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The Tin
On Monday the woman left her tea untouched. Not just the bag, lying dry on its saucer, but the water in the glass as well. As Vera wiped the empty tables, she saw her put both hands round it. The last passenger train had left four minutes before the woman arrived. Now a car's headlights swept across the wet paving and disappeared behind the bicycle shelter.
‘You haven't put the bag in,’ Vera said.
The woman looked at her hands. ‘I know.’
Vera moved on. Some customers didn't like having things explained, even when you only mentioned it because you'd once made a whole pot of tea without any tea in it yourself. She pushed the chair beside the woman under the table. The felt pad had come off one leg, leaving a faint curved scratch on the floor. She would stick a new one on tomorrow.
At ten past eleven the woman paid. She put her purse into her olive-green raincoat and pulled up the hood, although the rain had just stopped. Vera expected to see her over by the car park. There were two cars left, one of them her own. But the woman went the other way, towards the footbridge.
The outside door fell shut. Vera picked up a chair at an empty table. When she looked out again, the woman was at the top of the bridge, exactly halfway between the lamps. She held her hands in front of her chest as though pressing something against her coat.
Vera checked her phone. Fourteen minutes past eleven.
She went on with the chairs. Monday was her long day; by this time a chair could feel heavier than a crate of soft drinks did in the morning. The woman stayed on the bridge. There were no more trains for anyone going into the city. The freight train would come later, if it came. Those times weren't on the yellow board.
When Vera brought the last of the washing-up out of the kitchen, the space between the lamps was empty.
On Tuesday she spread the accounts on the table by the window. Milan was behind the bar, a tea towel over his shoulder. It was his evening, but at home the latest box of till receipts always seemed to occupy the very chair she wanted to sit in. Here, at least, she could ask if a description didn't make sense.
‘What's this? Three small judges?’ she asked.
Milan put a glass under the tap. ‘Orange juices.’
‘That's not what it says.’
‘My handwriting's expressionist.’
She turned the receipt round. Three small juices. Yes, she could see it now. She made a pencil mark beside it and put it on the right pile. Outside the window, someone was using the new underpass. A cap moved over the edge of the steps and vanished. The man would once have taken the bridge, past her door. The council had made the route quicker. It was hard to argue with that.
At eleven the door opened. Monday's woman shook out her hood over the mat. This time a blue tin hung from her hand, its thin handle tapping against the metal. She chose the same table.
‘Tea?’ Vera asked.
Milan looked at her. She had got up with the pen still in her hand.
‘I'll do it,’ she said.
Again the tea bag stayed beside the glass. Vera set the water down carefully, clear of the tin. A strip of masking tape was stuck to the handle. She could make out a B and perhaps an A, but the woman turned the tin towards her chair before Vera could read the rest.
‘Would you prefer a different kind?’
‘No, this is fine.’
Anything else would be interfering. Vera went back to her receipts. She was three euros short in last week's figures. Milan said it was probably Ivo and his colleague's coffees: they had paid while she was in the kitchen looking for change. She later found the coins in the compartment for notes. She held them up for him.
‘There. The bank's been saved.’
The woman didn't join in the laughter. She watched the bridge.
At ten past eleven she got up. Milan held the card machine for her. She carried the tin out without knocking it against the door frame, even lifting her hand a little to clear it. Four minutes later she was between the lamps again. A small rectangle of light appeared in front of her face.
‘She's waiting for someone,’ Vera said.
Milan came to collect the empty glass. ‘They'd better get a move on.’
‘There aren't any more trains.’
‘They might be coming by bike.’
That was perfectly possible. Vera could have thought of it herself. She picked up the next receipt but kept losing her place in the column. Up on the bridge, the little light moved from side to side once. Then it went out.
On Wednesday a woman carrying a cardboard tube came in while Vera was clearing the lunch plates. A visitor's badge from the community centre hung from her coat. She introduced herself as Sanne, from Stichting Perronlicht. Vera vaguely remembered the name in connection with hiring a room, though she couldn't remember what for.
‘We spoke about a poster,’ Sanne said.
‘Possibly. Was it me you spoke to?’
‘I left a message.’
Vera dried her hands and indicated the windowsill. ‘Let's have a look.’
Sanne unrolled a photograph of men with a handcart outside a station building. No locomotive, no ceremonial ribbon. One man had pushed the sleeves of his oversized shirt high up his arms. The text below announced a presentation about work in and around the station. From the collection of Dorus van Esch. The foundation's details were printed at the bottom.
‘Not just this building,’ Sanne said. ‘The smaller workplaces round it too. What people did there.’
Vera held the corners of the paper. The station in the photograph still had the canopy she knew only from old postcards. Some of her customers would certainly remember it.
‘We'll confirm the times later. This is to find out who's interested.’ Sanne pointed to the foundation's address in small print. ‘Anyone who knows anything can get in touch there.’
Vera looked at the window. The summer iced-coffee advert was still up. The glass in the drawing had promised more of a chill than most September days had managed.
‘It can go here,’ she said.
She took down the iced coffee, picked off the old bits of tape and fixed the poster to the pane beside the door. Sanne held the curled paper flat while Vera secured the top corners. It was easy to read from outside.
‘Thank you. People know where to find this place.’
Vera went with her as far as the pavement. A new lamp lit the steps down to the underpass. She still needed to replace the bulb by her own door; its light was weak and yellow.
‘We could put out some cards nearer the time, too,’ she said.
Sanne liked that idea. They exchanged numbers. Only after she had gone did Vera notice the greasy print of her own hand on the glass. She cleaned it off without wetting the poster.
The woman came back that evening. Eleven o'clock, tea, the dry bag beside the glass. This time the blue tin was on the table. Vera read BAS on the tape.
It was windier than on the other evenings. The woman kept a hand on the handle to stop it moving. She didn't turn when the door opened. At ten past eleven she paid. On the bridge she took up the same position.
Vera was just about to check the proper time on her phone when a late customer returned for his scarf. She helped him look under the benches and eventually fished it off the coat rack. When she looked towards the bridge again, the woman's screen was lit. It was raining. The woman wiped something with her sleeve and lowered her arm.
On Thursday Yasmin was still in the doorway when Anouk Meijer arrived. They waved; apparently they knew each other. Vera had served Anouk coffee before and knew she was a photographer. Her surname appeared under photographs in the booklet that had been at the library.
Anouk didn't sit down. She looked at the new poster, its lettering reversed through the glass.
‘When did Dorus have something delivered here?’ she asked.
Vera put a plate back in the rack. ‘You mean a folder?’
‘He says it was boxes.’
‘There was a flat folder. Last week. For you.’
‘I collected that.’
Vera nodded. She remembered. Anouk had come towards evening, tucked the folder under her arm and asked if she could leave the large outer wrapper. Something about a fastening that wouldn't go back in place.
Anouk looked at the poster again. ‘I need to know exactly what happened.’
Behind her the phone for orders rang. The baker had said he would call about the bill that afternoon. Vera recognised the number and declined the call.
‘What do you need to know?’
‘What you took in. And what it said on the slip you signed.’
They couldn't sort it out among the schoolchildren coming through the door. Anouk had to leave as well. Vera told her what she remembered and promised to get out the business folder. They would sit down on Monday, before the lunchtime rush. Anouk put the appointment straight into her phone. She didn't have coffee. A little later she sent a message: I'll send you the image he gave me too. Vera saw the notification but didn't open the attachment between orders.
Later that evening she found a blue edge under the bench by the window. She had been sweeping and at first thought the woman had put the tin down while she got her coat on. But there was no coat left on the rack. The glass of water stood on the table, the tea bag beside it.
Vera looked outside. The steps up to the bridge were empty.
She lifted the tin by its handle. The tape felt soft, one corner rolled back from use. The lid sat crooked on the rim. As she set it down, it opened. A length of cable slipped out.
Inside were a small microphone and coiled leads. An elastic band held an envelope containing three photographs. Vera checked the back for a name or telephone number. Nothing. She lifted the flap and eased the top photograph partway out.
Two young men outside the old signal box. A sign: LAST SHIFT. Rolled-up trouser legs thick with mud. Behind them, a departure board and the cigarette machine that had been gone for years. She turned the photograph over. In pencil: 23.14. Don't forget.
She put it back and closed the envelope. Once, looking for a name in a lost wallet, she had read a letter instead. She still remembered its first line, however hard she had tried to forget. The owner had collected the wallet later and thanked her.
The tin could go beside the umbrellas. Whoever had lost it would know where to look.
Even so, Vera went outside for a moment. The bridge gleamed, an uneven strip of light across its wet steps. The gate would go up on Monday. She had put the notice on the door herself, next to the one announcing the new underpass.
At the top she found a small white chalk mark on the handrail. Below it, a screw was missing from the brass plate. She held her thumb beside the hole without touching the plate. Rain had darkened its edge.
The previous week a man had asked if the café clock was for sale. He dealt in old things. He had been talking about demolition while Vera was still mopping the floor behind him. She hadn't even answered his offer.
Now she took out her phone. She didn't know who she would call. She put it away again. One screw was missing. The woman might be on any platform.
Back in the kitchen she set the tin beside three umbrellas that probably belonged to nobody any more. The clock above the door said twenty past eleven. Her phone said fourteen minutes past.
She tapped the wooden case. The hand didn't move. It had been six minutes fast for months. She should have fetched the stool and put it right. She would do it tomorrow.
The Wrong Train
Ivo asked for his coffee to take away, then changed his mind when he saw the pastries. He put his toolbox beside the door and asked whether he still had ten minutes. Vera wasn't sure what for. It was a quarter to seven; Ivo's evening crew usually started work about the time she began to feel like sitting down.
‘Always time for a pastry,’ she said.
He chose the one with the most icing. Something wet had left an imprint on his jacket. He rubbed at it to no effect.
‘Have you just been up on the bridge?’ Vera asked.
‘That's where we're starting in a minute.’
‘There's a screw missing from the nameplate.’
Ivo looked up. ‘That screw's been missing since June.’
His mouth was still half full. Vera waited for him to swallow.
‘Reported it. Twice.’ He raised two fingers with the pastry between them. ‘Why?’
She told him about the tin and the woman who had been on the bridge three evenings running. Ivo didn't know her. He had seen someone up there with a phone clamped to the handrail, though. The chalk mark could be for finding the same spot again. There were two rubber marks beside it.
‘A phone?’
‘What did you think?’
‘That she was waiting for someone.’
Ivo folded his paper napkin. ‘You can do that with a phone.’
He brought his cup to the counter and picked up his toolbox. Vera asked if she ought to hand the tin in somewhere, to someone at the station. He shook his head. As far as he knew, there was nobody about in the evenings better qualified to look after a biscuit tin. If the woman came back, he could explain about the screw.
‘Not straight away,’ Vera said.
‘No?’
‘I don't know if she knows I've seen it yet.’
He raised an eyebrow, but was already trying to free his sleeve from the toolbox handle. A colleague was waiting outside with a trolley. They took it over to the gate behind the signal box.
Milan arrived while Vera was washing Ivo's cup. She told him where the tin was. She would like to speak to the woman if she came to collect it. He asked whether she would also be handing back the lost umbrellas in person.
‘Only the blue ones,’ she said.
She took the photograph out of the envelope once more. Not because that gave her permission to keep looking, she told herself, but because she had missed something right there on the front. The departure board behind the men. Below the destination was a time. Twenty-three fourteen.
The cigarette machine beside the door had already gone when she took over the café. The booklet about the station mentioned it among the things people remembered. A button you had to press hard, a packet that sometimes got stuck. This hadn't been taken last week. Of course it hadn't. The trouser legs and the sign could have told her that.
She slid the photograph back. Perhaps that was why nobody had put a year on the reverse. For anyone who had been there, the time was enough.
In the kitchen she cut a piece of cardboard to go under the tin, so it wouldn't slip down among the umbrellas. She set it in place and went to finish the order list. She didn't spend the next half-hour watching the door. The café was still hers, and the supplier wanted the order before eight.
Later she sat with a bowl of soup at the little kitchen table. Milan came to ask how much more bread he could cut. He had already eaten a sandwich from his own lunch box. She said the guests could have the remaining half of the round loaf. Two people had come in after missing a connection and were keeping themselves going on coffee.
‘That eleven o'clock train doesn't run any more,’ she said as he went back out.
‘They know. That's why they're here.’
‘I mean the woman.’
Milan stopped in the doorway. ‘You can ask when she comes for the tin.’
‘Yes.’
‘Otherwise you'll have to hang on to it.’
He picked up the bread basket and went out into the café. Vera carried on eating. At the bottom of the soup were pieces of celeriac she had meant to cut much smaller. She broke one in half.
At half past ten she put the tin on the counter, in the corner where nobody set glasses down. She sat on the high stool beside it. Her coat was over the back, giving the impression that she might leave at any moment. Nothing was waiting for her at home except the washing in the machine, and that wasn't going anywhere.
