properly. That sort of thing.’
‘She works at a bread factory.’
‘Yes. She doesn't bake it herself. Everyone assumes that. Most of it goes along on conveyor belts. But sometimes she'd bring something nobody would buy any more. Nothing wrong with it.’
Lena added work to her notes. She was not trying to reconstruct Sofie's shifts; that would require a different reason and permission. It gave the woman in the empty house a little more substance than a recorded departure date. Lena had asked about her job during the inspection and only half taken in the answer. The size of a damp patch had mattered more at the time.
‘Cor told me Henk Roos used to help her with letters,’ she said.
Ria leant back. ‘You've been to see Cor as well.’
‘About the extra keys. He told me Henk had died. I hardly knew him.’
‘No.’
It was a short answer, but not an unkind one. Ria found a corner of her apron and rolled it between two fingers.
‘Did you know him well?’
‘Fourteen years over the road. You get to know someone. Not everything about them. Henk did like you to think things mattered as much as he did. If a bin was in the wrong place, the whole street had to hear about it.’
‘And Sofie?’
‘She was glad of him. He could read a letter with you without making you feel stupid. Usually, anyway. He liked things done properly the first time, too. He could be quite difficult about that.’
Ria smiled, almost shyly, at having said something unkind about a dead man. Then her face settled again.
‘He was busy round the back on Thursday evening. I heard voices. From my garden. Not what they were saying.’
‘Who was he with?’
‘I don't know. I didn't see any faces. I'd gone to get my bin ready, then remembered they weren't collecting it the next day. So I went back in. It wasn't until Friday morning that I saw someone outside the house opposite.’
‘Have you told the police?’
‘They came round. Yes.’
Now she pointed the spoon at Lena's notebook. ‘You don't need to write all that down again. I've told them. That's all I know. I can't turn it into anything more just because someone wants more.’
Lena put her pen down. ‘That's exactly right.’
‘I don't know about right.’
They sat for a while. Outside, the bin lorry did come past: a clang against a metal edge, then the scrape of wheels. Ria had apparently meant to put her bin out on the wrong day, then got it out in time after all. That was how everyday things went. You adjusted them without remembering every correction.
‘Would you like some soup in a minute?’ she asked.
‘I don't want to keep you.’
‘You're here now.’
She got up and put two smaller pans on the hob, as though the first were too full to pour from. Following Ria's directions, Lena took bowls from the cupboard. Five matched; two had a different rim. She chose the plain ones. Ria put some soup and half a spoonful of cream into each.
As they ate, she asked whether Lena had inspected other houses round here. Lena mentioned a few jobs and explained that she mostly worked for buyers, sometimes for landlords, but did not allocate homes or decide who was a tenant.
‘You do write things they use to make those decisions,’ Ria said.
Lena put down her spoon. ‘They can. That's why what I write has to be right.’
‘And what they say you've written.’
‘Yes.’
Ria held her gaze a moment longer. ‘Then you'll have to do something about it.’
After they had eaten, Lena let Ria read her notes. Ria did not want a photograph of her calendar ending up in a company's file. She wrote the date herself beneath the two lines and added her name. Lena explained that she was only confirming the memory as recorded, not agreeing to any conclusions Lena might draw from it.
Ria picked up her phone. She typed slowly, reading out the message she wanted to send: Sofie, Lena Wouters, who came to look at the leak, would like to ask you something about her report. Her number's on the card. Shall I send it?
‘That's fine,’ Lena said.
‘I'll do that, then. It's up to her after that.’
She did not give Lena the number. Lena had no need to see it.
As she left, Lena looked at the house across the road. The curtain with the little red patch was still at the back window, out of sight from here. At the front, a roller blind had been wound up slightly askew. Beside the elder tree was a partly used stack of new bricks. On the path beyond, two closed doors faced each other: a shed door and the door to the extension at number 16.
Ria came to the doorway. ‘If you're going round the back, the bit nearest the street is a shared path. But don't go into anyone's garden. You've no business there.’
Lena nodded and walked to the gap between the houses. She stopped at the entrance to the path. An old concrete step jutted out in front of the extension door. It had no handrail. Beyond it lay a few paving stones that had sunk to different levels.
She did not need to act out a fall to see it was an awkward place. Cor had never said a fall was impossible. She had to remember that. The empty house, the keys and that step were not yet a story she was entitled to piece together. People lived in the gaps between them. Ria had shown her one: a woman coming home from her shift on 13 May.
Seven Sets of Keys
Niels Vos rang at eight on Wednesday morning. Lena was taking a T-shirt for Jip off the drying rack. She trapped the phone between her ear and shoulder, listening as she pulled the fabric free.
‘You had a question about Bremstraat,’ he said. ‘I'm pretty much booked up today, but I can find you fifteen minutes.’
‘Where?’
‘The office. Eleven. Ask for me at reception.’
‘I'll need more than fifteen minutes.’
‘Well, we can make a start. I've got two breakdowns to sort out and someone off sick. Bring the text you mean.’
He did not sound like a man whose secret had been discovered. He sounded like a maintenance coordinator with two breakdowns to sort out and someone off sick. Lena laid the T-shirt on the table and put a reminder in her calendar. She too had been short with people who had yet to realise there were not enough hours in the day.
Before the meeting, she listed the differences on a single sheet. No argument to support, just the discrepancies. The repair estimate belonged there because the new export proposed something different, but she put the departure date first. Beside it she wrote what she had seen on 6 May. She kept the original email attachment separate. She would not pass off another edited file as the one sent at the time.
At RietWonen, the reception area opened into a waiting space with a low table for residents. A screen displayed three frequently asked questions. Lena had never considered what a waiting list for an appointment might look like when you were outside a locked door and needed a home. A woman at the counter was trying to explain a problem with her storage unit. The man let her finish, then asked for its number. He was taking care over it. People queuing behind her could not make it take any less time.
Niels came into the corridor with a laptop under his arm. His grey shirt was wet at one elbow. His phone hung on a thin cord round his neck, as though otherwise he kept leaving it behind.
‘Lena?’
They were standing where they had stood two weeks earlier. Back then, there had been no reason to remember him. He had emailed her a schedule for three addresses. Eva had said he liked to use the same people. It saved explaining how to submit their photographs and forms.
Niels led her towards a small meeting room. They passed a man mopping a puddle towards a drain. Niels stopped to ask whether the plumber was on the way and pointed at a closed door, without forgetting that Lena was waiting behind him.
‘You see?’ he said. ‘There's always something here that won't wait fifteen minutes.’
They sat down. A stack of paper cups stood on the table. Niels took two, glanced at the flask and poured them some water. He placed Lena's cup squarely on a coaster someone had left in front of the jug.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘Bremstraat.’
Lena laid out her sheet. ‘Who changed my export?’
‘I don't know. Until yesterday, I didn't even know you thought it had been changed. We use the version we're sent.’
‘I don't think it. I've compared the two.’
‘Let's see.’
He drew his chair closer and read the lines. His finger stopped beside vacant since 31 March.
‘That could have come from the job-details field. We have a schedule of departures. That's separate from what you find on site.’
‘In the report it's presented as something I observed during my inspection.’
‘We'll have to look into that, then.’
‘That's why I'm here.’
He nodded and turned the laptop towards himself. Lena could only see the back of the screen, with a damaged sticker in one corner. She heard him type. Then silence.
‘Sofie van Dijk,’ he said. ‘There were discussions about that. The arrangement for her to leave had been in place for a while.’
‘She was at home on 6 May.’
‘An agreed departure date isn't always the day the last cup goes out of the house. People leave things behind, stay another night, come back to clean. I can't stand in every living room.’
‘There's no need for you to do that. I was in this one. She said she lived there.’
Lena heard the sudden formality in her own voice. They had been on easy terms until now. She noticed the change; he did not seem to.
‘What would you like me to do?’ Niels asked.
‘Remove the incorrect occupancy status from my report. Find out who supplied the text. And explain why Noordhuis is asking for a final inspection when the repairs haven't been done.’
‘Noordhuis is managing the project. The housing association remains the point of contact for these properties until that arrangement changes. There are several jobs going on at once. Sometimes the preparatory work gets scheduled ahead.’
‘But it says after repairs.’
‘Then scheduling sent it out too soon. It happens. That's why we send people to look at the place. If nothing's been repaired, that's what you write.’
He glanced at her sheet. ‘You know that.’
She did. If she wrote down what she had seen this week and left the original conclusions untouched, the project would have two documents that seemed to tell an altogether different story. An empty house declared unfit, then not yet repaired. Sofie on 6 May had no place in that account.
‘I'm not confirming something today that I never established then,’ she said.
‘No one's asking you to.’
‘Pieter asked me to sign off the job. He made payment depend on it.’
Niels rubbed his forehead. ‘Then he put it badly. I'll ring him. We don't want a surveyor writing things just because someone's paying.’
He sounded convincing enough for her to feel, briefly, that the conversation was getting easier. She pointed to the next line.
‘The findings about damp. I didn't write those either.’
‘Perhaps another specialist's comments were added.’
‘Then they need that specialist's name under them. You can't put sentences between mine and leave my initials at the bottom of the whole thing.’
‘I understand. We're looking at the final combined report. Have you spoken to Eva?’
‘She said she'd compare the versions.’
‘That might be the quickest way. Eva knows exactly which version you export.’
Eva had still not arranged to ring her back. On Tuesday her colleague had emailed to say she had misjudged how long the afternoon would take and would be at her own office on Wednesday. Perhaps Niels knew which files came from whom because he worked with them. It need mean no more than that. Lena made a small mark beside his name on her own sheet and let him finish.
‘Then there's the keys,’ she said.
For the first time, he looked away from the page before she had finished her question. Towards the door, not the laptop.
‘Seven sets,’ Lena said. ‘Where did that number come from?’
‘Access for the project. Maintenance, contractors. The usual records.’
‘I recorded two sets present at the inspection. Not every set issued for a renovation that hadn't even started.’
‘That must have got mixed up. They don't all have to be in the house at once. You know how these things go.’
‘Who authorised the extra access?’
He pushed the sheet a hand's breadth away. ‘I'll find the relevant paperwork first. Otherwise I'll give you an answer that needs correcting tomorrow.’
‘Fine. I'd like it in writing.’
His phone lit up. He touched the screen and declined the call. It softened the conversation: he was choosing her questions over the next problem. Lena felt how much readier that made her to wait a little longer for an explanation.
‘The curtains are still there, aren't they?’ he asked. ‘That patch she sewed in. The contractor needs to know what has to stay.’
‘I haven't been asked to make an inventory for a contractor.’
‘No. Just something she asked about before. Never mind. There's a different list for that.’
The little red patch did not appear in the cropped photograph. It had been in her original, below the damp. Niels might have visited the house before; that would be normal in his job. He might also have spoken to Sofie. His remark did not make him guilty. But his earlier distance, his inability to stand in every living room, was a little less useful now as an explanation for everything he did not know.
‘When did you last speak to her?’ Lena asked.
‘I'd have to look that up.’
‘Has she moved somewhere else?’
‘That's not something I'd pass on without her permission either.’
He had a point. It was frustrating to hear a reasonable answer that also brought a difficult part of the conversation neatly to a halt.
‘Then I'd like you to pass on my request to speak to her,’ she said.
‘Yes. But let's make sure we don't all start making demands on her at once. She's had enough to deal with.’
‘What sort of things?’
‘I'm not going into that here.’
He closed the laptop. They had long since used up their fifteen minutes. In the corridor two people talked over each other about a closure near a school. A real working day carried on beyond the door, full of things Lena knew nothing about.
‘I'll ask Eva about the combined report,’ Niels said. ‘And you'll get an answer about the keys. In the meantime, there's no reason your factual observations from Monday can't go in the project file.’
‘Along with my explanation that I dispute the earlier text.’
His mouth pulled slightly to one side. ‘That's a strong word to start with.’
‘The occupancy status and the conclusions aren't mine. I can't leave them there without saying so.’
‘Then we need to be careful about it. You know there are residents waiting to find out what's happening. The file moving quickly hasn't done them any harm.’
He spoke of them as though their interests were laid out on the table and Lena had put her questions on top. She thought of Ria's soup. Of the woman coming home from her shift on 13 May. He meant the same people, but not one of them was sitting here.
He shook her hand at the door. His palm was dry, and so, now, was his shirt at the elbow. He went straight to the man with the mop to ask about the plumber.
Lena stayed at reception and asked for an acknowledgement of her request. The man behind the counter did not know what she meant. She wrote down her name, the address and the three items she had asked for. He logged the request and gave her a reference number.
‘Do you have any photographs of the damage for us today?’ he asked.
‘I'll submit those separately.’
He nodded. He had done nothing wrong. There was no need to look at him as though he personally stood for the entire administration. Lena thanked him and went outside.
In the car, she noted the curtain and immediately added that it proved nothing. She also wrote down what Niels had promised. By the bottom of the page her tidy list was a tangle of arrows.
She took a fresh sheet. At the top she wrote that Sofie had been there on 6 May, as she herself had seen. Less elegant than property occupied. She left it as it was.
What Waited at Home
There was a note on the back door that Jip must have written one-handed. Milk, with an arrow pointing to full-fat. Underneath: not the horrible one.
Lena hung her coat over a chair. An open packet of rice cakes lay in the kitchen. The scissors Jip had used to cut it open were sticking out between two rice cakes; a wet ring marked the worktop.
‘I've done the shopping,’ she called upstairs.
‘Did you get milk?’
‘Semi-skimmed.’
Silence. Then Jip came down, her socks brushing against the stairs.
‘That's the horrible one.’
‘You always buy semi-skimmed.’
‘Dad buys full-fat.’
Lena unpacked the cartons. A tomato had been squashed among the apples; she could have avoided that if she had paid attention in the shop. Jip put the scissors in the cutlery drawer. Her right arm rested in its sling. She could do more with her left hand than in the first few days, but still opened a door gingerly, as though something might catch there too.
‘I thought you'd be home at four,’ she said.
‘It ran over.’
‘I guessed.’
It was not even half past four. Lena nearly said so, then realised in time that Jip did not mean this half-hour. For days she had been hearing that something had run over. A conversation, an email, a visit whose address Lena did not mention. Small explanations that, taken together, shut a door.
‘Was there something you needed?’ she asked.
‘My presentation. I asked if you'd listen.’
‘I will. Let me just put this in the fridge.’
Jip pushed the kitchen door open with her knee and went into the living room. Lena stayed at the worktop until the fridge began to beep. She had not left a torch behind in somebody else's house. These were the things waiting at home, the things nobody recorded.
Jip had set up her laptop on the dining table. The first slide was mostly white, with a photograph of a derelict station building in the middle. Her assignment was about somewhere in the town that had been given a new use. She had chosen the station that now housed a dance school.
‘You do actually have to watch,’ she said as Lena put her phone beside the keyboard.
Lena moved it to the cabinet behind the sofa, face down.
The presentation lasted seven minutes. Jip explained why the ticket windows had been kept and where the cloakroom was now. She stumbled over repurposing, gave a quick laugh and started the sentence again. At the last slide, she asked what Lena thought.
‘Good. Especially showing where the old doors still are.’
‘You said that yesterday.’
‘Because it is good.’
‘But do you understand what I'm saying about them?’
Lena looked at the floor plan. The dance studio stretched across the former waiting rooms. A thin yellow line marked where a wall had stood. Jip explained that the different waiting rooms had once been for different fares. Now everyone danced on the same floor.
‘You mean the building's changed without having to get rid of everything.’
‘Yes.’ Jip tapped the photograph. ‘And sometimes you need to know what it used to be. Otherwise you don't understand why a wall goes off at that weird angle.’
She meant nothing beyond that. It was Lena who immediately wanted to connect it to her own day. For once, she resisted. She asked Jip to enlarge the caption on the last photograph; it would be hard to read from the back of a classroom. Jip moved the text box aside.
Tom arrived while they were looking for a better photograph. He knocked twice on the glass, as he used to when he could not find his key, and held up a shopping bag. Jip opened the door.
‘Milk,’ he said.
‘Thanks.’
He looked past her at the two cartons on the worktop and set his beside them without a word. There was a box of bread rolls in the bag too. He kept his shoes on. His shift started in an hour.
‘Still ten on Friday?’ he asked Lena.
For a moment she did not know what he meant. The appointment was a blue bar in her phone calendar; she had entered it on Tuesday. A check-up for Jip's arm. No disaster if Lena herself did not go, but somebody needed to be there.
‘Yes. I can drive.’
‘I've already been asked,’ Tom said. ‘By Jip.’
Lena looked at her daughter.
‘You said on Monday you had to check,’ Jip said.
‘I did check.’
‘But you didn't tell me.’
Tom perched on a chair. He was not a man who naturally called everyone together for a discussion. His hands stayed near the bag. There was a black rim beneath one nail, which he tried to rub away with his thumb.
‘I've booked Friday off until two,’ he said. ‘I'll leave it that way. Saves you rearranging everything.’
It sounded helpful and felt like a reproach. Lena knew those were different things. She set three cups on the table and filled one with the new milk.
‘I don't mean to leave you both guessing whether I'll be here.’
‘Then tell us whether you'll be here,’ Jip said.
‘Your mother's trying to—’ Tom began.
‘No,’ Lena said. ‘She's right.’
Tom stopped rubbing his nail. He did not look triumphant. In the past she had often blamed his job for things that had nothing to do with the taxi. He had done the same with her inspections. She had to take care they did not slip into settling old scores.
She took a sheet from the printer. Jip pulled a face at the idea of a weekly timetable, but wrote school beside Thursday herself, then a question mark beside Saturday. She wanted to see her friend Noor without discussing every speed bump along the way with both her parents first. Tom wrote down Friday. Lena put her name beside Thursday evening and Saturday afternoon.
‘And ring if anything changes,’ Tom said.
‘Before it changes,’ Jip said.
Lena looked at her name. ‘Yes.’
Nothing remarkable was resolved after that. Tom thought Jip spent too much time on her phone; Jip thought he did too. Both wanted a cheese roll. Lena cut the rolls because Jip found that awkward one-handed, then Jip said she was perfectly capable of buttering her own. The conversation frayed back into its familiar shape. Lena was grateful.
After Tom left, she went to her study and kept the door open. On her desk, the original inspection sheets and the printouts from the project portal sat in separate folders. Small yellow notes marked the differences. By daylight it had looked thorough. Now it also looked like something she could disappear into for another entire evening.
The records team's reply had arrived at 4.19 p.m. The administrator thanked her for sending the original report. Only the approved final version was retained in the project system. Additional documents had to be submitted through the project coordinator. It was therefore not possible to add an earlier draft directly.
She read the paragraph again. It did not say they refused to correct errors. It said the text that could demonstrate an error would stay outside the system until someone who might be involved in that error forwarded it.
There was a name at the bottom, Selma, and a direct number. Lena rang.
‘There's no need to label my report a draft,’ she said when the administrator had found her message. ‘It's the version I sent after the inspection.’
Selma explained that she used draft for everything before final approval. A category in their system, not a judgement on the document.
‘Who gave that final approval?’
‘I can't see that on this screen.’
‘Can you at least record that I dispute the version?’
‘As a reported issue. I think reception have already done that.’
She did not sound indifferent. She sounded like somebody who had access only to the buttons her job required. Lena asked whether the issue was linked to the address or to the report as well. Selma would have to find out. She promised to email.
‘Please leave it open in any case,’ Lena said. ‘Even if the coordinator says we've spoken on the phone.’
‘I'll add that.’
When she hung up, Jip was standing in the doorway, the box of rolls pressed against her stomach.
‘Is this one of those things where you're really angry but you speak really nicely?’
Lena smiled. ‘More or less.’
‘Has someone broken something?’
‘Someone's changed a report with my name on it.’
Jip stayed where she was. Until now, Lena had said there was something wrong with a file, something she needed to look into. It was the first time she had told them at home about an act somebody was responsible for.
‘Is that a crime?’
‘I'm not sure yet. I'm going to get some advice.’
‘But you didn't change it?’
‘No.’
‘Then why's your name on it?’
Lena closed the folder. ‘Because I didn't check that version myself when it went into the portal. I trusted it was the same report.’
‘Because I'd had my accident?’
‘It was that week. But that doesn't make it your fault.’
‘I know.’
The answer came quickly, too quickly to tell how certain Jip was. Lena looked at her.
‘I should have made better arrangements. If I couldn't work, I should have put off checking it or asked someone to check it properly. I should have been doing that better before then, too.’
Jip put the box on a clear patch of desk. ‘So now you have to tell them you didn't do it.’
‘And that I didn't manage part of my own job properly.’
‘I wouldn't lead with that bit.’
‘You're sixteen.’
‘That's why I'm telling you. I'm not getting paid for this.’
Lena laughed. When Jip went upstairs again, the door stayed open. She began a reply to Selma, correcting the label draft and attaching the acknowledgement of her original email. She deleted the sentence this is outrageous. It was outrageous, but telling Selma would not give her another button.
For the wider correction, she opened a new document. At the top she put the address, the inspection date and the date of the altered file. Below that she wrote that the tenant had been present. She stopped after three paragraphs. She still needed advice on some questions. A hurried second report must not acquire the same uncertain life as the first.
Instead of sending it, she emailed Mieke to ask if they could speak on Thursday. She mentioned the occupied house and the incorrect departure date, nothing about her suspicions concerning Henk. Mieke replied within ten minutes with a time and a request to bring only her own documents. No residents' papers they did not know were being shared.
Lena entered the appointment in her calendar. Below it was Jip's presentation, a little green block she had almost passed over earlier that day. She left it there, though it was over.
At six she went downstairs to cook. She scraped the soft part from the tomato and put the rest in the sauce. Jip came to ask if there would be enough for tomorrow. This time Lena had an answer.
Eva's Explanation
Eva had chosen the third floor for the view. She always said you could think better above the trees. Downstairs the owner rented a room to a nail salon, whose smell reached Lena on the stairs. A coat hung on the landing that had seemed to belong to nobody for years. Its sleeves were too short for most of the people who worked there.
Eva opened the door with a toothpick between her lips. She took it out when she saw Lena.
‘A seed,’ she said. ‘I had one of those rolls. Come and sit down.’
Two mugs waited on the meeting table. One bore the name of a conference they had attended together seven years ago. After the last talk, they had queued for an hour and a half for a replacement train. Eva had produced a pack of cards from her bag, as though she knew to prepare for such things.
Now three printed pages lay beside her laptop.
‘I've had a look,’ she said. ‘I think some of the fields have got mixed up.’
Lena stayed beside her chair. In the car she had rehearsed how to begin: ask what Eva had received before pointing out every discrepancy. Something else came out.
‘I spoke to her on 6 May. The final version says she left on 31 March. That's not one field getting mixed up with another.’
Eva tapped the pages into a neat stack. ‘Sit down, will you? Then we can look at it.’
Lena sat. Outside, a crane swung above a row of poplars. Somewhere in the building a radio was playing.
Eva turned the laptop. She had two files open: Lena's attachment of 7 May and the PDF from the portal. Lena recognised the names. The original attachment had the address and date; the other ended in def. In the top corner were version numbers she had never assigned.
‘So this is your original document,’ Eva said. ‘And that's the project export. The address, the photographs, those came straight from your inspection.’
‘Not all the photographs.’
‘A selection. We often do that. Take out residents' details. No pictures showing cards or snapshots of children on the fridge.’
Lena looked at the cropped kitchen photograph. That explanation made it harder. She herself had once told Eva that a client was not entitled to a tour of somebody's private life. They had agreed not to leave family photographs and notes on fridges visible in exports as a matter of course.
‘That might explain why the photograph's narrower,’ she said. ‘Not why the house is supposed to be empty.’
‘No. I'm asking about that too.’
‘Who are you asking?’
‘The project team. Niels supplied the occupancy information.’
Eva pulled her chair closer. The toothpick lay beside her mouse, a grubby little thing Lena would not have noticed in another conversation.
‘There's a difference between an inspection and a handover,’ she said. ‘Sometimes the file says one thing and meanwhile another arrangement's been made. You know how it goes.’
‘What arrangement?’
‘For her to leave.’
‘She was there on 6 May. She told me she was waiting for a repair. I didn't hear her say she was leaving.’
Eva said nothing. Lena pushed her papers into the middle. Not the whole folder: just the sheet with her original observations and the paragraph that had later changed.
‘The conclusion goes further now, too. Here it says the condition of the property prevents long-term occupation. I described a localised damp patch. I didn't carry out an investigation that could support this conclusion.’
‘I can see that.’
‘Did you write it?’
Eva looked at the text. ‘I put the documents together. That doesn't mean I decided all the content.’
An answer to a question Lena had not asked. She could still feel the warmth through the mug's handle as she set it down.
‘My name's under that content.’
‘Your initials are under the whole file because your inspection forms part of it.’
‘Not under a conclusion I didn't reach.’
‘I understand.’
The understanding stopped somewhere short of an answer. Lena knew how good Eva was at closing a conversation without slamming a door. It had often helped her: with clients angling for an extra visit, contractors sending photographs late. Eva turned a refusal into something somebody else had to do first. Now that task belonged to a project Lena was being kept out of.
She pointed at the second file. ‘I want to know when this was made and what was changed before that.’
Eva opened the file properties. The creation date was 8 May, 4.40 p.m. The author field gave the name of the software. Lena wrote down the date and time.
‘I wouldn't read too much into that,’ Eva said. ‘Saving a PDF again can change it. And this is the export's version code, not the one for your source document.’
Lena looked up. She had not asked about the version code yet.
‘How does that work?’
‘Each file gets a sequence. Photographs, report, status. There's more in it than just your report.’
‘Can we see the sequence?’
Eva closed the properties window. ‘Not in this PDF.’
‘In the system where you made it?’
‘Part of it. Some of the material came separately.’
She picked up a printout: a diagram of what went into an export. Job details, photograph references, status fields, approval. She had added an arrow in pencil. Lena could see how easily the system placed genuine information beside somebody else's assertion, then let one name at the bottom vouch for both.
‘Who approved it?’
‘The project information? Niels.’
‘And my text?’
‘There wasn't another approval round scheduled for that.’
The answer came more quietly. Lena put down her pen.
‘So you used my initials without sending me the altered text.’
‘You had other things on your mind that week.’
‘That's not permission.’
Eva set both hands on the table, fingers slightly spread. She had brought food after Jip's accident. Not a casserole and a card, just a carton of nasi from the place on the corner. She had sat in the kitchen while Jip slept upstairs and told Lena not to worry about the jobs piling up. There had been reasons to trust her. Those reasons did not vanish because something was wrong now. They made it harder to insist on an answer.
‘I'm trying to work out what happened,’ Eva said. ‘I haven't got everything here.’
‘What have you got?’
‘Your email. The photographs. The export request.’
‘Can I see the request?’
Eva nodded, though it took her a moment to open her inbox. She searched for the address. More messages appeared than Lena expected: subject lines mentioning additions, key records and schedules. Eva opened a message sent on 8 May. Niels was the sender. Lena read his address on the screen, but Eva scrolled down to the attachments before she could read the whole email.
‘This is the extra information for the project fields.’
There were two attachments. Lena asked to see the email itself. Eva scrolled back up.
Niels asked her to include the occupancy status from the new schedule and have the file ready that afternoon. It needed to fit the next tranche. The additional compilation work fell outside the original fee and could be invoiced separately.
‘What's the tranche?’ Lena asked.
‘A group of properties. For settling the project accounts.’
‘Empty properties?’
‘Properties handed over, I think.’
‘You think?’
‘Lena, I don't do their accounts. I supply documents.’
She pressed a hand to her forehead and held it there. Lena did not see a helpless victim of complicated software. She saw her colleague, who had made decisions and was now trying to blur their edges.
‘How much did you get for the extra compilation work?’
Eva looked at her. ‘That's not really your business.’
‘It's a file with my name on it.’
‘A fee for extra work. You charge for extra work too.’
Lena let the comparison pass. An extra fee could be normal. A hurried email could be normal. A schedule of departures could be normal. She could not get past their combination with the false text.
‘Send me this email and its attachments exactly as you received them,’ she said. ‘And the changes you made. Not another PDF with the wording tidied up.’
Eva ran her hand along the edge of the laptop. ‘I need to check whether there's project information in it that I'm allowed to share.’
‘You can't use the project to keep my own report and the changes to it from me, can you?’
‘That's not what I'm saying.’
‘Then I'd like it today.’
Eva had stopped nodding. ‘I'll try today. I've got two more appointments.’
They looked at each other across the mugs. The coffee was cold. Lena remembered the queue for that train, how easily Eva had persuaded four strangers to join their game. It would have been easier if she had never liked her.
‘Nobody can reach Sofie,’ Lena said.
Eva's hand stopped on the mouse. ‘You mentioned that.’
‘And a neighbour who helped her with letters died last week. Behind those houses.’
‘I read about it.’
‘I don't know if there's a connection. But I'm not waiting for you lot to finish your project accounts before I report what's been changed in my name.’
‘Who do you mean, you lot?’
It was Eva's first sharp question. Lena kept her eyes on the screen.
‘I don't know yet.’
Eva did not close the laptop, but drew it back to her side of the table. Lena gathered her papers. She had no proof Eva knew about the disappearance, no proof the payment was for anything other than work. What she had was a conversation in which questions about her own text had been answered with explanations of everything else.
At the door, Eva said she would ask Niels about the occupancy status.
‘Don't just ask about the status,’ Lena said. ‘Ask who established the departure date, and on what grounds.’
‘Yes.’
‘And keep what you've already got. The intermediate files too, and the original emails.’
Eva took the toothpick from the table and threw it away. ‘I always do.’
The stairs still smelt of nail polish. Lena did not go straight outside. On her phone she made a brief record of what she had seen: email from Niels, 8 May; extra compilation work, separately billable; no separate check of her altered text. Beside the file date she noted that it proved nothing on its own.
She saved it before she could decide again that writing about Eva was disloyal.
No Statement of Departure
At Mieke's office, an empty umbrella stand had a mop beside it. All the umbrellas they lent out had been taken, the receptionist said, and nobody remembered to bring them back when the sun came out. Lena put her own in the stand. She did not want to end the afternoon as yet another person who had forgotten something.
Mieke came to collect her from the waiting room. Her office was small, with a round table beside a desk mostly buried under paper. An open box containing a kettle sat on a chair. The old one still worked, Mieke said, but only if you held the switch down. That no longer counted as a coffee break.
‘Would you like a drink? We can try out the new one.’
Lena asked for tea. She put her folder on the round table and waited while Mieke looked through the papers.
‘This is your report?’
‘The first three pages. The other three are from the project portal.’
Mieke made two piles. She wrote the dates on a separate sheet, leaving Lena's papers unmarked.
‘And you were hired to carry out an inspection. By whom?’
‘Noordhuis. RietWonen owns the houses. Eva puts the documents together for various jobs.’
‘Who let you in?’
‘The first time, Sofie herself. Niels arranged the appointment, but she opened the door. This Monday Pieter opened the access box. He said the house was empty and access had been arranged.’
‘Did you see what permission had been given?’
‘No. When I realised something was wrong, I stopped the inspection.’
Mieke wrote that down too. She asked about the written instructions, the name on the emails, how Lena usually checked the final version. None of her questions allowed Lena to hide behind a technical term.
‘I usually get the combined report back. Then I check my findings have been included properly.’
‘Usually?’
‘For the last few months it's gone into the portal. With a notification that it's ready.’
‘Which you didn't open this time.’
‘No.’
The word lay briefly between them. Mieke did not make it larger than it was. She looked at the passage about long-term occupation and asked what Lena had actually examined.
Lena described the localised damp patch, the condition of the finishes, what her meter had told her and what she had not opened up. She would never have concluded from that inspection that Sofie could no longer live there. Repairs were needed. Anything more serious required further investigation.
‘Then you need to make that distinction clear,’ Mieke said. ‘For people who don't know what an inspection can establish.’
She turned the altered report towards Lena.
‘I'm afraid they used this to put her out of her home.’
Mieke glanced at the clock, not to hurry her, but as though judging how much they could cover in one conversation.
‘A surveyor can't end a tenancy by ticking a box. A housing association still needs the proper agreement or procedure for someone to leave. A building report doesn't replace that.’
Lena felt her shoulders drop. Mieke noticed.
‘But someone can use a false report to put pressure on a tenant. Tell her there's no point staying, or it's dangerous. Make other people think her departure's already settled. That's why I want to know what other documents exist alongside this report, and who's seen them.’
‘A statement confirming her departure?’
‘For instance. Or an offer of another home. Letters about repairs. What Sofie herself said or signed. We don't know what there is yet.’
Lena would have liked to hear that the wrong date made the entire file worthless at once. Mieke offered something less comfortable: a way forward that required every part to be examined separately.
‘Can you request her file?’
‘Not just because you're here. I can help Sofie if she wants me to act for her. What I can do for you is explain how to record your own involvement properly.’
She poured the tea. The new kettle gave a few small clicks after switching off. Mieke left the instruction leaflet on her desk.
‘Are you in touch with her?’
‘No. Ria sent her my number. She hasn't been in touch.’
‘And someone's seen her since the departure date in the report?’
‘I did, on 6 May. Ria did on 13 May. Ria said I could pass that on. At first she said the twelfth, then she checked her calendar.’
Mieke nodded. ‘Keep the correction in. People don't have a camera in their heads taking pictures of the calendar.’
‘Doesn't it make it weaker?’
‘It makes clear what she's certain of and what she isn't. That matters more than getting the first sentence perfect.’
Lena thought of her list of discrepancies. Each time she learnt something, she had wanted to set it beside something else until the pieces seemed to fit. A mistaken date, corrected, had helped her more than a plausible-sounding certainty.
She told Mieke about Henk. That Cor had known him, that he helped residents with letters, that he had been found behind the houses. She also repeated what Ria had said about voices the previous evening. Mieke listened without pointing to anything on her sheet.
‘Ria's spoken to the police herself?’
‘Yes. I don't know exactly what she told them. She gave me no names, no words she'd been able to make out.’
‘Then don't turn your notes into another statement on her behalf. You can say you've spoken to her and she's given information herself.’
‘I don't know if the police know anything about Sofie.’
‘You can ask. And tell them about your own observations and documents. You don't need to know a crime's been committed before passing on relevant facts.’
Since Monday the word police had hovered at the edge of everything. Lena had been waiting for a definite reason to use it. Something a surveyor could point to and prove. But Sofie was not a leak that had to grow large enough before anybody reported it.
‘I don't want to report someone missing if she's just somewhere else.’
‘Tell them what you know. Not being able to reach her isn't the same as her being missing. Say when you saw her and why the documents worry you. If she's safe and doesn't want contact, that needs handling carefully too.’
Mieke pushed a blank sheet towards her.
‘Let's put your facts in order. Questions underneath. Keep them separate.’
Lena began with 6 May. Mieke stopped her when she went to write that Niels had lied about Sofie leaving. She could record what the file said, what Niels had told her and how her own observations contradicted it. She did not know his intention.
It took almost half an hour. Small details lay behind the account, things she had not thought important at first: who had taken the key on Monday, when Pieter had said the house was empty, which photographs she had taken herself. Mieke asked if she had removed any papers from the house.
‘No.’
‘Good. If you add anything later, record where it came from. And pass on the original files once you've agreed a proper way of doing it. Not just your summary.’
They agreed that Lena would write her own correction to the building report. Mieke would check that the covering text clearly separated first-hand observations from other information. Questions about her professional liability would also need her own adviser or insurer. Mieke was not representing everybody involved.
‘What if Sofie gets in touch?’ Lena asked.
‘Ask what she wants. You can give her my details. You don't need to send me her address. I won't need that for our first conversation.’
Lena wrote Mieke's number on a separate card, as though that would help her pass it on more quickly. She could feel herself pinning her hopes on it already: find Sofie, then she would understand where the dates had come from. Perhaps Sofie had no energy for that. Lena could not expect her to come and solve the problems in her file.
It was still raining outside. Lena sat in the car, looking at the two sheets they had drawn up together. The wet umbrella lay on a newspaper in the footwell. She rang the police's general contact number and said she had information about Bremstraat 18 and who had been living there. The call handler did not ask for her thoughts on Henk's death. He asked her name and how she had obtained the information.
She began with her work. Her voice sounded more ordinary than she felt. A report in her name had been altered after her inspection. The woman who, according to the altered file, had already left had still been living in the house on 6 May. Lena had been unable to reach her since raising her questions. A neighbour who had helped with residents' queries had recently died behind the houses.