Eleven o'clock came and went. Nobody appeared on the bridge.
The passengers who had missed their connection had left. Milan loaded the dishwasher and turned down the music; the song seemed to hang in the empty room. Outside, someone dragged a wheeled bin across the paving. The noise stopped at the gate where Ivo was working.
At a quarter past eleven the woman came in. She was out of breath and had no coat, only a cardigan over a blouse with one cuff unbuttoned. She saw the tin and went straight to the counter.
‘That's mine.’
She rested her hands on the lid without picking it up. Her nails were short; a fine red line marked her index finger.
‘I've lost my coat as well. Left it at my sister's. It's becoming a habit.’
‘It says Bas,’ Vera said.
‘My brother. I'm Ria.’
‘Vera.’
The woman could probably have worked that out from the till screen, but she had said it now. She indicated the envelope without touching it.
‘I looked for a phone number. That was all.’
‘Then you've seen the men.’ Ria pulled a stool towards her. ‘Bas on the left. My husband on the right. Will that lid go on now? I can never get it right.’
Vera pressed the corner where the rim stuck up. The other side sprang open. Ria freed a cable from between the edges, and the lid closed.
‘The microphone belongs to the boy next door,’ she said. ‘He wants paying if I break it. Told me before he lent it to me. He hasn't had it a month yet.’
‘Are you filming the bridge?’
‘Trying to.’
Ria sat down properly. She seemed to have run so hard that she was still catching her breath. Vera slid a glass of water towards her, poured one for herself and signalled to Milan that he needn't come over. Ria drank half.
‘I keep getting the wrong things in the shot,’ she said.
‘The train?’
‘Among other things.’
She opened the tin again; now she needed something out of it. The microphone was on top. It was so small that Vera wondered if it picked up much beyond the wind against your hand. Ria held it by the lead.
‘Bas can't manage the steps any more. Not for now, he says. He's had his hip done.’
‘And the eleven-fourteen train?’
Ria looked from the envelope to her. ‘That hasn't run for years.’
‘I saw from the photograph.’
‘Their last shift together. My husband went to the depot afterwards. Bas stayed at the station. I gave him the photographs. He wrote the time on the back himself.’
Her thumb followed the edge of the envelope. It wasn't a gesture asking for sympathy. She seemed to be checking that the flap was still intact.
‘Bas wanted to remember that train. I wanted to record something before Monday. Before they shut it all off.’
A sharp bang came from outside. Ivo had struck the gate with his palm. He said something Vera couldn't make out through the closed lower window. Ria turned her head. Suddenly Vera saw how her questions had taken her past the simplest answer. Here was a woman with leads and a microphone. No buyer of brass plates, no appointment with a train someone had erased from the timetable.
‘So he worked here,’ she said.
‘For years. Nights, mostly. So did I, though you wouldn't know it from that photograph.’ Ria put the microphone down. ‘He's got more photographs than I have. At home.’
‘Couldn't you give him a quick call and ask what he wants to see?’
‘We use video calls. He went deaf after an illness. I put the captions on when my hands are full. They do come up with some odd things, though.’
Vera looked at the microphone. She didn't want to ask, and asked anyway.
‘Who's that for, then?’
‘Me.’ Ria answered plainly. ‘I want the sound too. I've stood up there fiddling with the thing for three evenings. I'd like to hear what I was doing when I get home.’
She finished her water. Vera filled the glass again.
‘The first night the phone didn't record at all. I'd tapped the picture instead of the button. The second time I looked back, all I could see was drops. Water everywhere. On Wednesday I thought I'd got a bit, but I hadn't cleaned the lens properly. Then yesterday my sister rang. I packed it all up and forgot the tin.’
‘You always stood in the same place.’
‘You get the bend and the lamp together from there. I thought that would do. But now Bas says he's looking at a railway line.’
Ria searched her phone. She kept the screen to herself while the messages were still on it. Only when she had found the recording did she turn it round.
Rails. A section of handrail. Far away, a light moved briefly between two dark shapes. Not a person in sight. The clip was short. Below the picture was a question from Bas about a radiator guard.
‘That's inside,’ Vera said.
‘Exactly.’
For the first time Ria smiled broadly enough to dispel her tiredness for a moment.
‘He wants to see where he worked. I'm filming a train.’
Vera looked through the top window. Ivo was still at the gate. She could call him, but then she would be standing here waving as though there were a fire. She set her glass on the counter and got up.
‘I can ask if he'll open the door. You'll have to know what you want to film in there.’
Ria looked at the tin. ‘I haven't brought a light.’
‘There's a light in the building. It might work.’
‘What if the train comes?’
‘It hasn't been yet.’
Vera sounded more certain than she was. Milan looked up from the dishwasher.
‘Freight train? No. We'd have heard it.’
Ria got up and carefully looped the cable twice. This time she didn't put everything away. She kept the phone and took the tin's handle in her other hand.
Vera paused at the door. ‘You all right here, Milan?’
He surveyed the room. One man was still tapping at his phone by the socket. The last glasses were in the rack.
‘I'm here anyway,’ he said. ‘Just don't lock up on me before midnight.’
Vera took her coat from the stool. Ria was trying to do up her cuff with the tin still in her hand. Vera took it from her for a moment.
Outside, Ivo had his foot against the bottom of the gate. He let go when he saw them. It stayed ajar.
‘Don't tell me there's another screw missing,’ he said.
The Left Window
Ivo held the gate with his knee while Vera explained what Ria wanted. He looked at her phone, then at the signal-box door. It already had a new lock, gleaming against the peeling paint.
‘Film inside?’
‘Just what's still there,’ Ria said.
‘There isn't much left.’
‘A radiator guard, I hope.’
He had to think. He pulled the gate towards him once more. This time the catch snapped behind the metal and held. His colleague raised a hand further along.
Ivo took out his phone and made a call. Vera heard him repeat their request, give the location and say he would stay with them. He listened, said yes twice and put the phone away.
‘We can go in for a bit. Don't touch anything. Even if you used to be allowed to.’
Ria nodded. The tin knocked against her knee. Vera took it from her as they went up the steps. It weighed next to nothing, but with the phone and the loose lead, another hand helped.
On the bridge Ria stopped at the chalk mark. She fitted her phone into the clamp and checked that it was secure. Now Vera could see the two rubber ends pressing against the handrail. Ria gave it another careful tug.
‘I don't fancy going after it,’ she said.
She opened the camera and aimed at the bend. The lamp above them didn't quite fit in the shot. She moved the clamp a little, checked, then turned it back. Ivo waited, keys in hand.
‘Inside first?’ he asked.
‘Yes. I just need to remember how this goes.’
She checked the chalk mark once more and took the phone out. At Ria's request, Vera held the tin with the cable in it at hip height. They went to the door together.
The lights worked. One fluorescent tube came on straight away; the other flickered a few times and gave up. Half the room was dimmer. It smelt of cold dust and something dry that made Vera think of paper bags. Ivo stayed in the doorway.
Ria didn't look towards the corner where the levers had been, but at the wall by the window. There was the guard. Vera would never have thought to record it if someone had asked her to film the signal box. She would have shown the windows, the view, the empty space where the controls had stood.
‘You can't see the top,’ she said.
Ria stepped back. For a moment she held the phone too high, checked the screen, then bent her knees. Something in her shoe squeaked.
‘I'm recording,’ she said. ‘He'll see that too, then.’
Vera stood still with the tin. On the screen the guard was a vague rectangle. Ria tapped the picture. It brightened, revealing the flaking edge.
‘This is where you used to dry your gloves. Nothing on it now. In case you think I haven't filmed them.’
She spoke to the phone rather than to Vera. It felt strange to be standing there, as though Vera had walked into a room where someone was reading a letter aloud. Ivo looked outside.
Ria turned slowly to the other wall. A pale square showed through the paint. Four little holes, one at each corner.
‘The calendar's gone too. The one with the ship. I always thought a ship was a silly thing to hang up here, but you said at least it wasn't a locomotive.’
She lowered the phone and looked at the patch again. Then she aimed at the windowsill. The scratch went deep into the wood, with a ragged white edge on one side where something had scraped past.
‘And that was your cupboard,’ Ria said. ‘Not our dad. You've been getting it wrong for thirty years. I was standing here holding the door.’
She stopped recording. Bending down had flushed her face.
‘I'm talking all the way through,’ she told Vera.
‘You can put captions on it.’
‘He always does that himself. Tells me what to look at, or I end up talking about the wrong things.’
She opened the automatic captions and played the clip. Words ran below the windowsill. At the scratch, the text said they had tried to get custard through the window.
Ria snorted. ‘That's a new one.’
She paused it and tapped, then tapped again. The keyboard kept vanishing. Vera began to reach for it and stopped herself. Ria lifted the phone a little higher and found the right line.
‘Cupboard,’ she said as she typed. ‘Not custard. What do you think?’
Ivo looked up from the threshold. ‘What?’
‘Not you.’
He nodded as though he was used to that. Vera laughed and held the tin further from the door so it wouldn't knock anything.
Once the captions were right, Ria went to the left-hand window and filmed the latch. Seeing that she had no free hand, Vera put the tin on the clean sill on the other side, well clear of the lead.
‘Does that open?’
‘I was wondering that myself,’ Ria said.
Vera glanced at Ivo. He nodded towards the bottom of the window. ‘Don't hang off it.’
She pressed her palm against the wood and pushed. It gave a little, more the whole frame moving than the window itself. With her other hand she tried to hold the latch clear. The wood dug painfully into her palm.
‘Leave it,’ Ria said.
Vera stopped pushing. The window settled back where it had been. She fastened the latch and rubbed the mark on her hand.
‘Still the same,’ Ria said. When she turned the screen towards herself, Vera saw that she had filmed the attempt. Not her face, just the hand and the frame.
Ivo pointed at his watch. The wind outside had dropped. They followed him back to the bridge and waited while he locked the door. Ria thanked him. He shrugged, looked at Vera's hand and said he had warned her.
‘I wasn't hanging off it.’
‘Good.’
His colleague called from behind the gate, not from the tracks. He picked up his keys and went on.
The freight train hadn't passed yet. Ria put the phone back in the clamp. Her hands seemed less hurried now, Vera noticed. Perhaps because she had the indoor footage at least. She checked the microphone connection and asked Vera to hold the tin a little lower.
‘Where should I stand?’
‘Just there. So long as the lead doesn't pull.’
Vera moved half a pace to the side. A wet leaf kept lifting at her feet and catching against the bottom rail. With her free hand she held her coat closed.
From here she could see the café window. She couldn't read the poster, only make out the dark photograph and the pale space below it. Milan moved among the tables inside. The dishwasher was open now.
Ria didn't start recording yet. She watched the bend.
‘It's later than usual,’ she said.
‘Will it come?’
‘I think so. But if it doesn't, I've got the room. That's what Bas asked for.’
She looked again into the empty bend. The microphone stayed plugged in. The tin felt cold even through Vera's gloves. She had put on thin ones that did very little; her other pair were on the radiator at home.
First a faint light touched the brick wall. Ria straightened. She tapped the screen and checked the red indicator before taking her hands away.
The locomotive came round the bend. Then the sound swelled about them, along the metal and the walls, until Vera felt it briefly in her chest. The lamp glass trembled overhead. Ria tilted the phone up for a moment, then back towards the train. After that she left it alone.
Vera watched the wagons pass beneath the bridge. Wheels, couplings, a flat steel side with a row of small figures. She kept the tin steady. Ria watched the screen, not the train, her mouth slightly open.
Now Vera understood the spot. The lamp and the disappearing wagons were together in the picture. Only here could you see both what moved above your head and what drew away beneath your feet.
When the last wagon went past, Ria stopped recording. She left the phone in the clamp a moment longer.
‘Did you get it?’ Vera asked.
‘I'll have a look first.’
They went down to the lower landing, out of the wind. Vera set the tin on the step above her feet. Ria watched the recording with the volume low, then played the beginning again a little louder. There really was a train in it. No finger, no haze of rain, no dark screen reflecting only the person filming.
‘There,’ she said.
She selected the two clips. On the indoor footage she checked the corrected line again. It still said cupboard. She sent the files and kept the phone out.
Vera sat on the wide bottom step. Her legs ached. Milan appeared in the café doorway for a moment. She raised a hand. He gave her a thumbs-up and went back inside.
‘He's not asleep yet,’ Ria said. ‘He wasn't the other nights either. Says I keep standing up here freezing for nothing.’
The phone lit up. Ria read the message, then held it out to Vera. A photograph of a hand, thumb raised. The edge of a chair behind it. Then a message appeared.
Left window still sticking?
Ria laughed, her voice roughened by the cold. She typed that Vera had tried it. Another reply came: saw that. Nothing else.
‘He knows now,’ Ria said.
She unplugged the cable, first from the phone, then the microphone. It wouldn't go back into its loop straight away. Vera held the tin open while Ria tried again. The boy next door would have no reason to charge her for a new microphone.
The café smelt of the dishwasher's final rinse. The man by the socket had gone. Milan stood behind the till with his coat on; he pointed at the total on the screen and Vera nodded. They could do the rest tomorrow. He had the usual closing stock ready.
Ria asked if there was still any tea. Vera looked at the clock, already past midnight, then at her phone. It was six minutes less late than the wooden case above the door suggested. She fetched the kitchen stool.
‘At last,’ Milan said.
Vera turned the hand back. Exactly six minutes. Back on the floor, she watched Milan check his own phone and give a solemn nod. He took the last bin bag outside.
Ria hung her cardigan over a chair and this time lowered the tea bag into the glass. Vera sat opposite her with water. She no longer needed to ask who she had been waiting for each evening.
Only after Ria had taken the tin and Milan had gone did she open Anouk's Thursday message. The attachment appeared inside a white border. Part of a delivery receipt, scanned at an angle. Bottom right was a V, with the long stroke Vera used when someone was waiting in front of her with a pen.
She enlarged it. Still her V.
In the pane beside the door she could see the back of the photograph she had put up herself. On Wednesday she hadn't thought of the folder at all. She turned off the phone and wrote at the top of Monday's order list: Anouk delivery.
Then she switched off the café lights.
One Folder
On Monday morning the gate at the top of the bridge was shut. Vera had seen it from the tram before getting off at the station. A red-and-white sign could be read from the bottom step. Even so, a man with a folding bike had picked it up and only turned back halfway. He came into the café behind her, cross with the steps and apparently with his chain as well.
Yasmin explained where the underpass started. The man pointed to a black smear on his trouser leg.
‘There's water at the basin back there,’ she said.
He looked as though he had expected something else, but went to the back. Vera held the door for him. Then she hung up her coat and set the business folder on the little table beside the kitchen. She had put the sheet with Anouk's appointment time inside, so she wouldn't end up covering the table with something else once it got busy.
Anouk arrived just before eleven, carrying a dark red bag that sagged at the bottom. There couldn't be much in it. She asked for an ordinary coffee and stood by the table until Vera pulled out the other chair.
‘I saw your message,’ Vera said.
Anouk nodded. ‘I didn't have everything with me on Thursday. I only wanted to know whether you'd seen anything bigger arrive.’
‘I took in one folder. I really did.’
‘I'm not saying you did anything wrong.’
She said it carefully, which only made Vera more uneasy. It wasn't the sort of sentence that found a missing parcel. She put Anouk's coffee down and sat with her own glass of water. The business folder lay closed between them.
‘Can I see exactly what he wrote first?’
Anouk opened her phone and found it quickly. The message was at the top of a conversation full of short lines, Vera noticed without reading the older ones. Anouk slid the phone across until it lay squarely in front of her.
All five boxes had been returned. Dorus named the Tuesday before Ria first came in: with Erik, through the station café. Anouk had collected them. The receipt was the proof. No other delivery, the next line said; Dorus didn't want them talking at cross purposes.
Vera read it twice. There was no question mark, no perhaps. It had been written to leave no doubt.
‘That Tuesday?’
Anouk named the Tuesday before Ria's three evenings. Vera turned back through her diary. She had had the freezer checked that day and cleared a space for the repairman. A small square with an exclamation mark sat in the corner of the page. It helped, though it couldn't bring the whole day back.
‘A man came with a folder,’ she said. ‘He was in a hurry. Had to get on. He asked if he could leave it here for you.’
‘A flat folder.’
‘Yes. With a wide flap.’
Anouk showed her the size with her hands. Vera nodded. It wouldn't fit in an ordinary drawer, but it would on the deep shelf above the store cupboard. She had stood it on its side so nothing could fall on it. The wrapper was thick brown cardboard, with a fastening you threaded a cord through.
She heard Yasmin repeating a bill at the till. At another table a child began crying because its cup was too full. Nothing spilt. The child kept crying a moment longer, as though otherwise the incident might not count.
‘I know I signed,’ Vera said. ‘He had the paper on his clipboard already. I read your name.’
‘Did you see five boxes?’
‘No.’
‘Not by the door either?’
Vera looked towards the window where deliveries were sometimes left. It was tempting to picture the whole corner empty of boxes. She could just as easily be making that picture up.
‘I can't remember every moment of that afternoon. But he handed me that folder. I know that.’
Anouk lifted her bag and took it out. Not the big outer wrapper, but the thin inner folder, cut to fit. Repeated closing had rounded the corners of the flap. She put it beside the business folder and kept her fingers on the elastic bands a little longer.
‘This was inside.’
Small proof copies. A man at a door, a cart in a yard, people lifting something together. Vera recognised one image from the poster. She wanted to point, but waited for Anouk to lay the top copy on the flap herself.
‘Twenty-eight,’ Anouk said. ‘One for each selected image. New little proofs to look at.’
‘Not the boxes.’
Anouk pulled the bands back round the folder. ‘No.’
There was no relief in her answer. She had known already. It was new to Vera that someone could receive a folder and still be waiting for something larger. She had assumed that what Anouk came to collect was everything Anouk ought to receive.
Milan came through the back door without his coat and nodded to Yasmin, who took her coffee into the kitchen. Their short overlap for her break was always less orderly on Mondays than they wanted. Somebody had to bring bread, somebody didn't want to eat until eleven, somebody else thought eleven was far too late.
‘Have you got five minutes?’ Vera asked.
‘If nobody orders.’
He stayed standing, tea towel in hand, while Vera described the delivery day. At first all he remembered was the repairman. Then he pointed with the towel to the top shelf.
‘That's where I put the empty wrapper. You couldn't get the fastening to work.’
‘The outer wrapper?’ Anouk asked.
‘Yes. With the cord. I thought it could go. Then Vera said there might still be something inside.’
Now Vera remembered: she had tried to fold the flap, but the cord caught. She had told Anouk to leave the wrapper. Milan had moved it out of the way.
‘Was I still here then?’ Anouk asked.
‘You had the inside bit under your arm,’ Milan said. ‘I came past with some glasses. I don't remember much else.’
‘So you didn't see any boxes either?’ Vera asked.
He pulled a face. ‘I came in towards evening. There could have been an elephant in the kitchen before that.’
‘Milan.’
‘I saw the wrapper. That's what I'm saying.’
Someone was at the bar, purse in hand. Milan went over. Vera watched him go, heat rising in her face as though he had told her off in front of Anouk. He had answered the question, that was all. She had wanted his answer to do more.
Anouk picked up her phone again.
‘I thanked you that evening. Here.’
She showed her the ordinary message. Thanks for taking it in, folder got here safely. Below it was Vera's thumbs-up and a question about whether the outer wrapper was still needed. Anouk had said it could go, but if the cord was intact she could use that later.
Vera gave a brief laugh. ‘The cord's bound to be here somewhere, then.’
She opened the business folder. Old order lists, maintenance notes, scraps that didn't quite belong anywhere. She took out the repairman's invoice to anchor the date. Behind it was a delivery note from a completely different supplier. No receipt from Erik.
‘He took the signed sheet with him,’ she said.
Anouk nodded.
‘I knew that. Otherwise I'd have seen it here on Thursday.’ Vera heard herself and stopped. She went through the thin plastic sleeves once more, slowly. No receipt for the folder. She closed the file.
Outside, two people approached the bridge steps, saw the gate and turned back. One pointed to the underpass sign. The other shrugged. The poster stood between them and Vera, the handcart at an angle, one wheel half out of the picture.
‘Sanne brought this in,’ Vera said. ‘From the foundation.’
‘I've rung her.’
‘And?’
‘She says she's got material from Dorus. For the presentation. She couldn't tell me everything on Friday. There was another appointment in the room.’
Vera wanted to say Sanne should move the other appointment, then. She didn't. She had made Anouk wait until Monday herself, even if she hadn't sent her away without an answer.
‘What was in the boxes?’
Anouk rested her hands flat on her bag. ‘Different things. Not five lots of the same thing. That's what I keep trying to explain.’
‘To Dorus?’
‘Him too.’
The silence lasted long enough for Vera to hear the fridge behind the bar switch on. She moved her water further from the folder. There was no reason to spill it, but she didn't want to get anything wet on top of everything else.
‘I have to start somewhere,’ Anouk said. ‘He writes that everything came here. You say one folder. I came to collect one folder. We don't have to pretend we were both drunk that evening.’
‘We're not.’
‘No. But I keep feeling I've sent a thank-you for things I never received.’
Her fingers covered the edges of the phone. Vera thought of her own thumbs-up beneath the message. One tiny reply now being attached to five boxes, because somebody else had written another story round it.
Yasmin came back from the kitchen. A glance asked whether they would need the table for lunch. Vera nodded: it would be free. Anouk saw and stood up.
‘You can come round tomorrow if you'd like to see the list. I'm at home in the morning.’
‘I would.’
Vera asked about Erik. Anouk had the name from Dorus; she hadn't arranged the delivery. There was no phone number on the little piece of paper. The image didn't even show the top.
‘Perhaps Dorus has the whole sheet,’ Vera said.
‘Then he can show us.’
Anouk paid for her coffee before Vera could offer it on the house. She took the little folder and left her bag open rather than force it back inside.
At the door she stopped. Vera thought she would mention the poster, but she pointed to the man with the bicycle, inspecting the black mark on his trousers.
‘It's a nuisance, a bridge closing like that.’
‘There's an underpass.’
‘I know.’
Anouk left. Vera carried the cups to the bar. Milan looked up from folding cloths.
‘I didn't mean you shouldn't ask,’ he said.
‘I asked you something you couldn't know.’
‘I remembered the wrapper.’
‘Yes.’
He put down the pile. Yasmin needed another bag of coffee beans. Vera fetched it from the store cupboard and looked up at the shelf: two old menus, an empty napkin box and a coil of brown cord. She left them until after lunch.
Before closing the cupboard, she glanced at the floor below. Milk cartons and a crate of empty bottles. No boxes belonging to Anouk. She could see that now. The floor couldn't tell her what had been there two weeks earlier.
She took the bag of beans in both hands and went back to the bar.
What the Five Boxes Held
Anouk lived above a shop that repaired children's bicycles. A small red bike without a front wheel stood in the entrance passage. Vera had to lift her bag to get past the handlebars. A door opened on the first floor.
‘He was supposed to have moved that,’ Anouk said.
‘I got past.’
‘You did.’
She waited for Vera to reach the landing and shut the door without another glance at the bike. In the room, a rolled backdrop leaned against the wall. A lamp on a stand was directly in front of a blue-seated chair. A thin white curtain covered the window behind it.
‘You're working,’ Vera said.
‘In a bit. First that thing has to come out of the entrance. My client won't get upstairs otherwise.’
Anouk sent a message to the bicycle repairer, then put her phone face down on the dining table. Two folders were ready. Not five boxes.
Vera hung her coat over her own chair. She asked whether to move the lamp and was told to leave it exactly where it was. Anouk had positioned the chair on a mark. She had cleared the table for them; a notebook and a closed laptop lay at the far end.
‘I've given up the studio,’ Anouk said. ‘You may have heard.’
‘I didn't know you were still taking photographs here.’
‘I can't do everything. A whole family and a dog don't fit comfortably. One person does. Or two, if they like each other.’
She took an envelope from the first folder. Vera saw copies written on it. Anouk laid the contents on a clean mat she had put on the table. It was the order for Dorus: their names, a sum of money, and underneath, the groups of material involved.
Storage and copying. Five boxes, each briefly described. Anouk turned the sheet so Vera wouldn't have to read it upside down.
‘I haven't taken a photo of this,’ Vera said.
‘You don't need to. Take your time and read it.’
The first two boxes held mounted prints. Seven words further along was a quantity. Fourteen in one, fourteen in the other. The third contained the negatives and contact sheets for the photographs of work at the station. The fourth held other negatives and contact sheets, family pictures mixed with smaller jobs. The fifth had working prints and papers. Each group had a cross beside it in the same blue ink. Two signatures at the bottom.
Vera followed the line above the names with her finger, without touching it. ‘Make copies. Temporary storage.’
‘I still had boxes everywhere here then. Dorus had room. He's made prints for me before.’
‘And the two hundred and forty?’
‘I paid that.’
Anouk took out the proof of payment and laid it alongside. There was a touch of impatience in the movement, Vera thought, as though she had explained it too many times already.
‘He did some work for that money. The small proofs in the folder are part of it. I'm not claiming I paid a bill and got nothing at all.’
Vera read on. Nothing about a sale, nothing about giving anything to a foundation. She looked up.
‘Now he says he gave it all back.’
‘Yes.’
‘But he hasn't said you gave it to him?’
‘Not to me.’
The kettle clicked. Anouk got up and filled two mugs. Whether Vera wanted tea wasn't a question; the mugs were ready, and Anouk slid over a box of tea bags. Vera took the top one.