‘Did you see what happened to him?’ the call handler asked.
‘No.’
‘Do you know the tenant personally?’
‘From the inspection. Not otherwise.’
He asked whether she had Sofie's number, and whether she could give the names of other people who had seen her as contacts. Lena explained that she had no direct number. She gave her own observations and Ria's name, within the limits Ria had set. She did not claim to have proof of murder. Nobody needed that word to record the report.
He asked her to keep the original documents. He gave her a reference number and said somebody might contact her for more information. He could not say what was already known about Henk or Sofie. Lena should not have expected him to.
‘If you see anything new, or there's an immediate danger, contact us again,’ he said.
She wrote that down too. Not because it was a coded message, but because she had just learnt how much a quiet conversation could change. There was still no answer. But her information now existed somewhere outside the project that treated her original report as a draft.
As she started the engine, Jip rang. Would she be on time? There were wraps at home, and she did not want to wait until eight to eat.
Lena checked the time. Traffic on the road out of town was slow, but she did not need to go back to the office for a folder. Everything she still needed that day was beside her.
‘I'll be home in half an hour,’ she said. ‘Put the oven on, will you? I'll be there before it's hot.’
‘It doesn't take that long.’
‘Just after, then.’
Jip told her which setting she had chosen. Lena listened to the end. Only when the call was over did she put on her indicator.
Under Her Own Name
By a quarter past eight, the kitchen was full of washing-up again. They had cooked nothing special, yet Jip had needed four bowls for three wraps. She had kept the tomato, lettuce, beans and cheese separate because, she said, things looked sad sooner when you mixed them up. Lena left the empty bowls where they were. She sat with her laptop at the dry end of the table, working on her correction.
The first sentence said her name was being unlawfully used to support false records. She read it aloud, very quietly. Jip looked up from the sofa.
‘What?’
‘Nothing. I'm trying to find a better sentence.’
‘Don't mumble, then. It's really annoying when you can't hear the rest.’
Lena deleted it and began again: I inspected the property on 6 May in the tenant's presence. Then she described her instructions and the version she had sent on 7 May. Nothing more. The words were simpler. They did nothing to lessen her fear.
She had the original email open beside the document. Sent at 9.12 a.m., with the three attachments she had chosen herself and a short note to Eva saying the report was ready. An insignificant remark about a separate appointment the following week came at the end. It was strange to examine so carefully an email she had once sent without a thought.
In the next section she set out the differences. She had not established that the tenant left on 31 March. She had not concluded that long-term occupation was impossible. Two sets of keys had been discussed during her inspection; she had not checked any later total. Her kitchen photograph had subsequently been cropped. She could not say by whom, or why. The altered version had been exported on 8 May, but the time in the file properties did not establish who had changed the contents.
Then the initials. She had not authorised their use to endorse altered observations or conclusions. She chose endorse, not falsify. That last word belonged to a judgement she could not make on her own. What the initials endorsed in the document, she could explain.
She opened a second sheet for Monday. There she wrote that she had not completed the final inspection because the information supplied as its basis could not be adequately confirmed on site. The incomplete inspection must not be recorded as a handover. She had seen that the living room had been cleared. That did not establish an agreed departure date, a waiver of rights or permission for what happened to the house afterwards.
She had borrowed waiver of rights from Mieke. She put a question mark beside the sentence so it would not slip unnoticed into the final text. Her expertise covered the defects in a wall well enough. The rights of somebody who had lived within it needed care.
‘Is that the wrong report?’ Jip asked.
Lena nodded.
‘Can't you just say it isn't yours?’
‘Some of it is.’
Jip turned down her laptop. ‘Then say which bit isn't.’
‘That's what I'm trying to do.’
‘Then what?’
Lena looked at the recipients. Niels, Pieter, Eva and the records team's general address. Somebody at RietWonen also needed to see that the matter was not closed simply because Niels said they had spoken. When she rang that afternoon, she had been given an address for complaints about files. She had added that too.
‘Then they'll know I formally dispute it. I'll ask them to keep the old version but stop using it as my approved opinion.’
‘Why do they have to keep it?’
‘Otherwise nobody can check what happened.’
‘So you want it gone and you want to keep it.’
‘More or less.’
Jip considered this, then took the empty bowl beside her to the worktop. Lena got up too. In five minutes they cleared most of it together. One pan remained on the hob with a crusted edge that needed soaking. It was not a message about their lives, just a pan you could not clean with a quick rinse.
Back at the table, Lena read the text again. She wanted to write that the false departure date had had consequences for Sofie. She did not yet know which consequences. Instead she asked what actions had been taken on the basis of that date and the report, and by whom. Beside it she requested a record of the versions, the changes supplied and the approvals. She was not asking to see every tenant's details. She wanted answers about the document that bore her own name.
She wrote separately that Sofie had been present on 6 May. That was the fact she kept having to protect from all the words around it. She had spoken to the woman. She did not depend on a box, a code or somebody else's memory.
A message from Eva arrived. Still waiting for the extra information from the project team. More tomorrow.
Lena checked the time. Their meeting had been that morning. She had needed the afternoon to avoid leaping straight from disappointment to accusation. Now the delay was small enough to sound reasonable again.
She replied that she would formally record her original report and the discrepancies that evening. She repeated her request that all emails received, attachments and intermediate files be kept unchanged. Then she silenced the notifications.
At nine, Mieke replied about the covering text. Two brief comments. The incomplete inspection must still be described as incomplete. The sentence about waiving rights could go: Lena could simply say she had neither seen nor investigated an agreement to leave. That was what she knew.
Lena made the changes, shortening the correction by a few lines. She created a PDF headed Correction and explanation of report. No new final report replacing the old documents. In the covering email she explained which attachment was her original inspection report, which the comparison and which her account of Monday. The filenames were long and unattractive. They would still make sense later.
Before sending it, she rang Tom. He answered after a few rings, a satnav voice in the background.
‘Can you talk?’
‘Just dropping someone off. Hang on.’
She heard a car door, a thank you, the car pulling away. She waited for him to speak again.
‘How are things?’
‘Fine. I just wanted to confirm you're taking Jip tomorrow. I've put it in the calendar and told her.’
‘That was already arranged.’
‘I know. I still wanted to confirm it.’
‘Confirmed, then.’
She could hear him smiling. She wanted to tell him it was not only about the appointment. She needed someone who did not immediately want something from her file. Once he would have asked what was wrong after an opening like that. Or she would have thought he ought to ask, and resented him when he did not.
‘There's something at work,’ she said herself.
‘Jip mentioned it. Something about a report.’
‘It's been changed. I'm putting it right in writing now. It could cost me work.’
He did not say it probably would not be that bad. The satnav told him to take a turning. He let it finish and waited a second.
‘Are you sure?’
‘About the changes, yes. Not everything around them.’
‘Then you can't only put half of it right to hang on to the job, can you?’
She gave a short laugh. ‘Suddenly it sounds so simple.’
‘I'm not saying it's simple. I don't have to do it.’
That helped more than he probably intended. She asked if he could drop Jip at home after the check-up if Lena was not back. He could, but could not stay until the afternoon. He would be back on shift. They made no arrangements for days off they did not know about yet, no promises intended to soften some later problem.
After the call, Jip came for her phone charger. Lena told her she had spoken to Tom and the appointment was still arranged. Jip already knew.
‘He texts faster,’ she said.
‘I won't try to beat him.’
Jip glanced at the open document. ‘Are you going to be much longer?’
‘Just send it. Then I'll stop.’
‘Don't say that if you don't know.’
‘I do know this time.’
Once Jip was upstairs, Lena checked each address. Her police report and Ria's details were not attached to the professional correction. Someone assessing the report did not need to know who was trying to contact a tenant.
She read the beginning and the end. The small sentence I failed to check the released version in time remained. It was her mistake. She had almost changed it to circumstances made checking impossible, but that made something sound beyond her control when she had failed to make proper arrangements. There was no explanation about Jip's arm. That did not belong in this file.
At 9.46 p.m., she pressed send.
She sat for a moment. No instant phone call, no threatening reply. Only an acknowledgement from the general address and a message saying the complaints department would respond within its usual timescale. The world did not know she had done something she had dreaded all day.
She saved the sent email and attachments with her other original documents. On a blank sheet she wrote down the unanswered questions. Exactly what had changed on 8 May. When and why more keys had been needed. Where the departure date came from. Whether Sofie had received her messages. Beside the keys she noted that Cor still had to confirm what he could say about his own work. She put no name beside that question.
The sheet looked less tidy afterwards. She decided that did not matter.
As she closed the laptop, she checked her phone once more. She had returned three missed calls from the past fortnight: two clients and a delivery driver. She would not ask Ria to send another message simply to draw out a reply Sofie might not want, or safely be able, to give. Ria had passed on her details. Mieke could be reached. The police had her report.
She switched off the light over the table. In the living room Jip's closed laptop lay on the sofa, the final slide of the station somewhere behind its screen. Lena folded the blanket beside it, left it slightly crooked and put her phone in the kitchen.
For the first time that week, she went upstairs without a folder.
A Fall Is Not an Explanation
A police officer's bicycle leant against the interview-room window. A thin layer of pollen covered the saddle. Lena had put her own bike in the rack when she arrived; only now did she notice another entrance on this side of the building. She had walked round past two glass doors and a sign directing visitors to a bell. Anouk van Dalen had come for her before she found out whether it worked.
‘Would you like coffee?’
Lena shook her head. She had already had two cups at the unit. Her bag stayed on her lap. A frayed bit on the strap kept finding its way between her thumb and forefinger.
Anouk pushed a glass of water towards her. There was a computer in the corner, but only a notebook on the table. She had read the initial report, she said. First she wanted to hear from Lena why she had contacted them.
‘I was in that house on 6 May. Sofie van Dijk was living there. The report being circulated now says it's been empty since the end of March.’
‘And you wrote that report?’
‘The original. Not this.’
Anouk waited. Lena heard how absolute it sounded and put her bag on the floor.
‘I sent my text to a colleague. She put the files together for the job. She often does. My daughter had an accident, and I didn't check what eventually went into the portal.’
‘When was the accident?’
‘7 May. In the evening. The email was that morning.’
‘Can you still access the email?’
‘Yes. The message and attachment. And my photographs.’
She had brought a folder of printouts. At home she had considered putting everything in order in plastic sleeves. In the end she had simply written the date and filename at the top of each printout. Anouk took the papers and set them face up without starting to read.
‘Paper helps us look at things together. We'll also need the original files, not just a forwarded copy.’
Lena took her phone out and placed it beside the glass. ‘I can show you here.’
‘That's fine. I won't search your phone. You show me what you mean. Then we'll agree how you can send us the documents.’
She opened her sent emails. The screen kept going dark as she explained the attachment. The third time, she did not change the timeout setting, though her finger had already reached for it. Anouk bent towards the phone, read the date, then looked back at Lena.
‘What were you asked to do on 6 May?’
‘Assess a leak. Damp at the junction with the rear wall. Establish where further investigation was needed. I found no reason to declare the whole house uninhabitable.’
‘You found no reason, or you established that it was safe?’
Lena drew her hand back. ‘I didn't write that it was safe. It was a limited inspection. Some things needed further investigation. But I didn't identify the defects described in this export.’
Anouk made a note and did not press the correction further. The precision gave Lena a little room. She did not have to supply certainty she lacked.
On the second page she pointed out the number of key sets. She described the two sets, the seven in the later version and the spare key still in the kitchen drawer. Anouk stopped her at the blue loop.
‘You saw that on both visits?’
‘On 6 May Sofie showed me her spare key in the kitchen drawer, then put it back. On 18 May it was still there.’
‘Did you take it?’
‘No.’
‘Who authorised the second visit?’
Lena explained about Pieter Drost, the inspection request and the access that came with the instructions. She described the point at which she had stopped. Once she realised the house might not have been vacated at all, she had inspected no further rooms.
‘But you had already been inside.’
‘Yes.’
She wanted to say any surveyor would have done the same. It was not true, and would not help. She had trusted an instruction because the names on her screen were familiar. Anouk underlined a word in her notebook.
‘There's a difference between the permission you're given and what you find when you get there. It's useful to describe where you became aware of that difference.’
‘So this is about my access?’
‘It's about what happened. That includes what you did.’
Outside, the bicycle slowly slipped off its stand and came to rest against the window. Lena watched until Anouk said her name.
‘I'd like the sequence now. Starting on 6 May. What do you know first-hand, and what have other people told you?’
They began again. The Wednesday visit, Thursday's email, Friday's new export. Anouk asked who had received the text and about the version code Lena had seen in the portal. She did not ask Lena to explain the code. When Lena said the time could prove Eva had intervened, Anouk put her pen down.
‘It may show that another version was saved. We still need to establish who saved it and what happened to the files.’
‘Eva had access.’
‘That's what you're telling me. You've spoken to her too?’
‘She says she hasn't changed the content.’
‘Put that down as well. The date of the conversation too, if you can. Don't try to reconstruct her exact words if you no longer remember them.’
Lena thought of the sentences she had repeated in her head over the past few days. Eva's tone had changed with each repetition. A question had turned into a warning. She might be able to recover the words, but could not neatly preserve the moment around them.
She turned her glass halfway round. A wet circle remained on the table.
‘I think Sofie was pressured into leaving. Other residents are being treated as though their departures are already settled. Mieke Kraan has seen documents.’
‘Does Ms Kraan have permission to share them?’
‘Some of them. She's getting consent from each resident.’
‘That matters. Your observation on 6 May is separate from what other people tell us about their homes. We won't combine it all into one account before we've heard from each of them.’
Anouk turned to a fresh page. She left the notebook open as she asked when Lena first heard that Henk Roos had died.
‘This week. From Cor Meijer, the locksmith. Then I spoke to Ria.’
‘Did you know Mr Roos?’
‘No. Cor told me about him. I recognised the surname, but I couldn't put a face to it.’
‘What connects his death with these documents for you?’
Lena did not point at the printouts. They said nothing about Henk. She explained that he helped Sofie with letters, that he had still been helping her on 14 May and had been found by the back steps. Halfway through she heard herself state a possibility in the past tense: he had challenged someone about the keys.
‘I don't know that,’ she said. ‘That last bit's my own idea.’
Anouk nodded and stopped writing.
‘An older man falls down some steps, and it's easy to leave it there,’ Lena said.
‘Easy for whom?’
‘The people who want those houses empty.’
‘I mean, whom can you say that about for certain?’
Lena sat still. She had not expected this woman to be indifferent. Yet she had prepared for a door closing, for a conversation she would have to keep open by putting the emphasis in the right place. Instead she kept having to make room for what she did not know.
‘Nobody,’ she said.
‘A fall can be an accident. But the word fall doesn't explain how somebody ended up there either. I can't discuss all the information about Mr Roos with you. We'll consider what you've told us alongside what we already have. An accident looking possible at first doesn't mean new information gets discarded.’
‘And Sofie?’
‘We want her to be able to let us know how she is. Has anyone had direct contact with her since 14 May?’
‘Not anyone I've spoken to.’
Anouk asked about family and work. Lena knew of the bread factory only from their conversation during the inspection. Sofie worked early shifts and sometimes struggled to arrange an appointment in the middle of the day. Lena did not know her brother. She had asked Mieke to help make contact; Mieke wanted to reach him herself first.
‘Don't go to her employer asking for her shifts,’ Anouk said. ‘You aren't entitled to that information. If she contacts you but doesn't want to say where she is, she doesn't have to. She can speak to us, or ask her own adviser to make contact.’
‘What if she's afraid of someone who has keys?’
‘Then we want to hear what she's afraid of. From her. She can keep any messages, where possible. You don't need to prepare her statement.’
Prepare stung. It was what Lena had done throughout her working life: make a visit useful, ensure no unanswered question cost them another day later. She picked up the phone and closed the email.
‘I corrected the file in writing last night. The reply came this morning. Noordhuis wants to take me off the job.’
Anouk asked whether it contained a threat.
‘It's a business reply. Payment depends on a completed file. They say I'm causing confusion.’
‘Keep that too. I can't assess your contract. If anyone threatens you or comes looking for you, tell us. You don't have to decide whether it's serious enough first.’
They discussed how to send the material. Lena received an address for the documents she was entitled to share and a reference number for further contact. Anouk asked her to list which files were originals and which she had downloaded from the portal. For now, the printouts stayed with Lena. Nobody took any papers without agreeing it first. Less impressive than a sealed box, and probably more useful.
At the door, Lena asked whether she could still contact Niels. Anouk said she could not forbid an ordinary business enquiry.
‘But what do you expect another conversation to achieve?’
Lena looked at her folder. She wanted to ask the same questions as yesterday, only with less patience.
‘For him to stop using my text.’
‘You've sent the correction. Make sure you can show what you know now. Don't set things up to catch him out.’
Someone had straightened the bicycle outside. Lena walked round to her own rack. Her phone showed a missed call from Mieke. With one hand on the handlebars, she listened to the message.
Mieke had reached Ruben van Dijk. He wanted to speak to Lena about his sister's house. He had agreed to her passing on his work number. He could spare half an hour that afternoon, but not at Mieke's office.
Lena did not put the appointment straight into her calendar. First she sent Anouk the files in the way they had just agreed. In the comments field she briefly identified the text she had written herself. She deleted the sentence about what Henk might have known. For now it belonged nowhere among the facts.
Then she rang Ruben. He answered with a van reversing somewhere close to the phone. Four beeps.
‘I can do three,’ he said. ‘But I'm not sitting there listening to what everyone says about my sister.’
‘I'd like to hear what you know yourself.’
He named a café by the business park. Lena wrote it on the back of her acknowledgement letter. When she pulled her bicycle from the rack, the back wheel caught in the low hoop. She had to lift it again with both hands before it came free.
Ruben's Account
The café by the business park had a lunch menu with one handwritten price left. Freshly printed strips covered the rest. Lena chose a table facing the door and put her folder on the chair beside her. A woman rinsed glasses behind the bar. A man in bright green work trousers was eating soup, his phone resting on the bread basket.
Ruben van Dijk arrived early. He paused in the doorway when he saw Lena. She recognised something of Sofie's eyes, though perhaps she would have looked for it in any man introduced as her brother. He wore a work jacket with no company name and had a scrape across one knuckle.
‘You're the surveyor.’
Lena got up. He sat before she could offer her hand.
‘Wouters,’ she said. ‘Lena.’
‘I haven't got long. Mieke said you had questions about the house.’
‘And that you could tell me something about Sofie.’
He put his car key on the table and pushed it back and forth with his thumb. A plastic trolley token hung from the ring. Lena glanced at the scrape, then back at his face. She could not turn every scratch into an incident.
The woman came from behind the bar to take their order. Ruben asked for coffee, and whether he could pay before leaving. Lena ordered tea. He looked as though she had deliberately chosen something that took time.
‘When did you last speak to her?’
‘She hates questions like that.’
‘She may do. When was it?’
Ruben rubbed the table where a coffee ring had dried. ‘Last week. Wednesday. Everything was still normal then.’
‘Normal how?’
‘She had work. She didn't have time.’
‘Did she say where she was?’
‘I didn't ask.’
Lena waited for his coffee before asking anything else. Ruben lifted the cup, put it straight down and kept hold of its handle.
‘The file says she left on 31 March. Is that right, as far as you know?’
‘She was moving.’
‘To which house?’
‘She doesn't have to tell you.’
‘No, she doesn't. But I spoke to her at Bremstraat on 6 May. In her kitchen. She showed me where the damp kept coming back. That's why I'm asking what the departure date means.’
He looked at the folder on the chair.
‘Did you take photographs of everything?’
‘Of the damage. With her permission.’
‘Not her things?’
‘Not to prove how much she owned. I had no reason to investigate whether she lived there.’
‘Then you can't say she was sleeping there.’
The certainty came too quickly. Lena set down her glass without drinking.
‘She told me about her shifts. How she wanted to sleep first after an early one. She asked if we could arrange the next appointment in the same way. She never mentioned a moving date.’
Ruben turned his cup so the logo faced away from her.
‘People stay places temporarily.’
‘In their own rented home?’
‘You don't know everything.’
Lena left her folder where it was. She wanted him to read her original report, but realised he would probably only look for lines he could use to end the conversation.
‘I know. I don't know how she is now, either. That worries me.’
He gave a short, angry laugh. ‘Everyone's worried all of a sudden. Where were they when she was forever ringing about that leak?’
‘I went when I was given the job. Afterwards I should have checked more carefully what happened to my report.’
He had evidently expected a defence. His mouth stayed open a moment. In the corner, the man in work trousers tapped his phone against the bread basket.
‘She always says nobody listens,’ Ruben said. ‘Then you try to sort something out for her and you're interfering.’
‘What did you sort out?’
‘Help with her move.’
‘Did she ask for it?’
He drank at last. The coffee was still hot; he drew air past his lower lip. ‘It was offered. There was money available to help those people. Not everyone has a van or someone to carry boxes.’
‘From Noordhuis?’
Ruben looked up. ‘What did Mieke say about that?’
‘We're talking about your sister. I'm asking who offered the help.’
‘Yes. Noordhuis. I was doing temporary work for them. I said I had work, didn't I?’
Outside, an engine hummed without starting. Ruben turned to the window. A van stood between two cars, but Lena did not know whether it was his.
‘What sort of temporary work?’
‘Helping organise moves. Making appointments, sorting out transport. Making sure someone's there if the resident can't be. Doesn't sound so terrible, does it?’
‘It sounds like work. Had the residents already agreed to leave?’
He set down his cup so hard coffee slopped across the saucer. ‘There were statements. Sums had been agreed. I wasn't there to count the ticks on every form.’
The woman behind the bar glanced over. Ruben took a napkin and pressed it into the saucer.
‘Sorry,’ he said, without making clear to whom.
‘Who prepared the statements?’
‘They came with the job.’
‘From Noordhuis?’
‘Different people. I got a list.’
‘Of houses to be emptied?’
‘Of appointments.’
Lena let the word stand. She saw Sofie by the back door again, shoulder wedged between the frame and the fridge because Lena could not reach the junction properly with her measuring rule. Sofie had opened the door wider and asked whether the patch could look dry with damp still behind the plaster. Nothing had suggested she was only visiting her house to clear it out.
‘Did your sister become one of those appointments?’
Ruben put the soggy napkin beside his cup. Coffee stained his fingers.
‘I wanted to make things easier for her.’
‘You just said she was moving.’
‘That was the plan.’
‘Her plan?’
He pushed his chair back, its legs scraping the floor. Lena thought he was leaving, but he only bent to take his phone from his jacket.
‘I don't know where she is,’ he said. ‘You can stop talking round it. If I knew, I'd have spoken to her myself.’
‘Have you tried to reach her?’
‘Of course.’
He unlocked his phone and scrolled, then put it face down again. He showed her nothing. She did not ask him to turn it over.
‘Last week she told me to leave her alone. Which I'm not doing, but she won't pick up. I ring and get nothing. Sometimes it rings. What does that tell you?’
‘I can't draw any conclusions from it.’
‘You think something's happened to her.’
‘I hope she's safe and can say what she wants for herself. I spoke to the police this morning.’
His hand closed round the phone. ‘About Sofie?’
‘My report. Her living in the house. The fact that nobody I'd spoken to had heard from her recently. I haven't invented a story about her.’
‘Did you give them my name?’
‘I said I hadn't met you yet.’
He looked at the door. The man with the soup had left, his chair askew. Ruben got up and went to pay for his coffee, leaving his key behind. Lena stayed seated. He came back after paying and slid the token from under his cup.
‘Who did you speak to?’
She gave him Anouk's name and the general contact details she was allowed to share. He could tell her what he knew directly. He put Lena's note into the breast pocket of his jacket, which had come half unstitched.
‘If I hear from her, I'm not telling everyone straight away.’
‘I'm not asking you to. Her address is hers to share. If you reach her, tell her she can speak to Mieke or Anouk. She doesn't have to go through me.’
He stayed beside the chair. ‘You put it all very nicely. But you could just stop. You don't have to work there any more.’
‘My name's under something I didn't write.’
‘Take your name off, then.’
‘And leave the rest?’
Ruben looked at the space where his cup had stood. ‘I didn't come up with how it was done.’
He left before she could answer. Outside, the van's sliding door did indeed open. An empty sack truck stood inside, beside a folded removal blanket. He did not look back at the window as he drove away.
Lena stayed until her tea was lukewarm. She had made no notes during the conversation. There was a pen in her bag, but she had not wanted it to become an interrogation she had no business conducting. Now she took out the little notebook she used for measurements. She wrote the time at the top and noted what Ruben had said about his work. Beside his account of Sofie leaving, she put: initially suggested move in progress; later said it was the plan. He had not given her a formal statement, and she could not turn it into one.
On the way home she stopped at the unit. It was quieter than most Fridays. Somebody had pulled shut the roller gate behind the building. Two pallets of tiles in the shared hall bore wet shoeprints. In her office, the light on the charger glowed green and useless. She had left her damp meter's battery at home.
She rang Mieke, who did not answer immediately but called back five minutes later, out of breath.
‘I'm walking a resident to the bus stop. What did he say?’
Lena described the conversation in order. At the departure on 31 March, Mieke interrupted.
‘Did he confirm that?’
‘No. First he said she was moving. Later he said it was the plan.’
‘Keep that distinction. He wants to protect his sister, and perhaps himself too. We don't know what choice he's making.’
‘He worked for Noordhuis. With statements and appointments.’
‘Don't ask him for her papers or belongings. If he wants advice on his own documents, he can bring them in. He's already had that offer.’
Lena went to the window. Outside, water dripped from the tap onto the corner of a crate.
‘Can I tell him I think something's gone wrong?’
‘He knows. You don't need to make him more anxious to get an answer.’
They agreed that Mieke would pass on another safe request for contact if she had the chance. Lena did not put Amir in touch with Ruben. She sent Anouk a short update: brother spoken to, no known whereabouts, mentioned his own temporary work for Noordhuis. The note in her measurement book remained her own. If Anouk asked to see it, she would explain when and how she had made it.
At home, Jip was cutting open a bread roll at the worktop. The opened packaging lay beside her; she was looking for the clip to close the rest. Lena put down her bag and watched her daughter's knee holding a drawer half shut.
‘Shall I do that?’
‘No. Can you tell me where the little knife is?’
Lena opened the drawer beside the oven. The knife lay between a peeler and the cheese slicer. She handed it to Jip and put some water on. Jip did not ask about the folder. Lena wanted to tell her about Ruben, the moment he had used the word plan, but could think of no reason to ask her daughter to carry it.
‘I spoke to someone this afternoon who's trying to reach her too,’ she said.
Jip put down the knife. ‘The woman from the house?’
‘Yes. When I know how she is, I'll tell you.’
‘And until then?’
Lena switched on the kettle. ‘Until then I'll eat with you. If you still want to eat with me.’
Jip pushed the other half of the roll towards her. A strip of plastic wrapper clung to the cut surface. Lena removed it and put it beside the clip, which had turned out to be behind the bread bin.
The Row of Houses
Ria had put four chairs on the pavement. Two held cushions, the other two piles of letters. The folding table between them was too narrow for her coffee pot and tub of biscuits. Whenever someone pointed to a letter, the pot had to move. Lena leant her bicycle against the fence and asked if she could carry anything.
‘It's not my table,’ Ria said. ‘Move it and it folds up. There's one place it'll stand, and it's standing there.’
It was Saturday morning. Further along, somebody was vacuuming a car, an extension lead trailing from an upstairs window. A boy crouched beside a punctured ball in a front garden. The ordinary life of the street made it harder to see the houses simply as numbers on a list. People here would be washing their curtains today, finding out whether they could fit a little dog flap. For the past week Lena had looked almost exclusively at back doors and traces of damp.
Amir was talking to a man in an apron across the road. He raised a hand when he saw her, but finished the conversation first. Ria took a letter from the top of a pile.
‘This one's mine. You don't need to ask permission to look.’
‘I'd still like to know what you want to do with it.’
‘Find out if it's right.’
The letter offered a payment for handing over the property on time. The second page said the resident confirmed they would leave it empty. A date had been printed in advance. Ria had circled it in red.
‘I never said I could leave that day. They said the form was just to keep our options open.’
‘Did you sign?’
‘No. Henk said to speak to someone who wasn't getting money out of it first.’
She put the letter back. The red circle had been drawn carefully, but strayed off course at the end.
A woman approached from one of the houses with two sealed envelopes. Seeing Amir cross the road, she clutched them to her chest.
‘I don't want to be in the paper.’
‘Then you don't have to speak to me,’ Amir said. ‘You can talk to Lena or your adviser. And I won't photograph any papers just because they're out here.’
She looked at Ria, who moved a pile of letters to the other chair and pointed to the space. The woman sat, still holding her envelopes. Lena did not need her name for this conversation. She said somebody had visited and told her the house must be empty before they could examine the roof. Two days later, a form arrived describing the visit as an agreement.
‘Did they come inside?’ Lena asked.
‘Only the hall. I had to go to my sister's. She'd had an operation. He saw my bag and said that worked out well.’
‘Did you agree to move out?’
‘I was going to my sister's for four nights.’
Lena asked if Mieke could ring her. She thought about it for a long time, sliding one envelope a little way out from behind the other, then back again.
‘I don't want them thinking I'm making trouble.’
‘You're allowed to ask what a form means before you sign. Mieke works for you. She can talk through how you want contact handled.’
‘You work for them.’
There was no reproach in it, just a reminder of something Lena might have forgotten.
‘I carried out an inspection for them. The report they're using in my name isn't what I wrote. I've reported that. It doesn't mean you have to trust me straight away.’
The woman looked at the two piles. ‘But you can tell whether a roof's bad, can't you?’
‘After the right inspection, I can give an opinion. I haven't looked at your roof. Mieke knows more about that letter than I do.’
Eventually the woman wrote her own phone number on a page from Ria's shopping pad. She folded it before handing it over. She kept her letters. As she walked away, her front door was already open. Somebody had waited behind it through the whole conversation without coming out.
Amir asked whether Ria would discuss her own offer with him. When she agreed, he did not switch on his recorder. First he asked how he could use her name and what details must stay out of the story. Lena took her folder to the fence. She heard no outraged interview, just the slow work of two people who did not immediately understand a question in the same way.
At the next house, a man brought a stool into the doorway and sat down. He had seen Lena arrive and wanted to know if she could get the utilities reconnected. The electricity was on, he said, but a letter warned that services might be interrupted during the work. He did not want to throw out all his food again.
‘Again?’ Lena asked.
‘Years ago. A fault. At least this time they promise to let you know when they're coming. Only they haven't given a day.’
How easily she might have recorded a second recent disconnection. The letter announced a possibility; the ruined freezer contents belonged to an old fault. She asked permission to read the page and pointed out the number for enquiries. He had rung it. The person answering had not known when anything would happen at his house either.
‘Ask your adviser to put the question in writing,’ Lena said. ‘I'm not going to guess what they'll disconnect here.’
The man took his stool inside and asked her to hold the door. A large pot of basil stood on the stairs, with scarcely any leaves left. His granddaughter had given it to him, he said, and kept asking if he watered it. Every day he watered it. Lena could hear him beginning to suspect that might be the problem.
When she came back, Amir had finished with Ria. He had written only a few lines. Ria poured Lena a cup of coffee she had not asked for.
‘You look like someone who's forgotten people need feeding today too.’
‘I've had breakfast.’
‘My daughter says that when all she's had is an apple.’
A woman came round the corner carrying a cardboard box. She kept hold of it as Ria got up and asked whether she had had to sort everything alone. She shook her head, a small, tired movement.
‘Not everything. I've decided I don't have to do it all this weekend.’
Lena knew who she must be before Ria introduced her. Nora Roos looked at Amir, then at the papers.
‘I don't want my father turned into the man who knew everything.’
‘Neither do I,’ Amir said. ‘If you'd like to talk, we can arrange a separate time.’
‘Not today.’
He stepped back. Nora turned to Lena.
‘You've been asking about him.’
‘I'm trying to understand what was happening to the residents. I've heard he helped Sofie with letters. I don't know anything beyond that first-hand.’
Nora shifted the box. Its bottom had begun to come loose on one side. Lena asked if she could take it, and at Nora's nod set it on the empty chair. No secret files inside. A vase, two mugs and an unopened packet of coffee.
‘I'm taking things that would otherwise sit there until I stopped wanting them,’ Nora said. ‘He bought that coffee specially for my visit. Then complained how expensive the brand had got.’
Ria gave a quiet laugh. ‘He always made too much.’
‘And then you had to have another cup, because he couldn't bear to waste it.’
Nora did not sit down. She rested her hands on the box and looked across the road, where the vacuum cleaner was still going. Lena asked whether Henk ever kept his appointment notes away from home.
‘You mean his notebooks?’
‘Cor mentioned them.’
‘He could never find them at home. One in his inside coat pocket, one by the phone. He used the one by the phone for shopping too. Then he'd come home with washing powder because he couldn't remember which page the bread was on.’
Ria pointed down the street. ‘Sometimes he left things at Cor's before going to the market. Your dad thought taking a bag was silly, then went and bought potatoes anyway.’
‘Cor said he still has something of Dad's,’ Nora said. ‘I told him there's no rush. I don't want people gathering up his things from everywhere to make a story.’
‘That's for you to decide,’ Lena said. ‘I won't ask Cor to give it to me.’
Nora looked at her a moment longer. ‘He could be irritating too. You can remember that. If someone didn't want to discuss a letter, he'd turn up again the next day. Same letter.’
Ria picked up the coffee pot. ‘Yes. Once he followed me all the way to the bottle bank.’
Nora straightened the top of the box, looked round and asked if anyone had tape. Lena kept a roll in her pannier for temporary markings. She fetched it and held the bottom while Nora taped the split. The tape was bright yellow. Nora smoothed down its ends with her thumb.
‘At least I'll know which box it is.’
A brief silence settled round the table after she left. Amir shut his notebook and asked Lena to walk with him. Ria kept her papers. Lena put the number for Mieke in the closed compartment of her folder.
At the corner, a Noordhuis sign stood behind the window of an empty property. A white scratch cut through the printed promise of space for the neighbourhood. Amir did not ask Lena to stop for a photograph.
‘I've seen your correction,’ he said. ‘You don't just want me to write that someone's misused your name, do you?’
‘No.’
‘You didn't check the final version.’
‘That's right.’
‘I can't say you objected from the start. You didn't until you went back.’
‘I haven't asked you to.’
He nodded. A tree root narrowed the pavement ahead, and Lena dropped behind him to get past. In her work she had always examined the street one piece at a time. One roof, one wall, one request. Now she saw the same movement in the forms: something provisional became, without discussion, a decision a resident was supposed to have made already.
Amir asked which documents he could use to check her account. She agreed to show him her original report and the relevant export, with personal details concealed. He would give the other parties an opportunity to respond before publication. Her words would appear under her own name. She could not release residents' statements on their behalf.
‘It'll probably get you an unpleasant call,’ he said.
‘I've had those already.’
‘From people who've just given you work until now, too.’
Lena looked at the sign behind the glass. Her name did not have to be on the frontage for her to be implicated in what went on behind it.
‘Check my account,’ she said. ‘Be precise about what you can establish. There's a woman I can't reach who lives here. That's no excuse for a headline we'll regret.’
Amir put the notebook in his bag. ‘I don't need a headline before I've heard from her.’
Ria called them back. She stood beside the table with her phone and wanted to correct one thing. She had said the work van was in the street on Monday. Now her calendar showed that her appointment elsewhere was on Tuesday. It was that morning she had seen the van on returning home. What she knew about Monday had come from somebody else.
Lena added the correction to her earlier note. Ria looked awkwardly at the papers.
‘So many people came round that week.’
‘That's why I'm asking again,’ Lena said.
They carried the table indoors before it could fold up: Ria holding the top, Lena the loose leg. In the hall it stayed open. Ria pointed to a place beside the coat rack where it was apparently allowed to wobble. One chair with a cushion had been left outside. Lena set it against the house, then retrieved her yellow tape from the coffee pot and put it in her pannier.
The Job Sheet from 10 May
Cor had not opened the shop. The usual Sunday hours still hung in the window. He waited at the front door and let Lena in without switching on the light above the counter. The back of the workshop was lit. A dismantled wooden drawer lay on his workbench.
‘Doesn't belong to a customer,’ he said as she looked at it. ‘So I'm allowed to break it.’
Clamps held one side of the drawer. Cor picked off a dried drop of glue with the tip of a screwdriver. He had said she could come that morning because he would be working on the cabinet anyway. Lena had not wanted her questions to cost him a day off. It turned out he spent much of his day off in the same few square metres where he worked.
‘I spoke to Nora yesterday,’ she said.
‘Did she get my message?’
‘Yes. She knows you have some of her father's things. She wants to decide what happens to them herself.’
Cor nodded. He put the screwdriver beside a cloth and pushed the drawer back from the edge.
‘I haven't given them to anyone. You included.’
‘I'm not asking.’
‘People sometimes say that just before they ask.’
He went to a cupboard by the back door. Through its window Lena could see the narrow path between the workshop and the low fence, with the street at the end. A delivery cyclist passed and vanished round the corner. The room smelt of wood glue, so Cor hooked the door open. The draught ran through to the dark shop, whose front door stayed shut.
Lena hung her coat on a chair. She had left her tablet behind and brought only the printed page listing seven sets of keys. Cor sat beside her and read the line twice.
‘And your first report said two.’
‘That's what I recorded. I didn't check all the housing association's key records. I wrote down what Sofie showed me and told me.’
‘That's clear enough.’
He tapped the seven. ‘Writing down a number doesn't prove you've seen all those keys.’
‘That's why I've come to you.’
Cor turned his chair a quarter-turn. Storage boxes were stacked on the cupboard. He reached for the middle one without pulling at the top. Lena got up to hold the top box. He waited until she had both hands free, then put the one he wanted on the table.
‘I know what an ordinary job sounds like,’ he said. ‘A maintenance man brings a set in. Wants extra sets for people working at an address for a few weeks. It happens.’
‘Did he tell you the house was empty?’
‘He said they needed to get in. There was work planned. I didn't ask about the tenant.’
‘Who was it?’
‘Niels Vos. He often came in for RietWonen. I knew his name. He didn't have to introduce himself every time he brought me a job.’
Rubber bands held bundles of job sheets, some handwritten, some printed. Cor did not put a whole stack in front of her. He searched for himself, read a page and slid it beneath another bundle. His phone rang in the shop. He waited for it to stop.
‘I said I'd ring you back,’ he said to nobody in particular.
He drew a sheet from the May bundle and laid it in front of himself. Then he turned it round.
‘This is the job. Just this one.’
One edge of the paper had been torn off. Bremstraat 18. Five sets. 10 May. RietWonen in the client field, and below it N. Vos with a mobile number. Lena read without reaching for her phone.
‘The tenth was a Sunday too.’
‘Yes. He rang to ask if I could do something. Needed it the next morning. I was here. Like today.’
‘Did he sound as though it was urgent?’
‘In a hurry. He often is. He didn't say anyone was out in the cold. An ordinary request for work.’
‘Five extra sets?’
‘Five. He had a set I could copy. He took that away again, along with the ones I'd made.’
Lena looked back at her own page. Two sets present on 6 May. Five new ones on the tenth. The number fitted, almost too well. She wanted to lay a whole chain of events behind the match: seven keys, seven ways into the house without Sofie. But the job sheet did not say who had received a key. It said what Cor supplied, and to whom.
‘Did he bring that set back?’
‘No.’
‘Do you know who went to the house with it afterwards?’
‘No. I shut my own door after that. I don't follow my customers.’
Lena bent over the date. The sequence was there in front of her. The export listing seven sets had been in the portal on 8 May; the order came two days later. Somebody had recorded a number that Cor's delivery could not explain at that point. Even that needed qualifying. Another set might have existed elsewhere, or there might have been an earlier plan. She wrote the dates side by side in her notebook and left a gap where the conclusion would go.
Cor looked at the printout. ‘I told you about the duplicates the first time. I wasn't going to open up all my accounts. There are people in there who lost a key on holiday.’
‘I understand.’
‘Yesterday I kept wondering who I was being careful for. I don't want to spread a story about a customer I can't back up. I don't want to pretend this job never happened either.’
He put a hand on the sheet, not to take it away, but to stop the draught shifting it.
‘You can write down what it says. No photographs of the piles. I'll speak to the police about this job sheet myself.’
Lena gave him Anouk's contact details and the reference number. She said he should use his own words, including about the questions he had not asked. He studied the little piece of paper, then copied the name into his address book.
‘They need to ring me,’ he said. ‘I'm not sending a photograph somewhere and assuming that's it.’
‘You can arrange that.’
He fetched his phone from the shop and added the number. Then he slipped the job sheet back into its bundle. Lena could not take a copy. For a moment she was disappointed, and ashamed of it. His decision would help her less in an argument with Noordhuis, and help the investigation more by letting him provide his own records.
Cor offered coffee. She helped him find the mugs. Three stood in different places, one filled with little screws. He took a fourth from a cupboard over the sink.
‘The good one's for visitors, is it?’ Lena said.
‘The one with screws used to be the good one.’
He made coffee in a small machine whose lid stayed open. A puddle formed beside the cup. Cor pulled a cloth from beneath the drawer and wiped it up.
‘Henk didn't call this coffee. Said I shouldn't go out of my way to insult the beans.’
‘Nora said he thought her brand was too expensive.’
‘Everything cost too much when he was buying. Then a neighbour needed something and he'd lend him half the money in his wallet.’
Cor set down the second cup and sat. Air moved through the open doorway, stirring the sleeves of Lena's coat.
‘I don't want to repeat everything he said,’ he told her. ‘I can hear myself making him into nothing but a good man already. He could hijack any conversation. A customer of mine had trouble reading. Henk started on three letters at once. All the man wanted was to know when he'd get his lock cylinder back.’
Lena drank. The coffee was indeed strong, with a taste that lingered at the back of her tongue.
‘Was he here on 14 May?’
Cor looked at the cupboard holding the boxes. ‘I'll need to think about that properly. I've attached things to a day in my head because of what I heard afterwards. His things are here. That's certain. I'm not naming a time now because you hope I know it.’
‘I don't want you to.’
‘You look as though you do.’
Lena put her cup down. He was right. Each limit felt like a little gap somebody might escape through. She had to let the gaps exist before trying to fill them.
‘I'd like to know where he was that evening. I don't have any first-hand information.’
‘The police can ask me what I know. Nora decides about the things. Both can happen.’
He nudged a stool towards the workbench with his foot, picked up the drawer and examined the glued corner. Lena asked whether Niels had contacted him since he heard her questions.
‘Not about this. He messaged to ask whether a different job was ready. Nothing to do with this street.’
‘Did you answer?’
‘Told him to collect it on a working day. I'm not making everything he's ever asked for suspicious.’
She nodded. The small exchange about an ordinary order restored something she had been losing: people still doing their jobs while reconsidering one particular piece of work. An altered report did not automatically turn all the accounts into one great body of evidence.
Cor asked what the client had said about her correction. Lena told him the job had been stopped and payment was still in dispute.
‘So you'll have time on your hands,’ he said.
She looked up. He held the drawer with his thumbs against the inside.
‘That wasn't a joke. You can't spend all of it here waiting to see what I might remember.’
‘I only come by arrangement.’
‘That's what I mean. Make sure you do something else too. I used to tell Henk you couldn't sort out every letter at once. He took it to mean I wasn't taking the problem seriously.’
Lena put away her sheet. He had not told her to stop. She might have found that easier than the distinction he was making.
She left by the back. Cor had put his bicycle in the narrow passage; opening the front door would mean going through the shop again. The back door was beside the sink. In one direction the path ended at a solid fence; in the other it led to the street. Lena stepped round the front wheel and held her folder close as the wind lifted the pages. Behind her the door stayed hooked open. Cor carried the box of job sheets to the cupboard.
At home she sent Anouk a short message: Cor wanted to speak about his job of 10 May himself. She added that, with his permission, she had seen the relevant job sheet and taken no original away. She recorded the five sets separately from what she herself had observed. Somebody altering her report did not entitle her to present every connection as something she had witnessed.
Then her phone rang. The Noordhuis number, the same one on the written instructions. She let it ring until the caller gave up. A message followed immediately: Marten Sloof wanted to speak to her on Monday about the situation that had arisen. Not about the new findings. Not about Sofie.
She put the phone on the table and read it again before taking off her coat.
Away from Work
The bag Jip wanted for school on Monday lay open on the sofa. There was no room for a folder with her gym kit at the bottom. She pulled it out and held the gym bag at arm's length with her free hand.
‘That's probably a life form in its own right by now.’
Lena reached to take it, but Jip was already on her way to the washing machine. She still kept a sling with her, though she used it less at home. Her movements had a different rhythm: first work out how to do something, then reach. Lena kept getting stuck in the moment before Jip reached for something.
Tom arrived with two loaves and a punnet of strawberries. He put them on the worktop and asked where the dishwasher had gone. Glasses filled the space where its door had once opened freely. Jip had emptied the bottom rack herself, leaving half its contents on the worktop.
‘Practising,’ she said.
‘I'd have started with the forks.’
‘Those are done.’
He picked up a glass and looked for the cupboard they were kept in now. Lena pointed. For a while it had irritated her that, two years after the divorce, he still tried the wrong cupboard. Today she was glad he asked instead of opening every door.
They had agreed to go through the coming week. Tom needed enough notice to swap shifts. Jip had an appointment at school and wanted to go back to her part-time job one afternoon to discuss what she could manage for now. She did not want her mother ringing for her. Lena had promised they would look at the calendar together first. Her phone lay face down on the table.
‘I can't be late for school on Monday,’ Jip said. ‘I've got something to catch up on. And I'm not leaving early to look at a house with you.’
Lena looked at her. ‘I haven't asked you to.’
‘No. You ask if I can keep a bit of time free. Then I end up waiting somewhere because your appointment runs over.’
Tom put away the last glasses and sat down. He opened his calendar on his phone and set it in front of him. Jip saw and pushed it into the middle of the table.
‘We're actually doing this now.’
Lena left her laptop shut. She took the paper timetable Jip had made. Her daughter had filled in her school hours, then added three lines for what she needed. Only one said transport. Lena had planned an entire week around her without knowing whether that was what she wanted.
‘I can do Tuesday's trip,’ Tom said. ‘We'll have to check the time on Thursday.’
‘I could get the bus,’ Jip said. ‘If my bag doesn't weigh a ton.’
‘We'll make it lighter,’ Lena said.
Jip glanced at the open bag on the sofa. ‘I'll do that. I want to know which books I'm leaving out.’
Tom drew the strawberries towards him and removed a bruised one. In the brief silence, Lena felt she ought to add something complicated to prove she was taking part. She took the timetable and wrote down only the arrangements for which help had been requested.
Her phone buzzed. Jip looked at the dark screen.
‘Is it those people again?’
‘Might be.’
‘Look, then.’
Lena turned it over. An email from Noordhuis. Part of the text was already visible in the notification: until a consistent file could be established, her invoices would remain on hold. She was expected to refrain from sharing incomplete information with third parties.
She put down the phone. Jip waited. Tom wiped his fingers on kitchen paper.
‘They're holding back a payment,’ Lena said. ‘And they don't want me talking to other people about the file.’
‘Can they do that?’ Jip asked.
‘Someone who knows my contract needs to look at it. I'll ask for advice tomorrow.’
‘Who?’ Tom asked.
Lena named her contact at the professional indemnity insurer. She had looked up the number already but not rung. She had told herself she first needed to know what Eva had done. It sounded orderly. Mostly it postponed the conversation about her own mistake.
‘You know enough to ask what you should do,’ Tom said.
‘Yes.’
He seemed about to say more, then held back. Lena wrote call insurer on the timetable. It was not one of Jip's arrangements and did not belong there. She transferred it to a separate note.
‘What's actually happened?’ Jip asked.
Lena put her hands on the table. ‘A report says a house was empty. I went there when someone was still living in it. My own text says something different. Someone's put out another version under my name.’
‘You hadn't read it.’
‘Not the final version. I should have.’
‘Because I'd had my accident?’
‘That's why I left work to Eva. That's a normal decision to make. I'm still responsible for checking what goes out under my name. You don't have to put any of it right.’
Jip bent over her bag and took a loose sheet from a folder. She sat holding it. Lena could not tell whether she wanted to end the conversation or simply needed the paper.
‘So you're still going after that woman tomorrow.’
‘I'm trying to make it possible for her to get in touch. I've spoken to the police and a tenants' adviser. It shouldn't all go through me.’
‘Why not?’
‘Because she should be able to choose her own help. Because I don't know what's happened.’
Tom asked whether there had been specific threats. Lena described the pressure over the job and the instruction not to speak to third parties. She said a resident had died and there were questions about events in the same street. She used no words she could not have justified to Anouk.
‘The police are looking at what I've told them. I'm not going to follow anyone myself.’
Jip slipped the sheet under the folder. ‘But you keep going to see everyone.’
‘By arrangement. Sometimes for work, sometimes because someone wants to show me something. If that changes, I need to say so.’
‘To who?’
She looked at Tom, then back at her daughter. ‘Whoever needs to know where I am. And you, if it changes our plans. I don't want you checking for messages all day.’
‘I don't want half an answer because you think it'll keep me calm either.’
That landed harder than the question about payment. For days Lena had put bread rolls in front of Jip and organised lifts. She had talked about work in sentences that ended before her daughter could ask a question. A house was a file; an absent woman, a request for contact. Outside the unit, that language did not work.
‘You're right,’ she said. ‘If I don't know, I can say I don't know.’
Jip shrugged as far as she comfortably could. ‘I'd rather hear that than how it's all nearly sorted.’
They divided up the days ahead. Tom would arrange transport on Tuesday and stay available that afternoon. Jip chose when to eat at his place herself, to make the week less crowded rather than as a rescue plan for her mother. They would look again on Thursday. Lena did not write some sweeping commitment such as always available. They could not keep waiting in an empty stretch of her calendar.
After lunch, Tom walked with Jip to the bakery to see whether her Saturday hours still fitted her recovery. It was her job; she wanted to do the talking. Tom would wait outside unless she needed him. Lena tidied the kitchen, then stood beside the open dishwasher with her phone. The email from Noordhuis brought back the same tightness in her chest.
Now she read it in full. At the end they asked her to send a revised handover report on Monday morning, without the qualifications that would complicate assessment by third parties. No suggested text. She would have to decide for herself which sentences disappeared, then put her name to something the writer of the email did not want to put a name to.
Lena found the correspondence about her original report. Not to reply yet, but to collect the right documents for the advice she needed. She left closed every document containing residents' details. On a separate sheet she listed her questions for the insurer: reporting possible misuse, her own failure to complete the final check, conditions for further communication. She would not supply the answers in advance.
Then she wrote to Noordhuis saying her correction stood. Any change must rest on new, verifiable findings. If Marten Sloof wanted to speak, she could arrange a meeting with her own adviser present. She would not send a version that removed her observation that the house had been occupied.
She read the email aloud. She didn't like having to call in an adviser: she was the expert; she ought to be able to protect her own text. But that was where she kept missing something. She knew the technical content. A damp meter could not assess what people made of it in a conversation.
After sending, she left the phone charging in the bedroom and went back to the washing machine. Jip's programme had finished. The gym bag lay in the drum beside a towel twisted round itself. Lena put both in a basket and hung them outside. Dry enough for the towel, probably too cool for the bag. She left it out anyway.
Jip and Tom returned with a small loaf that had not been on the shopping list. Jip had moved her appointment at work to a time when her supervisor would have longer. She was not disappointed. She had asked for the change herself, she said; the lunchtime queue had stretched outside.
Tom noticed the phone missing from the table. Lena told him she would get advice and would not send the new version they wanted.
‘You could have sent it and put it right the next day,’ he said.
She looked up, surprised.
‘I'm not suggesting it. It's how you've sometimes dealt with work. Make sure nobody has to wait first.’
‘I know.’
‘Now someone's waiting for a home, or an answer about her home. She can't get that extra day back.’
Jip cut the bread with the little knife. She heard him but did not join in. Lena offered Tom more coffee. He pointed to his calendar; he had to drive. They agreed Tuesday's time once more, in a way that would not depend on a phone call afterwards.
After he left, Jip fixed the timetable to the fridge. Lena gave her a magnet from among the receipts. Below the timetable was the note about the insurer. Jip pulled it off.
‘This one's yours.’
Lena put it in her own diary. On Monday morning she would ring first, before walking into another office to try to lessen the damage with another document.
What the Attachment Proves
At nine, Lena had her phone in one hand and the note from her diary in front of her. The woman at her insurer's office asked for her policy number. She had every number ready except that one. As she searched a folder, she could hear the patience of someone who encountered this sort of mistake all day.
‘Tell me what's happened first,’ the woman said. ‘Then we'll work out how to record the notification.’
Lena looked at her questions. Every one began with the misuse of her name. She turned the sheet over and started with the commission, her arrangement with Eva and the final check she had failed to make.
The woman asked whether anyone had made a complaint or a claim for damages. Lena said she had corrected her report, that payment was being withheld, and that she did not know what consequences tenants had faced because of the new export. She did not want to wait until someone asked her for money before notifying them.
‘You don't have to,’ the woman said. ‘I'll record what you know now. This doesn't constitute a decision on cover or liability. Send us your terms of engagement as well. And don't agree to compensation or accept responsibility before you've taken advice.’
Lena wrote that last sentence down. The woman explained which documents they needed for an initial assessment. She did not ask for the residents' files; Lena did not have to name everyone she had spoken to in this notification. They needed her own work, the discrepancy and the responses to her correction.
By the end of the call she had a reference number, not a clean bill of health. Even so, she felt less hurried. Someone else would read the terms. She need not have worked out, on a Sunday evening, how to undo the misuse of a report with a neatly worded clause.
At the industrial unit, an envelope lay on her chair. The manager had printed a notice about renewing her lease because she had not responded last time. He had written a question on it: will you know by Friday? Lena put it beside her keyboard. Her answer did not depend entirely on Noordhuis, but while she pretended their payment would arrive tomorrow, she was already spending the money she needed to keep the room over the summer.
The withheld payment was two thousand eight hundred and sixty euros, excluding VAT. It covered several visits under the commission, not just Sofie's house. Then there was the follow-up work, for which she would no longer be recording any hours. She opened her calendar and removed the days set aside in June. Empty boxes appeared where yesterday she had seen income she could count on.
She wanted to ring two other clients straight away. First she had to send the insurer the documents and prepare for her appointment with Anouk. It was hard to do things in the right order when each step cost money she could not yet put a figure to.
At half past ten she was back at the table with the glass of water. Anouk had received the files. A colleague would carry out a technical examination of the original message and attachments; that had not been completed over the weekend. Before it went any further, she wanted to go through the differences in content with Lena.
‘We don't need to pretend we're doing the computer examination here,’ she said. ‘You can explain what you recorded and where it appears. We'll have the provenance examined separately.’
Lena had brought her laptop but left it closed until Anouk asked her to open the photographs herself. The folder held the pictures of the damage in the order she had taken them. Alongside it she had saved the relevant export, without changing its name or contents.
They started with the first page. Her original described an occupied house. The work she recommended would not necessarily require its occupants to leave. In the later version, vacancy was stated at the top as a given. At first it looked like a discrepancy an administrator might explain; then it became clear that the limits of her inspection had vanished too.
‘If you only read this version,’ Anouk asked, ‘what would you think you'd inspected?’
Lena kept her hands beside the laptop. ‘More than I was able to see. There are conclusions here that don't follow from my visit. And they're presented as established defects.’
‘Could a colleague add those?’
‘If they carried out their own inspection and took responsibility for recording it. Then I'd need to know whose findings were whose. This document makes no distinction. My name and initials cover the whole thing.’
Anouk asked whether Lena had ever agreed to Eva changing the substance of a report. Lena explained their working arrangement. Eva assembled attachments, checked addresses and details, and made sure the final documents went to the right place. Occasionally she had tidied up an unclear sentence. She had never made a resident disappear from a house when Lena had spoken to them there herself.
‘Was that set out anywhere?’
‘Not separately for each job. I trusted her to ring if there was a question about the content.’
Anouk let her finish. Lena could hear that trust now as a description of a system with no checks left once her attention was elsewhere.
A narrow strip of curtain showed in the photograph of the back wall. Lena could still point out the little red repair. She had not photographed it because it was a repair; it happened to be at the edge of the picture she had taken to show the join between wall and window frame. That was precisely the edge cropped out of the export.
‘There's nothing inherently wrong with cropping it,’ she said. ‘Sometimes you cut out a personal item before including a damage photograph. But you can't then pretend the original shows something different.’
‘What does this show, in your view?’
‘The damaged area. The things around it. One photograph can't prove someone's lived there for years. I can explain what I found, though, and that she was there herself.’
Anouk compared the cropped picture with the other screen. She asked Lena to point out the original file on the list she had supplied. No conclusion was added simply because a red thread in a curtain had been visible on both visits. Lena realised she had been expecting one. She wanted to hold on to every small thing she recognised as something no one could deny.
‘The time a photograph is recorded as having been taken is one piece of information,’ Anouk said. ‘What you saw is another. If someone disputes the date, we still need your account of how the visit was arranged. That appointment can be checked.’
They moved on to the email of 7 May. Lena read the message aloud. She had asked Eva to assemble the documents; the photographs were attached, and the report made the limited scope of the inspection clear. Her final line was simply a request to finish the file. Nowhere had she authorised Eva to make a new assessment of the substance.
Still, she had written that final line. She looked at her name beneath it and remembered how quickly she had typed it. There had been three more addresses, an appointment running late, and something Jip needed that afternoon. None of that explained what had happened on 8 May. It did show how easily an instruction to get on with a job could leave room for someone else to act.
‘I didn't ask her to do anything that would justify these changes,’ she said. ‘And afterwards I didn't check whether she'd finished the job properly.’
‘Both can be true,’ Anouk said.
Lena asked whether the original attachment was not enough to connect the altered export to Eva. Anouk put her notebook beside the papers.
‘You've shown what you sent her. What she received, what she did next and what instructions she may have had from anyone else still need to be established. It's important evidence of what you wrote. It doesn't automatically answer every question about the later version.’
Lena nodded. Two documents sat side by side on her screen, her name on both. On paper there seemed to be just one missing person between them. In reality there were working arrangements, access rights and different people supplying information. She had wanted to call Eva with a conclusion already settled. That would have left very little room for the rest of their conversation.
Anouk asked about Cor. He had been in touch and would explain the work he had been commissioned to do. She did not repeat his words to Lena. So Lena went over what she herself had seen on the job sheet: 10 May, five sets, Niels as the contact. Anouk asked whether she had photographed it.
‘No. He wanted to hand it over himself.’
‘Good. Be just as precise about that limit in your account.’
‘The export lists seven sets before he makes the extra five.’
‘That's a discrepancy in the timeline. It doesn't yet tell us where all the keys came from. We need to know who entered that number and what they meant by it.’
Anouk looked at Lena's recent correction. She asked whether Noordhuis had responded, and Lena showed her the email about payment. She explained that she had asked for advice that morning. Anouk did not negotiate over the invoice or promise that a police investigation would release the money.
‘The financial side can be urgent without being something we can decide today,’ she said.
They went through the attempts to contact Sofie. There was no new message. Lena gave no possible address, no name of a friend she barely knew. She explained that Mieke had made an independent request for contact and that Ruben was also trying to reach his sister. Anouk asked her to let her know if Sofie responded, without taking charge of Sofie's account of events.
‘You can listen to her. Just be clear with us about what was said in your own conversation. She needs to be able to give a statement independently of you as well.’
As they finished, Lena asked whether she could still speak to Eva about the report. They made the boundaries clear: she could ask what had happened to her own work. She must not delete or rewrite files for Eva, or help construct an account for her. If Eva wanted to hand over documents herself, Anouk could arrange that.
Outside, Lena found a missed call from the manager of the industrial unit. She walked to a bench beside the bicycle racks and rang back. He did not ask why she had yet to reply. He just needed to know whether to advertise the room again after July.
‘I'm staying,’ she said, before she had done the sums.
He told her the annual increase was already in the letter. Lena asked him to give her until Thursday to confirm formally. Then she brought up her calendar again. She could afford the room if she used some of her reserves and stopped pretending the further work from Noordhuis was still coming. The consequence was unpleasant enough to be real without leaving her on the street.
Back at the unit, she plugged in her laptop and ate the sandwich Jip had left for her beside the bread bin. There was no affectionate message on the bag, just cheese, so she would not mix it up with Jip's lunch. She smiled and sent a message confirming their Tuesday arrangement. Then she called Eva.
Eva answered with the brief yes Lena recognised from times when she was in the middle of a document.
‘I want to talk to you tonight. About the original attachment and the export.’
‘I've told you what I did.’
‘You've told me what you didn't do. The text has changed. I want us to look at what happened between my email and the portal.’
At the other end a chair scraped. Eva asked whether the police were looking into it now too. Lena said she had handed over her own documents.
‘So you've decided it was me.’
‘I've decided that version isn't mine. I need to hear from you about what you did with it.’
Eva said she would be at her own workspace that evening. Lena could come, but she was not going to dismantle everything between jobs. Lena wrote down half past seven. She would take her own documents. The originals would stay where they were already stored.
As she hung up, a message arrived from Mieke. She did not say who wanted to call, only ask whether Lena would have a quiet moment to take a call that afternoon. Lena replied that she would be at the unit until five. She left her phone face up.
At the Other End of the Line
At three, Lena left the phone where it was when it rang. For the past hour she had picked it up at every little sound; now the ringing went on longer than a notification and suddenly she had no idea how to begin. The screen showed the number Mieke had given her for the call she had arranged.
‘Lena Wouters.’
‘I don't know if I'm interrupting your work.’
She did not recognise the voice at once. During the house visit there had been running water, doors and traffic around it. Now there was just a quiet voice, and somewhere behind it the sound of someone putting down a saucepan.
‘You're not.’
‘It's Sofie. From the house.’
Lena gripped the edge of the table. She could not feel glad and think of the right first question at the same time. Sofie said Mieke had offered to listen in. She had preferred to ring on her own first. A friend was with her, but not beside the phone.
‘Thank you for calling,’ Lena said. ‘Are you safe at the moment?’
‘Yes. I'm safe here.’
‘You don't have to tell me where here is.’
A door closed at the other end. Lena heard Sofie breathe out.
‘I thought you'd ask about the house straight away.’
‘I have questions about the report. But what I most wanted to know was whether you've got help from someone you trust.’
‘Mieke said the report had been changed.’
Lena did not reach for the document. Her phone had lain among the papers all morning; now she did not want to begin with the sentence someone had used to write Sofie out of her home.
‘My original describes our visit. You were at home. We looked at the leak. I didn't record you as having left on 31 March.’
‘I'd had dinner at my brother's the day before that. He still asked whether I'd brought my key. Later he acted as though I'd stopped living there long ago.’
Lena caught the sadness only after the sentence was over. She wanted to say she had spoken to Ruben, but did not know whether that would reassure Sofie.
‘I saw your brother on Friday. He said he didn't know where you were. I told him it was up to you how you wanted to be contacted.’
‘He kept asking. Where I was, what I was going to do. And whenever I mentioned my house, he'd tell me to be practical.’
There was a small tap. Sofie said she had put her glass on the windowsill. Through her own window Lena could see an empty trailer in the yard. Unless she asked, she could not know whether there was anything to see from Sofie's window. She left it that way.
‘I meant to ask you about that damp patch,’ Sofie said. ‘On 6 May. You said it didn't necessarily tell you what you'd find behind the wall. I thought, at last, someone who isn't just making things up.’
Lena saw the strip of curtain again, the red repair and the blue loop on Sofie's key. She did not mention the curtain as a test. Sofie brought it up herself when she asked which photographs were in the report.
‘You asked whether I wanted the things at the edges left out. I said the pictures were for the damage. Not for a brochure advertising an empty house.’
The voice, their earlier conversation and the way she spoke about the visit all fitted the woman Lena had met. The contact Mieke had arranged provided a check an unknown number alone could not. She did not need to make Sofie prove, detail by detail, that she had lived her own life.
‘Some photographs have been cropped differently. And text has been replaced. I've written to the client about it and given the police the documents. My name is on the version that's wrong. I should have checked it.’
‘That doesn't change anything at my front door.’
‘No.’
Sofie was silent for a few seconds. Lena left her explanation unspoken. If she described how Jip's accident had come between the email and the export, Sofie would be asked to weigh something that was not her burden.
‘Did you take my key?’
‘No. It was in the kitchen drawer. I left it there.’
‘That's where it was meant to stay. If my brother came for it, at least he couldn't say he couldn't get in.’
Lena did not ask why Ruben needed to go inside. Sofie went on without prompting.
‘I hadn't left the way they wanted me to. I had no other house to go to. There were proposals, sums of money, a form they wanted ready in advance. Whenever I asked where I was supposed to go, it was back to talking about money.’
‘Did you sign anything?’
‘I want to go through that with Mieke first. There are papers I can't look at now without getting angry. Some I only received; others I sent back with comments. I don't want to say I haven't put my name to anything and then find I've forgotten a sheet.’
‘That's fine. She can go through them with you.’
Sofie told her about the electricity. The fridge had grown warm and the kitchen clock had stopped. She had been told it was because of renovation work. She had taken food to someone else's house, charged her phone elsewhere and treated it as a temporary nuisance.
‘That was 11 May,’ she said. ‘I know because I was on an early shift. I've got a message about the disconnection. I don't need the clock to tell me.’
On a fresh sheet Lena wrote only 11 May. Not the time the clock had stopped. She told Sofie to keep the messages and discuss them directly with Mieke or Anouk. She would not forward them to Noordhuis on Sofie's behalf.
‘So not another meeting where he has to be there?’
‘Who do you mean?’
‘Niels.’
Sofie said his name without hesitating, then lowered her voice. He still had keys, she said. He knew her shifts. If she slept elsewhere, he treated it as proof the house was empty. If she stayed, her presence was an obstacle to work already booked in.
‘He could ring on a Tuesday and be perfectly pleasant. I'd have to help him, or my brother would be in trouble too. On Wednesday he'd say it was all my own choice.’
‘Did he threaten you?’
‘Yes. I've still got the messages. It wasn't all in messages.’
Lena picked up her pen and immediately put it down again. She did not want to lead Sofie through those moments just to complete her own picture. She said Anouk wanted to speak to her separately; Sofie could decide whether she wanted Mieke's help making contact.
‘I can't prove the way someone looks at you,’ Sofie said.
‘You can say what he said and did. What you saw yourself. Keep the messages too. You don't have to solve the whole investigation first.’
‘Easy for you to say.’
‘I don't know what it was like for you.’
Sofie seemed to shift in her chair; Lena heard a long scrape. In the silence that followed she took the phone briefly from her ear to check they were still connected. She felt awkward, unable to tell whether Sofie was thinking or had gone.
‘Henk's dead,’ Sofie said.
‘I've heard.’
‘What did they tell you?’
‘That he was found by the back steps. That he might have fallen. I've told Anouk what I know about him helping residents. I wasn't there.’
Sofie did not answer at once. Something sounded in the kitchen again. Lena heard another voice, too far away to make out the words.
‘I don't want to tell everyone about this now,’ Sofie said. ‘Once I start, people put it all in their own order. Ruben did that with something ordinary. My move.’
‘You don't have to tell me now.’
‘I left that evening. Thursday. The fourteenth of May. I couldn't stay there.’
Lena planted her foot flat on the floor. She looked at the date on her sheet and felt how much she wanted to write between those two lines.
‘I'm staying with a friend. Outside Rietdam. She's known me a long time. She's helping me work out who I can talk to.’
‘I'm glad to hear that.’
‘She says I can't go on sitting here like this.’
‘Is that what you want too?’
Sofie gave a short, joyless laugh. ‘I want to go to work without someone using my rota to arrange a meeting with him. I want a door I can shut. I don't want to have to tell everything before I'm allowed to ask whether I can have somewhere to live.’
Lena had no answer ready. She could feel the familiar offer forming: I'll look into it for you. Her experience of houses did not entitle her to choose Sofie's next home as well.
‘Mieke can discuss those questions with you, separately from what you tell the police. I can explain what my report should have said and what I saw. Beyond that, I shouldn't decide what you do first.’
‘Have you told my brother yet?’
‘That you're alive? No. I didn't know until you rang.’
‘Don't tell him my address. Even if he says I've said it's all right.’
‘I don't know your address. And I won't ask for it for him.’
Sofie said she would let him know herself that she was safe. Not immediately, during this call. First she wanted to talk to someone with no stake in how her statement sounded. Her friend had said the same: your brother is your brother, but that does not make him the best person to help you arrange this.
Lena gave her Anouk's name. Mieke already had the number; Sofie need not receive and save a message from Lena if she did not want to. They agreed who could make contact after this call. Sofie allowed her to tell Mieke they had spoken, and Anouk that she would consider speaking to her independently. No address, no calls to her employer, no informing relatives on her behalf.
‘And that man from the paper?’ Sofie asked.
‘He's checked my documents. He doesn't know where you are. I won't put him in touch with you without your permission.’
‘Not for now.’
‘Then we won't.’
The conversation grew easier once the boundaries were clear. Sofie asked what else Lena had seen in the house. Lena gave no inventory, just said she had recognised the place where she had examined the damage, and had stopped when the claimed vacancy proved wrong. Sofie asked whether a window had been open. Lena could not remember for certain, and said so.
‘I'll have to go back for my things,’ Sofie said. ‘Not on my own.’
‘Talk to Mieke about that. Make sure permission and access are properly arranged. I won't go in for you beforehand.’
Sofie did not thank her for withdrawing that possibility. She only said good. Lena realised how much peace there could be in that word when no one spoke it for someone else.
After they hung up, the pen lay where she had left it. She wanted to write down everything, but first made a brief factual note of the permissions and contact arrangements. Beside it she recorded that Sofie herself had said she had left on 14 May, afraid, and had kept threatening messages. About Henk she wrote only that Sofie did not want to discuss the events by phone. She had heard no account of a fall, an argument or a push.
Mieke answered her call. Lena kept to what she had permission to pass on. She heard the relief at the other end, then the immediate question: could Sofie decide for herself how to take the next step?
‘We've discussed that. She wants to talk to you first.’
‘Then I'll call her. You don't need to arrange it for us.’
Lena sent Anouk the limited update. She saved her own note with the date and time of the call. The conversation had changed more than the two documents side by side that morning. Someone could describe what a form had done to her life, but whom she told was still her choice.
She called Jip, who answered amid the noise of a school corridor and said she would be outside in a minute. Lena waited, heard a heavy door close, then told her the woman had been in touch.
‘Sofie. She's safe where she's staying. I don't know everything, but I do know that.’
Jip did not ask where. She said she was glad, then that her bus was coming. Lena let her go. She was still in her workspace, with the empty slots in her calendar and the unresolved file. She put the phone back on the table. This time she did not need to hold it until it made another sound.
Who Paid for an Empty House
Amir had borrowed a small meeting room above a printer-ink shop. One table stood among five mismatched chairs. A sheet of paper covered the window against the sun; the tape had come away at the bottom. Lena had come straight from the industrial unit. Her appointment with Eva was still in her diary, and she did not want to fill the intervening time with every document anyone could now produce.
‘There are three things I want to keep separate,’ Amir said.
He put his laptop on the table and pulled out a chair for her. There were no stacks of folders. His few printouts fitted in a thin envelope.
‘Your report. The departure forms. The payments. They overlap, but if I get one thing wrong, people can dismiss the rest as well.’
Lena sat down. She told him that a request for contact had worked, and that the resident concerned would decide whom to speak to next. She gave no friend's name or telephone number. Amir asked whether she could tell him if it was Sofie. Lena said she could not give him news about her personal circumstances at present.
He glanced up. ‘Then I'll ask her directly when I have permission. You don't have to half-confirm it for me first.’
His insistence on being precise irritated her. She had felt the same with Anouk, and perhaps it was one of the most useful things anyone had done for her this week.
Amir opened a document with the names obscured. A resident had shown him an offer describing relocation assistance as a separate service. Below the sum offered was a clause about handing over the property on time and providing a signed declaration. The resident did not want to appear in the article but had agreed that the terms could be checked with the sender.
‘This isn't a sum everyone received,’ Amir said. ‘It's one offer. A second has the same condition but a different total. I've spoken to those residents separately.’