A thump came from downstairs, followed by something dragging across the stone floor. Anouk opened the door and looked down the stairs.
‘Thank you,’ she called.
A voice said something about room in the workshop. Anouk shut the door. She put her tea on the clear part of the table by her chair, away from the papers.
‘You can't just put boxes like that in a kitchen cupboard. The negatives need to stay with their own sheets. You don't want to be working out later which strip went with which pictures.’
‘What is a contact sheet, exactly?’ Vera asked.
She had heard the term, but only had a vague idea of lots of little photographs. If she nodded now, she and Anouk would carry on picturing different things in the third box.
Anouk opened the little presentation folder from the delivery. She took two copies from the pile and put them side by side. In one, a handcart stood close to a doorway. In the other it had moved a little further back.
‘These are two selected frames. A contact sheet shows all the frames on the strip together. Including the four I haven't had printed here. You can see what happened before and after.’
With the blunt end of a pencil she tapped a white edge beside the first copy.
‘Someone could be standing just outside the picture here. A single print won't tell you.’
Vera leaned forward. Both copies showed the same door. She had looked at the poster and thought about the past as a spacious place into which everything fitted at once. Here someone simply had to move a cart.
‘So the whole sequence is on the sheet in the third box.’
‘Yes. With the strip of negatives. These are only small copies.’
Anouk put them away. She didn't leave everything out just because Vera was there.
‘And the fourth box?’
‘Pictures at home. A few small jobs that weren't for a newspaper. People wanting to give someone a photograph. It isn't all secret, but it isn't everybody's business either.’
‘Dorus knew that?’
‘He knew what was inside. We made the list together.’
Vera looked at the crosses again. Five distinct groups of material, not five anonymous cardboard boxes. Anouk had asked for things that needed to remain identifiable; on Monday Vera had seen only a small folder on the table.
‘What did you want to do with the large prints?’
‘Keep them together. Not put them straight on somebody's wall.’
‘Have they been shown before?’
Anouk nodded. ‘Years ago. That project about the people working behind the scenes at the station. Twenty-eight pictures. In the room where they have the language café now.’
There was no hesitation. Vera wrote the number on her own sheet, beneath five boxes. She didn't cross out one number to make room for the other.
‘The same twenty-eight as now, then?’
‘That selection, yes.’
Anouk drew the folder closer. A photograph of a waiting room showed beneath the sheet. She pushed it back and kept her hand on it.
‘They weren't all mine. Dorus took two. The rest were. He did a lot of the printing then. We spent evenings in that room. I'm not going to pretend he was just standing about.’
‘I'm not asking you to.’
‘Everyone will ask anyway. Who made them, who paid for the paper, who had them in the house longest. Before you know it, I'm explaining that a photograph of my mother is mine because I'm her daughter. When that isn't the point at all.’
Vera watched the pencil Anouk still held. She hadn't needed it to show her things, yet hadn't put it down. The end was chewed flat.
‘You want the photographs back,’ Vera said.
‘All of them. Including the things that never need to be in a presentation.’
Anouk sat at her laptop. Before opening it she glanced at Vera, who turned slightly away rather than immediately look on. Anouk found something, closed two windows and only then turned the screen.
A photograph of her old studio appeared. A rack of flat boxes, a chair beside it with a coat over the back. She had taken it as a record of how the furniture was arranged, she explained. Now she pointed just to the boxes. The top one's corner had been reinforced with another piece of cardboard.
‘The work material was in that one. I repaired the corner because the flap kept dropping to the floor.’
Vera saw it. She had repairs like that at home too, brown tape over cardboard, without ever thinking they might prove anything.
‘Can I make a mental note of that box?’
‘Yes. I can send you this bit. Not the whole folder behind it.’
She cropped her image to the boxes and sent it. When it appeared on Vera's phone, Vera labelled it from Anouk so it wouldn't end up among the supplier pictures.
Another message sounded. Anouk's client was at the station and would be a little early. Anouk checked her watch. Less than half an hour.
‘I can go,’ Vera said.
‘You don't have to run out.’
She did put the papers away. Proof of payment with the order, the little proofs in the presentation folder. The mugs stayed on the clear part of the table. Vera had barely touched her tea. She drank a few mouthfuls. It had grown so strong that she took out the bag.
‘What are you going to do now?’ Anouk asked.
Vera had been thinking of the foundation. She wanted to know how Sanne had come by those boxes, what the poster said, and why nobody had told her anything when she put the photograph in her own window. That last part had been her own offer. It was difficult to put it all into one question without sounding accusatory.
‘Ring Sanne. Ask exactly what she has, and if we can see it.’
‘You don't have to go demanding it all back tomorrow on my behalf.’
‘I wasn't going to.’
Anouk looked at her, waiting rather than suspicious.
‘I want to know how the poster happened,’ Vera said.
‘I understand.’
She gave Vera the number she had used for Sanne. It was the same one already on Vera's phone. Anouk asked if she could be there for an appointment, another time if necessary. Vera would let her know what they could arrange.
At the door Vera had to ease her coat from between two hooks. A scarf caught on her button. She freed it carefully and returned it to its hook.
Anouk opened the landing door. The red bicycle had gone. The space looked suddenly wider than when Vera arrived.
‘There,’ Anouk said. ‘It could be done.’
Downstairs the repairer came towards her with a wheel in his hand. Vera moved aside on the bottom step. He said the child needed the bike today. It had nothing to do with her, but he sounded as though he still needed to defend himself. She thanked him for clearing the passage.
On the pavement she rang Sanne. No answer. She left a message saying she and Anouk would like to see the boxes, tomorrow morning or afternoon if an appointment was possible. Halfway through, she heard how easily she had offered up Anouk's entire day.
‘I'll check the time with her,’ she added.
She sent Anouk a message straight away, then walked to the station. The shortest route was through the new underpass. On the lower steps it smelt of wet concrete. A boy walked his bicycle down, holding it at an angle that brought the handlebars against the wall.
Vera thought of the room above the bike shop, the lamp that had to stay where it was for the next client. She continued to the exit on her side without stopping to count the people going another way. Yasmin needed her for the usual break, and there was bread waiting that she herself had ordered.
The Room at De Werf
Milan wrote 19.00 on the rota and underlined it. Not because Vera was making difficulties; he wanted it on paper before he moved his own appointment.
‘You'll be back here at seven.’
‘Well before that, I think.’
‘That'll be a bonus, then.’
He left the pen beside the notebook. Four extra hours, three until seven. Vera added that they would be paid, like any other cover. That morning she had worked out how much was left of the money she had set aside for her own absences. She didn't want to discover that a visit to some old photographs suddenly required unpaid staff.
Anouk couldn't come. Her job that afternoon had been moved twice already; if she cancelled now, the client would probably find someone else. She had messaged Vera to say she could look at the material showing work, if Sanne agreed. Taking anything away or making copies would need a separate arrangement.
Sanne hadn't objected to the time. She had said three times that the room was a workspace, not an exhibition. Vera had replied that she wasn't bringing an audience. Only afterwards had she heard how that must have sounded.
She entered the community centre at half past three. Two mothers with a pushchair stood by the noticeboards in the hall. Chairs scraped across the floor in one of the rooms. Someone had leaned a wet mop against a radiator, leaving a long dark patch on the wall.
Sanne came to meet her, a key card on a lanyard. She wore a jumper with one sleeve pushed up and carried an empty coffee mug.
‘We're upstairs.’
‘Is it always this busy?’
‘Not when I need it.’
On the stairs they had to wait for a man carrying a folded table. He was trying to turn the corner without trapping his fingers against the wall. Sanne held the door at the top; Vera took the mug from her. The man set the table in the corridor and thanked them without turning round.
‘That's Hugo,’ Sanne said. ‘He keeps everything standing.’
‘Mostly tables today,’ he said.
The room was smaller than Vera expected. Two worktables together, a cupboard, a stack of chairs that didn't quite match. In front of the window, two boxes rested on a clean cloth. Flatter and wider than the archive boxes Vera had pictured. Numbers and a name marked the sides.
She stood by the table until Sanne showed her where to put her bag: on a chair, not the table. Sanne set the empty mug on a little cupboard by the door and washed her hands at a sink in the corner.
‘I've got Anouk's message,’ she said. ‘For looking. Not photographing everything.’
‘That's fine.’
Vera didn't get her phone out. She had deliberately left it in her coat so she wouldn't keep checking notifications.
Sanne opened the first box. Rather than lift the whole pile, she placed one mounted print on the clear part of the table. The mounting board was larger than the photographs in the presentation folder. Its white border gave the man at the door more room than he had on the poster.
‘They came as a group,’ Sanne said. ‘Fourteen and fourteen. We counted.’
‘From Dorus.’
‘Yes.’
‘Did you ask who they belonged to?’
Sanne looked at her, still supporting the corner of the board.
‘It's in the offer. We haven't agreed a final loan yet. It had to be assessed first.’
‘But the poster was already in my window.’
Sanne put down the print. She looked at its corner as though she needed something else there now.
‘I sent that out too soon.’
‘With his name on it.’
‘Yes.’
Vera felt the words coming before she decided how to say them. The two boxes were simply here. The night before, Anouk hadn't known where all her material was. And Vera's V on a receipt was coming back to her as five whole boxes.
‘If he says I took everything back in, why are those boxes with you? You must know who they belong to.’
Hugo's table creaked as he pushed it in from the corridor. He paused on the threshold. Sanne took her hand away from the print. She didn't fold her arms, but let them hang at her sides.
‘I know what he wrote,’ she said. ‘Now I also know Anouk says it's different. That's why you're here.’
‘She's not just making it up.’
‘I didn't say she was.’
Hugo raised the table again. ‘Where would you like this?’
‘Against the wall, please.’
A chair needed moving. Vera stepped back to let him past, then took the chair out of his way and set it beside her bag. The table unfolded and its legs scraped, filling the brief silence. Once Hugo had finished, he didn't stay to look at the photographs.
‘I'll be downstairs if the lock plays up again,’ he said.
‘It's working,’ Sanne said.
‘For now.’
He left the door half shut. Sanne opened it a little wider so she could hear the stairs. Vera realised how shallowly she was breathing.
‘I'd like to see the list,’ she said.
Sanne fetched a file from the cupboard and put it on the second table, away from the photograph. A provisional description, a receipt form and a printed message from Dorus. In it he called himself the owner of a coherent collection he was offering for the presentation. Vera read the receipt entry next. Two boxes, twenty-eight mounted prints. No negatives, no family photographs, no fifth box of papers.
‘Nothing else came in from him?’
‘Not as part of this delivery.’
Sanne pointed to the list. She had noted that every front and back had been photographed. Twenty-eight times two. The images were in their ordinary intake folder on the computer.
‘Could I see them?’
‘I'd like to do that with Anouk. We'll agree what we're comparing and who gets copies. Otherwise I'll be sending things out again before everyone knows what they are.’
Vera wanted to say she already had permission. Anouk's message allowed her to look at the boxes, not pass on a set of photographs. She said nothing.
‘Can we arrange that?’
‘Yes. I'll need to set aside some time.’
Sanne sat at the table and opened her diary. It was full of different colours. Vera saw jobs Sanne had to do behind those colours, not stages in their investigation. They agreed that Anouk would contact her directly with a time she could manage. Sanne would have the original intake photographs ready.
Vera went back to the first box. Sanne showed her a few more prints. Workers beside a cart, someone with keys at a door, a man lifting a plank with his back to the camera. Small actions. On the large boards they carried weight without anything spectacular happening.
‘Lovely prints,’ Vera said.
Sanne nodded. ‘That's why we were interested.’
She lifted a print from the second box. A dark window above a workbench. Vera thought briefly of Ria's phone footage but said nothing. Different people, a different room.
‘Dorus came back to help with the presentation,’ Sanne said. ‘We needed reproductions for the explanatory material. And he knew better than we did how the group was intended to work.’
‘With a key?’
‘No. I let him in.’
‘Were you with him?’
‘I was in the building. Not beside him all the time. There was an appointment downstairs too.’
Vera looked at the half-open door. Hugo had just walked in quite easily with a table. Sanne put the print back in its place.
‘He filled in a checklist,’ she said. ‘That everything was back where it belonged, and what he would supply separately. That's in the file as well. But I don't want to give you bits of things out of context.’
She shut the box. It wasn't quite a refusal to show her, Vera thought. It was the end of a visit for which she hadn't asked enough. She had expected something to become clear simply by seeing the boxes.
‘I want Anouk to get them back,’ she said.
Sanne looked up. ‘That needs discussing with Anouk, then. Not because you say so.’
Vera nodded. She had earned the curt reply.
A ball rolled against the door from the corridor. A small foam one that wedged in the gap underneath. Sanne opened the door and picked it up. A little boy stood on the stairs, apologising so fast Vera caught only half.
‘Not in the corridor,’ Sanne said, handing it back. ‘Downstairs in the hall.’