Lena read the sentence about handing over the property. It matched the form Ria had shown her, though the order was different.
‘And providing assistance isn't necessarily fraudulent,’ she said.
‘Exactly. Which is why I asked who was being paid to do what.’
He showed her a short agreement supplied by another temporary relocation worker. The copy contained no personal details. It distinguished practical help from an additional fee on completion. Completion required a departure declaration. Booking a removal van was not enough; the document determined when the additional payment became due.
‘Did that worker get residents to sign?’
‘He says he took along the forms supplied with the job. He also turned one job down when a resident said nothing had been agreed yet. I can't say everyone doing this work acted in the same way.’
Lena thought of Ruben's cup, and his use of the word arrangements. It had allowed him to avoid saying what was on the list. He had had removal blankets and a sack truck. He might genuinely have helped people. Alongside that, he could have earned money as soon as someone put their name on a sheet, even if the help it promised had yet to be arranged.
Amir asked what Ruben himself had said about his work. Lena gave him the limited information from their conversation. Ruben had mentioned temporary work for Noordhuis and declarations supplied with the job. He had shown her no figures.
‘So you can't confirm he was paid.’
‘No.’
Amir turned a printout towards her. It showed only the relevant entry, with an explanation of its source underneath. He had spoken to someone who had checked part of the accounting for these relocation jobs. That person had explained what they had seen themselves and shown him the corresponding records. They included a payment to Ruben van Dijk for assistance on the Bremstraat project.
Lena read his full name. It was not enough money to spare anyone from working again. It was enough to make a difference in a month when ordinary earnings fell short.
‘Are you allowed to have this?’ she asked.
‘My source chose to share what they could explain from their own knowledge. I'm not publishing the rest of their accounts. I still have to put this entry to the person who received the money. I want his response before I name him in an article.’
‘He wouldn't give me that.’
‘He doesn't have to give it to you. He could say my information's wrong. Then I'll check it.’
Amir had sent Ruben a request for comment, independently of Lena. He had also asked Noordhuis what work this entry paid for. Marten Sloof had replied. Lena recognised the businesslike phrases from his request to speak to her: misunderstandings, provisional information, careful coordination.
Marten confirmed that temporary workers had provided assistance. The payments, he said, covered practical support. He had yet to answer the specific question about the distinction between that support and the completion fee.
‘It's not an admission,’ Amir said. ‘But it confirms the residents didn't invent the work or the payments.’
Lena asked how he knew Marten decided the amounts. Amir produced no list of secret shareholders. The temporary worker's agreement named Marten as the responsible contact. His reply for Noordhuis gave the same role. A second contractor involved had said Marten approved exceptions to the agreed sum.
‘He runs the project,’ Amir said. ‘That doesn't make him responsible for everything everyone else did. But he can't answer a question about who set up the incentive simply by saying people found the help useful.’
One side of the paper on the window came unstuck. Sunlight fell across Lena's hands. Amir stood, pressed the tape back down and stayed by the window.
‘There's something you need to explain about when your report appeared. What changed for a resident when the house was suddenly described as empty and unfit?’
Lena remembered Mieke's warning that an inspection report did not end a tenancy. She explained the distinction without pretending she could determine its legal consequences.
‘The resident may still have rights. But keep saying a house is already empty and every objection sounds too late. A contractor schedules work using the information he's given. An employee sees a departure date and assumes there's no need to arrange access with the tenant. Someone receives a form called a confirmation when no decision has actually been made.’
Amir sat and wrote. ‘That's what I want to test. Not a report that takes someone's home away on its own. People pointing to it so the next step can go ahead.’
‘You need Mieke for the residents' side. I can only explain what the technical report does and doesn't support.’
‘I've spoken to her. She doesn't speak for everyone either.’
He took back the envelope of printouts. Lena asked whether the same records showed money going to Niels. He hesitated. There were indications of additional payments connected with vacated properties, he said, but the payers and recipients had not been checked thoroughly enough to state them as fact. He would not give her names on the strength of an unclear abbreviation.
‘You can still ask him,’ Lena said.
‘I am. But if he refuses to answer, that doesn't prove every entry concerns him. I've also asked for his response to the use of your report.’
‘He'll say it was the final version.’
‘Maybe. Don't write his answer for him.’
Lena looked at the paper's shadow on the table. So often she had heard an objection to the contents turned into a problem with versions. She wanted, at last, to put a question someone could not smooth away. Amir asked questions whose answers were still allowed to be untidy. That took more time than she wanted to give people who already knew their own mistakes.
‘Henk's dead,’ she said.
Amir laid down his pen. ‘Yes.’
‘And while we're working out which payment covered what, they're in the same place with the same documents.’
‘All the more reason not to investigate carelessly.’
She thought of Nora, who had not wanted a photograph beside the coffee pot. Amir said he had asked her for a separate conversation, on her own terms. Her father would not become the human-interest opening to a financial story before they knew what she wanted to say.
‘I don't know why he fell,’ Lena said.
‘Nor do I. I'm not using that payment as evidence about his death. It might give someone a motive to persist with an approach. That's different from knowing what happened at the steps.’
She nodded. Beyond those words there was still an evening she had not seen, one several people feared. She could not place a line from a bank record inside it and expect the place to light up.
Amir asked whether he could use her name and her confirmation of her original findings. She agreed and repeated the limits: no private information about Sofie, no new claims about Henk. He would ask Noordhuis to respond to the specific discrepancies. He could mention the order in which her email and the export had been sent, provided he distinguished what she inferred from what had actually been checked.
‘You'll also be the surveyor who didn't read the export,’ he said.
‘That's who I am.’
Amir did not leave the printouts with her. Afterwards he sent her the questions for which he intended to quote her as a source, so she could correct factual mistakes. She would have no right to approve the rest of the article. He made that clear, kindly but firmly. Lena said she did not need to edit an article investigating her own working practices.
Downstairs she passed a row of cartridges on the way to the door. The owner asked whether the meeting was over; he was closing in fifteen minutes. Amir helped move the chairs aside. They took the loose paper off the window. Full daylight now fell on the five empty places at the table.
Outside, Lena read Noordhuis's reply to her suggestion of a meeting with someone accompanying her. Marten could find time later in the week. He wanted to know beforehand who would attend on her behalf. She forwarded the message to Mieke, asking for help arranging something suitable. She did not want a conversation in which her correction was traded for payment with no one else there to hear it.
She walked to her bicycle and stopped beside the back wheel. Ruben had said he had not devised the scheme. That might be true. There had been work, an agreement, money for a result. It still did not explain why he had defended his sister's supposed departure date to someone who had met her in person.
She did not send him a photograph of the entry. Amir had asked for his response. There was Mieke, and there was Anouk. If Lena now tried to use his shame to make him answer, he might once again choose the simplest version of events.
At home she ate the rest of the soup Tom had left. Jip rang from his house to ask whether her school folder was still on the sofa. Lena found it and said she could give it to her on Tuesday. Her daughter did not ask what the meeting had been about. Lena told her she had an appointment that evening to discuss her own report.
‘Not too late?’
‘I'll ring when I get home. You don't need to stay awake.’
‘I'm at Dad's. He hasn't got an early shift tomorrow.’
Lena confirmed their Tuesday arrangement. Then she rinsed her bowl, put away her personal contact notes and took only documents Eva herself had received or created. She had a clearer idea now of who could earn money from an empty house. The woman who had pressed save still had to tell her what she had wanted to believe about it.
Eva Had Pressed Save
Eva's office was above a physiotherapy practice. A poster on the stairs showed a back with every muscle drawn separately. Lena had often seen it when dropping off a box of documents. Now she stopped on the landing to fasten her bag properly. She did not need the box. Two versions of the same report were in her bag, enough to make the evening unpleasant.
Eva opened the door before Lena rang. Her glasses were on top of her head and she held a mug with the teabag still in it.
‘I thought you were coming in.’
‘I'm closing my bag.’
Eva stepped aside. Her computer was on; beside it stood a pile of documents marked with pink sticky notes. The visitor's chair had been cleared. A coat lay on the floor where Lena usually put her bag. Eva picked it up and hung it on the door.
‘I've got the files ready,’ she said.
Lena sat down and laid the printouts side by side. Eva looked from the original report to the export and took her glasses off her head.
‘You're acting as though I've taken over all your work.’
‘It says the house has been empty since 31 March. I was there with the tenant on 6 May. It lists defects I never established. My initials are underneath.’
‘You don't need that tone.’
Lena kept her hands still. ‘What tone would you like for this sentence?’
Eva put down her mug. The teaspoon struck the rim and fell on the table. She left it there.
‘I assembled it as agreed. The client sent additional information. I normally include that.’
‘A departure date isn't an address correction. You knew I'd spoken to her.’
‘There could have been an arrangement you didn't know about.’
‘Then you ask. You leave my observation in place. You say who supplied the other information.’
Eva turned to the screen and opened a folder. The first file was not the report but a list of property handovers. She closed it. Lena did not point at the computer.
‘I want to hear what you did. We can look at the documents afterwards.’
‘Now you've given it to the police, I'm supposed to make sure I use the right words.’
‘Use your own.’
Eva pushed back from the desk. Her chair wheels caught on the edge of a thin rug. She held it down with one foot and pulled the chair free. Her face reddened from the small effort, or from what remained unsaid.
‘Niels sent the revised information,’ she said. ‘You know that, really.’
‘I've seen his request. I don't yet know which parts you replaced yourself afterwards. What exactly did he send?’
‘Text. The property's status. Findings from the maintenance side. He said the move was arranged and your report was behind the records.’
Lena looked at the first page. Behind. A visit with a resident present had become an event that no longer belonged to the correct version of reality.
‘My report was from the day before.’
‘I know.’
‘What did he say about Sofie?’
‘That she was just collecting things. That there were arrangements with her brother. That they couldn't keep assessing an empty house as though it were still an ordinary rented home.’
Lena heard Ruben's voice: that was the intention. For Eva, that intention had justified changing something that had already happened.
‘You believed him?’
Eva turned her glasses in her fingers. ‘I wanted it finished. We'd been told those files had to be ready that week. Otherwise the project would get held up again over something administrative.’
‘What I saw wasn't an administrative problem.’
‘I understand that now.’
‘You understood what it said then. You took it out.’
Eva looked at her mug. Lena had not used the harsher word. She had only named an action, leaving less room to discuss procedures.
‘Yes,’ Eva said.
Something opened in Lena's chest, first like relief, then much sharper. She had expected a denial she would have to take apart. That single yes made it impossible to pretend they had both somehow missed the wrong version.
‘You cropped the photographs too.’
‘To fit them on the page.’
‘And left out the parts showing someone lived there.’
Eva picked up the teaspoon and put it on a coaster. ‘Niels said the pictures should only show the building itself. That personal belongings didn't belong in a vacancy assessment.’
‘It wasn't a vacancy assessment.’
‘No.’
Lena leant towards the original, saw her name and drew the sheet closer. The movement surprised her. It was paper, not a possession Eva could keep hold of. Still, she did not want it left on this desk among files attached, at someone else's request, to a different story.
‘When did you do it?’
‘Friday. The eighth of May. In the afternoon. That's when I made the new export.’
‘The initials?’
Eva nodded towards the folder on screen. ‘The cover sheet was from our earlier work. The layout was right already. Your details were in it.’
‘You had permission to use that for my report. Not this text.’
‘I thought I was finishing the same file.’
‘You put a different conclusion under my name.’
Eva said nothing. A car passed the practice. Its headlights swept the bottom of the window although it was not yet dark. Lena pressed her fingers flat against her paper until they stopped moving.
‘It already listed seven sets of keys on 8 May,’ she said. ‘The extra sets weren't made until afterwards.’
‘He gave me the number. I didn't see any keys.’
‘Why didn't he add it under his own name?’
Eva met her eyes. ‘Because then it wouldn't be a completed inspection file. He said it was just a difference of perspective. You were looking at the leak; they were looking at what had to happen before work could start.’
‘And that was enough for you.’
‘It was enough for me then.’
The slight shift in tense brought no comfort. Eva put on her glasses and opened a folder again. She searched for a message, scrolled and stopped at a line. She did not immediately turn the screen towards Lena.
‘I've still got the email. His request. The text came with it.’
‘Don't delete anything. Leave it where it is.’
‘I wasn't going to delete it.’
Lena wanted to ask what Eva had done all weekend with the opportunities she had had. She swallowed the question. Thinking about deletion was not proof anything had been removed. The emails still there mattered more than the accusation she wanted to make.
‘Who paid you?’
Eva moved her chair back. ‘I'm paid to assemble documents. You know that.’
‘Not by me to replace my findings.’
‘There was an extra fee. For additional work and getting it finished on time.’
‘From whom?’
‘Through Noordhuis. Niels said he could arrange it.’
She named a sum. Listening, Lena immediately pictured it on an invoice: one line for additional processing, a tidy description beneath which no one need see a kitchen in a home where someone still slept. For years she had paid Eva to make her work clear and orderly. Now that very skill had been sold to someone who wanted her observations obscured.
‘Has it been paid?’
‘Yes.’
‘You told me you hadn't changed the substance.’
‘I thought you'd sort it out as a coordination error. With Niels.’
‘You let me go to him without knowing what you'd done.’
‘I didn't want to burden you.’
Lena stood. She went to the window, not the door. It could not be opened. Below, an employee of the practice was freeing a bicycle from the rack. It took longer than expected; the front wheel was caught beneath a handlebar. Lena watched until it came loose.
‘Don't use that,’ she said. ‘Not wanting to burden me. My daughter was at home. That didn't give you the right to decide I'd cope better with a lie than a question.’
Eva said sorry, quietly and directly. It restored none of what Lena had already spent that week: working days, conversations with residents, the unquestioned right to point to her own initials.
‘I had jobs to finish,’ Eva said. ‘Niels kept ringing. Everyone was waiting for the file, he said. Otherwise they'd have to find someone else to handle it. I kept thinking there must be an agreement somewhere that wasn't mine to assess.’
‘You didn't have to assess the tenancy agreement. You had to leave my text alone.’
‘Yes.’
Lena turned. Eva's hands were below the edge of the desk. The two printouts still lay together. The story Eva had told herself fitted into one movement from one sheet to the other. Lena had to keep that story from becoming an account in which no one was responsible.
‘Have you heard anything about Henk?’
Eva looked up. ‘That he died. After you started asking questions. I don't know what happened.’
‘Neither do I.’
Lena sat down again. She said nothing about Sofie's call. Eva's admission concerned files and payment. She had no right to put another woman's fear into it to see whether Eva would say more.
‘I'll tell Anouk about this conversation,’ she said. ‘Not as your statement. As what I've heard you say tonight. She needs to speak to you herself.’
Eva nodded at the computer. ‘Shall I send it all to you?’
‘Not through me. Contact her yourself. Keep the original request, the attachment you received, your own files. Let someone establish which versions exist. I'm not going to sort anything out or save it again for you here.’
‘So you won't help me.’
‘I'll give you the contact details. I won't agree what your account is going to be.’
Eva moved her mug off the papers. ‘I need to talk to someone before I just hand this over.’
‘You can. Get your own advice. Don't use the time to make what's there disappear.’
Lena gave her Anouk's name and contact details. Eva wrote them on a pink sticky note. She looked at it, then took a separate sheet. She stuck the note to her screen and wrote the date and the folder holding the request on the sheet. Lena did not read over her shoulder.
‘I'll get in touch,’ Eva said. ‘I'll tell her I made the changes. And that the original emails are there.’
‘You don't have to promise me that settles it.’
‘I know.’
The hurt tone she had started with was gone. She opened her diary and wrote something against the following morning. Then she closed the documents on screen, leaving the computer running. Lena could not tell whether writing it down meant she would stand by the decision tomorrow. It was Eva's choice now and had to remain so.
Lena put away the printouts, the original first, the export on top. There was no familiar goodbye for this situation. Eva accompanied her to the door and asked whether their other joint jobs were going ahead.
‘Not now,’ Lena said. ‘I need to check my files. How we finished the earlier ones too. That doesn't mean I'm calling them all wrong without looking.’
‘I haven't done this on every job.’
‘Then the check needs to establish that.’
Lena paused beside the poster on the stairs. Her phone was in her bag's inside pocket. First she went outside and sat on the low wall beside the bicycle rack. Half past eight had come and gone. Jip need not wait up. She sent the promised message: finished talking, home soon. She told Tom their Tuesday arrangement still stood.
Then she made a note, brief enough to separate the words she had heard from her thoughts about them. Eva had replaced the text at Niels's request. She had received an additional fee. She said the original emails and files still existed. She would contact Anouk herself. Lena also recorded that Eva said she did not know what had happened to Henk.
She messaged Anouk: there was new information about the export, and Eva was willing to make contact. She would supply a fuller account of her own conversation as agreed. She would not forward mail from Eva's account. She would not add a conclusion about who had pushed someone to an account concerning a file.
At home she left her shoes in the hall. Jip had left a message about the school folder: just the thin one, I've got the thick one. Lena took the right folder from the sofa and put it by the front door. In the kitchen the PE bag still hung over a chair; it had not dried completely outside.
She laid her diary beside it. Sofie was alive. She had called herself and had not shared her address. Eva had finally admitted what she had done. More people could now speak directly, each with a different piece of what had happened. Lena still did not know about the evening at the back steps. She remained the surveyor who had let her own final version go unchecked.
She switched off the kitchen light and took no file upstairs.
One Client Fewer
The man from Veldhof had changed his email's subject line. No house numbers now, just Thursday's appointment. Lena read the first two lines while the printer beside her fed out a sheet. She need not reach the bottom to know Thursday would be free.
He wanted another firm to carry out the inspection. Given the questions about her earlier reporting, he felt that was sensible. He requested his advance payment back. He wished her well in resolving the matter.
Lena put the printout for Anouk face down and read the email again. Twelve homes, and a regular client. Last year he had called because a larger firm had twice postponed its preliminary inspection. She had gone on a Saturday. The residents had made coffee; an elderly man had cleared his entire balcony, thinking she needed to run a machine over it. Afterwards the man from Veldhof had said he liked the way she let people finish speaking. That appeared nowhere on her invoice.
She drafted a reply. Naturally, I understand your decision. Too smooth. She understood it, but there was nothing natural about it. She removed the word, confirmed she would repay the advance that day and offered to hand over the appointments arranged with residents. Then her finger hovered over Send. She wanted to explain that the disputed export's text had never been hers. She had told him that yesterday. Another defence would not change his decision.
She sent the reply and opened her bank statement.
Only yesterday a Veldhof resident had emailed a photograph of his ceiling. Thursday's appointment was confirmed; he would keep the afternoon free. Lena looked at the message and rang the client. Someone had to tell them she was not coming.
‘We'll take care of that,’ he said.
‘I'll send the appointment list. The residents gave their numbers for this visit. Not for a general mailing.’
‘We understand.’
He sounded polite and hurried. Lena asked whether the replacement firm was available on Thursday. He did not yet know. She would not offer to go herself in the meantime. That would leave residents in a halfway arrangement, everyone still relying on her while no one wanted to use her work.
‘Will you let me know when they've been told?’ she asked.
‘Yes. Just send the list.’
Afterwards she removed a private remark a resident had made about his working hours. It was not needed to arrange access. She sent the remaining appointments with a short explanation, then cleared Thursday from her calendar. The gap was still large enough to fill with another list of things to do later.
Someone in the unit was hitting a metal strip against shelving. Twice, a brief pause, once more. Lena had always been able to ignore that sound. Now she counted along. After the refund, the rent and the money set aside for tax would still be due. Two smaller jobs remained. She herself had postponed one new enquiry. She had enough for the next few months, provided she stopped reassuring herself with figures she would earn only if other people still wanted to hire her.
She made the repayment, recorded the cancellation and rang the insurer about Monday's notification. She had more information, she said. The man asked when she had discovered the altered document. Her timeline lay beside her. Asked whether an employee of her business had produced the export, Lena first said yes.
‘An external colleague,’ she corrected herself. ‘We work together on individual jobs. She assembled the documents.’
He asked whether Lena had checked the final version.
‘No.’
The word hung over the table. She could explain how Jip had come off her bicycle on a bend on the evening of 7 May, how long they had spent in A&E, and how badly everyone had slept afterwards. It was on her timeline, under private. The man did not ask.
‘I'll send a form,’ he said. ‘Set out the facts of what happened and attach the originals. First we need to establish the situation. I can't give a decision on cover now.’
She asked whether she could continue sending corrections to those involved.
‘I'll ask your claims handler to contact you about that. In any case, keep everything you send and receive.’
When she hung up it was nine minutes past nine. She had lost a client, transferred money and said her own mistake aloud. The same sheet still lay on the table.
Eva called as Lena closed her folder. She looked at the name and let it ring twice.
‘I've set the messages aside,’ Eva said hoarsely. ‘The originals. I haven't forwarded them to myself or anything. I've called Anouk.’
‘Good.’
‘I don't know if she can see me today.’
‘You'll have to arrange that with her.’
Eva breathed against the microphone. Lena heard a chair move.
‘I've been so stupid.’
Lena zipped her bag. ‘You knew my report said Sofie lived there.’
‘I thought her departure had been arranged in the meantime.’
‘You thought that yesterday too. On 8 May you left a date in March.’
‘I know.’
Less than two weeks ago those words would have satisfied Lena. Eva could reduce a six-person meeting to two decisions, knew where she kept her spare tape measure and sent reminders of clients' birthdays. Their easy working relationship lay in small things. Even now Lena wanted to say they could discuss how to go on later. That would offer Eva a future Lena had no wish to offer.
‘I'm seeing Anouk shortly,’ she said. ‘I'll hand over my own material. You have to tell her what you did. Including the payment.’
‘I will.’
‘I can't vouch for that.’
The silence lasted long enough for Lena to hear the unit again.
‘No,’ Eva said. ‘I'm not asking you to.’
They made no arrangement for coffee. Lena slipped the phone into her bag's outer pocket and stood still for a moment. On the wall was the list of jobs for which Eva still had documents to assemble. Lena crossed out her name and wrote beside each file: check myself. The red pen failed on the fourth line. She shook it until the ink flowed again.
At the police station's reception she started to produce her driving licence, although no one had asked. She put it away. The woman behind the glass asked whom she was seeing and indicated a chair. A boy beside her held a bicycle helmet on his lap, one trouser leg secured with yellow elastic. Further along, an older woman carefully sorted envelopes. Lena kept her bag against her ankles.
Anouk came for her. In the corridor she asked how things were. Lena said a client had cancelled.
‘I'm sorry to hear that.’
She did not sound surprised and kept walking.
A mug stood on the interview-room table, its teaspoon resting against the rim. Anouk moved it to the windowsill before sitting.
‘You said Eva told you yesterday she'd changed the report.’
‘At Niels's request. She said the extra fee came from Noordhuis, through him.’
‘That's what she told you. Was anyone else there?’
‘No.’
Anouk noted it. She did not ask Lena to imitate Eva, but to recount as precisely as possible what had been said. Lena consulted the notes she had made immediately afterwards. She described the changed report, the copied cover sheet and Eva's claim that she had believed the move was arranged. She gave the sum Eva had named. Anouk asked whether she had seen the payment.
‘Not myself. She said it had reached her account.’
‘Then that's how we'll record it.’
Lena passed over the documents. She had printouts, emails in their original form and a list of the different files. For the digital transfer she followed Anouk's earlier instructions. Anouk checked what was included and let Lena retain her own copies.
‘This helps establish what you sent,’ she said. ‘For other people's actions we need their records and statements. And examination of the files.’
‘I don't want it treated as just a dispute between Eva and me.’
‘You said that on Friday.’
‘She's admitted it since then.’
Anouk turned a page. ‘And you've heard Sofie is alive. Those are important developments. They make care more necessary, not less.’
Lena looked out. A van stood in the car park with one back door open. A man took a stool from it. She caught herself about to ask whether Anouk had spoken to Niels. At most, the answer would be that she did not need to know.
‘Sofie wanted to know if she could bring someone,’ she said.
‘She can arrange that directly with us. I've given her a way to get in touch. We'll discuss what she needs and whom she'd like there.’
‘She hasn't told me where she is.’
‘You don't need to know that to do this properly.’
Lena nodded. It meant something different from the reassurances of the past week. She need not press anyone for another missing piece.
Before she left, Anouk asked about new threats since their last meeting. Lena described the commercial pressure and the demand to withdraw her correction, showing the messages. Anouk distinguished an unpleasant response from a threat without making light of the former. If there was an immediate threat or danger, Lena must call at once. She pointed to the number Lena already had.
‘And don't visit people to force a conversation.’
‘I wasn't planning to.’
Anouk looked at her.
‘I'll share appointments in advance,’ Lena said.
‘Do.’
Outside, Lena took her bicycle from the rack. The rain had stopped, but water still dripped from the trees onto her coat.
At half past one a woman from RietWonen called. Lena recognised her voice from an appointment about a sagging floor. This time she explained that someone independent of the organisation would examine the disputed files. Which properties would be included had yet to be decided. They had received Lena's notification and original report.
‘I'd like to help,’ Lena said.
‘Initially we need a list of the commissions you worked on yourself. Don't send residents' documents without their consent.’
‘Even jobs where no problem's been reported?’
‘Especially those. We need to compare.’
Lena looked at the red lines on her calendar. ‘And someone else assesses my work.’
‘Yes.’
That was good. She had asked for it. Yet her stomach tightened when the woman asked how many files there were. Lena counted and gave the number. They arranged the handover of her own material. She asked how residents would be informed. Not everything was settled. She recorded what was definite and left the rest open.
Afterwards she opened the oldest file in the series. A signature was exactly where she expected it. The photographs were in the right order. She checked the conclusions against her notes. It took less than ten minutes. She had failed to spare even that little time on 8 May.
Late that afternoon she sent the list, explaining that her checks were continuing and additions would follow separately. She gave no guarantee that every report but one was sound. She would have to establish that first.
Jip sent a photograph of a cup held between her knees. The caption read: If you're late, I'll have eaten. With Dad. No drama.
Lena smiled and enlarged the picture. Behind her was the blue tea towel Tom never hung up. She typed that she was on her way, closed the laptop, locked away the papers and put on her coat. Outside the unit a narrow shaft of sunlight appeared. She decided to cycle by the harbour. It made scarcely any difference to the time, but for a while she wanted to avoid streets whose house numbers she knew by heart.
The Bridge
The harbour street was still in shadow. Across it, sunlight caught the windows of the former customs office. Lena cycled along the quay, her bag in the pannier behind her. She had left her laptop at the unit. She carried only her diary, wallet and the folder of copies returned to her. Her phone was in her coat pocket.
A tug passed slowly on the water. She could not see the man behind its window, only his hand lifting briefly to someone ashore. She slowed to let two walkers past. The woman carried a raincoat over her arm, apparently annoyed at having brought it all afternoon. Lena heard her say the shower had stopped at twelve.
The cycle bridge was beyond the bend. On her side a work van stood half on the grass beside the maintenance access lane, its sliding door shut. A man walked from it towards the bridge. He had no tools and was not looking at a phone. Dark grey work clothes, pale shoes. Lena assumed he was involved in the bridge maintenance that took place occasionally. There was no barrier, so she rode on.
Halfway up the approach he stepped in front of her wheel.
‘Excuse me. A moment.’
She braked. The front wheel skidded a little to the left on a wet leaf, then straightened. He held his hands low in front of him as though he merely had a question.
‘What is it?’
‘That bag.’
She looked behind her first. Later she would tell herself she should not have, but then it seemed impossible he meant anything except a trailing strap or something she had dropped. His hand reached past her towards the pannier.
‘Leave it alone.’
He pulled the handle. The bicycle stood at an angle between her legs. She planted her left foot, tried to dismount and felt the rear wheel dragged sideways. The handlebars pressed into her hip. Then she landed on her right knee.
Her own voice surprised her. She did not call for help. She said loudly, ‘What are you doing?’
He yanked the bag again. It caught on the pannier's upper edge. Looking up, Lena saw a chin, a closed mouth, something dark beneath the edge of his hat. The light was behind him. She could not have drawn his face.
His other hand came towards her coat pocket.
She brought her arm across her body. Her elbow struck the bicycle frame and hurt at once. She was not trying to get her phone; she wanted his hand away from her. She pushed a foot against the ground to move backwards, dragging the bicycle with her.
‘Hey!’ someone shouted from the far side.
He looked round, released the handle and stepped over the back wheel. Lena's foot was still caught in the bicycle. She looked at the path's edge and heard rapid footsteps. A vehicle door slammed. Only then did she see the van move.
White, she thought. Or very pale grey. No large lettering on the side. Something small on the back she could not read. It reversed out of the maintenance lane, turned in a wide arc and disappeared towards the quay. She looked at the number plate and retained two characters she was already doubting by the time she sat upright.
‘Stay there a moment.’
A woman had propped her bicycle against the bridge rail. A bright green shopping bag was slung across her back. Behind her a man ran up from near the other approach.
‘Did he take anything?’ the woman asked.
Lena looked at her bag. The handle was stretched; the zip was closed. She felt her coat pocket. Her phone was there.
‘I don't think so.’
‘We saw him pulling,’ the man said. ‘At first I thought you knew each other.’
She tried to stand. Her knee protested. The woman offered a hand and Lena took it without first asking her name.
‘I need to call someone,’ she said.
‘Yes. The police.’
She had thought of that herself, but someone else's certainty helped. She took out her phone. Her fingers slid over the screen once without effect. She looked at her thumb and the narrow dark smear across it. Not blood: dirt from the path.
When the operator asked what had happened, she scarcely knew how to begin.
‘A man tried to take my bag. I fell. On the cycle bridge by the old harbour.’
She specified which approach. The woman pointed to a street sign as though Lena did not know the area. She read it out anyway. The van had gone. She could not say whether the man had been alone. Asked whether she was injured and someone was staying with her, she looked at her knee through the torn fabric of her trousers, then at the man lifting her bicycle clear of the path.
‘Two people.’
The operator kept asking calm questions. Lena answered, feeling her bag with her free hand. The folder was inside; no sheets were missing. She did not want to explain why anyone might want copies of an inspection report. She did not even know whether that was the reason.
The woman asked permission to free the handle from the pannier. Lena nodded. The man rested the bicycle against the rail, well clear of the way through.
‘What a lunatic,’ he said.
Lena was startled by how much she wanted to leave it there. A lunatic, an ordinary thief, a bad minute on the wrong bridge. Had he shouted something about her work, she would have had a connection. He had only demanded the bag.
As soon as the call ended she rang Anouk. No answer. She left a brief voicemail naming the bridge and saying she had already reported the incident. She sent the same information in a message, stared at the screen, then called Tom.
‘Can you come?’
‘Where?’
His voice changed before she had explained anything.
Two officers arrived. One went to the witnesses; the other asked what had happened. She described it again, including the odd instant when she had thought something had fallen off her bicycle. He looked at her bag, knee and hands. Had she hit her head?
‘I don't think so.’
‘Are you sure?’
She moved her neck cautiously. She remembered the handlebars at her hip, her knee on the path, her elbow against the bicycle. Her head had struck nothing. She explained it that way.
He asked about the van. She gave the colour and the characters she thought she had seen, warning that she did not trust her memory of them.
‘So not a registration you're sure of.’
‘No.’
He recorded her uncertainty. She showed him where the van had stood. The male witness had seen its rear from another angle and was speaking to the other officer. Lena tried not to listen. Two partial memories must not become a complete account simply because everyone wanted to agree.
‘Could it be connected with my work?’ she asked.
‘Have you a reason to think that?’
She mentioned Anouk and the case involving Bremstraat 18. He asked for contact details and listened. He did not say it was impossible, or that it was established.
‘We'll pass that on. Keep to what you saw yourself.’
He asked permission to photograph the damaged bag and bicycle. She agreed. When he indicated her trousers, she moved her coat to reveal the torn fabric. Suddenly she felt awkward, as if she had arrived carelessly dressed for a work visit. He took the photograph and asked whether she had lost anything else.
‘My pen, perhaps. It's usually in the outer pocket.’
He looked down. So did she. A pen lay beneath the rail near a tuft of grass. He asked her to wait while he examined it. She had almost picked it up herself. That was how she usually ended a messy moment: clear the ground, straighten the bicycle, move on. Now other people lingered where she wanted to leave.
She pulled her coat closer. Sun warmed her back while she felt cold under her arms. Sofie had said Niels knew her rota. In recent days Lena had told all sorts of people where she was going, sometimes casually, phone wedged between shoulder and ear. This bridge was no secret route. Plenty of people might find her here. Knowing that made it harder, not easier.
Tom came from the quay. His taxi stood further along, the roof sign removed. He still held his keys. Lena watched him look at her torn trousers, then her face.
‘What exactly happened?’
‘He pulled my bag.’
Tom glanced at the officer and waited for her to finish. He did not ask why she had been cycling alone. She was grateful. If he had, she would probably have accused him of something bearing little relation to the question.
‘I'll take her,’ he said.
The officer asked where. Tom looked at Lena.
‘Home,’ she said. ‘My home.’
They were given details for the follow-up, and Lena confirmed she could be contacted. The woman with the green bag had given the officer her name and number. As she left, she said she would cycle over the bridge tomorrow, but look to the side first.
‘Thank you,’ Lena said.
The woman adjusted her bag. ‘You sounded very angry when you shouted.’
‘I was angry.’
‘I could hear.’
Only after she had gone did Lena feel her lip tremble.
Tom wheeled the bicycle to the car. Lena carried her bag. He asked if she could manage; she said yes. At the door she fumbled with the zip, suddenly needing to see that her diary was still there. The folder slid out, one cardboard corner tearing. Tom held a hand beneath the papers.
He folded the estate car's rear seat to fit the bicycle in. Two empty bottles lay in the boot. He moved them aside and made space, without asking whether she would rather leave the bicycle at the bridge. Hearing its front wheel scrape the upholstery, Lena worried briefly about his car. An absurdly small concern, yet her mind still had room for it.
‘Shall I hold that a moment?’
She handed him the bag. It took more effort than it should.
The car smelled of the cloth he used on the dashboard. A small white mark on the steering wheel had resisted months of polishing. Lena watched it as he drove off. She still recognised the street. No minute of her life had vanished. Yet it seemed impossible she had been thinking about the Veldhof email less than fifteen minutes ago.
‘Is Jip at home?’ she asked.
‘Yes. I said I had to collect you.’
‘We need to tell her what happened.’
‘We?’
She turned towards him. He watched the road.
‘I'll tell her,’ Lena said. ‘I mean I don't want to put it off.’
Her phone vibrated. Anouk. Lena did not use the speaker. She listened to the first question, said she was in Tom's car and that officers had attended. For the third time she described what she herself knew. Anouk asked whether the man had said anything suggesting he knew her. Lena repeated his two short remarks.
‘Nothing else?’
‘Nothing I heard.’
Anouk would contact the officers who had attended. She wanted a longer conversation once Lena was home and no longer travelling. They agreed practical arrangements for staying in touch and what to do if the man returned or anyone approached her again. There was no promise of a solution tomorrow.
Tom turned into their street. At the corner he let a cyclist pass, a boy with an enormous parcel on his rear carrier. Lena watched him go. Her bag stood between her feet. Resting her hand on its damaged handle, she told Anouk she would stay inside until they had spoken again.
The People She Called
Jip opened the door before Lena reached it. She looked past her mother at Tom pushing the bicycle up the garden path. The front wheel rubbed, scraping once on every turn.
‘What have you done?’
Lena put her bag on the mat. ‘I fell. Someone tried to take my bag.’
Jip's face stayed still for a few seconds. ‘Here?’
‘On the harbour bridge. The police came. He didn't get anything, and he drove away.’
‘Who?’
‘I don't know.’
Tom took the bicycle to the shed. Jip shut the door, picked up the bag with her good hand and carried it into the living room. Lena had to ask her to put it on the table. She sounded too urgent. Jip set it down very carefully.
‘Shall I ask Dad to stay?’
‘He's already here.’
‘I can see that. It's not what I mean.’
Lena sat on the sofa's edge. Bending her leg drew the fabric across the graze. She moved her foot further forward.
‘I don't know yet what I'd like for tonight. You can say what you want.’
‘I want you to stop doing that.’
‘Doing what?’
Jip pointed at her knee. ‘Sitting as though it's your trousers that hurt.’
Lena looked down and gave a brief, hoarse laugh. ‘My knee hurts too.’
‘Then say so.’
Tom came in with the bicycle key and put it by the fruit bowl. The bicycle was safe; someone could look at it tomorrow. First Lena needed to clean her knee. He went for a clean cloth while Jip pointed upstairs.
‘Get some other trousers. I'll put a towel on the sofa.’
‘You don't have to look after me.’
‘You don't have to stop us helping, either.’
Upstairs, Lena held the washbasin as she removed the torn trousers. A bruise was forming on her hip. Her knee was grazed, her elbow tender. She washed away the dirt carefully. For a moment she had to sit on the closed toilet seat. Not from pain. The returning image of the hand at her coat pocket made the bathroom smaller.
She planted both feet on the tiles and waited. Downstairs Tom opened a drawer. Jip said there were some big plasters somewhere, apart from the animal ones. Tom said an animal seemed quite appropriate. Jip did not laugh. He left it there.
When Lena returned, a towel lay on the sofa. Tom had put water on the table and draped the torn trousers over a chair. She started to remove them, then reconsidered. They might still be relevant to her report. She need not restore the room before anyone could form an opinion about it.
‘Have you eaten?’
‘Bread,’ Jip said. ‘I was going to make pasta.’
‘Why didn't you?’
‘Because you didn't know when you'd be home. Now I know.’
Lena moved the cup aside. ‘Make pasta. I'll have some too.’
She stayed at the table while Tom and Jip went to the kitchen. Jip could carry the saucepan by its handle with one hand, but Tom lifted it, full of water, onto the hob. Neither of them commented. Lena realised how tired she was of ordinary actions at home acquiring a whole story about caring for someone.
Her phone rang. Anouk asked whether she could speak privately.
‘I can go upstairs,’ Lena said. She looked at the stairs, then changed her mind. ‘Or you two could go into the kitchen for a moment.’
Tom nodded; Jip closed the kitchen door. Lena stayed at the table.
Anouk had received the incident report. The officers had taken the witnesses' accounts. They had arranged to see Lena to take her formal report. Anouk explained what she needed to preserve: her messages, her clothes, her memory of the sequence. Lena had already written a few lines about the bridge. She would not add suspicions to make them more complete.
‘You told the officer it might be related to your work,’ Anouk said.
‘I can't prove it.’
‘I'm asking why you think it.’
Lena mentioned the copies in her bag and the demands to withdraw her correction. She added that she had heard no one ask for those documents. Anyone could see she carried a bag.
‘It's good to distinguish those things. We'll consider the possibility. But I can't tell you who he was.’
‘Have they found the van?’
‘I can't give you an answer to that now.’
Lena heard her own breathing. There was no glass in the kitchen door. Behind the wood Jip tapped something against the worktop.
‘I don't want to frighten Sofie over something when I don't know why it happened,’ Lena said.
‘You don't need to give her a detailed account yourself. We'll discuss safety with her directly. If you do speak, tell her what actually happened.’
‘I haven't got her address.’
‘I know.’
Anouk asked about the coming days. Lena checked her diary. Tomorrow she would see Mieke, then Marten at his request. A business meeting in an office, with Mieke present. Nothing concerning Sofie was fixed for Thursday. Friday's handover with Cor and Nora still needed confirmation. Lena read out the proposed times without making them sound more tentative to avoid Anouk saying no.
‘Having Mieke there is sensible,’ Anouk said. ‘Tell us if anything changes. If someone comes to your door or you're followed again, don't wait to call.’
‘Should I cancel everything?’
‘I can't guarantee any given appointment is risk-free. We'll discuss what's appropriate with those involved. Don't go somewhere to confront anyone or try to draw out evidence yourself. You don't have to attend the business meeting if you feel uncomfortable about it.’
Lena thought of Marten's message. He wanted a practical solution. The phrase had irritated her before the van appeared.
‘I want to hear his proposal. With Mieke there.’
‘Discuss it with her. And give us the time and address once they're confirmed.’
Afterwards Lena put down the phone and listed the arrangements. She began with the bridge. One man. Dark grey clothes. Two remarks. After van she had automatically written followed. She crossed it out. She did not know that at all.
Jip opened the kitchen door, brought in a bowl of cheese and set it in the middle of the table. She stayed standing.
‘Well?’
‘The officers and Anouk are in contact. I'll complete the formal report as agreed. They don't know who he was yet.’
‘But it could be that man from the houses.’
‘It could be connected. I didn't recognise Niels. But I didn't see the face properly, so I can't rule him out. I just don't know who it was.’
Jip pulled back her chair. ‘So do we wait until something else happens?’
‘No. I'll share my appointments, and I won't go alone to meetings where I expect pressure.’
‘And cycling?’
Lena looked at Tom bringing the saucepan. ‘I'm not going out again tonight. Tomorrow I'll see what's needed.’
Jip said that was not an answer. Lena wanted to explain that a whole town could not become impassable because one man had knocked her down. True, and precisely the wrong thing to say. She picked up her fork.
‘Tomorrow I'll get lifts to my appointments. I'll discuss anything else first. I can't work out the whole week while the pasta gets cold.’
‘At least that's an answer,’ Jip said.
They ate. Tom had kept the sauce mild. Jip asked whether Lena's tooth had hurt at lunchtime; next week's dentist appointment was on the shared calendar. Lena had forgotten the tooth. The ordinary question let her stop seeing her plate as an obstacle across which she must make some grand declaration.
After dinner Mieke rang back. Lena described the bridge without sending Tom and Jip away. Mieke asked whether they should meet at Lena's house tomorrow instead. Lena did not want her dining table becoming another place for discussing case files.
‘Your office,’ she said. ‘I'll come with Tom. If he can manage it.’
Tom checked his phone and nodded.
Mieke could attend the meeting with Marten. She wanted to know precisely what he had asked, and had Lena forward his message. They would also consider contact with Sofie, without trying to discover her whereabouts. Through the agreed independent contacts, Sofie could choose what happened next.
‘I'm not planning to drive out to her,’ Lena said.
‘Good. Then I don't have to persuade you not to.’
Mieke's dryness finally made Lena laugh. Jip looked up from her phone. Lena repeated the remark, and Jip rolled her eyes.
‘Apparently everyone thinks you would.’
‘I don't.’
‘You always want something you can tick off.’
Lena looked at the marked-up sheet. Under Bridge was the time of her report. Beside it, three names she had called. She closed the diary.
At nine Tom went to the taxi for his bag of clothes. He often carried a clean shirt for late shifts. A colleague could cover part of his evening's work; he would lose earnings. He said so without making it a favour. Lena asked how much. They could look at that tomorrow, he said.
‘I don't want you here tonight because you think you need to guard me,’ she said.
‘I'll sleep on the sofa. Jip doesn't want to be alone with you while you're pretending nothing's wrong.’
‘That's not how I said it,’ Jip called from the stairs.
‘Near enough.’
Lena laid out a sheet. The sofa was a little short for Tom. It had been the same length two years ago, yet she still tried to improve matters by shifting a cushion. He took it from her.
‘It doesn't have to be perfect.’
She nodded and went upstairs. Jip stood outside her room, a textbook against her stomach.
‘I'm still going tomorrow. To school.’
‘Good.’
‘Call if you need me. But I'm not a message service.’
‘You're not.’
‘I want to know when you tell other people things, though,’ Jip said. ‘Tess asked if she should call her mum. I said no. If you're going to ring everyone, I'd rather know.’
‘I won't call anyone at your school. You choose what you tell them. If anything needs to change for you, we'll discuss it first.’
‘Not even to ask them to keep an eye on me.’
‘Not even that.’
Jip shifted the book to her other hip. Apparently she had nothing to add. Lena thought of her habit of organising help through the people around someone. For the first time she saw how it might leave Jip walking into a room of adults who already had a story before she arrived.
‘Ask if you want me to speak to someone,’ Lena said. ‘And Dad knows what happened today. You don't have to carry messages between us.’
‘Thank goodness. I've got homework already.’
Jip waited to see whether there was more. Lena kept quiet. Her daughter stepped closer and gave her a careful, brief hug, her injured arm between them, then went into her room.
Lena stayed on the landing. Downstairs Tom checked the front door and put the key in its usual place. That did not solve what had happened on the bridge. It did make it easier to turn out the light.
Sofie Chooses
Mieke had opened her office window a crack. Outside someone swept the pavement in short strokes, pausing whenever a car passed. Lena sat opposite the desk with her leg angled outwards. Tom had dropped her off and was heading for his first fare. As she got out he had told her to ring in good time for the return journey, or he might be tied up on a trip out of town.
‘You're not walking very well,’ Mieke said.
‘Better than yesterday.’
‘We can postpone.’
‘Then I'd be sitting at home waiting.’
Mieke moved a tissue box behind some folders. ‘That's a reason too. Coffee?’
Lena almost refused to save trouble, then said yes. Mieke went to the little kitchen beyond the corridor. Lena looked at the round table and its four chairs, one upholstered differently. Would Sofie want to sit there? Might the high window put her off? Last week she had searched for a woman who seemed only a phone call away. Now she was assessing routes and chairs for someone who might never want to see her again.
Mieke put down the cups. ‘Sofie contacted Anouk herself last night.’
‘Has she given a statement?’
‘They had an initial conversation about what she wants to do next. Not through either of us. Anouk is discussing the arrangements with her. That's important.’
‘Of course.’
‘You sound a little as though I'm taking something away from you.’
Lena picked up her cup. The coffee was too hot. ‘I think I want to know she'll see it through.’
‘Perhaps you should want to know what she can manage.’
Lena nodded, looking at her knee. The dressing sat crooked beneath her trousers. She did not pull up the leg.
Mieke said Sofie wanted to discuss her home and the consequences of making a statement. She had also asked if Lena could join part of the conversation, if Lena wanted to. The call was at half past ten. Mieke had not told her Lena would automatically be in the room.
‘I'd like to,’ Lena said. ‘Ask her again when you speak.’
Mieke smiled briefly and placed her phone on the round table. ‘We'll sit there, then. Some of it will be confidential. You can wait in the corridor if necessary.’
The phone rang at ten thirty-two. Mieke answered, said Lena was present and asked whether Sofie wanted her to stay.
‘Yes,’ Sofie said. ‘Only Yara's here too. My friend.’
‘All right. Would you like us to hear her?’
The phone moved. A second voice said she would not answer everything, but she was there.
‘Hello,’ Lena said.
‘Hello.’
Water poured into a glass. Lena watched the black screen on the wood and tried not to place Sofie's face from 6 May into every silence.
‘Anouk told me what happened to you,’ Sofie said. ‘Not everything. The attack.’
‘Yes. We don't know who it was.’
‘You don't have to keep me calm.’
‘I'm not trying to. It's what I know.’
Sofie fell silent. Yara said something too quietly for Lena to catch. Then Sofie said she had called herself because she would not spend another day waiting for Ruben to tell everything at last.
‘We spoke. He said he's trying to sort it out. They all say that. But he doesn't know what I'm supposed to do with it.’
Mieke asked what she wanted to discuss today.
‘If I give a statement, I want to know who can get at my things. My house. There's still stuff there. Everyone acts as though it's empty.’
Lena thought of the drawer and the blue loop. She waited while Mieke explained that Sofie's rights and options would be examined separately. An inspection report could not terminate her tenancy. What she had signed under pressure, how access had been closed off and what records existed all needed careful examination.
‘I didn't sign a departure date of 31 March,’ Sofie said.
‘You've said that before. We'll compare it with the declaration they're using. You don't have to win this discussion on memory alone.’
‘It's got my name on it.’
‘Then we'll ask for the original and the circumstances. I can help with the housing issue. For the threats and what you can tell them about Henk, there's Anouk and her colleagues.’
Lena heard how deliberately Mieke separated the issues without making Sofie start again each time. She asked about letters Sofie had received. Did she have photographs? Could she remember whom she had spoken to, and when? What did she still have with her? Sofie answered twice, then said she could not remember for the moment. Mieke did not make that a problem.
‘I don't want to go back inside with him,’ Sofie said at last.
‘Niels?’
‘Yes. Not even if he says he needs to check the lock.’
‘You certainly don't have to arrange it with him yourself. We'll discuss access to your things with you and the organisation, through someone authorised to arrange it. And you'll agree what you need for your safety with the police.’
‘I want Yara there.’
‘We can ask for that.’
Yara moved nearer the phone. ‘And a request like that doesn't need the address where she is now.’
‘No,’ Mieke said. ‘That isn't the intention.’
Lena felt relieved no one asked her for the address. She could have received it and kept it safe, but not having it was simpler. There was nothing to hide in a diary or shield when Jip passed a screen.
‘I showed a colleague something,’ Sofie said. ‘A message from Niels. I still thought someone would say it was ridiculous.’
‘Who was there?’ Mieke asked.
‘Someone at work. I can give Anouk her name.’
‘Give it directly to her. And say when it was, if you remember. You don't have to read us the message now.’
Sofie still had it, on the same phone. Lena badly wanted to ask exactly what it said and whether it predated Henk's death. She released her cup and put both hands in her lap.
‘Can I still afford my phone bill?’ Sofie asked.
Mieke looked up. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I've hardly worked. I had to change my shifts. Rent's still due too. Yara says I shouldn't worry about it, but the people who say that aren't paying it themselves.’
‘That's not what I said,’ Yara replied. ‘I said don't open your banking app in the middle of the night.’
There was almost a laugh in Sofie's breath. For a moment Lena pictured a woman at a kitchen table with a friend, still able, despite everything, to correct a misleading summary.
Mieke asked what had to be paid soon and what Sofie needed to attend a meeting in Rietdam. They would look at possible independent support together. She made no promises about money Lena had yet to see. When Lena offered to pay for the journey, Mieke looked at her.
‘Lena,’ Sofie said, ‘I didn't ring to make you pay for that.’
‘I know.’
‘I want to be able to say what happened without being put out of my house all over again afterwards.’
Lena nodded, remembered she could not be seen and said, ‘Yes. I understand.’
Mieke drew a sheet towards her and worked through the practical questions. Where could they meet? Whom did Sofie want there? Did she want to talk to Lena before giving a formal statement? Anouk would need to discuss that with her so a personal conversation did not shape her own account. Sofie wanted to see Lena. She wanted to tell her what had happened after the inspection, and hear what Lena had done on discovering the different text.
‘Not just because you need it,’ she added.
‘No,’ Lena said. ‘I can't ask that of you.’
‘And I want to be able to leave afterwards. Not suddenly find there's someone else who wants something from me.’
Mieke asked whom she meant. Someone from the project, Sofie said. Someone with a form. At home, conversations about a leak had often ended with the announcement that her departure would be sensible for everyone concerned.
‘No one from Noordhuis or RietWonen will attend. We won't share the appointment details with them,’ Mieke said. ‘If another conversation is needed, we'll discuss it separately.’
Yara asked about getting back. Sofie wanted to arrange that herself, with her. Lena offered no route and wrote nothing down. If she knew how Sofie was coming, she would start planning how she should get home. She had to leave room for the two friends to do what they could already manage together.
They tentatively agreed on Thursday evening at Mieke's office. Mieke would confirm the place, sequence and support with Anouk and Sofie. Yara would come if Sofie wished. Lena knew the front door there; no key coordinator needed to wander in for a quick check.
‘I'm not here to speak for her,’ Yara said. ‘Just so that's clear. People ask me things when she's quiet for a moment.’
‘I'm glad you've said so,’ Mieke replied.
Lena wanted to admit how often she answered too quickly herself, but that would take up space again. She asked whether Sofie wanted her at the start of the meeting. The yes was clear.
Towards the end Sofie asked whether Lena had photographed the curtains on 6 May.
‘There's a piece in the photograph of the damp patch. You gave permission for that damage photograph.’
‘With the red patch?’
‘Yes.’
‘I put it in myself. The fabric got caught in a sticking door. Not very pretty.’
‘It did the job.’
Lena saw Mieke look at her. It sounded like a professional comment, yet it was not entirely that. Sofie said the patch came from an old apron. She had no matching fabric and had thought no one would look at it for long. A detail from an ordinary evening, before a curtain had to prove she had lived somewhere.
‘I don't want my whole house online,’ she said.
‘It won't be through me,’ Lena said. ‘Amir has agreed boundaries too.’
‘I want to hear for myself before he uses anything.’
‘I'll pass that on. You decide what you discuss with him.’
After the call Mieke stayed seated a moment. She wrote one line on her sheet, then turned it over. Lena had not tried to read it.
‘I need to go on discussing the documents with her. Without you.’
‘Yes.’
‘You needn't wait in the corridor until we're finished. You can go.’
Lena picked up her bag. A firm knot shortened the damaged strap. Tom had tied it that morning after she asked him.
‘I offered money.’
‘Worrying couldn't pay the bill. So you offered something practical.’
Lena looked at the phone, thinking of Jip putting cheese on the table with one arm and Sofie worrying about her phone contract at night.
‘I don't want her thinking I'm buying her statement.’
‘Then don't offer again. If you want to contribute to support, we'll discuss a way to keep it separate. First she says what she needs.’
Lena nodded. Outside the broom scraped the pavement again. She rang Tom for a lift; he needed twenty minutes. Time to buy a sandwich and sit in the square. She took her bag and left the discussion of Sofie's future in the office.
Before Tom arrived, Ruben called. He had approached Mieke and wanted to discuss his work for Noordhuis. Would Lena come back? She asked when, then told Tom he could take his next fare. She kept her sandwich in its paper bag. The conversation inside was continuing without her; she would return only when Mieke said she was ready.
No Brother to Hide Behind
Ruben waited by the square, an envelope between his hands. He held it folded despite something rigid inside that would not bend. As Lena approached he put the bundle on the planter's rim. The nails on one hand were bitten down.
‘Mieke's still on the phone,’ he said.
‘I know.’
‘I thought you'd left.’
‘You asked me to come back.’
He nodded, looking at her leg. Lena had told him about the attack on the phone, and that she did not know who was behind it. She would not explain again merely to ease the tension.
‘We can wait inside,’ she said.
He took the envelope. In Mieke's hallway they stood beside the coat hooks. A bicycle helmet with a white stripe hung there. Lena pushed up a loose strap brushing her shoulder. Ruben followed the movement. She could see he wanted to begin, but he kept looking at the closed door.
Mieke came for them. She had placed three chairs by the desk and laid out a notepad.
‘You asked for Lena to be here,’ she told Ruben. ‘Explain why.’
‘Because I lied to her last time.’
Lena sat. Her knee touched the underside of the desk and she shifted sideways. Ruben stayed standing until Mieke indicated the third chair.
‘About Sofie,’ he said. ‘When she'd left. I pretended she was moving and the date might be right. I knew she was there in May.’
‘Why?’ Lena asked.
He put down the envelope. ‘Because my name would come up somewhere too. I wanted to know how much you knew.’
It angered her more than another explanation about concern for his sister would have. At least he no longer gave her a kindly reason to soften his words.
‘So if I'd known less, you'd have left it there.’
‘Maybe.’
He looked down. Mieke let the silence stand. A click came from the kitchen, probably the fridge. He drew the envelope towards him and took out a folder of printouts, a small notebook and his phone.
‘I worked for Noordhuis. On the moves. Temporarily. They called it assistance. Helping residents look for somewhere else, collecting forms, sometimes arranging a van.’
‘We know,’ Lena said.
‘Yes. But I said it was only the practical things.’
He pushed a printout forward. Lena recognised Noordhuis's business stationery. Mieke read the top and asked whether this was his own agreement. He confirmed it.
‘I had a fixed fee, then extra for completed files. Completed meant a signed departure declaration. It didn't necessarily mean someone actually had another home.’
Lena thought of assistance. She used that word when helping a resident identify repairs before a handover. A word with coffee, explanations and time in it. In this agreement it had a deadline.
‘Who decided a file was complete?’ Mieke asked.
‘Marten. Sometimes through Niels. I'd email what I had and they'd say whether anything was missing.’
‘And you knew people felt pressured?’
He tugged a corner of the notebook. ‘I heard about it.’
‘That's a different question.’
‘Yes. I knew.’
He described a woman who had asked three times whether she could view another property first. He had told her the relocation payment would remain available only if she signed by Friday. Niels had told him that. Eventually she had called her daughter. Ruben had waited in the hall while they argued.
‘I thought at least she'd get the money,’ he said. ‘If she refused altogether, she might get nothing.’
‘What did you say would happen if she didn't sign?’ Mieke asked.
‘That the project would go ahead without her. That her house would have to be empty soon anyway.’
‘Did you know that?’
‘No.’
Lena watched his hands, now flat on his thighs. He could say these things calmly because he had evidently rehearsed them to himself. Calm did not diminish them.
‘And Sofie?’ she asked.
At first, Ruben said, he had been proud to tell her he was working on the project. He thought he could arrange something: a better home, removal money, a contact who did not send piles of letters. Sofie wanted to know where. He had shown her a picture of a new housing development to which she had no entitlement.
‘I didn't have an offer. Only a picture.’
‘Did you show other residents?’ Mieke asked.
‘Yes.’
‘What did you tell them?’
He looked at the printouts. ‘That the new homes would be better. I didn't say they'd get one. But I let them imagine it. If someone asked about a lift, I answered about the lift. I didn't say I had no idea whether they'd ever live there.’
Lena could picture it: a resident imagining a home without stairs at last, a relocation worker answering only the welcome part of the question.
‘One man asked if he could charge his mobility scooter there,’ Ruben said. ‘I said the design allowed for that. It was in the brochure. I didn't check if he'd qualify for the property.’
‘We need to record that person by person,’ Mieke said. ‘No new blanket promise to arrange it all now.’
‘I've got nothing to offer them.’
‘Then say so. To us, and in your statement.’
Ruben opened the notebook at a page of house numbers, hesitated and slid it to Mieke. He did not want Lena taking away residents' names without their permission. A small boundary, this time stated by him. Lena kept her hand beside her own notes.
Mieke wrote something. Lena thought of people studying floor plans, fitting their beds into rooms before anyone had mentioned the rent.
‘I said she was being difficult. That's the worst of it. Other people were files to me. With her, I knew exactly what was at stake.’
‘Did you prepare her departure declaration?’ Mieke asked.
‘I brought a form. She didn't sign while I was there. I don't know what they later put under her name.’
‘Did you believe she'd left on 31 March?’
‘No. I ate at hers in April. Early May too. She'd been on an early shift and I brought food. She still lived there.’
He gave the dates he knew and left the others uncertain. Mieke asked him to preserve that distinction in his statement, not place meals on dates that would better suit another witness.
‘Why didn't you go to the police sooner?’ Lena asked.
He put his phone on the table. ‘Because there was money in my account. Because I'd sent messages I couldn't explain. And Niels said my sister wouldn't benefit if everyone heard her brother had been harassing residents.’
‘You had.’
‘Yes.’
He looked at her. She waited for something about his own troubles. Nothing came.
‘Sofie asked if I still worked for them,’ he said. ‘I said I'd stopped. But another payment came, for declarations already submitted. I didn't tell her.’
‘So you helped her decide whether she could trust you by leaving out part of the information.’
Mieke laid down her pen. He rubbed his palms on his trousers and nodded.
‘I called her yesterday. She asked the same thing. Had there been more money? This time I said yes.’
‘What did she say?’
‘Not to ring just to make myself feel better.’
The envelope lay open. A receipt protruded from the notebook. Lena asked why it was there. He removed it: a petrol receipt from another week. He had emptied his bag's compartment onto the table, no longer trusting an order in which he had decided what mattered.
Mieke said not everything was relevant. They would list his own documents separately; he must keep the original messages. She was not acting as his tenants' adviser, and a statement about his paid work could have consequences for him. He could seek independent legal advice.
‘I don't want you thinking I'm hiding things again,’ he said.
‘I won't think that because you seek advice. I will if all you offer afterwards is another tidy story.’
He did not smile. ‘Can I ring Anouk now?’
Mieke did not pass him her phone. ‘Use your own. Explain that you want to give a statement about your role and have documents of your own. She'll make the arrangements.’
He asked Lena for the number. She reminded him he already had the contact; after a search he found it. While he called in the corridor, she went to the window. The planter in the square was clear again. People passed carrying bags no one tried to take.
‘I don't want to thank him,’ she said.
‘You don't have to.’
‘He's doing something useful.’
‘He is. It doesn't undo the rest.’
Mieke picked up the agreement. With Ruben's consent she could copy it for the housing issue; he must hand the originals to the appropriate people himself. Lena could look at the clauses affecting her own commission. There was no button or set of initials that could put the whole thing right. Ordinary payments, ordinary descriptions. A contract that might have disappeared into the accounts had the houses been empty on time.
Ruben returned with an appointment to give his statement and discuss handing over his material. He told them when. Mieke asked him to list the people he had approached and the promises he had made. For the residents' benefit, not to persuade them again.
‘I still have some numbers,’ he said.
‘Don't call them to align accounts. Say what you have. Contact will be handled carefully, with consent.’
Lena looked up, relieved Mieke had said it. Ruben had just demonstrated how easily he confused helping with making sure other people chose the right words.
Before leaving he stopped beside her chair.
‘Do you know where she is?’
‘No.’
‘Neither do I. She told me she's with Yara. But Yara's moved. I don't want to go looking.’
‘Then don't.’
He nodded. ‘I wanted to bring her some things.’
‘Ask if she wants that, through the contact you have with her now. Not me.’
He pocketed the phone and tucked the envelope under his arm, the folder carefully folded back inside. At the door he asked whether to return the payment. Mieke told him to seek advice and preserve the information. A transaction in his account would not erase his earlier behaviour from the statements.
After he left, Lena took a bus to her workspace. Tom was still on a fare; she had told him not to make a detour. She messaged Mieke that she was on her way and sat near the driver. At each stop she watched people on the pavement. She was not only afraid. She was angry that she now imagined a person's way of carrying a bag might tell her whether they wanted something from her.
At the unit she found the insurer's form in her email. Against the question about checking the final version she wrote: Not carried out. I relied on the colleague who assembled the documents. Then she described the check she herself had failed to make. She did not mention Jip.
A Table with Glasses of Water
Marten had booked a ground-floor meeting room in a shared office building. His email gave the address and specified a small group. Lena replied that Mieke Kraan would accompany her. He sent back only confirmation of the time.
Tom stopped at the entrance. Mieke was under the canopy, checking her phone. Lena got out cautiously, pulled her bag onto her shoulder and told him she would ring when they finished.
‘We won't sign anything,’ Mieke said as they walked together.
‘I wasn't planning to.’
‘I'm saying it now. Saves an argument about politeness later.’
The receptionist indicated a door behind a low plant. Marten approached with his hand extended, keeping it there until Lena was close enough. She shook it. His palm was dry. He glanced at her damaged bag, then Mieke.
‘I'm glad you could come.’
‘Lena has asked me to advise her,’ Mieke said.
‘I understand.’
He did not lock the door. Lena wondered whether she would later feel ashamed of noticing. A cleaner pushed a trolley along the corridor. Other people were in the building. There was a bottle of water on the table with three glasses. Marten filled them without being asked.
‘First, I want to say how much I regret what's happened.’
‘What do you mean?’ Lena asked.
‘The upset. The doubts about your work. That benefits no one.’
He sat, straightening a slim file before him. Lena left her bag beneath her chair.
‘An occupied home has been registered as empty,’ she said. ‘A report I didn't write has gone out under my name. That's more than upset.’
‘There appear to have been different streams of information.’
Mieke turned her notepad over. ‘We needn't agree on a neutral term first. We do need to know what you want to discuss.’
Marten drank some water. He had heard Lena had lost a commission, which he regretted. Self-employed people were vulnerable to confusion on projects involving many parties. There was scope to cover her costs and bring their collaboration to an orderly end.
‘Costs for what?’ Lena asked.
‘The additional work. Reviewing the files again. The time involved.’
‘Losing the client too?’
‘If it's reasonably substantiated, we can consider it.’
He passed them a sheet headed Proposed Settlement. Lena read the bottom first. Each party would declare that it had no further claim against the other. She would maintain confidentiality about its negotiation and contents. A paragraph above required her to acknowledge that her reporting had formed part of the basis for releasing the property for work.
‘So this is what you mean by settling it,’ she said.
‘A draft. Naturally the wording can be adjusted.’
‘Who wrote this paragraph?’
He looked at the sheet. ‘It's been looked at internally. I've brought it to discuss, not to force anything on you.’
‘You want me to confirm the property could be released on the strength of my report. Is my original included in the file now?’
‘The file contains several versions.’
‘Which was shown to the residents?’
‘That's handled by the housing association.’
Mieke noted the question. Lena lifted her glass, set it down and looked at Marten. He could put her precise words into a clause but could not say which text had been used to make Sofie's departure seem inevitable. That was a reason to stay, even if the form eventually left the table unsigned.
‘Will you state in writing which version this proposal relies on?’ she asked.
‘Take the draft and you can comment.’
‘I'm asking you.’
His hand hovered above the file, then he opened it and found an attachment. It bore the code of the export Lena had received on 18 May. No need to photograph it or snatch it away. It belonged to the proposal he was offering them. Mieke recorded the code and requested a complete copy, including attachments.
She drew the sheet closer. ‘Lena cannot acknowledge this text as her report. You know that is precisely what's disputed.’
‘She let the file go out in her name.’
‘A separate issue. She's discussing that failure with those concerned. It doesn't validate the contents.’
Lena looked at his fountain pen. Its cap lay beside the file, clip upwards. He was used to people eventually tiring of discussion and taking up a pen so they could get back to work.
‘Eva says she changed it at Niels's request,’ Lena said.
‘I can't vouch for everything individual contractors say afterwards.’
‘Niels worked on your project.’
‘He's employed by RietWonen.’
‘And you paid him.’
Marten laid his hands on the table. ‘We engaged services. Coordinating access, monitoring progress, liaising with residents. Nothing unusual on a project like this.’
‘A fee for each property vacated,’ Mieke said.
He looked at her notepad. She did not show it to him.
‘There were agreements. A performance-related payment isn't a crime.’
‘I didn't say it was. We're asking what counted as performance.’
Marten spoke of certainty about departures, key handovers and scheduling work. He used voluntarily twice. Lena asked how he checked a woman was leaving voluntarily when her power had been cut and an employee told her she would soon have to leave anyway.
‘I can't assess an individual resident's situation without the documents.’
‘You had them before you paid.’
‘We relied on the files supplied.’
Lena's knee throbbed. She did not touch it. She did not want him to see how badly she wanted another chair.
‘I was with Sofie on 6 May. I wrote and told you. You know 31 March can't be right.’
‘I've read your message.’
‘And what did you do?’
‘Asked questions internally.’
‘Which questions?’
He looked at the sheet in front of Mieke. ‘I can't answer all that in this meeting.’
Anouk might have given the same answer. With her it concerned an investigation whose every detail Lena need not know. Marten had brought her here to close matters before answering her questions.
Mieke asked whether he would provide the original agreements on fees and file assessments for the independent review. He said they would of course supply information required by law. Lena heard the distance between the request and the undertaking.
‘We are working to put things right,’ he said. ‘For residents too. If Ms van Dijk gets in touch, we can discuss a separate arrangement.’
Lena kept her eyes on the glass. She did not have to say something just to keep the conversation comfortable.
‘Sofie chooses how contact takes place,’ Mieke said. ‘Her case won't be settled at this table without her consent.’
‘That's not what I'm proposing.’
‘You're introducing her into a settlement with Lena.’
Marten moved his chair back. A phone rang in the corridor. Someone answered, walking away as they spoke.
‘I'm trying to prevent further escalation. Bremstraat has affected everyone. A resident has died. We shouldn't imply every disagreement is connected.’
Lena looked up. ‘Who says this is a disagreement?’
‘I don't mean to minimise anything.’
‘You're still using his death to ask us to calm down.’
He turned the pen cap between finger and thumb. ‘I didn't know what happened that evening. I still don't.’
‘Then don't make his death a reason for me to withdraw my correction.’
Mieke put down her pen. ‘Let's keep the matters separate. Violence is for the police to investigate. The inaccurate files and pressure on residents exist alongside it. They needn't wait for a conclusion about Henk Roos.’
Lena breathed out, unaware until then that she had been holding her breath. She had been tempted to make Marten say he knew more, to keep questioning until he slipped. Mieke returned her to what they could actually discuss here.
‘I want my original report added to the file,’ she said. ‘With a visible correction. I want residents affected by false information contacted through an independent assessment. And I'll give my documents to those investigating.’
‘You're asking for steps we can't take alone.’
‘Then take the ones you can.’
He looked at the document. ‘Any compensation mustn't be made conditional on that. I can't write a blank cheque for a meeting like this.’
‘I haven't asked for a cheque.’
She thought of yesterday's refund leaving her account. She could use the money. The sum in the draft would ease the coming months. Precisely why she could not leave it beside a sentence making her responsible again for words she had not written.
‘Email me the proposal,’ she said. ‘I'll take it to my own adviser. I'm not signing here or withdrawing a correction.’
Marten regretted that she interpreted his willingness to talk that way. Mieke asked for written answers to the questions she would send. He gave no immediate undertaking. The meeting had missed its convenient ending; now it had to finish in an ordinary way.
Lena drank. For the first time since arriving she realised she was thirsty. She put the glass down and stood. Her knee twinged. Mieke waited to collect her coat until Lena's bag was securely on her shoulder.
In the corridor the receptionist passed with a pack of paper. He held the hall door for them. Lena thanked him. Under the canopy outside she felt how cool the air had become.
‘I still haven't had an answer,’ she said.
‘To which question?’
‘What he knew. When he paid for empty houses.’
‘He's confirmed a payment per vacated property, and that he received your message about 6 May. What lies behind that needs investigating. Pouring water gives you no reason to accept his account.’
Lena looked at her bag. ‘I nearly kept asking about Henk.’
‘I noticed.’
‘It wouldn't have got us anything.’
‘Perhaps an answer. Wanting one badly wouldn't make it reliable.’
Mieke took her bicycle from the rack. She had another appointment. Lena rang Tom; he would be a while. She sat on the low wall outside and told Anouk the meeting was over. She had not signed. There had been no incident.
Then she recorded Marten's words and the points she and Mieke had pursued. She did not write that he had admitted guilt. He had confirmed some arrangements and avoided other questions. That was what they had.
Tom arrived with water and a sandwich in a paper bag. The sandwich was his. He offered half, and she accepted.
‘All right?’
‘He wanted to pay to close it down.’
‘And?’
‘There was something in it I couldn't sign.’
He looked at her, chewing, then nodded. ‘You're better at that these days.’
‘I'm still too late.’
‘Yes,’ he said.
It hurt. They finished the sandwich without adding a consoling sentence. Then she put her notes among the copies that were still hers and let him drive her home.
An Answer for Jip
The parsley in the glass on the worktop had wilted. Lena had bought it on Monday, intending to make something with it. Now half hung over the rim and the water smelled of a vase left too long.
‘That needs throwing out,’ Jip said.
‘Let me look.’
‘There's nothing to look at. It's brown.’
Lena pulled out the stems and dropped them in the bin. Their small disagreement ended as soon as she stopped trying to save what had been useful on another day. Jip put the potatoes on the table. They had agreed to cook together: Lena chopping, Jip making the sauce. Two clean tea towels and a knife were ready before Lena had removed her coat.
‘How was school?’
‘Fine.’
‘Did you tell anyone about yesterday?’
Jip shook the yoghurt carton in her hand. ‘Tess. No details. I don't know any details myself.’
‘You know what I know.’
‘About the man. Not why he wanted your bag.’
‘I don't know either.’
‘I know.’
She unscrewed the cap, braced the carton with her forearm and poured yoghurt into the bowl. Lena took a chopping board and waited for her to finish before answering. Raw onion scented the kitchen as she cut it open.
‘This afternoon's meeting concerned my work. Mieke was there. In an office building with other people around.’
‘Dad drove you.’
‘Yes.’
Jip moved the bowl aside. ‘On the sofa just now you made it sound like some meeting you couldn't get out of. But he's the man who paid for those things, isn't he?’
Lena halved the onion. ‘He managed the project that made the payments. His exact role is being investigated.’
‘Mum.’
Lena put down the knife.
‘You sound like an email,’ Jip said.
She wanted to tell Jip not to confuse caution with evasion. Instead she explained that Marten had offered to reimburse her costs, provided she signed wording confirming his version of the report too. She had refused. Mieke shared her objections and was sending further questions in writing.