She waited until he had gone and picked up her empty mug. A faint ring from an earlier use marked the cupboard beneath it. Vera took her bag. A splinter in the chair seat caught the fabric; she felt it drag and lifted the bag higher.
Sanne stopped at the stairs.
‘I sent you that text too early. I can take it back. But I didn't ask you to sign for things you never received.’
‘I know.’
‘Good.’
Vera wanted to add something to make the conversation end better. That she was only trying to help, for instance. Then Sanne would have to give a polite answer to something she couldn't change.
‘I'll tell Anouk what I've seen,’ she said. ‘And what we need to arrange.’
Sanne nodded and led the way down.
On her way back Vera bought a new packet of felt chair pads at the shop next door. She had been forgetting them since Monday. The packet wouldn't fit properly in her bag; she carried it as far as the underpass.
At the café Milan was dealing with a delivery that had come earlier than agreed. He was bent under a shelf with a crate of water against his stomach. Vera set down her bag and took the crate.
‘You're early,’ he said.
‘I said I would be.’
‘You said you thought you would.’
They put the bottles in the rack together. Vera didn't immediately repeat everything Sanne had said. She asked first what he had sold and whether the rolls had gone. As she carried the empty-bottle crate to the cupboard, she noticed the top shelf. The brown wrapper was still there, flat under two menus.
She left it. Tomorrow she would go through it and the other papers of her own, she had decided. For now a driver wanted his empty crates back, and Milan hadn't had a break.
The Shelf above the Stock
The brown wrapper caught behind a screw head in the shelf. Vera tugged once, saw the edge of the card bend and let go. She moved the stool closer to the cupboard. Anouk had meanwhile sent a message about a possible time at the foundation. Vera put her phone face down on a crate.
The two menus had to move first. They belonged to the previous owner: laminated cards with a photograph of an open sandwich topped with fried eggs that looked much bigger than hers. She had kept them because people still asked for them. She glanced at the prices and slid them onto the clear part of the shelf.
The wrapper came free without tearing. Its brown cord was half wound round it. One corner was creased; Anouk must have held it there when she pulled out the small folder. Vera laid it on an empty upturned crate, smoothed the flap open and checked all four corners.
There was nothing inside.
She thought of Milan saying there might have been an elephant in the kitchen before his shift. The wrapper had been flat when he put it away. It was no tidy solution; Anouk had already told her that. At least she could stop making it bigger in her head.
‘Vera?’ Yasmin called.
She stood the wrapper against the wall. ‘Yes?’
‘Someone’s here for that order.’
‘Which one?’
‘The one with the note.’
She went into the café. A woman stood at the counter with three bags and a boy’s coat over her arm. She laid a folded sheet on the wood. She had ordered four filled rolls to take away yesterday. Vera could see her own note on the copy pinned to the fridge. She had written down the time and forgotten to transfer the order to the preparation list.
‘How long will it be?’ the woman asked.
Vera looked at the clock. The woman was exactly on time.
‘A few minutes. I’ll make them straight away.’
‘There’s someone waiting in the car.’
‘I’m starting now.’
In the kitchen, Vera laid rolls on a board. Yasmin fetched the packaging. She did not ask why they weren’t ready. She read the note, checked the types of bread and exchanged the second bag for another.
‘One without cheese,’ she said.
‘I see it.’
Vera cut the first roll open. She had been about to pick it up with the hand she had just used to unfold the wrapper, and went to the sink after all. Yasmin set out the clean things. From the café came the woman’s voice, telling someone on the phone that she was still waiting.
When Vera handed over the rolls, she did not offer a free coffee. The woman had no time for one. She said the order should have been ready and told her the price. The woman paid, picked up her bags again and tucked the coat under her arm.
‘At the agreed time next time, please.’
‘Yes.’
After lunch, Yasmin went through to the back. Her break was later than they had intended. Milan took over for the short overlap between their shifts and pointed out the open cupboard door to Vera. Someone carrying a crate would walk into the stool.
‘I’m not finished yet,’ she said.
‘I’ll just move it out of the way, then.’
He put the stool against the wall. Vera went back to the wrapper and took the napkin box off the shelf. There was no hidden receipt underneath, only an old brochure from a supplier who no longer called. She fetched the business folder and went through the plastic sleeves one by one, this time without a customer at a table. Maintenance, a returned invoice, an appointment with the window cleaner. She put the papers where she would look for them next time, rather than filing them under today’s date.
She ought to look beyond that one Tuesday. There might be a note in the surrounding weeks which she had mistaken for something else. She read her short entries. Freezer. Flowers not ordered. Not the same white cups. She remembered more about the argument with the supplier over the cups than she did about the man with the folder.
The box on the floor of the stock cupboard contained empty glass jars, two towels and the spare clips for the outdoor signs. When she opened it, her first thought was that now she knew where to find those clips. She closed it. It was not a photographer’s box, but the syrup stain on the label might have told her that beforehand.
Her phone vibrated on the crate. Anouk asked whether this coming Tuesday would suit for the comparison. Sanne could set aside enough time then. Vera replied that she could come in the morning, provided she was back for Yasmin’s usual break. She added that she still wanted to visit Dorus to see the complete delivery receipt.
Anouk sent his number. Nothing more. Vera looked at the two lines for a while, tapped out her thanks and put the phone down again.
Milan came through the back with a full bin bag. He had to move the wrapper aside to get it through the door.
‘Keeping this?’
‘For Anouk. She still wants the cord.’
‘And the rest?’
‘That too, for now.’
He tied the bag shut. Vera had already put off asking once in her head. If she didn’t ask now, she would go on thinking Milan might offer of his own accord.
‘Could you cover a bit more tonight?’
He looked up. ‘No.’
‘Not the whole evening. Until nine, perhaps.’
‘I’ve got a class.’
‘Oh, yes.’
She knew that. Thursday evening was crossed out on his availability sheet. She had copied it herself for the rota.
‘And I’ve got things to do beforehand,’ he said. ‘It’s not just the hour I’m there.’
‘I asked you for four hours yesterday.’
‘And I did them.’
She heard the words as he heard them. As though one paid spell of cover automatically made another possible. She picked up the empty napkin box to have something in her hands.
‘I’m not suddenly giving you a whole extra shift.’
‘I know. But I do need to know whether I can leave when I’m meant to.’
‘You can leave.’
Milan nodded, took the bin bag out and came back empty-handed. Vera wanted to say that she sometimes worked more hours than the rota said, too. She did not know what he was supposed to say to that. He hadn’t asked for a comparison.
‘We’ll arrange a morning time for this coming Tuesday,’ she said.
‘For other days, you need to give me times. Then I can see.’
She wrote down the morning appointment. She wanted to agree a few possibilities for cover with him for later on. He wanted to see the hours for those as well, not just the day. She put the sheet in the rota folder instead of on top of the loose delivery notes.
Dorus answered her second call. By then Vera was standing at the kitchen door with the phone to her ear, where she could still see the counter. She introduced herself and mentioned the folder.
‘That arrived,’ he said.
‘I know. I signed for it.’
‘Then we’re all right there.’
‘I’d like to see what it says on the whole receipt. The picture Anouk sent isn’t complete.’
Something slid along a table at the other end. Dorus asked exactly what she meant by incomplete. She said the top was missing. He said he would look into it.
‘Could I come round tomorrow?’
‘I have to work.’
‘So do I. That’s why I’m calling to arrange a time.’
There was a brief silence. Not long enough to make anything of, but Vera held her breath until he answered. Tomorrow morning would do, he said. Not early. Ten o’clock.
She wrote down his address. He asked whether Anouk was coming. Vera said she would check with her, but she herself had taken delivery and wanted to ask about that.
‘The door’s at the side,’ he said. ‘Not the house door.’
He rang off. Vera saw that Milan had picked up his coat. Their overlap was ending. She raised a hand to let him know that was fine and went behind the counter.
The afternoon took time to get going. A single coffee first, then three people who all wanted something different, followed by a man with a lengthy explanation of why the toilet ought not to be locked. He hadn’t missed his train, but he was in a hurry to catch it. Vera gave him the key with the big wooden tag and told him where to go.
She fetched the bread for the last filled rolls from the kitchen. The new felt pads were still in her bag. At the empty table by the window she pulled a chair towards her and finally stuck a fresh pad under the foot where the old one had come loose. She did not stay to test whether it sounded better on the floor. Someone was waiting for his change.
Only towards evening could she finish with the wrapper. She slid it into a larger sleeve without folding the flap shut again. She added a note with Anouk’s name. Not in the lost-property box. On the shelf with the business folder, so she could fetch it herself.
Then she sent Anouk a photograph of the empty inside, asking whether she could keep it like that. No conclusions about boxes that had never arrived, just the wrapper they had discussed.
Anouk called back rather than typing.
‘You can flatten it, as far as I’m concerned. The cord really is all I want.’
‘I didn’t ask whether I could send you that photograph.’
‘Vera, it’s an empty wrapper.’
At the other end she heard something shut, then footsteps.
‘You don’t have to make it harder than it is. Have you found anything?’
‘Not the signed receipt. Really, just what we already knew. You collected the folder.’
‘Yes.’
‘I’m going to Dorus tomorrow.’
Anouk said she could not come. She had a commission and wanted to keep it. She asked Vera to tell her what he showed her, and not to make any promises about the rest. The last part did not sound angry. It was a request she apparently felt she needed to make.
Vera said she understood. She did not mention the late rolls. There was no need. She would have to face that customer herself next time.
After hanging up, she checked the stock cupboard once more, this time only to see whether the door would close. The crate was straight. The stool was in its place. She had looked at everything she could in her own business without turning it into a whole second working week.
In the café someone tapped a teaspoon against his glass. Not impatiently, but loudly enough to call her over. She turned, straightened her apron and went to him.
What Dorus Made
The side door would not open when Vera tried the handle. She saw movement behind the frosted glass and stepped back. A low voice told her to wait a moment.
Dorus appeared in the doorway with a sheet of paper in his hand. He held it away from his jumper as though it were still wet.
‘Come in. I need to put this down first.’
Vera followed him past a narrow shelf full of boxes which need not have had anything to do with Anouk. Printer paper, by the look of it, and some packaging containing empty holders. A large table stood under a lamp in the workroom. A band of soft light from the window fell across a row of framed photographs leaning against the wall.
‘I’m Vera. From the café.’
‘I know. We spoke on the phone.’
He laid the sheet in a space he had cleared. It was a colour photograph of a row of low houses. At one window the curtain was almost the same colour as the front wall. Beside it lay another print of the same picture, in which the curtain was much lighter.
Dorus looked from one to the other. He slid the first a little way out of the light and back again.
‘The photographer wants the colour he sees on his phone. He’ll have to send the phone along, then.’
He said it to the print. Vera took off her coat before he had mentioned a place to hang it. There was an empty hook by the door. Dorus pointed to a chair.
‘Not that one. There’s glass on it.’
She only saw it once he had said so: a clean sheet of glass on the seat, almost invisible against the dark upholstery. She took the other chair.
‘Coffee?’
‘No, thanks.’
Dorus moved the colour prints further from the table’s edge and went to a cupboard. He was not looking for the receipt yet. He studied a stack of small folders held together with an elastic band, picked one up and put it back.
‘Anouk sent you.’
‘I’ve come about what I took delivery of myself.’
‘I explained that to her.’
‘She sent me a picture of a piece of paper with my signature on it. That’s what I want to talk about.’
He pulled open a drawer. Small folders stood upright inside it between two books. He took one out and laid it on the clear part of the table, away from the prints.
‘I don’t file everything the day it comes in. But I can find it.’
Vera thought of her own shelf and said nothing. Dorus leafed through the thin stack. She saw bills, a list of measurements, a printed email. He took out a sheet with nothing printed on its lower portion.
The same image. Her V at the bottom, and above it the lines Anouk had forwarded. At the top the copy ended on a slant. The sheet itself was whole. Part of the image had not been copied.
‘Is this the complete receipt?’ she asked.
‘This is what I have.’
‘The top’s missing.’
He bent over it. ‘It got cut off when it was copied.’
‘What did it say there?’
‘I couldn’t tell you off the top of my head.’
Vera laid her fingers along the edge of the sheet to keep it still. She wanted it closer to her, not to show the paper who was right.
‘I took in one flat folder. Not five boxes.’
Dorus sat on the chair beside the lamp. ‘I wrote down how it was returned.’
‘Through the café. That Tuesday. With Erik.’
‘Yes.’
‘All five boxes?’
‘That’s what it says.’
He was looking straight at her now. It was not a threat. She only noticed how strange it felt to hear someone confirm a line which did not fit what she had held in her own hands.
‘Then I need to speak to Erik,’ she said.
‘You can do that.’
‘Have you got his number?’
Dorus picked up his phone. He kept it beside him while he searched, then wrote a number at the bottom of the sheet. He added the business name: Rondrit. The pen would not write at first. He drew three short lines until the ink came through.
‘He delivers other things for me. Not just photographs.’