‘Why did he think you'd do it?’
‘Because the money would have helped me.’
‘How much?’
She gave the figure in the proposal. Jip raised her eyebrows. At her age, she wasn't used to seeing someone turn down that much money.
‘Can we still pay the rent?’
‘Yes. We've got money for the next few months. I still have work. I'm losing some of it.’
‘What won't we be able to do?’
‘I don't know exactly yet. No sudden move, nothing affecting school. We'll review everyday spending. If something changes for you, I'll tell you before you have to discover it yourself.’
Jip nodded slowly and stirred the yoghurt. She had not asked whether Lena had made the right decision. Lena realised she was waiting for that judgement, and felt ashamed.
They went on cooking. Jip checked her phone for how much mustard to add. Lena quartered the washed potatoes. Water still ran down her fingers when Jip asked how she could ever trust her own work again.
‘By checking what I send. Even if someone else prepares it. I should have opened the final export myself and compared it with my text.’
‘Well, you can do that, can't you?’
‘Yes. Before it goes to anyone. I'll allow time for it in my work.’
‘Does that mean working even more?’
Lena felt herself heading towards an explanation she had offered too often. She could say it was temporary, that the extra hours would vanish once this was over. She did not know whether that was true. Jip wanted to know what would change now.
‘Probably at first. I've got files to check. But I'll turn work down if I haven't got enough time. And we'll agree when I'll be home. More hours can't mean you have to go somewhere else every time.’
Jip stared into the bowl. ‘Sometimes I thought you kept sending me to Dad because you were so far behind.’
‘That's not what I thought.’
‘I'm telling you what I thought.’
Lena rinsed her hands and dried them on a tea towel. It had been laid out dry for taking something from the oven; she picked up the other one and put the knife somewhere safe.
‘I sent you because I couldn't manage work and worry and everything else. I should have said so instead of pretending all you needed was someone to make you a decent sandwich.’
‘Dad doesn't make decent sandwiches either. He puts the cheese on strangely.’
‘He always has.’
Jip smiled briefly. ‘But he asks if I want to stay.’
Lena switched on the oven and waited for its click.
‘What do you want now?’
‘Dinner and overnight at his on Friday. Then I'm nearer work on Saturday. Back here on Sunday.’
‘That's fine. Ask him yourself, though.’
‘I already have.’
Lena turned. Jip met her eyes, ready to explain she had not needed her mother's permission to ask. Lena nodded.
‘Good. Now we know.’
Jip took a sheet from the drawer and tried to fix it to the fridge. The magnet slid towards an old postcard. Lena held the paper straight while Jip tried again and wrote Fri, Dad. The writing slanted because she leant sideways to spare her arm.
‘What about Saturday?’ Lena asked.
‘I'm with Tess after work. I've told you.’
‘Put it down, then.’
Jip wrote only Tess, leaving the details on her phone. When offered the pen, Lena added her two Thursday visits with estimated return times. She did not draw a line through the empty space beneath Sunday.
‘Why so many words?’ Jip asked.
‘Because I don't know when I'll be finished.’
‘Then put that you'll call. Not around seven when it'll be half past nine.’
Lena crossed out the evening's estimated return and wrote: message when I leave. She would not come home to a saved plate of food and use an apology to pretend she had otherwise kept the arrangement.
Jip studied the sheet. ‘You and Dad can keep track of that yourselves, can't you?’
‘We do. This is for us here.’
They did not make an hour-by-hour family timetable. Jip put down the pen and returned to the sauce. Lena set herself a reminder to give Tom the confirmed times. Their daughter need not organise that from the fridge.
She put the potatoes in the oven. Jip wiped a drop of yoghurt from her hand with her sleeve, then crossly wiped the sleeve with a cloth. Lena offered no advice.
As dinner cooked they called Tom. Jip told him about Friday herself. He had a late shift but could arrange his fares to be home for dinner. Could she pack on Thursday evening to avoid a Friday rush? Jip asked why he was worrying about Thursday already. He said her charger had turned up in a bag from the previous weekend.
While Jip went upstairs to find it, Lena stayed on the phone.
‘I'll let you know where I'm going this week. Just the practical details. Not so you have to decide for me every time.’
‘You don't need me to.’
‘I'll share it with Anouk too. Certainly meetings with people from the project.’
‘Good. I can't always leave immediately.’
‘I know.’
‘You know, but yesterday you asked me to come, and this morning I barely had a time to work with. Planning earlier helps.’
She looked at the clock. There was nothing wrong with what he said. Still, she needed a few seconds before answering plainly.
‘You're right. I'll send the details once they're confirmed.’
‘And of course ring if something happens. I don't mean fill in a calendar first.’
‘I understand.’
He fell silent. She could almost see him wanting to check she really understood, but letting the conversation rest. She promised not to send him the whole of Marten's proposal later; he need not become her lawyer. They would discuss anything affecting their daughter.
Lena and Jip ate at the small kitchen table. The potatoes were darker on one side. Jip said they should have turned the dish halfway through. Lena said they would try next time. They had nearly finished when Jip asked whether Sofie had read the report herself.
‘A version, I think. She's heard what it said. We're speaking tomorrow, once the arrangements with her and Anouk are confirmed.’
‘Where?’
‘Mieke's. Not her friend's house.’
‘You're not trying to make her say you did nothing wrong, are you?’
Lena looked at her plate. Even Anouk had not put it quite so directly.
‘No. I hope she'll understand which words I did write. But I need to hear what the other words meant for her. It may be uncomfortable.’
‘Uncomfortable's a small word.’
‘Yes.’
Jip put down her fork. ‘Maybe you should just say you're scared too.’
‘I am. More since yesterday. I jump when a van stops beside me. I want to know who it was, and I don't.’
Jip glanced away at the dark window over the worktop. Then she asked whether Lena wanted to sleep downstairs because the stairs hurt. Lena said she could manage if she went slowly. Jip nodded, without turning the answer into a discussion that would let her take charge of something after all.
After the washing-up Mieke confirmed Thursday evening. Lena could speak to Sofie first if Sofie still wished it then. Anouk and her colleagues were arranging support and a separate statement directly with her. What mattered was that she described what she remembered, rather than repeated their reconstruction.
Lena recorded the time and told Anouk she planned to attend. She added the visit to Cor, provisional until Nora confirmed, specifying that it was to examine material with permission. No appointment with Niels. No request for anyone to bring him there.
The brief reply acknowledged receipt and asked her to report changes. That was enough.
At the kitchen table she continued the insurer's form. Measures taken since discovering the problem were easy to describe. Earlier working arrangements were harder. She could say she routinely checked reports. With documents assembled by Eva, she had made exceptions without calling them exceptions. She wrote that too.
Jip came down with her Friday bag. A book she did not have to read for school poked out. She put the bag under the coat hooks and searched for the elastic usually hanging from it.
‘Do you need anything else?’ Lena asked.
‘No. I've got a message to send.’
She went upstairs again. Lena looked at the packed bag. For the first time in days something at home was arranged in advance without her devising it for her daughter. She finished the form, checked it before sending and read her answers once more. Then she sent it herself.
The Notebook at Cor’s
Nora was outside the workshop with a paper bag containing two currant buns. She had already eaten half of one. She brushed the crumbs from her fingers before shaking Lena’s hand.
‘I’m a bit early,’ she said. ‘Cor’s helping someone.’
Lena looked through the window. A customer stood at the counter, turning a small loose key between his thumb and forefinger. Cor listened and shook his head. Behind him was the same wall of hooks and little labels Lena had seen on her previous visits. At the far left, the door into the back of the workshop stood open.
‘I haven’t touched anything since we last talked about it,’ Lena told Nora.
‘I know. Cor rang me.’
Nora looked at the bag and offered her the other bun. Lena took it, though she wasn’t hungry. Across the road, someone parked a bicycle half on the pavement. She disliked the way she now watched every vehicle that stopped.
‘You had a fall,’ Nora said.
‘On Tuesday. It’s been reported.’
‘You don’t have to tell me about it.’
Lena nodded. They stood side by side, eating. Nora wasn’t trying to turn a shared fright into an intimacy between them. Lena was glad of that.
The customer left, still holding his key. Cor held the door for them and said they could come in. The workshop smelt of oil and warm dust. A work mat had left a rectangular mark on the counter. He showed them to the two chairs at the back. Lena knew the narrow passage beside the shelving and where it led: to the back door and the shared path beyond. Cor’s coat hung on a hook beside the door.
‘His things are here,’ Cor said.
He put a plastic box on the table. Inside were a brown cardboard folder, a pencil with a chewed end, two envelopes and a thin notebook with a dark blue cover. Nora picked up the pencil first.
‘He left these everywhere,’ she said. ‘Thought you should always have a pencil on you. Only he never had anything to sharpen it with.’
Cor smiled. ‘He used a knife when he was here. I put a stop to that. Kept cutting into my work mat.’
Nora put the pencil back. ‘Typical.’
She picked up the notebook and opened it at the first page. There was a phone number, an arrow in the margin and the word new. She turned the page. Lena looked at the table rather than over her shoulder.
‘You can look at the appointments to do with the street in a minute,’ Nora said. ‘And the keys. I want to keep the rest until I know what to do with it.’
‘Of course.’
‘I don’t know whether any of this matters. I don’t want us making everything important just because it was his.’
Cor took an older letter out of the cardboard folder. A neighbour had asked Henk to look over a quotation. There were pencilled exclamation marks beside one of the amounts and the line for call-out charges. Nora shook her head.
‘He didn’t know about those. That’s why he marked them. So someone would ask.’
Lena recognised the layout of an ordinary maintenance job. The letter had nothing to do with the Noordhuis project. She put it back as soon as Nora mentioned that another resident’s name was on it.
‘He doesn’t have an answer for everything,’ Nora said. She heard herself using the present tense, swallowed and let it stand. ‘He just didn’t want people forgetting their questions when someone in smart shoes turned up at the door.’
Cor got up and pushed the door to the path almost shut. Cold air was blowing through the gap and past the table. Someone went along the shared path with a crate of empty bottles; Lena heard them rattle, then a door opening or closing at the business next door. The back of the workshop was part of the same ordinary street they would soon be walking out into again.
‘I can put that letter with the other things tomorrow,’ Cor said. ‘Keep it separate from the job sheets for the investigation.’
Nora nodded. She looked at the notebook, then began turning to the week they had come to look at together.
Cor sat on the edge of a stool. Nora turned the pages slowly. Her fingers came to rest on one. She didn’t read it aloud. Her lip moved briefly; then she took out her phone and, with some difficulty, photographed it for herself.
‘Shopping,’ she said. ‘He was meant to keep something for me. I’d forgotten. And here it is.’
Lena waited. She couldn’t see what it was and didn’t ask.
After a while Nora turned the notebook towards them. The week of 10 May spread across two pages. Henk had written the date at the top; the lines below slanted towards the edge. Between collecting medicine and an amount for something Nora couldn’t decipher was: N.V. getting keys cut — Cor.
Lena leaned forward, carefully shifting her knee to one side. ‘Do you know whether N.V. meant Niels?’
‘He did write his name like that,’ Cor said. ‘But that’s from memory. It doesn’t say Niels here.’
Nora looked back through the notebook. On an earlier page she found Niels beside a partly crossed-out number and showed them. It helped explain the initials; it wasn’t a piece of handwriting that suddenly explained everything.
‘When he came in that Sunday, he said Niels had been getting more keys cut,’ Cor said. ‘I told him it was maintenance work. Henk thought that was a lot of maintenance for one door.’
‘Had he seen Niels here?’
‘That’s what he said. I don’t know how long he’d been outside. I was working.’
Lena made a note, keeping Cor’s exact wording. They already had the job sheet dated 10 May; the duplicates weren’t a new discovery. What the notebook added was a neighbour who had noticed them that day, and who had already begun to find it odd.
Nora turned to 14 May. There were three lines, one crossed through at an angle. Bread. Ask Ria about lamp. Ring Niels / key back. A small question mark followed the last entry. A time near the bottom seemed to belong to a different appointment, but the fold made it hard to read.
‘That might be half past six,’ Nora said. ‘Or something else. He wrote his numbers in a hurry.’
‘We mustn’t guess,’ Lena said.
Cor nodded, looking at the notebook without touching it. ‘He said that blue key wasn’t to go in with all the others. Sofie had told him. She’d tied something to it.’
Lena pictured the loop in the kitchen drawer. ‘Blue cotton.’
‘Something like that. I remember the metal bits better.’
Nora turned back a page. ‘Henk remembered that sort of thing. Little things people said. If someone said something mustn’t be taken away, he’d make it his job to see it stayed.’
‘That sounds kind,’ Lena said.
‘Sometimes. Sometimes people stopped telling him things because a week later he’d ask why they hadn’t kept their promise.’
She half closed the notebook. ‘He used to ring me at work. Not because anything was wrong. Because he thought work could wait. If I said I was busy, he took it as an invitation to ring back later.’
Lena smiled. Nora kept looking at the cover.
‘I was cross with him the last time he rang. I’m not going to turn that into some lovely story now.’
Cor pushed his stool back a little. He said he had another envelope for Nora, with things Henk had brought in the month before. Lena asked whether she could pass her notes to Anouk. Nora agreed. She wanted the notebook seen by the people investigating Henk’s death. But she wanted a say in the stories other people might later choose to tell about him.
‘If they need the original, they can have it,’ she said. ‘But I want to know who I’m giving it to.’
Lena suggested they ring Anouk together. Nora took out her phone and did the talking. Lena sat beside her, adding something only when Nora asked which of the job sheets they had already seen went with these entries. Anouk could receive the original through the agreed handover; its provenance and receipt would be recorded. Cor offered to drive Nora to the police station if that suited. Lena didn’t need to make herself the go-between, carrying someone else’s possessions in her damaged bag.
With permission, they photographed the relevant pages. Nora would send the pictures herself, by the method agreed with Anouk. Lena noted which pages she had seen and that the time beside the crossed-out appointment was unclear. Then the notebook went back in the box.
Cor took the envelope from a cupboard behind the counter. His phone rang. He glanced at the screen and raised his eyebrows.
‘RietWonen,’ he said. ‘Might be about the job sheets.’
He answered and moved a few steps away from the table. Lena could hear his replies, but not the voice on the other end.
‘Yes, I’ve still got them.’
A pause.
‘They’re my job sheets. They don’t go anywhere just because the job’s being closed.’
He looked at Nora and raised his free hand to show he would be a moment.
‘Put in a request, then. No, I won’t leave them by the entrance.’
After hanging up, he stood with the phone still in his hand.
‘Niels,’ he said. ‘Wants to collect the paperwork for the sets of keys. Complete the records, he says. Wants any damage sheets included as well.’
‘Did he say why he needs them now?’ Lena asked.
‘Project review. I told him to send a request. The relevant originals of my own job sheets go to the police first, as agreed. I’ve given a statement about that.’
Nora stood up. ‘Then let’s take the notebook over now, if we can.’
Cor looked at the clock. He would have to close up for a while or find someone to cover the counter. He rang a neighbour in the building next door, who said he could be there in ten minutes. Lena looked towards the open back door. Nothing had happened except a phone call asking for some paperwork. Yet her back was rigid against the chair.
‘I’ll tell Anouk about the request,’ Cor said.
‘Tell her exactly what he asked for,’ Lena said. ‘Not that he wanted the notebook. He didn’t mention that.’
‘I know.’
She nodded. There was no need to talk to Cor as though he had never handled anything carefully before.
He wrote down the time and as much as he remembered of the conversation. Nora put the notebook in a fresh envelope and wrote her name on it. The original material would be handed over that afternoon. Cor would keep only the checked copies of the relevant job sheets and notebook pages. They arranged to have Nora’s other things ready on Friday. Lena would help identify the building-related papers Henk had been keeping for his neighbours; she didn’t need to hold on to evidence to do that.
Nora picked up the envelope and the box. Lena carried the envelope of older loose papers out to Cor’s car, with Nora beside her. Having her permission made it a simple thing to do. At the car Lena handed everything back, without checking inside again.
‘He’d have liked me to look at those back steps,’ Lena said. ‘See whether they were sound.’
Nora stopped for a moment. ‘Yes. He’d have said that.’
‘I can’t say anything about the fall. Only what I know about the house.’
‘Then say that when people ask.’
Cor came out wearing his coat. He said the officer they were due to see was ready for them; he had the address and time written on a slip of paper. Nora got into the car. Before she shut the door, she looked at Lena.
‘See you Friday.’
‘See you Friday.’
Lena stood at the kerb until the car had gone. She had a new note for Anouk, an appointment for herself, and a picture of Henk with a pencil and a damaged work mat. None of those things could stand in for either of the others.
What Sofie Saw
The office was warmer than Lena remembered it from the day before. Mieke had switched on the lamp above the round table and cleared the folders from her desk. On the windowsill was a packet of biscuits she couldn’t get open. She handed it to Lena, who tore along the edge so carefully that she still managed to break a biscuit.
‘Leave it,’ Mieke said. ‘We’re not entertaining guests at a hotel.’
Lena put the packet on a plate. She had left her bag in the hall and kept only her phone. Anouk knew where she was. The handover of Henk’s notebook and Cor’s original job sheets had been confirmed. There would be no need for her to pass evidence round that evening.
The bell rang. Mieke went to answer it. Lena heard the lock turn, then a woman asking whether she could hang her coat there.
Sofie stood in the hall. Her shoulders were as narrow as Lena remembered from 6 May, but she held herself differently, her chin jutting slightly forward, her hands in her coat pockets. Yara stood beside her with a small rucksack. She glanced towards the exits, then slipped off her coat.
‘Hello,’ Lena said.
Sofie nodded. She looked down at Lena’s knee, then up again. ‘You can walk all right?’
‘Yes.’
They didn’t shake hands. Lena wondered whether she should have offered hers. Mieke took their coats and asked Sofie where she wanted to sit. She chose the chair by the window, facing the door. Yara sat beside her and pushed her rucksack under her own chair.
‘Anouk will speak to you in a little while, as you arranged,’ Mieke said. ‘She’s in the building. You can see her first if you’d rather Lena waited.’
‘I want to speak to Lena first.’
‘All right. And if you want to stop, we stop.’
Sofie took out her phone and laid it face down on the table. One corner of the case had a small crack. Lena looked at it, then at her face.
‘The original report went in with the material I handed over,’ Lena said. ‘I haven’t brought it for you to judge. The people investigating have what I wrote and sent. RietWonen has my correction. They’re having the files independently reviewed.’
‘Have they stopped saying I didn’t live there?’
‘I don’t know what’s been changed in every system yet. I’ve asked for you to be contacted through someone independent. Mieke’s helping with that.’
‘So you don’t know.’
‘No.’
Sofie picked up her glass without drinking. ‘On 6 May you said the damp patch could be repaired.’
‘That was what I found.’
‘That’s why I couldn’t understand it afterwards. At first I thought you’d spotted something else and hadn’t told me. That happens. People come and look, then they leave and you get a letter.’
Lena had thought she would need to explain about Eva first. Instead she was hearing how long Sofie had spent turning that visit into a different memory.
‘I didn’t write the other version. But I didn’t check what was finally sent out under my name. It meant you had every reason to think those words were mine.’
Sofie looked at Yara, who let her go on.
‘I thought I was the one who didn’t understand. Ruben said I had to stop asking the same questions. Niels said you were responsible for the technical side. Once the power went off, everything was such a struggle. Getting to work, charging my phone, finding someone whose fridge I could put things in.’
‘On 11 May,’ Lena said, then stopped herself. ‘Tell it in your own order.’
‘Yes. The Monday. He said they had work to do and it wouldn’t take long. When I got home it was still off. The little clock had stopped. I had to find the bread I’d bought for the next day in the dark.’
She slid the glass across the wooden table. ‘Henk brought me a torch. A rubbish one. The batteries didn’t last. He got cross with it, went home and came back with another. Said he had two of everything because one was always missing.’
Lena smiled briefly. Nora’s pencil was still fresh in her mind, but she didn’t mention it. This memory didn’t need to be fitted into a collection of things they all knew about Henk.
‘He wrote down who I needed to speak to. It wasn’t just him. Ria did too. I had no idea then how much I’d need to keep.’
‘What happened on 14 May?’ Mieke asked.
Sofie glanced at the door. ‘I’ve told Anouk I was there. She said I must tell her exactly what I saw myself.’
‘Yes,’ Mieke said. ‘And you don’t have to tell us anything here just because you think we’re expecting it.’
‘I want Lena to know.’
Lena rested her hands on her legs and kept them still. For days she had tried to piece the same place together from documents, memories and conversations. Now she mustn’t choose her questions to fill the gaps.
‘I was upstairs,’ Sofie said. ‘At the back window. I’d opened a window because it was stuffy. They were talking down below. Not loudly at first. I could see Henk by the steps. Niels was on the path.’
She stopped and looked at the surface of the water. Yara moved one foot and did nothing else.
‘I don’t know what time it was. Still light. I’d eaten, or I was getting something ready. I can’t properly remember. I mustn’t make it up. I remember Henk holding his phone. I couldn’t see what was on it.’
‘You don’t have to give us a time,’ Lena said.
Sofie nodded. ‘Niels held his hand out. He wanted something. I heard him say, give it here. Henk said no. Or no, you. It was quick. Then they got louder. Henk turned slightly away from him with the phone.’
She made a small movement with her own hand, then put it down again.
‘Niels went towards him. I knew him. His coat, his face. It wasn’t just someone who looked like him. He was off to one side below my window. Henk was higher up, near the edge of the steps. Niels reached for his arm first. I saw Henk pull it away. Then Niels pushed him here.’
Sofie briefly laid her palm against her own chest.
‘With his hands. It looked like one push. Hard. Henk went backwards. He was badly placed for it, so close to the step. He fell.’
Lena thought of the phrase unfortunate fall, and of Anouk saying that the start of an investigation wasn’t an explanation. For Sofie, the moment didn’t fit neatly into a phrase. One man had put out his hands. The other had tried to step where there was no floor left beneath him.
‘I couldn’t see everything after that,’ Sofie said. ‘From inside you can’t really see the paving right under the window. But I heard something. A hard sound. I stepped back.’
Yara didn’t take her hand. Sofie clasped her fingers tightly together, pulled them apart and went on.
‘I stood against the wall beside the window. I thought Niels might look up. Perhaps he already had. I don’t know whether he saw me while I was still at the window. I didn’t dare look again.’
‘What happened next?’ Mieke asked.
‘I went downstairs. My things were packed because I thought I might stay somewhere else for a few nights. Not leave like that. Just because the electricity still wasn’t working properly and I didn’t want another visit from him. I took my phone and the bag. I thought I’d come back once he’d gone.’
Lena could hear her searching for the ordinary plans inside her own story. A bag already packed, a visit she wanted to avoid, the intention of coming back.
‘I took the other part of the path out to the street. I didn’t go to Henk. I didn’t fetch anyone. I didn’t do that.’
She looked straight at Lena now.
‘You can tell me I should have called. I’ve told myself often enough.’
Lena thought of the two people at the bridge who had stayed with her while she made her call. She didn’t tell Sofie it was all understandable. ‘I’m glad you’re telling us now.’
‘That doesn’t help him.’
‘No.’
Sofie picked up her glass and took two small sips. Her hand was steadier than her voice.
‘Niels rang. I didn’t answer. Then the messages started. He wrote that I’d been there. That I knew there’d been an accident. He said if I told it any differently, I’d take my brother down with me. He knew which shift I was working. The new time as well. I’d told Ruben that.’
‘Do you know whether Ruben passed the time on to him?’ Mieke asked.
‘I don’t know. Maybe. I told Anouk that too. I can say who I told. I can’t say what happened to the information after that.’
Lena kept her eyes on Sofie. There were plenty of reasons to suspect Ruben. Sofie wasn’t going to use him to get round the limits of her own answer.
‘I’ve still got the messages,’ she said, tapping the phone with one finger. ‘I haven’t copied out bits of them. Yara said to leave everything as it was.’
‘She showed me some when she arrived,’ Yara said. ‘I didn’t tell her what to say in her statement.’
‘I went to hers because there was nowhere else I wanted to go,’ Sofie said. ‘In Duinwaard. She had room. I was afraid to go to Ruben. Niels knew him and I didn’t know what he was passing on any more. Yara was cross because at first I only told her I wanted somewhere to sleep for a few days.’
‘Cross because you thought you couldn’t burden me with it,’ Yara said.
‘And cross because I didn’t call.’
‘Yes.’
Mieke asked whether Sofie wanted a break. She said no, pushed her glass away and looked towards the door. She asked if Anouk could come in. She wanted to show her the messages and give her statement.
Mieke went to fetch her. Lena waited until the door had closed, then said she would go elsewhere while Sofie gave her formal statement.
‘I don’t want you filling in my words,’ Sofie said.
‘I won’t.’
‘Not even to make me sound more certain.’
‘No.’
For the first time, Sofie leaned back in her chair. ‘On 6 May you asked if you could take a photograph. I thought that was decent of you. I thought I’d let someone in who knew what she was doing.’
Lena felt her cheeks grow hot. She couldn’t correct the accusation without taking something else from Sofie.
‘You should have been able to go on thinking that,’ she said.
Anouk came in with Mieke. She greeted Yara and Sofie, asked how things had gone so far and said that Lena and Mieke would wait outside while she spoke to Sofie separately. She confirmed the arrangements they had already discussed for the rest of the statement, including who could be there to support Sofie at each stage. She didn’t tell the group what had already been investigated or what conclusions might be drawn.
Sofie picked up her phone, her thumb resting for a moment on the cracked case. Anouk asked which original messages she wanted to show her, and stressed that uncertainties about times, positions and words were part of her account too.
Lena got up. She didn’t wait for a question about Henk that she might be able to answer. She collected her bag from the hall. Mieke took her into the kitchen and switched on the kettle.
‘She saw him push,’ Lena said quietly.
‘That’s what she’s told us. Now she’s giving her own statement. The other evidence will be carefully checked against it.’
Lena nodded. She had spoken to Niels while he sounded perfectly pleasant. He had asked her to finish quickly. He had arranged access, dealt with sets of keys, had a report changed. Now Sofie had told her what the same man had done to Henk. The ordinary sound of his voice in that conversation stayed in Lena’s head.
Mieke gave her a mug of tea. They sat in the waiting area beside a rack of leaflets about moving house and energy bills. Lena didn’t look up when a chair moved in the other room. The conversation behind the door wasn’t hers.
Later Anouk came out for a moment. The investigation was continuing; she gave no information about anyone else. Tomorrow’s appointments for additional material and the handover of Henk’s remaining possessions still stood. Lena was to let her know if anything changed. What they now knew about Niels didn’t mean Lena should go and ask him why.
‘I won’t,’ Lena said.
She texted Tom to say she was nearly finished. She included no address where anyone was staying, nothing from Sofie’s statement. Only that he could collect her from Mieke’s office. When they said goodbye later, Sofie was tired and quieter, but she went to the coat rack herself and put on her own coat. Yara held the door for her. Lena waited until they had gone out together before following them.
Signing for Someone Else
At the police station reception desk, Eva was trying to show her driving licence before the receptionist had finished asking her name. The card was already between her fingers. Lena noticed that she had cut the nails on one hand and left the others long.
‘Brink,’ Eva said. ‘I have an appointment with Ms van Dalen.’
She didn’t look at Lena. Outside, by the row of bicycle stands along the building, they had greeted each other with a nod. Eva had come by bus. Her car was at home, she’d said, though Lena hadn’t understood why she needed to mention it. Since Monday, almost every ordinary remark between them had carried a second message that Lena no longer wanted to work out for her.
The receptionist pointed to four chairs beside a table of magazines. Eva chose the one nearest the door to the corridor and put her bag on her lap.
‘I haven’t forgotten anything,’ she said.
Lena slid her own folder under her chair. ‘They’ll ask you in there.’
‘The old laptop’s on it too.’
‘On what?’
‘The list. I’ve written down what I worked on and which email account I used. Not just what I printed out.’
Lena could picture the laptop: a grey thing Eva closed with her hand still resting on the lid, its charger always plugged into an extension lead at an angle. There had been legitimate jobs on it. A sagging balcony. A school with poor ventilation. A tenant who hadn’t understood until the wall was repaired that he wouldn’t need a bucket under the leak next winter. This one week hadn’t turned all their past work into fraud. That scarcely made Eva any easier to look at.
‘Good,’ Lena said.
Eva tucked in her upper lip. ‘I replaced that text myself. That’s what I’m going to tell them. I’m not going to pretend there was a problem with the software.’
‘That sounds sensible.’
‘You don’t have to speak to me like that.’
‘Like what?’
Eva looked at the magazines. One lay open at a recipe, a brown coffee stain covering the ingredients. ‘Like I’m a contractor who hasn’t handed in his paperwork.’
Lena held her bag strap in both hands. She still had questions for Eva. Had she seen the red patch on the curtain as she cropped the photograph? Had she typed vacant without pausing, without taking her hands off the keyboard? Whatever Eva answered would go round in Lena’s head again that evening. This wasn’t the place to ask. Perhaps there wasn’t a place outside it either.
‘I don’t know how to talk to you yet,’ she said.
Eva nodded slowly. They let the silence stay.
When Anouk opened the door, she asked Eva to come with her. Lena could wait a little longer; their appointments were consecutive, not joint. Eva stood, gripping the handles of her bag until the leather creaked.
‘My lawyer will be a bit late,’ she said.
‘Then we’ll wait for her,’ Anouk said. ‘We’ll go through what you’ve brought first. We’ll discuss your involvement after that.’
Lena saw Eva’s shoulders drop. She too had been uneasy about their coming here together. Now someone would sit beside Eva who was there for Eva alone. Lena stayed outside the interview room, where she belonged.
A man came into the waiting area with a wallet he had found. He wanted to go and unlock his bicycle again because he thought he’d left it half across the pavement. The receptionist said it was probably fine, but he went back out anyway. Lena checked her phone. Jip had sent a photograph of two pieces of bread on a board, a knife stuck across the last slice.
The bread won.
Lena started to reply that she didn’t need to use the knife to prove her arm could do everything again. She deleted it. She typed: Leave it for now. Ask your dad later. Then: What time are you working today?
Half four. Dad’s picking me up. We’ve sorted it.
Lena wrote that that was fine. She put her phone away before she could add another arrangement.
Her own appointment was in a smaller room, without Eva. There was only a notepad and a glass of water on the table. Anouk began with the cycle bridge. Lena explained where her bag had been that afternoon and what she remembered of the van. Again she said she hadn’t seen the face clearly enough to identify anyone.
‘Stick to that,’ Anouk said. ‘Even if someone suggests a name.’
‘I don’t want it left out.’
‘Not knowing who it was doesn’t make the attack any less real.’
Lena pulled the glass towards her. Over the past few days she had repeatedly felt that not seeing more was a failure, another mistake she shouldn’t have made. Now she nodded and left it at what she knew.
They went through the documents she had supplied: her email of 7 May, the original report, the later version she had obtained from the portal. Anouk named each by its date and subject. Lena answered her questions and corrected one filename. On a printout, someone had written schadeopname as a single word; her own attachment name had a hyphen. She wasn’t trying to make anything of the difference. She pointed it out because she’d been asked to check the list.
‘Eva will be explaining things I didn’t know when I made my first report,’ she said. ‘Does that mean I need to redo my statement?’
‘You can add what you’ve learned since. We record when you knew something and who told you. Don’t change the earlier statement to make it all fit neatly from the beginning.’
Anouk turned the paper towards her. Lena read the summary. It said she hadn’t checked the final exported version herself. Her eyes stayed on that sentence longer than on the others.
‘That’s right,’ she said.
‘Anything you’d like to add?’
Lena thought of that evening in A&E, Jip’s coat that wouldn’t go over her shoulder, the unread messages on her phone. ‘It explains why I was distracted. It doesn’t change what I should have checked.’
Anouk wrote it down without comment. When she put down her pen, she said they were trying to find Niels to speak to him. She gave no details of his diary or any further steps they were considering.
‘If he approaches you, don’t get into a discussion to help us,’ she said. ‘Keep anything he sends and report it. You don’t have to make him admit anything.’
‘I’m seeing Cor later.’
‘I have your message about that. Mr Roos’s things?’
‘Nora wants the papers that aren’t needed for the investigation back. Cor’s put them aside. I’m helping sort out the building-related documents. With her permission.’
Anouk asked for the address and expected time once more. Lena gave them. She would let her know if the appointment changed. She saved Anouk’s number again from her recent calls and asked what to do if she couldn’t reach her straight away. In immediate danger, she was to ring the emergency number. Anything else could come through the agreed channel.
Outside, Eva sat on the low wall by the bicycles, her bag beside her. A few metres away, a woman in a dark blue suit was on the phone. Eva raised a hand as Lena passed.
‘They’re keeping the computer for now,’ she said.
Lena stopped. ‘Did you manage to hand everything over?’
‘Yes. The email where he sent the new wording, too. And what I wrote back about the payment.’
The woman on the phone turned towards them. Eva saw her and stood up.
‘I’m not going to talk about it any more now.’
‘All right.’
Eva smoothed the strap of her bag. ‘I could have told you I didn’t want to do it.’
Lena nodded. She had heard the explanation about pressure already. This time Eva left it out. That was something, but it didn’t repair anything.
‘I’ve sent my own correction,’ Lena said. ‘I’ve named you where I can substantiate what you did. I won’t change it to make this seem smaller.’
Eva met her eyes. ‘I know.’
They parted without arranging to meet again. Lena went to her bicycle and did up her coat first. The front wheel had been checked and ran freely now. Her hip was still sore from the fall. She started to lift her foot over the low crossbar, stopped and decided to walk as far as the corner. There was nobody here she needed to prove her fitness to.
Back in her workroom, she set the folder on the desk she had used only between appointments for days. A plant had begun to droop. She watered it from the bottle she had brought for herself and put a second bottle on the floor beside her chair. For twenty minutes she did ordinary work: returned a client’s call about a moisture reading, checked two invoices, changed the bin bag. The work she’d put off wasn’t a threatening heap. It was people waiting for an answer.
Then she rang the person now handling her notification to her professional indemnity insurer. He had her completed form and the documents. She had written down two questions: how to record further corrections, and who could review her other joint jobs with Eva. She didn’t want new documents going round under the same filenames, or incorrect text deleted before it could be compared. Her failure to make the final check was already on the form. She needn’t keep recasting it as something other people alone had done to her.
In response to her first question, he asked about a date in her chronology. What further information had she received since sending the form? Lena explained that Eva had given her own files to the police that morning. She knew nothing of what had been said in the interview. As far as the residents’ files were concerned, she wanted to deal with the wording she had written herself and the alterations that now needed correcting. Asked whether anyone had made a specific claim for damages, she said no; there were still complaints people had said they would bring.
‘Keep all the correspondence,’ he said. ‘And don’t promise residents any sums or outcomes. We need to establish what relates to your work and what relates to other people’s.’
‘I do want to explain where my report’s been misused.’
‘And you should. Keep it factual.’
Afterwards she reread her correction. She had originally written that the file had been changed without her knowledge. True, but too easy to leave standing alone. She added that the final check on the joint job had been inadequate, and that she was reviewing her own working practices. She left the original text intact in an attachment. The addition had a new date and a reference of its own.
Two more letters followed, one to the housing association and one to the tenants’ adviser. Neither said where Sofie was staying. Lena set out which findings from 6 May were hers and which conclusions she had never drawn. She asked for both versions and the correction to be kept, rather than for the wrong version to vanish without trace. Someone would need to be able to see how the file had come about.
Before sending them she opened every attachment. She checked the first page, the conclusions, the photographs and the version reference. Then she read the covering email once more. One sentence promised more certainty than her inspection had provided. She deleted it. Only then did she send the documents and save the acknowledgement in the same folder.
The housing association replied as she was putting on her coat. Someone she hadn’t dealt with before confirmed receipt and said the files concerned would, for the time being, be assessed outside the usual project process. Nothing had been decided about the homes or compensation. Lena read the message twice, then forwarded it to Mieke with one line explaining exactly what had been confirmed.
On her desk lay an old cover sheet from another joint job. At the bottom were her neatly scanned initials. She put it in the folder for the records review. Then she took a fresh sheet and wrote down the clients she needed to ring herself that afternoon. Three names, three potentially awkward conversations. She wanted to get through the list before anyone else could once again explain on her behalf what her signature meant.
What Henk Wrote Down
Nora had brought her father’s shopping trolley. It stood beside her car, the fabric bag open and the handle unfolded. She had put a towel in the bottom.
‘For his radio,’ she said when Lena greeted her. ‘I tried an ordinary bag, but a corner always sticks out.’
Cor came out carrying a wooden crate. ‘It’ll stand a knock. Your dad dropped it off the bench only last month.’
‘He didn’t tell me that.’
‘Didn’t tell me he’d dropped it either. I had to work out why it was stuck on one station.’
Nora took the crate. Cor pointed out a stiff switch, but she said he could show her later. First she wanted to get it into the car in one piece. Lena held the trolley while Nora settled the radio in the towel. Its lead fell out. Nora picked it up, looped it once round her hand and put it beside the radio.
‘I don’t know if I’ll keep it,’ she said. ‘I haven’t got room at home.’
‘You don’t have to decide now,’ Cor said.
Nora looked up. ‘Everyone says that. Meanwhile, his house still needs emptying.’
Cor put his hands in his pockets. Lena let go of the trolley. She’d had a reassuring answer ready about how little space a radio took up. Nora didn’t need it, and Lena didn’t even know what her home was like. They went inside together.
The front of the workshop smelt of coffee and machine oil. On the low counter were two mugs and a pile of old job slips weighted with a nut. There was a third mug with a broken handle. Not one for customers, Cor had once explained. Nobody was to throw it away while it still held water.
A box labelled with Henk’s name stood on the worktable in the back room, which opened into the shop through a wide doorway with no door. Beyond it were the passage past the stock shelves and the door onto the path by the harbour sheds. Lena had left her bicycle there because a small lorry was unloading at the front. The way out was the same as on her earlier visits: past the shelves, through the door, left round the low stone wall to the side street.
Cor checked his watch. ‘My supplier’s early. He’ll want his paperwork signed in a minute. After that it’ll be quiet.’
‘We’re not in a hurry,’ Nora said.
He gave a brief smile and put the box between them. ‘No. But some conversations deserve to have the bell switched off.’
The box held a brown pencil case, two exercise books, a wallet of cards and an envelope of till receipts. The pencil case rattled as Nora lifted it. She unzipped it. Inside were pens and a little ruler, cracked by the number eight.
‘I had that at secondary school,’ she said. ‘He pinched it from my desk.’
‘Perhaps you left it behind.’
‘Perhaps he pinched it back then too.’
She put the ruler back. Her mouth twisted briefly. Lena could see the joke had cost her more than her voice suggested.
The appointments notebook wasn’t in the box. With permission, it had gone to the police after their previous visit. Cor had filed the acknowledgement beside the copies of the relevant pages he was allowed to keep. Nora pulled a chair up to the table. Lena sat opposite her.
‘I want to know what you’ve still got,’ Nora said. ‘Otherwise I’ll go home and start suspecting every scrap of paper.’
Cor slid the list towards her. ‘This is what’s gone. The notebook itself and the job sheet they needed from me. None of your dad’s other things.’
Nora followed the lines with her finger. She asked why one of Cor’s job sheets was listed with Henk’s possessions.
‘They were handed over at the same appointment,’ Lena said. ‘It’s a record of what was received. It doesn’t mean the job sheet belonged to your father.’
‘So I don’t need to put that down as missing.’
‘No.’
Nora took her own notebook from her bag and made a note. She had drawn boxes for taking home, gone and later. Lena asked if she could lay the copied notebook pages beside it, to help identify building-related papers that might belong to residents. Nora nodded.
The 10 May entry was at the top of a page that also included cheese, Ria lamp and dentist. N.V. — getting keys cut, Cor. Lena held her hand above the paper, pointing without touching it.
‘So this is Henk knowing about the keys,’ Nora said.
‘He’s made a note about them. It doesn’t tell us exactly what he was there to see.’
‘He’ll have asked him.’
Cor rubbed his thumb along the edge of the table. ‘Your dad was good at that.’
‘Asking everyone questions?’
‘Asking questions they didn’t want to answer.’
Nora left her notebook open but put down her pen. ‘He could keep going after you’d answered too. If he didn’t think it was the right answer.’
Lena thought of Ria describing Henk knocking on people’s doors when they wanted to sort their own post. His interference had sometimes helped and sometimes annoyed them. Nora didn’t want a father made up entirely of good intentions after his death.
‘I used to pretend I was out sometimes,’ Nora said. ‘Then he’d ring because he could see my car. We spent a whole afternoon arguing about it once.’
She pushed the copy back towards Cor. Lena let the remark stand. She wasn’t going to turn Nora’s memory into another reference to keys and doors. This was a father who hadn’t been good at accepting his daughter’s boundaries.
On the page for 14 May was Ring Niels / key back. An appointment had been crossed out. The letters ran across a coffee ring. There was no time Lena could use to build a precise sequence for the evening.
‘This goes with what the detectives are checking against the other information,’ she said. ‘On its own, it doesn’t prove what happened by the steps.’
‘I understand that.’ Nora edged her chair back. ‘I rang yesterday. I don’t need to hear everything from you.’
Lena felt her face warm. ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’
‘I’m only saying. There are so many people talking about him now. Sometimes I can’t get a word in.’
Cor gathered the copies into his folder, then moved the box of other papers nearer to Nora. ‘Let’s do these first. This thing about the gutter is Ria’s, I think. He brought it in because he thought I might know someone.’
Nora handed Lena the paper. It was a folded quotation with a phone number on the back. Lena recognised the address and asked whether she could ring Ria about returning it. Nora said she would be seeing Ria herself. She started a separate pile for the neighbours’ post.
The next envelope held holiday photographs Cor had found in a drawer. Henk had brought them to show him a terrace in Germany where, he said, the owner had fitted the wrong locks to the toilet doors. Nora laughed aloud at that.
‘Wherever he went,’ she said. ‘Mum would still be standing outside some building while he talked to the owner about a hinge.’
In one picture Henk wore an enormous sunhat. Nora held it for a while, then laid it on top of the pile she was taking home. Cor didn’t look over her shoulder. Lena saw he was making a point of it and turned her own eyes towards the window.
Outside, a delivery driver lifted a narrow box from the lorry. He was talking on the phone, holding it between his cheek and shoulder. The street’s ordinary work hadn’t stopped because they were sorting papers. Lena sipped her lukewarm coffee and asked Cor where he kept the job sheets for ordinary work unrelated to the investigation.
‘Out front. You don’t need to see those.’
‘No. I just don’t want to take anything for my review that doesn’t belong in it.’
Cor bent to a drawer and took out a small bundle he had already prepared. It held only copies for jobs Lena had worked on herself, other clients’ names covered. The relevant originals were with the police. He showed her which jobs he had chosen. She checked the addresses against her own list. One was an inspection done by another surveyor. She slid that sheet back.
‘That one isn’t mine.’
‘There were two names on the job.’
‘On the cover sheet, yes. But I didn’t inspect that house.’
Cor looked at the sheet, nodded and set it aside. A small distinction she might once have left to sort out later. Nora looked from them to the separate piles.
‘Dad would have shoved all this in one bag,’ she said.
‘Which is why it’s taken us an hour already,’ Cor said.
His phone rang. The supplier out front wanted to know whether to bring in the two longest lengths of profile as well. Cor said he was coming, then looked towards the table.
‘Back in a moment. Don’t get anything else out of the cupboard. If there’s something missing, we’ll find it together afterwards.’
Nora picked up the box containing her own pile. Lena offered to carry it, but Nora already had both hands underneath.
‘I’ll put this in the car. Could you see if the paper about the damp patch is in those last two? Ria’s address is at the top. I don’t want to take it if she still needs it.’
‘Of course.’
Nora went with Cor into the front of the workshop. She paused in the opening. ‘We were going to have pancakes on Friday evening. With my son. He hadn’t written that down anywhere.’
She looked at the closed folder of copies. Lena almost said that an arrangement like that could matter to the investigation too. She swallowed the words.
‘How old’s your son?’ she asked.
‘Nine. He always eats three, and Dad insisted he could manage four. We’d sit there so long he’d eventually do it.’
Nora stood with the box against her hip. ‘I told him Grandad had fallen. It was all I knew then.’
‘It was all anyone knew then,’ Lena said.
‘And now I have to tell him something different. He’ll think I was telling him something different before as well.’
Lena couldn’t choose the words for Nora’s son. She had made enough mistakes with her own daughter, holding back half the truth.
‘You can tell him you know more now,’ she said. ‘And that you can’t answer everything yourself.’
Nora looked at the box. ‘He asked if his shoes were slippery. Grandad’s. I’ve been looking at them under the coat rack all this time.’
She shook her head and said she would ask someone who knew her son to help her at home. Lena said only that it sounded sensible. When Nora moved on, she didn’t compare him to Jip. A child who had lost his grandfather needed his own adults now.
Nora went before Lena could say anything else. Outside, the trolley squeaked over the paving slabs. Cor was talking to his supplier; their voices came through the opening, but Lena couldn’t make out the words.
She pulled the last two papers towards her. The first was a bill for a tap. The second described the damp patch and proposed a check after repair. It was Ria’s address. Lena put it with the papers to be returned to the residents and wrote why on Nora’s blank sheet. Henk’s little ruler was on the edge of the worktable. Nora had left it out of the pencil case while sorting. Lena put it on the lid of the box still to be taken home.
She looked up as the shop bell rang. Cor answered somewhere near the front door. A brief greeting, too quiet to make out. Lena pushed back her chair to ask if he had another envelope for the paper about the damp patch.
The Wrong Visitor
The visitor out front was a woman with two old keys on a ring. She wanted to know whether she could have a new one cut before collecting her mother from hospital. Lena stopped in the opening to the shop. The woman put the keys on the counter and apologised for the short notice.
Cor said he couldn’t do it that afternoon. He could recommend another workshop. His supplier was waiting by the door with a delivery note. Behind him, the lorry’s tail lift was still down.
‘I can’t keep squeezing things in,’ Cor said. ‘Or I’ll miss the appointment I actually need to get to this afternoon.’
The woman nodded and picked up her keys. Was the other place far? Cor wrote the address on the back of a business card. As she left, he told her to ring first, just in case. Lena could see he found it difficult to send her elsewhere. The opening hours were on a sign outside and he was standing behind the counter; for some customers, those were the only facts that counted.
Lena’s phone brought a message from Mieke. The residents’ documents would go out on Monday, rather than that afternoon, so everyone could check their own details first. They contained no new information about Sofie. Lena replied that her correction of the building report was ready and she would supply the relevant attachments securely. She went into the back room and put the folder in her bag.
Cor followed to fetch one last envelope from the cupboard. He wrote Ria’s address on it and left it open. Nora would take her the papers.
‘That other file,’ he said, pointing at Lena’s bag. ‘Anything else in there you need to look at?’
‘No. Just the list. The originals are where they belong.’
‘Good. I don’t want it all lying about here.’
He picked up the bundle of other files from the table. ‘Don’t take that list until I’ve got one too. Or I’ll have to work out all over again what I gave to whom.’
Lena held out her copy. She had left space under each line. She noted which documents she was taking and added that this wasn’t a statement about what had happened at the steps. Cor read it and corrected one house number. Together they went to the printer out front. It took an age to wake up and dragged the first sheet in crookedly.
‘That’s what I mean,’ he said. ‘It only ever works when I don’t need it.’
Lena took out her phone, saw a missed call from a client and left it for later. When the sheet finally emerged, Cor asked her to wait while he checked the addresses once more. She waited. The supplier looked impatiently at his watch. Cor went on reading.
He initialled the last address. Lena did the same beside the line acknowledging receipt. The two sheets parted: one for her folder, one for his records. Cor made no joke about everyone having to sign for everything now. He put his own copy away before turning back towards the lorry.
He rubbed his chin and glanced at the opening. The supplier called that he would put the lengths of profile back on the lorry if nobody signed for them. Cor told him two signatures hardly called for threats.
‘Has Nora got her things?’ Lena asked.
‘Nearly. She’s clearing the back seat. Thought she’d fit it all in that trolley.’
He nodded at the box Lena had left on the table. ‘Could you take her that in a minute? Put the little ruler back in the case first. Or she’ll think she has to come back for it.’
Lena zipped up the pencil case and set it on top of the wallet of cards. Cor went over to his supplier. The front door swung shut. The bell gave a brief, unfinished ring, its metal clapper catching against something.
As Lena lifted the box, the bell rang again. She didn’t look up yet, just settled the box against her hip as Nora had done. Something was put on the counter. Cor said a name, a question and a warning in one word.
‘Niels?’
Lena put the box down.
She heard the supplier ask where to leave the delivery papers. Cor said he was coming, then said something more quietly to Niels. Footsteps followed. Niels appeared in the opening to the back room, phone in hand. He wasn’t wearing a coat. There was a small dry smear of paint on his dark blue jumper, near his stomach.
‘So you’re still here,’ he said.
‘I have an appointment.’
‘Yes. They were talking about it out front.’
Lena looked past him. Cor was by the outside door with the supplier. She couldn’t see Nora. Her bag was against the chair, her bicycle by the path behind the shed. She didn’t put her phone in her bag. She kept it in her left hand, down beside the table.
‘If it’s the job sheets you want to ask about, you need Cor.’
‘I’m not here to order a key.’
He came towards the table. A postcard had slipped out of the wallet and lay on the pencil case. Lena picked it up and tucked it back under the band. Niels looked at Henk’s possessions.
‘How long do you think you can keep this up?’
Lena didn’t answer. Her heart was beating faster and for a moment she resented her body’s response. Niels hadn’t done anything to her yet. She pushed that thought away at once. She could wait to decide what an action meant without waiting to protect herself.
‘Cor’s out front,’ she said. ‘I’m leaving shortly.’
‘Don’t start pretending we can’t have a normal conversation.’
‘I’ve told you what I have to say about my report.’
He laid his phone face down on the table. ‘Half those people don’t even want to stay. They sign something, get paid, then say they didn’t understand. And you come along and get in the way.’
‘On 6 May I inspected an occupied house. That’s what I reported.’
‘Everyone knows when you were there.’
‘Not according to the file you used.’
Niels ran a hand through his hair. A nail caught a loose thread on his jumper. He pulled it free and dropped his hand to the table.
‘Someone tells you a story and you believe it because they know how to cry. I’ve been dealing with those residents for ten years. I know when things don’t add up too.’
Lena stepped towards her bag. Niels rested a hand on the back of the chair in front of it. He didn’t move the chair. He didn’t need to. She stopped.
‘Move the chair,’ she said.
He looked at his hand. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m holding a chair.’
‘And I want to get past.’
‘Then let’s both listen for a minute. I’ve got things to finish too.’
Outside, the tail lift hit the lorry with a heavy clang. The supplier shouted something about Monday. From beside the table Lena could no longer see Cor. The opening was a few metres away, with Niels between her and it. The other side of the room was clear. The passage to the back door began beyond the cupboard of cleaning products.
She didn’t want a succession of movements to show Niels where she meant to go. She kept her gaze near his shoulder and put her phone in her trouser pocket. With her right hand she drew her bag a little way out from behind the chair. This time Niels did move it.
‘What’s in there?’
‘My work.’
‘Show me.’
‘No.’
He looked at the folder sticking out of the bag. ‘This has nothing to do with you. These are the housing association’s records. Cor shouldn’t be handing them round.’
‘Ask him.’
‘I’m asking you.’
A car horn sounded out front, short and sharp. Through the high side window Lena saw the shadow of an open car door. Nora must still be at her car. She thought of Anouk’s warning: don’t get into a discussion to help us. She didn’t need to point out the contradictions in what Niels was saying. She didn’t need to discover how he knew what was in her folder.
‘I’m not giving you any documents,’ she said. ‘Talk to the person responsible for them.’
‘One email. You can say you drew the wrong conclusion. That’s all. Not about the leak. You can keep that. The rest.’
He pointed at the phone in her pocket. Lena heard him, but watched his fingers. When she stood still, his hand relaxed. As soon as she touched her bag, his whole posture changed.
‘There won’t be another email,’ she said.
‘Then ring. You’ve got the number.’
He moved closer. Lena backed away until the edge of the table pressed against her thigh. She put her bag on it, leaving it loose. If he wanted it, he could take it. Her phone was in her pocket. The originals weren’t here. Even if they had been, this folder mustn’t be what kept her in the room.
‘Stay there,’ she said.
Niels looked at her. ‘Jesus, Lena. I’m not some bloke off the telly.’
It sounded so ordinary that she almost replied. He sounded irritated, tired of a difficult meeting. The workshop was still the workshop, with the mugs on the cupboard and the radio Nora had taken away. Remembering the exit was easier than recognising danger in this familiar room.
Niels flipped the bag open. Lena didn’t catch his wrist. She moved sideways, her hip brushing the table’s edge. He pulled out the folder and blew air through his nose at the sight of its cover.
‘Copies. What do you need these for? It’s all been sent already.’
‘Exactly.’
He snapped it shut. A loose sheet fell to the floor. Lena didn’t see the address, only Cor’s red stamp marking it as a copy. She left it there.
‘Where is she?’ Niels asked.
A chill ran between Lena’s shoulder blades. She looked towards the opening. Cor still hadn’t returned. Outside, two men began talking over each other, their voices coming from the lorry.
‘I don’t discuss residents with you.’
‘You know.’
He held the folder spine down in his left hand. ‘She’s dragged her brother into it. Do you know that too? Someone else always pays when she runs off.’
Lena heard Sofie at the table in Mieke’s office: her exact hesitations, her corrections to the things she had first said. Niels would get no detail that told him what Sofie had said or where she might be.
‘I’m going outside now,’ she said.
Niels shifted one foot to the side. ‘First you’re going to say you’ll talk to me.’
Cor appeared in the opening. ‘She goes outside if she wants to.’
Niels turned his head. ‘I’m here for my job sheets.’
‘I haven’t got them. I told you that.’
‘You’ve got copies.’
Cor looked at the folder in Niels’s hand. He stayed in the opening, a pen behind his ear. ‘That isn’t your folder. Put it down.’
Niels picked up his phone and pocketed it, then went towards Cor. Lena saw his grip tighten on the folder. Cor neither raised his hands nor advanced. He stayed where he was, one hand against the side of the opening. Out front Nora said, ‘Cor? What’s going on?’
Niels waved her back with a sharp movement. ‘This is a work discussion. You don’t need to be here.’
‘I decide who’s allowed in here,’ Cor said.
Lena looked across the worktable at the passage. From where she stood now, she no longer needed to get past Niels to reach it. She turned a little, putting a hand against the tabletop. She could see Nora’s face behind Cor. Nora looked from Niels to her. Lena shook her head once. Nora didn’t wait for an explanation. She stepped back into the shop, her phone already at her ear.
The Door to the Rear Passage
Lena didn’t pick up the box of Henk’s things. She pushed it further onto the table, away from the edge, then headed for the passage beside the stock shelves.
‘Where are you going?’ Niels asked.
She heard his foot slide across the floor. Behind her, Cor told him to stay where he was. Niels said something about stolen records, louder than he had been speaking a moment before. Lena looked back once. Cor was still in the opening to the shop. Niels had the folder pressed against his stomach and his other hand round Cor’s upper arm.
‘Let go of him,’ Lena said.
Niels looked over his shoulder. Cor pulled his arm back, the movement bringing him close to the wooden door frame. He braced his free hand against it and stayed on his feet.
‘Go outside,’ Cor said.
Lena stopped. Part of her wanted to go back to the table, the two men, the folder. What would she do there? Put her hand beside Cor’s against the frame. Tell Niels again to stop. Make the situation worse by staying in it. Cor looked at her and nodded towards the passage.
‘Go,’ he said, louder this time.
She went. Beyond the shelves, the light changed colour, falling through the little window above the back door. There were no boxes in the way. Cor had cleared the empty packaging on her previous visit because he took his longer pieces of work out this way. She saw the mat, a torn piece of vinyl with edges that sometimes curled up. She stepped over it and pressed down the handle.
The door opened onto the cool air of the rear passage. Her bicycle stood to the left, its front wheel against the low wall. She left it. The key was in her coat pocket, and her coat was over the chair inside. She had her phone. That was enough to leave.
There was a bang behind her, metal against something hard. She didn’t turn to find out what. She walked towards the end of the passage. Under the gutter, on a damp patch, her shoe almost slipped. She planted her foot again and went on without running. Her bruised hip hurt when she lengthened her stride.
At the corner of the wall she took out her phone. No message, photograph or list of recent callers: just the screen she needed to unlock. Her thumb felt too big. The first attempt failed. She stopped, put her free hand against the wall and tried again.
Nora had called for help. Lena rang the emergency number herself anyway. She was the one who could describe what she’d just left behind. She gave her name and the workshop’s address, then said she had come out at the back and was by the passage to the side street.
‘A man stopped me leaving. He’s taken my folder and he’s holding the owner. The owner’s still inside.’
She looked back along the passage. The door stood open. Niels wasn’t in it. She couldn’t see Cor either.
‘Are you somewhere safe now?’
‘Outside. I’m going further out towards the street.’
The call handler asked whether the man had a weapon. Lena hadn’t seen one. She was asked for his name, a description, and the owner’s name. She described the paint smear on his jumper, the folder, the opening where Cor had been standing. Her voice faltered over Niels’s name. Her mouth was dry. Before asking whether anyone was coming, she repeated the address.
‘I was attacked on the cycle bridge earlier,’ she said. ‘I’ve reported that. But I don’t know whether it was this man.’
Adding the last sentence took an effort. It still felt like wasting an opportunity to say only what she could know. She gave Anouk’s name and said Anouk knew about the appointment. The call handler told her to stay on the line and keep moving away.
At the end of the passage were two bins of scrap timber. Beyond them lay the side street, wide enough for a van, with a steel gate opposite. A man in a grubby white T-shirt was carrying a crate into an open shed. He looked up when Lena stopped in front of him.
‘Are you all right?’
She raised her free hand, the phone still at her ear. She pointed down the passage and said there was trouble at the workshop. He put down the crate.
‘Want me to have a look?’
‘No. Don’t let anyone go in.’
She was glad she could say that without explaining herself first. He moved a second crate out of the way and pointed to a bench just inside his shed.
‘Come here. We can see the street.’
Lena asked the call handler whether she could wait there. They needed to know where it was. She read out the name on the sign above the shed and the number beside the gate. The man opened one of the doors wider so she didn’t have to stand in the narrow gap. It smelt of sawdust and paint. She didn’t sit. From behind the door frame she could see the end of the passage.
The man said he knew Cor, but didn’t know Niels personally. He offered water. Lena shook her head and pointed to her phone. He nodded, stepped back and let her speak.
Niels appeared round the corner, coming out of the passage with the folder in his hand. Lena pressed her shoulder to the frame. He didn’t see her at once. She heard him call her name in the same businesslike voice he used when ringing about a forgotten key.
‘Lena! You’ve left your bag.’
She didn’t answer. She told the call handler he was outside now and described where he was walking. The man in the shed looked past her, but didn’t approach him. Niels took two more steps into the street, looking at her bicycle behind the wall, then at the cars. The folder hung loosely by his leg. She thought for a moment he might throw it down. He kept hold of it.
A car braked hard at the other end of the street. Niels turned towards it. From where she was, Lena couldn’t see what sort of car it was. She stayed on the line. The call handler said officers were on their way and told her to keep away from Niels, then asked if he was still moving.
‘He’s stopped. Looking left. I don’t know what he can see.’
Niels took out his phone, glanced at the screen and put it away again. Then he turned back towards the passage. Lena lost sight of him at the wall. She kept watching the entrance. From here she couldn’t tell whether he had gone inside.
The man in the shed brought her a plastic chair. ‘You’re shaking.’
‘I want to keep watching.’
‘Same view from here.’
She sat. Only then did she notice she was holding her phone in both hands. Her knuckles hurt. The call handler had more questions. Where was Nora? Had anyone else been in the back room with Cor? Lena stuck to what she knew. Nora had gone to the front to make a call. The supplier had been by the shop. She couldn’t say whether he had left.
No siren came from the main street. She had expected one and kept looking towards the corner. Without it, she couldn’t get a sense of how many minutes had passed. An engine ran. A door shut. Footsteps sounded on a pavement she couldn’t see. She lowered her shoulder. When she looked back towards the passage, two people were standing at its entrance. One wore a police uniform.
She described them. The call handler told her to stay where she was for now. She couldn’t immediately connect these uniforms with Anouk’s investigation; these were people responding to something happening now. She didn’t need to know how many had come to do as she was asked.
The man beside her finally introduced himself: Arend. Did she want to ring someone when she could? Lena nodded. On the screen she saw a missed call from Nora. She wanted to answer, but the call handler was still speaking. She explained that Nora was trying to ring her. Shortly afterwards she was told she could end the call, but mustn’t return to the workshop.
She rang Nora straight away. Nora answered almost at once.
‘Where are you?’
Lena named the shed and said someone was with her. ‘Where’s Cor?’
‘Out front. The police are inside. I’m outside with one of them.’
‘Can he talk?’
‘Yes. Too much. He wants to explain what Niels is and isn’t allowed to touch.’
Lena rested her head against the wall behind her chair. She breathed out and heard how unevenly the breath came. Nora asked if she was hurt. Lena said the earlier fall was still troubling her, but she hadn’t been hit or hurt again this time.
‘I’ve left my bag in there.’
‘It’s not going anywhere. Stay put.’
Twice in quick succession someone had told her to stay where she was. She did. She didn’t ask Nora to retrieve the folder or fetch her coat from the back room. Nora ended the call because the officer had a question.
Arend set a cup of water beside her. She could pick it up with one hand. A plain paper cup, the same kind she kept on the shelf beside her printer. She drank, felt water run down her chin and wiped it with her sleeve.
‘My work’s in there,’ she said, without knowing why she was telling him.
Arend looked towards the passage. ‘They’ll bring it over. Or you can get it later.’
Lena nodded. She had got herself out. Wasn’t that what anyone would have told her to do? Her things were still by the table: the charger, the apple she hadn’t eaten. She tucked her free hand under her leg. She was thinking about the apple now, and she couldn’t get her hand to stay still anywhere else.
A second police car appeared at the end of the street. For a moment she heard a radio as a door opened. A woman looked down the passage, then came towards the shed. Arend raised a hand to show her where Lena was sitting.
The officer asked her name. Lena gave it and half rose. The woman said she could stay seated. She introduced herself, asked whether Lena needed medical attention and waited for an answer. Lena said she had to know Cor was safe first. The officer didn’t kneel or take her hand. She stood at an ordinary distance.
‘Someone’s with him,’ she said. ‘My colleagues are in the workshop. There’s nothing you need to do in there now.’
Lena looked past her towards the passage. The back door was still open. Through it she could see a piece of the grey floor she had crossed a few minutes before. She turned back to the officer and answered the question she had been asked.
When It Went Quiet
The officer stayed with Lena while a man came out of the workshop to ask where the folder had come from. He already knew her name. She explained which copies it held and which documents Cor had kept himself. He wrote it down and said he might have more questions later.
‘The box on the table belongs to Nora,’ Lena said. ‘Her father’s things. There were papers in it too, but we kept them separate.’
‘We’ll be speaking to her as well.’
Lena didn’t ask what Niels had told the police, though she wanted to know. Whenever a uniform appeared round the corner she looked at the hands, at whatever the person was carrying. Arend had to get back to work. He asked whether she minded if he got on at the other end of the shed. Lena thanked him. He moved the empty crate away from the door and said she could keep the chair as long as she needed it.
Niels came out of the passage between two officers, his hands cuffed behind his back. He no longer had his phone or the folder. At the corner one officer stopped him briefly to get past a parked bicycle. Niels looked up. Lena couldn’t tell whether he saw her or merely looked her way.
She kept the cup on her knees. At the police car he said something to the officer opening the door. She couldn’t hear it. Nobody turned to call her over. The conversation no longer involved her.
The car drove away. Lena looked at the space where it had stood. A van arrived and had to wait for the second police car’s open door. The driver raised a hand when he was waved through. A boy followed on a bicycle, a shopping bag hanging from the handlebars.
Anouk appeared from the main street a few minutes later, her coat open, a phone in her hand. She put it away when she saw Lena.
‘Niels has been arrested,’ she said. ‘For what happened here, and in connection with the ongoing investigation.’
Lena nodded. It was a limited statement, the only one Anouk could give her. Even so, it took time to sink in. Arrested. The word changed what she needed to watch for now.
‘I didn’t record anything,’ she said.
Anouk looked at her. ‘You didn’t need to.’
‘I told him the originals weren’t there. He only had copies.’
‘We have those. We’ll go through what you know properly in a while. For now, tell me if you’re in pain anywhere.’
Lena pointed to her side and said it was from Tuesday. Anouk asked whether she had been struck there again. No. She had bumped the edge of the table and hurried down the rear passage. She didn’t want every knock turned into an injury. The officer beside her recorded it anyway, carefully keeping the two days distinct.
Cor came to the shed with Nora beside him. He had pulled up his sleeve to show a red mark on his upper arm. Nora held the box while he explained to Anouk that Niels should never have got into the back room in the first place.
‘He walked past me while I was signing for that man,’ Cor said. ‘I thought he’d come for the job sheets. I didn’t think he was going to stop anyone leaving.’
Lena stood. Her legs were stiff and it took her a moment to reach him. She didn’t touch the mark. Instead she briefly held his other forearm.
‘You told me to go outside.’
‘And you needed to.’
‘I didn’t want to leave you.’
‘You got help.’
He looked over her shoulder at the chair. ‘Were you in there? I know him. I should have thought of sending you there.’
‘You didn’t have to think of that.’
Cor started on the supplier again, but Nora cut in. He needed to postpone his afternoon appointment and have his arm checked. She would take him, once she had locked the shop. Cor looked at Anouk as though asking for a ruling.
‘Someone will look at your arm in a moment,’ Anouk said. ‘We’ll rearrange your statement. You don’t have to sort both out now.’
Nora handed back the box and took her car key from her bag. Didn’t she need to get home first, Cor asked. The radio could wait in the car. Her son was being looked after. They were her arrangements to make. Cor stopped arguing.
Lena’s bag was still in the workshop. An officer brought it over once its contents had been checked. For now, the folder would stay with the material being recorded. They explained how she could ask for her things back later. She had to confirm that the phone still in her own possession was the one Niels had pointed at. It sounded needlessly precise until she thought how much could later hang on a small mistake in the wording.
Her coat lay over the bag. The ruler and the wallet of cards went with Nora. Lena looked at the pencil case on top of the box and was glad to see it zipped shut. Those things had been on the table when Niels came in. They were still Nora’s.
‘I don’t want his picture in the paper under my father’s name,’ Nora told Anouk.
‘That isn’t entirely up to us. But we won’t give a journalist your personal belongings or your address.’
‘I’ll ring Amir myself. Tell him what he can use from me.’
Anouk nodded. She had no objection, but reminded Nora to speak only about what she had seen or heard herself. Nora understood. Lena didn’t insert herself between them. Amir had Nora’s number with her permission; Nora could reach him without Lena.
Only when she reached the edge of the street did Lena ring Tom. She began with what had actually happened, then told him where she was. She could hear his indicator ticking.
‘I’m pulling over,’ he said.
She waited. Silence on the line was easier than hearing him speak while judging the traffic. He said he could collect her. She told him her bicycle was behind the workshop.
‘That can wait. Do you want me to come now?’
‘Yes.’
‘All right. Fifteen minutes. Jip’s at my place. I’ll tell her you’re safely outside, unless you want to ring her first.’
Lena cleared her throat. ‘Tell her that. I’ll ring her in a minute.’
He didn’t blame her for making the appointment or say he had warned her. Was she alone now? Cor and Nora were still there, she said, and the police were taking her account. Tom told her not to walk out to meet him. He knew the address.
Jip answered before the first ring had finished. Lena could hear a tap running.
‘Your dad’s coming to get me,’ she said. ‘I’m coming there first.’
‘Did that man touch you?’
Lena leaned against the wall. ‘He blocked me with a chair and took my folder. I got out through the back. I haven’t fallen again.’
‘You sound funny.’
‘I’ve had a fright.’
‘Okay.’
The tap stopped. Jip didn’t ask what was in the file. She wanted to know whether Niels was still free to walk about. Lena said he had been arrested; she didn’t know what would happen legally after that. Relief wasn’t a reason to promise her daughter unlimited safety.
‘But he won’t be following you today.’
‘Today he’s with the police.’
Jip breathed out. ‘I’ve rung work. I’m not going in this afternoon.’
‘You don’t need to stay home for me.’
‘It was my decision. I’m going tomorrow. They had someone who could swap.’
Lena paused before answering. ‘All right. See you soon.’
During the drive Tom had asked one question: could she put her seat belt on without hurting her side? She had tried and said yes. He hadn’t asked her to tell the story as they passed the cycle bridge. She looked at the water and noticed her hands resting on her bag. The bag had come with her. The folder hadn’t, yet.
At the lights she asked whether he had told Jip it was over.
‘I said you were safe and the police were there. That’s what you told me.’
‘She’ll read things.’
‘Then she’ll ask us. We can’t have her thinking nothing’s happened and then reading about it somewhere.’
Lena nodded. The lights changed. Tom pulled away gently and turned the radio down. She didn’t need to account for every minute before she was allowed to be with her family again.
Tom’s house smelt of fried egg. Jip had a pan on the hob and immediately asked if Lena wanted to eat. Lena thought she might like to sit down first. Tom set a glass of water on the dining table. On a plate was a fried egg folded over at one side.
‘Third attempt,’ Jip said. ‘I can’t make the spatula do what I want.’
Lena sat and picked up the fork beside the plate. The egg had a hard, salty edge. She ate a few mouthfuls before realising she was hungry.
Tom asked what else the police needed to arrange. Her supplementary statement would be taken the following morning, Lena said, and they would let her know in good time. She had already given the first account of that afternoon. She laid her phone on the table with the sound on. Nobody asked her to tell it all again.
After eating, Jip sat on the sofa with her knees to one side. Tom took the pan off the hob. Lena started to get up and help, then stayed seated. She looked at the little scar on one of his fingers, from a glass he had once dropped. She still knew that hand. She could sit here for an hour and go home afterwards. Tom turned on the tap and asked whether she wanted tea. She did.
‘I’d like to go to my own place later,’ she said. ‘Can you take me?’
‘Yes.’
‘And I don’t want to drag Jip along without arranging it.’
Jip looked up from the sofa. ‘I’ve decided I’m eating at Dad’s. I’ll come to yours tomorrow. After your interview.’
Lena nodded. Tom dried his hands and asked whether she wanted someone with her that evening. She wasn’t sure yet. She would tell him before he drove back.
A message came from Cor. The red mark would turn into a bruise, he wrote. After a good deal of arguing he had let someone check his arm. Nora was driving him home and had locked the shop. Could Lena’s bicycle stay until tomorrow?
She said it could, then put down her phone. Jip had turned on a programme in which someone was trying to get a wardrobe through a stairwell that was too small. Lena watched. She missed the explanation, saw three people arguing over which end should go first and heard Jip laugh quietly.
A few minutes later Tom said the wardrobe would never make the corner that way. Jip said he’d said that last time, and it had fitted then. Lena stayed where she was while they argued. There was nothing left for her to measure on the wardrobe today.
The Statement That Stood
The police station waiting area was almost empty the next morning. Lena chose a different chair from the day before. Opposite her was the same coffee-stained magazine, closed now. She had brought her own account of the afternoon, written before bed. Anouk took it and laid it beside her notepad.
‘We’ll start with what you saw and heard yourself,’ she said.
They went through the movements in the workshop. Lena drew the table and the two ways out on a blank sheet. She hesitated over the distance between the chair and the passage by the shelves. Instead of adding a measurement, she wrote that she hadn’t measured it. When she described Niels holding Cor, Anouk asked which hand she had seen. Lena closed her eyes briefly. She had been behind him. She was no longer sure whether it was left or right.
‘Put that down,’ she said. ‘I saw him holding Cor. I don’t remember which hand.’
Anouk nodded and went on. Had Niels taken the folder before Nora came in? Lena remembered the loose sheet on the floor. He had been holding the folder then. She couldn’t say what happened inside after she left. Cor and Nora had their own statements to give.