Vera read the number back to make sure she had every digit right. He nodded, then laid the pen on the folder, parallel with its edge. She could have ended the conversation with the paper in her bag. That would have been easiest. But behind Dorus stood photographs she thought she knew as Anouk’s, and besides his account of her delivery, there was what he had offered as though it belonged to him.
‘I’ve been to the foundation,’ she said.
‘And?’
‘There are two boxes there. Of mounted prints.’
Dorus nodded as though this was not news to him.
‘Anouk’s looking for her material.’
‘I did a lot of work on it.’
‘She says that too.’
He looked up at that. He rested his hands on the edge of the table.
‘She said that?’
‘That you did a lot of the printing. And took two photographs.’
He turned towards the frames against the wall. He did not pick one up, but pointed to a smaller folder behind them.
‘Those two were mine. Taken on the same day. Anouk had to be further along and I had the camera with me. That doesn’t make them any better. But I took them.’
This time he did take a small copy out of the folder. A man stood halfway up a ladder beside an open door, with a cloth over his shoulder. Vera recognised the pose from the series, though not that particular picture. Dorus laid it on the table and took out another. The same place, but without the ladder. The door was still open.
‘That light there,’ he said, pointing to the shadow beneath the eaves. ‘If I make everything equally light, the door closes in the photograph. All you see is a flat building. That isn’t what you saw when you stood there.’
Vera leaned closer to the small copy. The door was open. On first looking, she had indeed seen it as a dark patch. Now there was space behind it.
‘Did you make those little proofs as well?’
‘Yes. I did that work.’
‘Anouk paid for that.’
‘Some of it. Storage, copies. You can’t put everything on an invoice. You know that.’
She did. She had given people glasses of water and lent them a phone cable, kept soup warm for someone who was late. That had not made her the owner of their bags. She did not put it like that. Dorus was looking at the picture again, waiting for a comment on what he had actually shown her.
‘The door does show up better like that,’ she said.
He nodded. He did not put the copies away at once. Vera let him talk for a while about paper that had been out of stock and a print they had had to make again together. Not all of it was needed to find the boxes. He seemed to need to give her more than that one crooked receipt.
Someone knocked on the outside door. Dorus called that it was open, forgot about the lock and went into the passage after all. A man had brought back a framed photograph with a problem at the back. The hanging eyelet was not secure. He wanted it on his wall this weekend.
‘I can put another one on,’ Dorus said.
‘Now?’
Dorus looked at Vera. ‘Can you spare five minutes?’
She nodded. The man waited in the doorway, explaining that he had already tried a screw himself. Dorus turned the frame over on a soft surface. The screw had made the hole wider. He did not say it was the customer’s fault; he showed him and fetched another eyelet.
Vera moved her chair back a little. She watched him work with the short screwdriver, carefully but without a show. It took longer than five minutes because he could not use the same spot again. The customer began looking at the colour prints and said the lighter one was nicer.
‘That’s not the same question,’ Dorus said.
The man laughed as though Dorus had made a joke. When the frame was ready, he asked what he owed. Dorus said it was included. He had supplied the photograph in that frame.
The outside door banged shut. Dorus stood for a moment with the broken fitting in his hand, then dropped it into a small tray rather than the bin.
‘You can spend a whole morning on things that don’t go on the bill,’ he said.
Vera looked at her watch. She would be back for Yasmin’s break if she left now. Dorus moved the delivery receipt with the phone number towards her.
‘My studio costs haven’t gone down because everyone can print at home. I’ve had to catch up on payments. Then there’s a discussion about colour on top of it.’
‘Can you make a living from this?’
The question was out before she thought that it had nothing to do with the receipt. Dorus apparently minded it less than the others.
‘Just about. Work comes in. A few small jobs at once. I’ve got a hundred and fifty left at the moment that isn’t already spoken for. When that man pays his bill there’ll be a bit more. If anything goes wrong with the printer, it’s gone.’
He said it without showing her his banking app. She had not asked to see it. The amount stayed with her because it sounded small in a room with so much work lying about. Not because she now knew what else was in his account.
‘I need to get back,’ she said.
Dorus did not get up at once. Vera put on her coat. She slid the cropped copy with Erik’s number into the separate sleeve she had brought for her own notes. She must not put any more creases through the V.
‘May I take this?’
‘That’s what I got it out for.’
‘Thank you.’
At the door he glanced towards the colour prints, still lying side by side. She could find her own way out. He only unlocked the door for her.
‘I’m not a stranger to that work,’ he said.
‘I’ve seen that.’
She did not want to say she now understood what had happened to the boxes. She did not. The man who replaced a hanging eyelet and the man who had described five boxes as returned stood in the same room. One would not disappear because she had seen the other.
On the pavement she did not call Anouk. She only sent a message saying she had a copy and the delivery driver’s number. She would tell her more later. An answer came straight away: good, followed by a question about whether the crop was still the same.
Yes, Vera wrote.
She put the phone away. Across the road a young man was reversing a van while someone outside directed him with broad sweeps of his arms. Vera waited until the van had stopped, then crossed.
Not Her Whole Life
Summer drinks was still written on the back of the card. Vera turned it over and wrote photo evening at the top of the blank side. She used a pencil so she could change the time. Not enough people passed on a Thursday to try something; Friday looked better, after dinner. She did not put a date. The foundation’s presentation had to go ahead first.
Milan came in with the outdoor menu under his arm. It was raining too hard to put it out. He saw the pencil and asked whether she had lost another bill.
‘An idea.’
‘Have we got a folder for those now, too?’
‘A very small one.’
He stood the wet menu against the wall. Vera slipped her sheet under the ordering list, not to hide it but because a customer had come in for coffee. Anouk followed him inside. She had the small presentation folder with her and took off her coat before Vera could offer to take it.
They sat by the kitchen door. Milan looked after the counter. Vera had to be back for his break at half past ten. She had made herself a second coffee, although the first was still beside the till.
‘Tuesday’s possible,’ Anouk said. ‘Sanne’s set aside some time.’
She gave her the morning time and Vera wrote it down. Anouk would bring the commission and contents list. Together they would look at the two boxes and the photographs the foundation had taken when they arrived. No forwarding whole files without knowing what they were for. Vera had put it more broadly in her draft message; she changed everything to the mounted work photographs and let Anouk read the sentence. Then she sent it.
‘There,’ Anouk said. She put her phone away. ‘What did Dorus give you?’
Vera took the copy from her bag. Anouk recognised the crop at once. Erik’s number had been added beneath it, in the ink that had skipped the first few strokes. Dorus had shown her nothing else.
‘The same thing,’ Anouk said.
‘I’m going to speak to Erik.’
‘Has he replied yet?’
‘I still have to call. I wanted to check with you first.’
Anouk looked at the number. ‘You don’t need to wait for me to ask about your own delivery.’
Vera felt caught postponing something she had kept saying was important. She had worked behind the counter on Friday afternoon. Then it had been evening. And she had begun Saturday with a card for a photo evening which nobody even knew could happen.
‘I’ll call today,’ she said.
Anouk nodded. She lifted the small folder to put it on the empty chair beside her. Vera’s sheet was lying there, not quite flat beneath the list. The card slid forward, showing the word at the top.
‘What’s that?’
Vera did not pull it away. ‘I was thinking of an evening here. When the foundation shows those photographs. With some people who remember what it was like.’
‘Here?’
‘Not instead of the presentation. Alongside it, more. People could start here, or come another time and tell us something. It needn’t be a proper exhibition.’
She heard how quickly she was making it smaller. Anouk had only asked where. She looked at the time Vera had written in the corner and the blank space for a date.
‘Who’s going to tell us something?’
‘I don’t know yet. Plenty of people were around then.’
‘Have you asked them?’
‘It’s an idea.’
‘So you said.’
A teaspoon fell to the floor at the counter. Milan picked it up and put a clean one on the customer’s saucer. Vera had wanted to look over at him, do something ordinary for a moment, but he did not need her.
‘Sanne said it would be all right to leave cards here,’ she said.
‘That’s not the same thing.’
‘No.’
On Wednesday she had offered more space than Sanne had asked for. It had sounded simple then. Cards on a table, people meeting one another. She would pour the coffee. Perhaps they would come back another time.
Anouk left the card on the table. ‘What do you want from me?’
‘Nothing now. I just thought you might tell people what was in the pictures. Once you’ve got everything back.’
‘Vera, I don’t even know where it all is yet.’
‘I know.’
‘I’m not rehearsing for an evening in your café.’
Vera set down her cup. She had not finished it, and did not want to drink any more while she had to answer. The words photo evening seemed much bigger now than they looked in pencil on the card.
‘That’s not what I mean.’
‘But you’ve already thought it up.’
‘I’ve also thought that I don’t want to stand behind a piece of paper saying I took in five boxes. I haven’t lost anything.’
Anouk looked up. ‘I’m not saying you have, am I?’
‘Dorus says it was returned here. On a receipt with my initial underneath. And in the meantime his collection is hanging in my window.’
She was speaking more loudly than she meant to. A man at the reading table glanced at them and back at his newspaper. Anouk laid a hand on the small folder as though she had to keep it from slipping away.
‘Then you want to get to the bottom of that. I understand. But I want my work back. Including the things that don’t fit into that evening. I have to keep asking, as though I’m being difficult.’
Vera thought of her question on Monday: what sort of boxes were they? She had asked because a folder was not the same as five boxes. Anouk had heard it after spending days explaining exactly that to someone who knew what was inside.
‘I never said you had to come and do anything.’
‘Not yet.’
There was no malice in Anouk’s voice. She glanced at the counter, where the customer was pushing his cup towards the edge. ‘That’s why I’m saying it now.’
Vera pulled the ordering list from under the card. The paper stuck to a ring of coffee, then came free with one damp corner. She had not sent the whole proposal to anyone. It was on the back of an old card. She could put it away without cancelling a roomful of people.
But she did not want to put it away only because Anouk was watching.
‘Fewer people come past,’ she said. ‘Since the tunnel. They didn’t all stop before, but you saw them. Now they’re already through to the other side down there before they think of having a coffee.’
‘That’s difficult.’
‘Yes.’
She heard how small it sounded. A business question about where the customers had gone, to someone searching for her entire archive. That was why she had not wanted to say it. It would sound as if she mainly needed the boxes to fill her tables.
Anouk looked at the window. The poster was still there. ‘I had to work on a smaller scale too, because the studio cost too much.’
‘That’s why I thought you’d understand.’
‘I do understand. But my photographs aren’t a signpost to your door.’
It was a harsh sentence, all the more so because Anouk said it calmly. Vera took the card and slipped it back under her own list. Not among Anouk’s papers.
‘I won’t put you down for it.’
‘Thank you.’
‘And I won’t send round a photograph of the boxes to find someone who knows something about them. I did think of that as well.’
Anouk closed her eyes for a moment. ‘You were going to put that online?’
‘I haven’t done it.’
‘Then don’t, for now. Someone will name a neighbour and I’ll have to explain that he’s got nothing to do with it.’
Vera nodded. She picked up her phone and opened her notes. Beneath Dorus’s address was a line: recognisable corner, ask people? She deleted it. It was no great sacrifice; that was precisely why it was unpleasant to notice how long she had left it there.
‘Erik first,’ she said. ‘He actually made that delivery.’
‘Yes.’
Milan came to ask whether he could take the cups. Vera let him take hers. Anouk’s was empty. He did not look at the card now half under the ordering list, or mention the time. She did see him glance at the clock.
‘Paying someone to cover for you costs money, too,’ Anouk said when he went back to the counter.
‘I know.’
‘You don’t have to fill all your free time for me.’
Vera wanted to say it was not that bad. She had paid for four hours on Wednesday. At the rate she budgeted for cover, that was eighty-eight euros. There were still over six hundred left. She could make time for a few appointments.
Only it was also the money for three days away. She had not booked a trip. She had found a small flat on the coast, outside the school holidays, and worked out how she could keep the café running with Milan and Yasmin. Not in summer, when everyone wanted something, but now that it was growing quieter. She could stay in bed in the morning without anyone needing bread. She had even checked for a proper kitchen, because in a hotel room she always ended up eating on the chair.
That was what her seven hundred had been for. It was not money which would automatically come in again at the end of the month.
She had not told Anouk, because then her help would start to look like a bill. Anouk had not asked her to pay for four hours. Nor had Sanne. She had decided herself to visit the two boxes on Wednesday.
‘I’ve put money aside for it,’ she said. ‘But I do need to agree when I can be away. Otherwise I’ll end up doing half a job in both places.’
‘I don’t mean it as a criticism.’
‘I hear you.’
She put the photo-evening card in the folder with her own business ideas. Not with the delivery receipt. The thought of full tables was still appealing; she did not have to pretend she no longer wanted it. There was simply nobody on the list yet who had agreed to take part.