Towards the end, Henk’s name appeared on the paper again. Lena found she could be calmer about facts she couldn’t confirm herself. She hadn’t seen the push. She understood the seriousness of what had been concealed, but Sofie was the witness who had seen it and handed over her messages. The truth didn’t need to come through Lena to be useful.
‘I didn’t speak to Sofie yesterday,’ she said.
‘You don’t need to have done for this statement.’
‘I wanted to know if she knew.’
‘She’s been contacted. What else she chooses to share is up to her.’
Lena read the written account, corrected a house number that had been reversed and signed. She felt no relief as the sheet passed back across the table. It was a job done.
Outside she rang Mieke. Her own afternoon appointment was still in the diary. Sofie would be coming later too; Lena knew because Sofie had told her herself in a message. Mieke asked whether she would prefer a shorter appointment. Lena was willing to try as planned. If she grew tired, she would say so.
She arrived ten minutes early and waited in reception. Mieke had asked her to keep the roles separate: Lena could explain the corrections to the building report, but wouldn’t negotiate between Sofie and the housing association. A magazine about walking routes lay on the chair by the door. Had she been in a single building that week without a magazine nobody read?
Sofie came with Yara. Despite the dry weather, she wore a yellow raincoat. Yara went to the water jug on the cabinet, first asking whether she could use it. Mieke came out of her room and said she was ready.
Sofie stopped beside Lena. ‘You went out through the back door?’
‘Yes.’
‘Cor had shown you.’
‘Before. When I was just there for work.’
Sofie nodded, smoothing the sleeve of her coat. ‘Yesterday, when they rang about him, I found it hard not having to come. I thought they’d want me to go somewhere and identify him again.’
‘There were other people with him.’
‘Yes. I know. For so long I thought it only counted if I still had something else to do.’
Yara brought them water and kept a glass for herself. Mieke asked whether Sofie minded Lena staying a little longer before their own appointment began. Sofie had something to ask her. They sat at the small reception table. Mieke left her office door open and stayed within reach without taking over.
‘That report of yours,’ Sofie said. ‘Could he have used it to say I wasn’t allowed to live there any more?’
‘Not on its own. It didn’t end your tenancy.’
‘But they kept bringing it up. They’d say an expert had been. That you’d said I couldn’t stay.’
‘I didn’t say that. I recorded the leak and the small damp patch. And that you lived there. That’s the report I sent.’
Sofie held her glass in both hands. Had Lena said the electricity must be cut off too? No. She hadn’t found any reason to cut power to the whole house. What happened on 11 May had to be checked against the instructions and records for that work. A stopped clock wasn’t enough to point to one person.
‘Eleven seventeen,’ Sofie said. ‘That was just where it stopped. I kept looking at it. My phone showed later. I had to charge that at work.’
She shook her head. ‘There was always something I couldn’t sort out. Keeping food cold. Doing a wash. Getting an answer. Ruben said I’d be better off taking the money. Said I’d find a flat. He never named one I could actually have.’
Lena looked at the rim of her own glass. She knew sums on job letters and lines in a file. Now she was hearing what a single line of instructions did to someone’s day, what spoiled in a fridge before anyone ever signed a paper about leaving.
‘My report should never have been made to describe an empty house,’ she said. ‘I should have read the final version.’
‘You’re not the one who pushed him.’
‘No.’
‘But I want your other mistake to stay yours. Otherwise I have to pretend one person did everything and everyone else just stood there.’
Lena nodded. ‘It will.’
Sofie laid her hands flat on the table. She didn’t tell the whole evening again, just the moment she had seen from the back window: Henk by the steps, Niels directly in front of him, the movement towards Henk’s chest. One hard push. Then Henk had dropped out of the space below her window. She hadn’t been able to follow every movement of the fall. She had seen what came before it.
‘I remember thinking I had to go downstairs,’ she said. ‘But I was afraid he’d look up. Perhaps he already had. I was beside the window and I didn’t dare look again. I don’t know whether he saw me then.’
Yara let her finish. Lena didn’t ask for minutes. Sofie’s account was with the police, its limits recorded. So were the messages she had kept and the other information from those days. Henk had had a phone Niels wanted. His ordinary appointments helped establish where people had been; he couldn’t have recorded his own death.
‘I went out along the path,’ Sofie said. ‘I only had my bag. Afterwards it got harder and harder to go back and say what I’d seen. In the end Yara said I wasn’t doing myself any favours by waiting.’
‘I put it a bit less politely,’ Yara said.
Sofie looked at her. ‘You said I could do your washing-up every morning, but I couldn’t tell you every morning that I’d ring tomorrow.’
‘That too.’
Mieke appeared at her office door. She had taken a call and put the phone down again. Sofie said she would be there in a moment, then leaned towards Lena.
‘My brother’s spoken to them. Of his own accord. I want to know that. I don’t know yet whether I want to speak to him.’
‘Those can be separate decisions,’ Lena said.
Sofie picked her coat up from the chair. She didn’t look happy as she stood, though the tension around her mouth had eased. Yara took the empty glasses back to the cabinet. Could Lena come back in half an hour for the final attachments, Mieke asked. They needed Sofie’s permission for what went into her housing file. Lena agreed and went outside.
Ruben was by the bicycle stands. He wasn’t smoking, but held an unopened packet of cigarettes. He put it away when he saw her.
‘Is she in there?’
‘She has an appointment. I’m not speaking for her about who she wants to see.’
He nodded. ‘I rang Mieke. She was going to ask whether Sofie wanted anything from me today. Not me. Just the papers.’
‘What papers?’
‘My own breakdown. What I was paid. Which addresses. I’ve given it to the detectives too.’
Lena sat on the low wall by the bicycle stands. Ruben remained standing. Marten had first hired him to help people move, he explained: arrange boxes, book a removal company, hand over a key. Later, his payments had begun to depend on which homes became vacant. He had got people to sign departure papers when they had no viable new address. He had called it helping because he hadn’t wanted to see himself as someone paid when other people gave in.
‘With Sofie, I thought I could help her afterwards,’ he said. ‘That made it worse. I asked her to trust me without telling her what I earned.’
Lena let him finish his own sentences. Had he been with Henk on the evening of the fall? No. He hadn’t been willing to make something up just to spare his sister more questions. What she had seen wasn’t his to testify to.
‘When you came to see me, I didn’t know where she was. I heard from her later. She said I mustn’t pass that on. For once I just did what she asked.’
‘It doesn’t undo the rest.’
‘No.’
He took an envelope from his bag. Sofie’s name was on the front. Lena didn’t take it. Ruben could wait for Mieke; the papers needn’t pass through yet another pair of hands. He sat on the wall beside her, leaving a good gap. A few minutes later Mieke opened her door and invited him in without Lena.
At home Lena found an email from Eva. Through the advisers now helping her, she had also made the information about replacing the report available for the residents’ file corrections. There was no request for forgiveness. Niels had supplied the altered wording, Eva wrote, and she had knowingly used it. She had accepted the payment. She wasn’t going to keep claiming it had been an error in exporting the file.
Lena read it again. The parts fitted together without becoming the same thing. Marten had financed the approach and pushed it harder. Niels had wanted homes emptied and supplied false information. Eva had changed Lena’s report. Ruben had earned money and reassured his sister with promises he didn’t keep. Niels had delivered the push by the steps. Sofie’s flight hadn’t been a departure on a date in a portal.
She didn’t send Eva a friendly reply to soften the end of the message. She acknowledged receipt and said further coordination of the files should go through the advisers involved. Then she closed the email.
Jip came in an hour later with a bag from the bakery. She had been working and brought reduced-price croissants. Lena took a plate from the cupboard. Was she finished with the police for today, her daughter asked. Yes, Lena said. For today.
‘Then I want to show you something,’ Jip said.
She brought up a picture of a second-hand desk chair on her phone. The armrests were far enough apart for her shoulder, she said. Lena looked at the measurements the seller had listed and asked how much Jip wanted to spend. Her daughter had already worked that out.
What Her Signature Cost
The adviser’s invoice was the first thing Lena printed that Wednesday. She put it beside the list of outstanding payments. Correcting the residents’ files wasn’t something she could bill as a new inspection. Nor was checking her joint jobs. On paper, empty hours. In her diary, they had filled the week.
She wasn’t out of money. She could pay the rent on her workroom, and Jip didn’t need to worry about the cost of her lunch. But the difference in her bank balance was real enough that she had put on a second jumper before turning on the heating in the shared unit. On a damp morning like this, that was foolish. She got up, turned the dial a little higher and sat down again.
There were three older jobs she hadn’t finished checking. For two, the original wording was in her sent emails. On the third, she had later updated an attachment herself. She needed to reconstruct the sequence before deciding whether a changed conclusion was hers or someone else’s. Eva’s name beside the export date wasn’t enough.
Lena rang the owner of the third property. He listened without interrupting. When she had explained why she was reviewing the file, he asked whether she had got the damage wrong at the time.
‘I have no indication of that at present,’ she said. ‘I’m checking which wording was finally circulated. On another job, an incorrect version went out under my name. I wanted to tell you myself before you heard it elsewhere.’
‘So you’re saying I don’t yet know if I can use that report.’
‘I’ll compare the version with my inspection notes today. Then I’ll send you my findings in writing.’
‘I’d rather have known before yesterday’s meeting.’
Lena looked at the date of his purchase meeting. ‘Yes. I understand.’
He wasn’t ready to say it was all right. She let him leave it there. She would send the checked documents before four; he would tell her which version he had used. She noted both undertakings, keeping his own description of the uncertainty she had caused. After hanging up, she rubbed her hands together for warmth and began comparing the files.
The changed conclusion turned out to be hers. On a follow-up visit she had found a dry room and amended the report. There were photographs from the inspection and an email explaining why. She recorded this without claiming it made the check unnecessary. The owner received a precise account of which versions she had compared and which findings belonged to which visit. He replied only to acknowledge receipt.
The brief email hurt more than an outright reproach. Lena put her phone face down. One correctly supplied attachment couldn’t restore his trust.
She didn’t take a laptop to the housing association meeting. She had already supplied the relevant material as agreed, and didn’t want to open another version during the discussion without knowing who would receive it. Mieke walked with her from the car park to the entrance. At reception they no longer needed to ask for Niels.
A member of staff Lena had previously known only over the phone showed them to a meeting room. A woman from senior management sat with a notepad of her own. Beside her was the man overseeing the independent file review. Lena hadn’t met him. He began by asking which documents she had produced herself and which she had put together for others.
‘I wrote the inspection reports,’ she said. ‘Eva assembled the joint documents and often exported the final files. That doesn’t remove my responsibility for the final check.’
The woman nodded, without using the admission to close the subject. She asked about the instructions for the second inspection on 18 May. Lena read out Pieter’s message, stressing that the claim of vacancy came from the instructions. She hadn’t established it on a new visit.
‘Our process kept treating this as confirmation,’ the woman said. ‘When it was a second visit.’
‘And I’d spoken to the resident on 6 May,’ Lena said.
The man leading the review asked about the two sets of keys recorded at the first visit. Lena could explain why she had noted them: two sets were present when she gained access and carried out the appointment. She couldn’t say how many keys there had later been beyond her sight. He noted that the figure hadn’t become seven because of any further observation by her.
He laid the 11 May work order beside the instructions from the project file. Sofie had consented to the review of her own records. Niels had ordered the electricity disconnected, giving renovation as the reason. No departure by Sofie had been established on that date, and the repair Lena described hadn’t been carried out.
‘That order needs to stay with the correction,’ Mieke said. ‘Otherwise it will look as though she didn’t want electricity because she’d gone anyway.’
The manager wrote down the work order number. Lena asked for an explicit statement that disconnecting the supply hadn’t been her recommendation. She had later seen the kitchen clock stopped. That showed only that it was no longer getting power, not when someone had stood by the steps. In her own chronology she added a reference to the checked work order and 11 May.
Mieke pushed forward a separate sheet. ‘The residents shouldn’t have to prove all over again that they live where your own records say they live. And correcting a report doesn’t put right everything that followed it.’
The woman looked at the sheet. Approval for further stages of the project had been suspended, she said. The affected files were being assessed individually, with residents able to submit their own documents. Noordhuis had asked to continue with the schedule. That hadn’t been authorised.
‘It doesn’t give everyone a final answer,’ she said. ‘There have been agreements and payments, and each property is different. I won’t make a promise we have to change next week.’
‘Then say that,’ Mieke said. ‘Not just a letter about investigations and apologies. People need to know who to ring about their own home, and what won’t be happening now.’
Lena looked at Mieke’s hand resting loosely on the sheet. She didn’t need to raise her voice to point out the missing sentence. The manager made a note. Before the letter went out, the tenants’ adviser would see the parts covered by the residents’ consent.
They also asked about Lena’s contact with Amir. She was suspicious at first, but waited for the full question. The man overseeing the review wanted to know which documents had already been used publicly, so residents wouldn’t have to supply the same information through three different channels.
‘My name, and the main substance of my own correction,’ she said. ‘No personal photographs. No address where anyone’s staying. You’ll need to speak to the source for other material.’
He noted it without asking for names she couldn’t give. Her shoulders eased a little. The meeting wasn’t pleasant, but it was becoming useful.
At the end they asked whether she would help with the further technical file review, as paid work. She looked at the number of addresses on the cover sheet. Tempting work: more orderly than the past few weeks, a commission that might make her name mean something else again.
‘Not assessing my own earlier files,’ she said. ‘Someone else must do that. I can explain my inspections and the information I gathered myself.’
The man nodded. They agreed on a limited role providing explanations, keeping her own work distinct from the independent judgement. Lena asked to read the terms first. Only then would she decide whether to accept.
Outside, Mieke asked whether she was relieved.
‘A little,’ Lena said. ‘And I nearly went straight back to whatever pays easily.’
‘You asked what you could properly do there.’
‘I could have asked that before.’
Mieke held her car key. ‘You’ll have to live with that thought for a while yet.’
She drove off. Lena stayed by her bicycle and read a message that had arrived during the meeting. Amir wanted to write a follow-up and ask her some factual questions about the review of her work. She couldn’t assume the article would deal only with the housing association’s mistakes.
She rang back. They arranged to meet in his small newsroom above a shop, with a window that opened onto the street. He had laid out her earlier statements and pointed to the line saying she hadn’t written the final report.
‘That’s how I reported it,’ he said. ‘Now I want to include the check you should have made yourself. Are these your words?’
Lena read the line and changed two words. She should have checked the final version, not every file Eva had ever opened. The distinction narrowed the responsibility. It didn’t remove it.
Had she doubted that Sofie lived there on 6 May? No. Then why hadn’t she seen the claim that the house had been empty since an earlier date? Lena told him what she had told the detectives: the sent email, the compilation of the files, her own failure to check. She mentioned Jip’s accident to explain her distraction, not to justify the process she had left open afterwards.
‘I don’t want her name in the article,’ she said.
‘It doesn’t need to be. We don’t need the details of what happened at home to explain how you divided the work.’
He made a note. Outside, someone leaned a bicycle against the building. Her name would be on a screen again, beside a mistake that more context couldn’t take away.
Amir told her only what he had verified. Payments for emptying homes were still being investigated. Marten faced questions and had responded through Noordhuis; not every allegation had been established. Niels’s arrest was confirmed. Amir didn’t have the contents of the interviews. The article wouldn’t treat anyone as already convicted.
Lena checked the information about herself and corrected one date. She didn’t ask to approve the whole article before publication. As she left, she admitted how hard it was to read about her own part in it.
‘I believe you,’ Amir said, putting down his pen. ‘It helps that you’re clear about what that part was.’
Back in the unit, the plant still leaned on the windowsill. Water hadn’t immediately revived the limp leaves. She moved it out of the sun and took her list of joint jobs off the wall. Everything she had checked now had a tick, but several files still had an unanswered question. She made a second list of those questions and the people she needed to discuss them with.
As she put it up, the independent colleague she had asked for a second assessment rang. He could spare a few hours on Friday. Lena asked him to compare the original inspection material with the documents circulated, including cases where she expected no discrepancy. Would she need to sit with him throughout, he asked.
‘No,’ she said. ‘I can answer questions. You mustn’t end up seeing what I tell you to see.’
‘Then I’ll make my own list. We can compare afterwards.’
She knew his rate and agreed to it. He asked about access to the files. They arranged how she would share only the material needed for this review and what information must first be screened out. His assessment wouldn’t disappear under her name on another cover sheet. She recorded that it remained his work, with his findings and their limits.
Asked how she was, she said she hadn’t trusted her diary since the previous week.
‘Because there’s no work in it?’
‘Because I put in more than I could do.’
Then Friday mustn’t be a full working day on top of the review, he said. Lena looked at the two appointments she had pencilled in alongside it. One could move to Monday. She would have to explain the delay to the other client. Before writing in a new time, she rang. The woman was disappointed; she had taken time off. Lena offered two alternatives and waited for her to choose.
Then she noted when to confirm the new appointment. Cutting the conversation short wouldn’t make the woman’s disappointment any less real. She could make sure that this time the woman got what had been agreed.
A new enquiry waited in her inbox: a small basement inspection at an ordinary fee. The client wanted to attend and asked how much time to allow. Lena replied that she expected to need an hour and would first go through the scope of the job with him. She added no sentence about how carefully she worked now. That would have to show when she rang his doorbell.
A House Is Not Evidence
Sofie was already at the door of Bremstraat 18 when Lena parked her bicycle across the road. Yara had borrowed a small van. Its rear doors were open; two blankets and a roll of tape lay inside. Ria came out of her house with a packet of biscuits nobody had asked for.
‘There’s coffee too,’ she said. ‘Just tell me when you’re ready for a break.’
Sofie took the biscuits and passed them to Yara. ‘I will.’
They had agreed access with her for that Saturday. The housing association had arranged for the keys to be checked, and she could collect her things. What happened next with her housing file was still undecided. The house hadn’t become a police storeroom, or a museum of what other people thought should be remembered. Sofie held her own key to the door, waiting until Yara was beside her before turning it.
‘Would you come into the kitchen for a minute?’ she asked Lena.
‘If you’d like me to.’
‘Just to look at the patch beside the back window. I want to know whether anything’s really changed. We’ll pack the rest ourselves.’
Lena nodded. This wasn’t a new commission to pronounce the house sound at a glance. She could explain what she saw and the limits of that observation. Other people were handling the independent assessment and the work.
The air inside was heavy with too little ventilation. Sofie opened the front window and stood for a moment with her hands on the sill. An empty shopping bag now sat where, on her second visit, Lena had recognised traces of her first. The kitchen chair had been pushed against the wall.
Yara set down a box and wrote kitchen on its end in thick marker. Were the plates going? Yes, Sofie said, including the blue ones with the worn rims. A colleague had given them to her when she moved in with her partner and no longer needed two dinner services.
Lena didn’t open the cupboard herself. She waited for Sofie to beckon her to the back window. The curtains were still there. As Sofie let in the light, Lena could see the red repair patch. Sofie lifted the curtain and ran the hem between her fingers.
‘I’ve packed the apron too,’ she said. ‘The one I cut this from. It’s with my work clothes, though I haven’t used it for work in ages. I’d pulled the curtain out of that sticking door and thought the tear wasn’t too bad. It just kept getting bigger.’
She handed Lena the hem to feel how thin the rest had become. Then she let it drop and pointed to the damp patch. Lena looked in the same light as on 6 May. It didn’t seem larger. A change of colour at the edge might be from drying, but without measurements or a check on the repair she wouldn’t draw a conclusion.
‘I don’t want to write something down again without being sure of it,’ she said.
Sofie nodded. ‘I wasn’t asking for a letter. I just didn’t want to be told again I was seeing it all wrong.’
‘There is a patch. It was here when I first came. It didn’t make the whole house unfit to live in then.’
Sofie took her upstairs. In the bedroom she looked at the window, then at the bed. The mattress had a clean cover. A half-full laundry basket stood beside the wardrobe. Sofie folded her arms and stayed in the doorway.
‘I don’t know if I want to sleep here again.’
Lena said nothing. Yara came upstairs and asked whether to take the bed legs off for the van. Not yet, Sofie said. The bed wasn’t going today. First she wanted her clothes, her own paperwork and what she needed for work.
‘Otherwise it’s as though picking up that box means I’ve left again,’ she said.
Yara leaned against the door frame. ‘Then we can leave the box for a bit.’
Sofie went to the wardrobe, took her work clothes from the shelf and laid them on the bed. She had made her own arrangements with her employer about her shifts. After the weekend she wanted to start gradually again. For now that meant a longer journey from Duinwaard. She had checked it, she said, and talked it through with someone at work. Not everything she had to do next belonged in a file.
Lena went down to help Yara with the packed boxes. Sofie stayed upstairs. Soon Lena heard her on the phone, discussing shift times and someone who had already swapped. Her voice quickened around ordinary words about arriving and getting changed.
Yara pulled a blanket from the van. ‘I haven’t heard her talk like that in two weeks,’ she said.
‘Like what?’
‘Annoyed with someone without immediately thinking they might hurt her.’
She spread the blanket over the top box. Upstairs, Sofie said she wasn’t doing the other person’s work as well on her first morning back. Lena hoped the conversation was as ordinary as it sounded. She wouldn’t ask which colleague it was or what they had agreed.
Ria came in only after Yara called her. She made coffee and put the biscuits on the table. Starting to ask about Henk’s last evening, she stopped halfway through.
‘You don’t need to tell it again,’ she told Sofie, who was coming down. ‘I forget how often you’ve had to.’
Sofie sat in the empty chair. ‘Today I want to talk about boxes.’
Ria nodded and asked what would fit in the little van. They began debating a lamp with a crooked shade. Yara wanted it kept separate; it couldn’t go between the boxes against a window. It could sit on her lap, Sofie said. Ria thought there might be some peculiar fine for that. Lena knew of no such rule, but suggested securing it in a blanket. Yara asked her to fetch the blanket from the van.
Nora met them on the pavement. She had been to her father’s house with her son and didn’t stop to peer into number 18. That afternoon she was going to Ria’s with a few neighbours. She wanted no gathering at the steps, no speeches in front of a bank of microphones. People who had known Henk could bring a photograph or something else.
‘Ria’s making soup,’ she said. ‘I said I wasn’t sure, with this weather. She’s making it anyway.’
Sofie asked whether she could come briefly and leave when she wanted. Everyone could, Nora said. More quietly she added that she would like to see Sofie, if she felt able.
They carried the lamp to the van together. Nora held the blanket while Lena settled its base between two sturdy boxes. Yara waited to shut the door until Sofie had seen where it was. Sofie looked, nodded and said it was fine.
At Ria’s table, the soup duly appeared. The garden was too wet to sit in. Nora’s son was playing at a friend’s. That morning he had chosen to send a photograph of a pancake in mid-air above a plate. His grandfather held the plate, half his face outside the picture. Nora propped it against the sugar bowl.
Cor brought a plain frame he had made in the workshop. He hadn’t seen the picture and the frame was too small. Without comment he took it away to make another. The ordinary awkwardness helped Lena more than a perfectly arranged memorial table would have done.
The stories contradicted one another. Ria said Henk had always been punctual. A neighbour said he wouldn’t turn up until nearly noon on a Sunday if there was a garden fence to work on. Nora said nine was early enough for him, but he hadn’t wanted to ring other people out of bed. They couldn’t agree. Ria brought more soup.
Sofie stayed over half an hour. Henk had kept asking whether her bicycle tyre was soft, she said, even if she’d pumped it up the night before. Nora laughed. He’d done it to her too, though for years she’d ridden on tyres you could hardly judge by looking at them.
Lena said nothing about the appointments notebook. She had felt she ought to contribute something valuable about Henk, then realised, looking at the sugar bowl, how little she had known him. She could pass a bread roll and listen to people who could imitate his voice. When Sofie got up, Yara rose with her. Nobody asked why they were leaving so soon.
Mieke had time for a short meeting late that afternoon. Sofie had asked Lena to stay for the technical questions. The papers in the office were different from the week before. There was a proposal for further help with finding a home, but Sofie still had conditions to understand and things she wanted set out in writing.
Beneath it was the transport inventory Sofie had requested for her belongings. Mieke pushed it towards her. Two removals workers had emptied the living room and taken the fridge on Saturday 16 May. Noordhuis had commissioned them; Niels had arranged access and the renovation request. The confirmation said the furniture was still with the removals company, in storage outside Rietdam. The upstairs rooms hadn’t been cleared.
Sofie read the names of the items. ‘So they did find my sofa. All I got was that they were making enquiries.’
Lena thought of asking Pieter the same question and getting no answer. Now she knew the date and the instructions for the removal. It didn’t explain Thursday evening by the steps. It answered what had happened to Sofie’s things two days later.
‘The little table as well,’ Sofie said. ‘It just says side table. It’s my grandmother’s table.’
Mieke added that to her notes. Sofie wanted her furniture back, but not a van outside a house she wasn’t ready to live in. She chose to leave it in storage until delivery could be arranged to somewhere she wanted to live. First she wanted the fridge measured. She had bought it herself; nobody else was to decide it should be disposed of without asking her.
‘Who pays for the storage and delivery?’
‘I’ll get an answer and have it included in the agreement,’ Mieke said. ‘You won’t be asked to agree to costs just so we can call it settled today.’
Sofie drew the list closer and put a mark beside the table. She wanted to check the inventory herself before agreeing to its return. Mieke noted who they needed to contact about visiting the storage facility.
‘I want to be able to say I don’t want to go back,’ Sofie said. ‘Without that meaning I left voluntarily in March after all.’
Mieke took off her glasses. ‘Those are different things. The correction of that date stands. And we discuss what you want now, once you’ve been properly informed. You don’t have to choose a home to make an incorrect file look right.’
Sofie read the line beneath her name. It asked her to confirm that she wanted to explore living somewhere else. She didn’t reach for a pen. First she asked what happened if no suitable home was available for a while, and who would discuss her temporary expenses.
Mieke couldn’t answer everything immediately. She wrote down two questions for the housing association. Until there were clear answers, those conditions weren’t settled. Sofie also asked about getting to her early shifts. Otherwise she couldn’t respond to an offer at the other end of Rietdam, she said. The name of the town wasn’t enough.
Lena looked up when Sofie asked for help assessing a possible flat. She would gladly go through an initial practical checklist with her. For a fresh independent inspection, Mieke could find someone who hadn’t been involved in the earlier file.
Sofie leaned back. ‘I was asking whether you’d look at the stairs and windows. But I understand.’
‘I’ll come with you if you want me to. But if there are doubts about the building, someone who isn’t involved needs to assess them.’
Yara made a note on her phone of questions Sofie wanted to ask at a viewing. Sofie didn’t want a window that only opened if you moved a bed first. She wanted somewhere for her bicycle, and no noise from a loading bay under her bedroom. The wishes of someone looking for a home. Lena could hear the difference from a list of things Sofie needed protecting from.
Only after the discussion did Sofie sign to acknowledge receiving the proposal, adding that her questions remained unanswered. Mieke made her a copy. It wasn’t a dramatic end to the afternoon. It was an action that still left room for a proper answer.
Outside, Sofie asked Lena to carry her bag as far as the van. Yara waited by the open door. Lena put it where Sofie wanted it and went back to her bicycle. The bed legs weren’t in the van. The lamp was, exactly where Sofie had had it secured.
The Key She Chose to Give
Lena put the new job file on the corner of her desk. The client had received the latest report, with the date and reference she had checked herself. He had emailed a question about a photograph. She opened it again, looked at the place he meant and rang him. It wasn’t a defect in the wall, but the shadow of the pipe beside it. She promised no faultless house. She explained what the photograph showed and what further investigation might be needed.
Afterwards she closed the file. Her workroom was smaller now. The table beside her desk had gone to another tenant in the shared unit. She had let it go when she realised she mostly used it to keep work nobody had scheduled any more. The files she still needed to read now fitted in one cupboard.
Not all her clients had returned. One had received her written correction and ended their working relationship. Another had engaged someone else for the next inspection. She had later needed to ring him about a missing attachment. He had been friendly and sent it over. His friendliness hadn’t brought the work back.
She had finished reviewing her old jobs as far as she could herself. Correspondence continued on two files about the consequences of the documents circulated. She had help with that and kept track of the deadlines. She couldn’t predict the final cost. But she had stopped trying to resolve every message herself the afternoon it arrived.
The coming week’s diary was pinned to the board. An inspection on Wednesday, a visit with an independent colleague on Thursday. On joint jobs, they checked one another’s final versions. Neither could simply send a document out under the other’s name. Their agreement had taken a page; the checks took time. Lena knew by now how much time. She had included it in her quotation.
Beside the work diary was a smaller sheet Jip had filled in. School was starting again and her shifts were changing. There were boxes for Mum and Dad, and a column her daughter had named herself: already sorted. Lena wasn’t to mistake that column for spare time.
Jip arrived at the unit that morning with a rucksack and a box on her bicycle rack. Her arm moved almost as it had before the accident. Out of habit, she still lifted the box carefully and a little unevenly. Lena went to meet her, taking it when Jip asked.
‘For Sofie,’ Jip said. ‘She wanted glasses. These were in Dad’s upstairs cupboard.’
‘Does he know you’ve got them?’
‘Yes. I haven’t kidnapped them.’
Lena set the box down and looked inside. Old tea towels were wrapped round the glasses. They had once used them at home, before dividing their possessions between two houses. Tom had never used half of his.
‘She asked for six,’ Jip said. ‘I found seven. One’s chipped round the rim. I left that one out.’
‘Good.’
Jip looked at the small diary sheet. ‘I’m going to Noor’s after school on Thursday. Dinner at Dad’s will be later. He knows.’
‘Change it here too, then.’
She wrote it in. Her daughter didn’t want every alteration turned into a discussion about how the family was doing. Lena picked up her coat and the bag of things for Sofie. Did Jip want to go in the car with Tom, or take her bicycle? She would stay an hour at Sofie’s, Jip said, then go on by herself. She was meeting someone elsewhere. She put the marker back in the mug on the desk.
Tom arrived in his own car. On the back seat lay a narrow shelf Sofie had asked for, the right size for the space above her kitchen table. He hadn’t cut it himself; Cor had prepared it to the measurements. Lena wasn’t going to measure it again before they took it. Sofie had measured her own space. Cor had done the job.
They stood by the bicycle rack to load the glasses. Tom asked whether Lena wanted a lift back afterwards. She was going home, she said; she had no other plans. He was working later, but could make the detour to her house if she wanted.
‘I’d like that,’ she said.
It needed no grateful explanation. Tom looked at the box, made room for the bag and suggested putting the fragile things behind his seat. Jip set off ahead on her bicycle. Lena watched her turn the corner, then got in.
Sofie’s flat was in another part of Rietdam, above a quiet shop with no night deliveries. She could get to her early shift without passing the back steps in Bremstraat. She had viewed other homes and turned down two: one bedroom was too close to a loading bay; at the other, the only space for her bicycle was in a storeroom she couldn’t easily reach on her own.
Mieke had obtained answers about the agreement before Sofie signed. The false departure date had been corrected. The arrangements for the new home and practical expenses were recorded separately. They weren’t a reward for Sofie’s statement. They were an agreed housing solution, made up of things she had spent months getting settled.
Yara was by the entrance when Tom stopped the car. She showed him where to leave the shelf temporarily so nobody would trip over it. Jip was already upstairs, sitting on a chair that wasn’t yet at a table. She waved through the open window.
Sofie came down with a pot of basil. It had kept getting in the way while she unpacked, she said. Would Lena take it upstairs? Lena held it in both hands, loose soil still clinging to the outside. Sofie went ahead and looked back on the second floor to check she was all right.
There weren’t half-unpacked rows of boxes along every wall. Sofie had done most of the unpacking before inviting them. Her sofa and her grandmother’s small table had arrived from storage at a time she had checked herself. Delivery costs were covered in the agreement. In the kitchen hung the curtains with the red patch. They didn’t quite fit; the hem brushed the sill. Sofie was leaving them until she wanted something else.
‘I took the bed legs off myself in the end,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t fit otherwise. Yara said I should just buy a new bed. I said the bed wasn’t the problem.’
Yara came in with the glasses. ‘You did spend half an hour staring at that one screw.’
‘Because you were turning it the wrong way.’
‘Good thing you said so in time.’
They laughed. Lena put the basil on the windowsill. Sofie moved it to the other window, away from the radiator. Lena didn’t go and put it back in the light she had chosen.
A letter lay in a clear folder on the kitchen table. Sofie slipped it into a drawer when she brought the coffee. There were still messages from the detectives and further appointments with Mieke. The criminal investigation continued. No quick verdict had turned Henk’s death into a finished news item. Sofie had since answered another question about her statement. She had specified how she wanted to be contacted and when her work made that difficult.
‘Ruben’s coming this afternoon,’ she said. ‘Not while you’re here. I want to keep things manageable.’
Lena nodded. ‘Did he understand?’
‘He asked what time. At least it was the right question.’
She poured the coffee. ‘I told him I’d read his papers. But I’m not going to explain how he should forgive himself first. Sometimes he still tries to do that through me.’
Yara took a mug. She was returning to Duinwaard that evening; her ordinary working week began on Monday. Sofie would take her to the train, then spend an evening alone in the flat for the first time without boxes to unpack all night. She had a plan that had nothing to do with keeping watch: something from the fridge, a shower, set the alarm.
Ria had sent a message about visiting later in the week. Nora hadn’t arranged to come yet. Sofie knew how much she had to sort out, and didn’t ask her to see this new home as the end of what had happened to Henk. In Lena’s bag was a framed photograph for Nora that Cor had given her to pass on. She wouldn’t put it on the table here.
Tom and Jip came into the kitchen after looking at the space for the shelf. Sofie wasn’t having it fitted until next week, by someone she had asked to do it. No holes needed drilling today. Tom rested it against the empty wall, clear of the way, and washed his hands.
Jip showed Sofie where she had found the glasses. She took one from the box and held it to the light, checking for chips. Sofie had already discussed that with Tom, she said. Jip put the tea towels on a chair. Could she take them home later? They were just old enough, she thought, to go under her desk chair and protect the floor.
Lena listened with a half-smile. Nobody needed her to approve the handing over of the old glasses. She looked out of the kitchen window. In the square, a child played with an empty cardboard box. A woman pushed a bicycle to the rack and searched her bag for something she seemed to have forgotten.
‘What happened to the project?’ Tom asked while Sofie was with Yara in the living room.
Lena said the disputed files had been independently reviewed and safeguards put in place so further steps couldn’t go through the old process. Noordhuis couldn’t simply carry on with the housing plans as before. Proceedings and investigations into individual financial responsibilities continued. Marten’s name hadn’t disappeared from them.
Tom nodded. He didn’t ask whether that would bring her lost work back. He knew the answer. The previous month she had told him she needed to organise some of her work differently.
‘And you?’ he asked.
‘An inspection Tuesday. A final check together on Thursday. I’ve kept Wednesday afternoon free.’
‘Jip?’
‘Some of it. The rest for me.’
Tom put down his mug. He needed to leave in half an hour. Lena went with him into the living room, where Jip was putting her phone away. Could she go now? She was helping someone move a wardrobe, though she would leave the lifting to the others. Lena began a question about her shoulder and heard Jip answer it already. She could say if something hurt. She had arranged to go with people who believed her.
‘Will you message me tonight?’ Lena asked.
‘When I get home.’
‘To your dad’s.’
‘To Dad’s, yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
Sofie walked Jip to the door and offered her a croissant for the journey. Jip said yes, then came back to give Lena a brief hug, her bag still on her shoulder. Lena let go when her daughter stepped back.
A little later they realised the last box of kitchen towels was still in the car. Sofie had a crate of empty bottles to take down to the recycling bins. Tom was already by the entrance. Lena offered to fetch the box while Sofie dealt with the bottles.
‘Would you open the front door for him when you come back?’ Sofie asked. ‘He’ll have his hands full with the box.’
Lena held out her hand. Sofie put her key in it, on a plain steel ring. No job sheet, no access on a client’s behalf. Sofie herself had asked her to go in.
Downstairs Lena took the box from the car. Tom held it while she put the key in the lock. By the bins, Sofie was talking to a neighbour. She looked up and nodded. It was all right. Lena opened the door and let Tom carry the box in first.
On the landing she gave the key back. Sofie hung it on the hook she had chosen beside the kitchen. Then she lifted the basil to make room for the towels. Lena pulled a chair out from the table and sat while Sofie opened the box.