Anouk took her diary out of her bag. She had not gone with her on Wednesday because she had wanted to keep the portrait commission. It had gone well, she said, no more than that. It had brought her some extra work for the following week, and now she had to be careful not to keep burying the chair under other things. She stood to go home. Vera did not ask to see the photograph.
At the counter Anouk paid for her coffee. Milan looked at Vera about the second cup. She said it was her own, and he rang it up without comment. Anouk paused at the outer door.
‘We’ll go through that list on Tuesday. Then at least we’ll know what’s actually there.’
‘Yes.’
‘And call the man.’
Vera held up her phone. Anouk smiled a little and went out. The rain had eased. She turned up her collar and went through the tunnel.
Vera called Erik before she put the cups in the rack. She left her name, the café address, the Tuesday in question and her reason for wanting to see the form. No photo evening, no whole life story. One delivery and her own signature.
He did not answer. She put her phone beside the till, where she would not miss the notification if he called back, and went behind the counter for Milan’s break.
Tuesday’s Delivery Run
Erik called back just as Vera was searching for her keys at the front door. He had heard her message, he said. A delivery to the station café. For someone who did not work there.
‘Anouk Meijer,’ Vera said.
‘An address will tell me more than a name.’
She gave him the café address, then the date. To open the door she had to hold the phone between her ear and shoulder, and asked him to wait a moment. Someone with a pushchair stood behind her on the narrow pavement.
Inside, she put down her bag and took the phone properly in her hand. Yasmin looked up and signalled that the kitchen was empty.
‘It’s about a folder,’ Vera said. ‘I signed for it. Now someone’s saying it was five boxes.’
Erik did not answer straight away. She heard the low sound of an engine, an indicator, then silence. He had apparently parked first.
‘Those are two very different things.’
‘That’s why I’m calling.’
‘Have you got the paper?’
‘Part of it. Not all.’
He asked whether she could come to the collection point on the edge of the town centre that morning. He had a small load to pick up at ten, and a quarter of an hour afterwards. Not somewhere halfway along his route, because he knew what he was like: he would set something down to look for a copy, then drive off without it.
Vera wrote down the street. She could be back for the break. She told Yasmin where she was going and did not ask her to stay longer. It was an agreed time, not a request which only turned into a shift afterwards.
The collection point was a warehouse behind an office-supplies shop. Vera had to go through the shop itself, between shelves of paper and empty ring binders. Beyond a waist-high gate Erik stood beside his van. Rondrit was written on the doors. He wore a grey work jacket with a patch on the sleeve lighter than the rest.
He only recognised her when she mentioned the café. ‘You’re the one with the coffee machine always a bit further back.’
‘It’s been there for years.’
‘Must be remembering it right, then.’
He closed one rear door and left the other open. Crates of printed material stood in the van. A man from the warehouse brought another box and asked which trolley had to go back. Erik pointed, then looked at the sheet Vera was taking from her bag.
She had brought the cropped copy Dorus had given her. The number he had written beneath it was still there. Erik saw his own business name, turned the sheet straight and took reading glasses from his breast pocket.
‘This isn’t the whole thing.’
‘No. Dorus said this was what he had.’
‘The top’s missing.’
Vera waited. He might be able to say what had been there. He checked the date again, then went to the front of the van. A thick notebook with curled corners lay on the passenger seat. He set it on the edge of an empty part of the load space without moving a crate.
‘This is mine. The short notes. The forms go separately.’
He leafed back a few weeks. Vera did not look past his hand while other names were on the pages. When he found the right page, he covered the line above with one finger.
‘Here. That address.’
There was a short note, hurried but legible. A reference to a delivery run and the word presentation. No mention of five boxes. Nor a complete list of contents.
‘What was it?’ Vera asked.
Erik thought for a moment. He looked at the van as though something from that run might still be inside.
‘A folder, probably. That printer often has presentation material. But what I remember and what’s on the form are two different things.’
He broke off to answer the man from the warehouse, who wanted the van behind the gate as soon as Erik was finished because a bigger load was coming. Erik said they would be gone in a moment. He did not close the notebook.
‘Did you collect those boxes, then?’ Vera asked.
‘From who?’
‘Dorus. For that run.’
‘I’ve got one note here about his delivery. The actual form’s clearer.’
Vera laid the cropped copy beside it. Her V looked like a small mark beneath something from which the rest of the language had vanished. She had written it on a little board, with someone standing opposite her and the freezer being repaired behind her.
‘I remember a flat brown wrapper. A folder inside, with small copies.’
‘That could fit this.’
‘So it wasn’t five boxes.’
Erik lowered his glasses a little. ‘I’m saying I want the complete delivery record in front of me. Otherwise I’ll be doing the same as the other fellow.’
Vera wanted to explain that she knew the difference between a folder and five boxes. That was not what he was doubting. She put her hands in her coat pockets and looked at the word presentation.
‘Where’s that sheet?’
‘With the bookkeeper. The signed receipts and the full route book for that period are there. I took a stack over. I’m collecting the folder next Monday anyway.’
‘Couldn’t it be sooner?’
Erik looked at her. He did not sound irritated yet as he explained that the woman who looked after it was off this week. It was not an office with a counter where Vera could ask for one sheet out of a drawer. His handover appointment was already arranged. The papers in his van were enough for today’s deliveries, but not for going back through a delivery from that period in full.
‘I can send her a message asking her to include that particular form,’ he said. ‘But I’m not going to say I’ll have it tomorrow.’
Vera thought of the following Monday. Tomorrow they were going to the foundation. Afterwards she still would not be able to show Dorus what was written above the V. It felt like time she had let slip away herself by not calling the driver on Friday.
She could have called on Saturday or Sunday, too. Perhaps he would have told her the same thing on his day off. There was no point now in calculating what might have been possible earlier.
‘Shall we meet the Tuesday after, then?’ she asked. ‘Once you’ve collected it on Monday.’
‘Yes. Let me confirm on Monday that I’ve got it. Then you won’t come on Tuesday for nothing.’
He made a note on the right page of his notebook. He did not write the café address again, just Vera’s number and name. She checked the spelling. He had added an h after Vera, crossed it out and said he knew someone who did spell it that way.
‘May I photograph this line?’ she asked.
‘Just that line.’
He held the notebook so she would not have to crop out his other customers. She took the picture and showed him straight away. The word presentation, the run reference, the address. Nothing else. The large gap on the receipt was still a gap.
Erik turned back one more page and rested his finger on an entry.
‘I see station here as well. That’s why I want the route sheet too.’
Vera looked up. ‘A second delivery?’
‘Another stop. But I’m not making a story out of one word. The address and recipient are on the full sheet.’
‘The same day?’
‘Yes.’
That was not an answer she could add to the five boxes in her head. She wanted to know where the other stop had been all the same. Erik was already drawing the notebook back. She asked him to bring that too: the full route sheet, not just the receipt. He nodded and added another word to his note.
The man from the warehouse came outside again. He ran his hands down his trousers and looked at the open van door. Erik put the notebook back in the front and secured the last crate. Vera took the cropped copy off the edge before he closed the door.
‘What exactly is this Dorus saying?’ he asked.
She showed him the message Anouk had forwarded. Erik read the lines, then looked at the paper in her hand. He did not laugh.
‘All five, in this one delivery,’ he said. ‘He’s very definite about that.’
‘Yes.’
‘I’ll put that in my request too. Otherwise they’ll think I only want to know whether it was delivered. With that signature, that isn’t much of a question.’
Vera had wanted to begin with the signature too. Erik wanted the line describing the load. He got behind the wheel and wound down the window.
‘You’ll hear from me. Don’t ring five times in between, mind. It won’t bring the paper back any faster.’
‘I’ll try.’
‘Don’t promise if you don’t mean it.’
She laughed. So did he, briefly. Then he checked his mirror and reversed out through the gate, slowly enough to let the man with the trolley cross. Vera waited until the van had gone before walking back into the shop.
At the till an assistant asked whether she had found anything. She said she had come for the delivery driver. He pointed to the exit as though to spare her having to buy something for the privilege of walking through the shop.
Outside, she sat on a bench to write to Anouk. It was dry beneath a narrow awning. She put her bag between her feet and found the new photograph.
She did not send the picture on its own. She added that Erik had a short note, that he would collect the complete signed form and route sheet on Monday at his already arranged appointment with the bookkeeper, and that they would look at them on Tuesday. The word presentation was legible. Erik was thinking of a folder, but wanted to see the whole document before giving that as his account. There was another stop with station in the note; the route sheet would have to show which one.
Anouk read the message quickly. Her answer was shorter.
That still isn’t five boxes.
No, Vera wrote. But I haven’t got the complete form yet.
She did not need to send another sentence to prove she was carrying on. Tomorrow they would see the two boxes at Sanne’s. She sent the time once more to check. Anouk confirmed. She would bring the commission and contents list, as agreed.
Vera looked at Dorus’s skewed scan. The top had not been copied; it might have been done in a hurry. But he had added the whole account of five returned boxes himself. She did not need to know why he had copied it like that to want to know whether his account was true.
On her way back she saw a stack of flat cardboard boxes outside a shop. She did not go over. Packaging for the new stock of lamps, it said in large letters on top. She no longer felt the need to measure every piece of brown card against Anouk’s things in her mind.
At the station she took the tunnel and went straight to the café. Yasmin was slicing bread and nodded towards the clock. Vera was on time.
She put the two pictures in her own folder: the cropped copy and the new photograph of the note. There was an appointment between them now, not a solution. She closed the folder, slid it onto the shelf above the stock and went to wash her hands.
The Same Picture, Different Board
Sanne had put the flask on the windowsill. She held a mug over the empty table, changed her mind and carried it to the desk behind the door. Vera stood with her coat half off. Last time she had been quite ready to put a coffee down beside one of the boxes. Now even the chair with her bag on it seemed to be in the wrong place.
‘That can stay there,’ Sanne said. ‘We just need some room.’
Anouk pulled up another chair. She had not brought the presentation folder; today they needed the pieces already here, and the photographs Sanne had taken when they arrived. The permission Anouk had set out on Saturday was on her phone. Vera had read it again before leaving home at half past nine. Compare the work photographs. Consult the inventory. Share nothing from the private box. It was shorter than her own list of questions.
Hugo brought a large sheet of clean, smooth paper. He had the roll under his arm and put it on the other table before cutting the sheet.
‘From the drawing group. Unused, don't worry.’ Rather than run his hand over the paper, he weighted the clear corners beside it with a book. ‘Do you need me to stay?’
‘No,’ Sanne said. ‘I'll call if we need anything.’
Someone pushed a door shut in the corridor and it swung straight open again. Hugo came back for a wedge. Vera caught Anouk looking at him as though she wanted to ask when he had last been in this room. But Anouk said nothing. Sanne started her computer and drew the screen towards the table.
The first photograph showed a cardboard box, with Sanne's ruler beside it and the date on a slip of paper. Then came the prints: the front of each one, followed by its mounting board. Hardly formal catalogue photographs, Vera thought. Here a chair corner, there Sanne's hand beneath an edge. But every piece was shown in full. Sanne had left the filenames as they were.
‘I photographed them when they came in. In case someone said later that we'd damaged a corner.’ She pulled the first box towards her. ‘My predecessor had an argument over that once.’
Anouk lifted the top mounted print with both hands beneath the board. A low waiting room, benches against the wall. On the screen was exactly the same bench. Vera moved closer without thinking.
‘Do we need to check every one?’ she asked.
‘If we stop after four, we'll know about four,’ Anouk said.
There was no sharpness in it. Vera closed her notebook and looked first.
They began with number one. At Anouk's direction Sanne turned the board over. A large number, two small letters and a mark like a fingerprint. The same letters on the screen, the same broken line under the number. Vera wrote down the number and a tick. For number two they had to enlarge the photograph to see a dented corner. Three and four were Dorus's two photographs. Anouk pointed this out before Vera could ask.
‘He took those. There's no need to make that complicated.’
In number three, a man was partway up a ladder with a cloth over his shoulder. Four showed the same spot without the ladder. Vera could not tell what had happened between the two. She wanted to point to the edge and ask whether that was Bas, but they were here to look at the board in Anouk's hands. Anouk laid it back on the clean surface.
At number nine, Sanne's finger hovered over the mouse.
‘This is the right one, isn't it?’
The back was on the screen. Beneath the large nine, a small line of writing sloped to the right. Anouk read it out: ‘Door. W zero five, first frame. My initials.’
She straightened the piece on the table. A nine. Nothing else.
‘Try the next photograph,’ Sanne said.
She clicked forward. A different front, then the number ten on the back. Back again. The words under the nine. Vera could make them out even in the smaller screen view now. The handwriting stopped just short of a dark patch in the corner. The board on the table had no dark patch.
‘Are we looking at the right box?’ Vera asked.
Sanne looked at the lid, at the photograph taken on arrival, then at Anouk.
‘Yes. Two boxes. Fourteen in each. I haven't moved them from one to the other.’
Anouk turned number nine face up. The open door swung equally far into the room in both pictures. A handcart stood at an angle, obscuring part of the floor. Even the pale patch against the doorpost was the same.
‘It's the same image,’ Anouk said. ‘But this isn't my old board.’
Vera stared at the smooth back as though the writing might appear if she looked long enough. A missing annotation was different from a missing box. Perhaps there had been a mistake, an extra print put at the front by accident. She looked at the rest of the box. No spare corners protruded between the pieces.
‘Let's carry on first,’ Anouk said.
They put number nine aside on the paper, leaving space around it. Ten was less clear. An old mark near the edge was missing. Vera hesitated to put a cross beside it. She wrote a question mark instead, until Anouk asked why.
‘It might just be the light.’
Sanne drew the curtain aside. Pale daylight fell flat across the table. She gave the board a quarter turn without touching the photograph. The corner stayed intact. In the intake photograph it had been bent over and darkened.
They did not have to enlarge anything for eleven. On the intake photograph a brown ring crossed the print's edge and continued over the board, making an almost complete circle. The photograph on the table was clean. So was its board.
‘I know that one,’ Anouk said.
Her voice had changed. Vera looked up, but Anouk was already bent over the screen.
‘I was furious about that. Not with Dorus. With myself. There wasn't enough room and I put my mug down where I shouldn't have.’ She pointed without touching the screen. ‘I remember thinking it was only the corner. Then I lifted it and saw the rest.’
‘So this is a new print,’ Vera said.
‘The whole thing is a different piece.’ Anouk looked at Sanne. ‘You didn't just get a clean photograph. You got a clean board.’
Sanne pushed her chair back. Its legs squealed on the floor. Vera thought she would get up, but she stayed seated, her hands between her knees.
Seventeen pieces still to check. The urge to ring someone was so strong that Vera had already taken her phone from her bag. She put it face down beside her notebook. Twelve and thirteen lacked the little signs of wear in the intake photographs. Fourteen had only the number on the back; on the screen, ‘handkar W07/2 A.M.’ was written beneath it. Handcart. Fifteen, the first piece in the second box, was different too. At sixteen the pencil mark and the small damaged corner matched again.
That brought an unexpected relief. Not everything had changed. She need not eye the whole table with suspicion. Anouk asked her to say the number aloud once more. From sixteen onwards they checked at the same pace as before. Vera did not hurry. At twenty-seven they went back a photograph because she had clicked too far; Sanne caught it before Vera put the tick in her notebook.
By a quarter to twelve, seven pieces lay apart. Nine to fifteen. Their spaces in the boxes were empty. Vera counted the numbers in her notebook rather than the boards on the table and came to seven again.
Sanne went to fetch her mug. She took a sip, grimaced and put it back on the desk.
‘I should have checked the backs.’
Anouk said nothing. She was looking at the gaps in the first box.
‘After the preparation session,’ Sanne went on. ‘I checked the numbers. And the images. He was making seven reproductions to go with the explanatory material. I thought we could put them with the rest once we'd decided how to show everything.’
‘Was he supposed to replace them?’ Vera asked.
‘No. Bring them separately. That's what I asked for.’
She went back to the computer and opened her correspondence. Vera glanced at Anouk, who nodded. Sanne did not search for theft or forgery. She searched for the date of the preparation session. Three messages and an attachment came up.
In the message sent beforehand, Sanne asked for the original set to be left intact and the seven reproductions delivered separately. Vera read it twice. Then Sanne opened the preparation checklist Dorus had returned. Twenty-eight recorded pieces put back. Seven reproductions supplied separately. A date underneath, and his name.
‘I never saw that separate folder,’ Sanne said. ‘I thought it was still in one of the boxes.’
‘Did you ask him?’
‘Not then. We had a meeting about the rent that evening. I knew it was no excuse for not checking, but I didn't.’
Vera wanted to say that Dorus must have switched the pieces here. She had almost begun his name. Sanne rubbed her thumb knuckle and glanced towards the corridor, where someone was rattling keys.
‘Was he here on his own?’ Vera asked instead.
‘Mostly, in this room. I was across the corridor. Hugo came in once about the sockets. I came in a few times myself.’
‘And afterwards?’
‘Afterwards Hugo could still get in. So could I. It's not a vault.’
Hugo appeared in the doorway just then. He looked at Sanne, then at the table. ‘Everything all right?’
Sanne told him herself. She pointed to the seven prints they had set aside and showed him the photograph of the ring. He took the keys from one pocket, as though they had suddenly become a nuisance, and put them in the other.
‘I haven't touched the photographs,’ he said. ‘Only the boxes, when we needed room for chairs. We put them in that cupboard with the lids on.’
‘I'm not saying you—’ Vera began.
She stopped. Hugo had not been speaking to her. He was waiting for Sanne, who asked when that had been. She added his answer to her own notes. Vera looked at the nine again. The numbers were large enough to see while counting. Anyone content with those would still have counted twenty-eight.
Anouk asked for copies of the intake photographs of these work prints and the relevant preparation messages. Sanne made a new folder containing just those files. No visitor photographs, no entire mailbox. Vera wrote the seven numbers at the top of a sheet, leaving space beneath each. She wanted to record what the differences were, rather than have to say later that everyone had seen them.
Anouk watched as she described the ring on eleven. ‘Not just “coffee stain missing”. Say it crosses both edges in the old photograph. Otherwise it sounds as though someone has simply cleaned the print.’
Vera amended it. At nine and fourteen she copied out the small annotations in full. She described the other damage as plainly as she could. Sanne read the list and changed “tear” at ten to “folded corner”. It had not been torn.
Getting everything safely back into the boxes took another twenty minutes. They returned the seven new pieces to their numbered places. Sanne put a separate note of their findings on top, without writing on any of the boards. Anouk wanted them left here until they knew how the whole return would be managed. She did not take a clean copy instead of the piece she had lost.
Outside, a van stood on the cycle path. Vera had to go round its tail lift to reach her bicycle. Across the road someone was buying a loaf. She realised she was hungry. An entire morning had gone into seven numbers, yet she was not ready to go back to the café.
‘Where do you think they are?’ she asked.
Anouk zipped her coat. ‘I don't know.’
Vera looked up at the room's window. Behind the glass Sanne moved along the table, her cold mug in her hand.
‘I'll ring Tine,’ Anouk said. ‘About the old selection. Before I make any more claims I haven't checked.’
She did not dial at once. First she asked whether Vera could manage Wednesday morning. Vera got out her diary and actually checked, her bicycle between her knees. She had to be back by a quarter to two for Yasmin's break. She wrote half past nine and read the arrangement aloud while Anouk waited for her to turn the page.
The Earlier Selection
Tine de Waal answered the door with a vacuum-cleaner hose over her shoulder. Almost finished, she said, disappearing through a doorway to turn it off. In the sudden quiet Vera heard a kitchen clock. Anouk was still on the doormat, the folder under her arm. She looked at the coat rack as though something might still be hanging there from years ago.
‘Same house,’ Tine said when she came back. ‘Same husband, too. I've kept him.’
Anouk laughed. Vera could not tell whether Tine had caught her look or said that to every old acquaintance. They were offered slippers and both declined. Tine took them into a sitting room with two very different armchairs. On the dining table lay a hardback notebook with a blue cover. Beside it was a biscuit tin with a dent in the lid. For a moment Vera thought of Ria's tin, but this one held ginger biscuits.
‘The list,’ Tine said. ‘I found it behind the holiday papers. Turned the whole cupboard upside down first. Only then did I try the shelf it belonged on.’
She did not pull out a box of jumbled memories. Inside the notebook was a thin sheaf of papers, creased across the text. Tine laid it on the clear half of the table. Vera looked at Anouk before moving closer.
‘You're allowed to look,’ Tine said. ‘I wouldn't have sat you at the table otherwise.’
‘She's asking because of me,’ Anouk said.
‘Well, that makes a change.’
There was an ease between them that Vera had not encountered in the past few weeks. Tine poured coffee and directed Anouk to the chair where the light would not be in her eyes. She remembered Anouk tilting her head to look at photographs, she said. As if it were the picture hanging crooked. Anouk said she still did it when something was wrong.
The top sheet listed the selection for public display. Not everything Anouk had photographed at the time, nor the contents of the boxes now. Tine had kept her own copy because she had checked the descriptions of the work. Eighteen numbered entries. They were not simply photographs one to eighteen; beside each entry were references to images from different sequences. A few had been crossed out and replaced.
Anouk put on her reading glasses. She followed the left-hand column down, went back to the top, then checked the date.
‘Eighteen,’ she said.
‘Yes.’
‘I said there were twenty-eight.’
Tine moved the biscuit tin to make room for the second page. ‘Not then. Apparently you've got more now.’
Anouk took her glasses off for a moment. She had said twenty-eight so firmly that Vera had carried the number into every conversation since. Looking back, she could almost see the certainty: Anouk sitting straight at her table, tapping the inventory. Vera had never asked how she knew.
‘I've muddled that old selection with the set we have now,’ Anouk said.
She did not try to make it sound less of a mistake. Even so, Vera heard herself saying, ‘But you did give Dorus twenty-eight.’
‘Yes. That's in the commission. They're two separate things.’
Tine looked from one to the other. Only now did Anouk tell her about the seven different pieces. Not the whole story from the beginning: the intake photographs, the boards they had now, the missing annotations and the ring. Tine listened with her cup in her hands. Were the old pieces gone, she asked, or simply not found yet?
‘We know they haven't been found,’ Anouk said. ‘We don't know they're gone.’
Vera did not start turning pages in the notebook. Tine took a small sheet from between two of them and laid it beside the selection list. A working note about the staff-room photographs. An afternoon, a task and two names. No precise time. Tine had wanted to prevent a caption about night staff being attached to people who had come back on a free afternoon to finish a job.
‘Things were dressed up then, too,’ she said. ‘It usually starts with the best of intentions. Everybody wants a good story to go with a photograph.’
She tapped an entry. Cleaning and putting equipment back along the edge of the canteen. Vera knew the photograph of an arm and a bucket, a table in the background. She had taken it for routine cleaning during a shift. The caption she had seen at the foundation called it a night-time task.
‘How do you remember it was an afternoon?’ she asked.
‘I don't have to rely on remembering.’ Tine pointed to her note. ‘I wrote it down then because someone wanted to call it something else. And I was there. Not in every photograph. But there for the work.’
Anouk bent over the entry. ‘That bucket wasn't the cleaners'. We brought it ourselves.’
‘And had to take it back,’ Tine said. ‘Someone went on about that until the next morning.’
She smiled, but hesitated when asked who. A name came to her, then slipped away. She would ask Bas, she said. He had been sent to fetch the bucket, or had refused to fetch it; she was getting the two muddled. Vera wanted to settle the uncertainty by choosing one. Instead she reached for her notebook.
‘May I photograph the list?’ Anouk asked. ‘And this sheet. Just to get the description of the work right.’
Tine checked the back of the small sheet, folded in the edge with a private note on it and put it down again. ‘This side. There's a telephone number here you don't need.’
Anouk took the photographs. Vera did not hold the papers flat; Tine slipped a blank book underneath to ease the fold. Afterwards Anouk checked her pictures and showed Tine. The full column of numbers, the date, the little sheet without its folded edge. Tine wanted copies too, in case her papers ended up behind another lot of holiday things.
They began talking about Anouk's small studio. Did she still have a worktable? The table was there, Anouk said, but she could no longer leave everything out. Tine asked whether that bothered her. Vera expected yes; Anouk said she did not know yet. She missed the space, but not the evenings spent worrying about its rent.
‘I was relieved when I handed back the key,’ she said. ‘Apparently I'm not allowed to be pleased about that now, because of what happened afterwards.’
Tine pushed the biscuit tin towards her. ‘You are as far as I'm concerned.’
Vera took one rather than say again that she did not want anything. It was harder than she expected. As she chewed, she looked at the eighteen entries. Anouk could be mistaken and still be missing her twenty-eight mounted prints. Sanne could have been careless and still not have known what Dorus was offering. Until now Vera had mostly found such combinations difficult when somebody else pointed them out.
She had to leave at a quarter past eleven to see Sanne. Anouk stayed a little longer. At the front door Vera asked whether she should ring Bas about Thursday. Tine would rather ask him first whether he wanted their questions at all. ‘Don't turn up with a whole committee.’ Anouk would send the few relevant pictures; Tine would join them only if Bas wanted her there.
Vera was early at De Werf. In the corridor a woman was trying to take a child's coat from a rack a few centimetres beyond her reach. Vera lifted it off the hook and handed it down. Then she stood empty-handed outside the foundation's room. On her bicycle she had worked out an opening sentence. Now it sounded like something she wanted to hand in and forget.
Sanne had little time. There was an application on her desk that needed an answer before noon. She did not offer Vera a seat, but when Vera asked for five minutes she moved a pile of papers off one.
‘I haven't found anything new,’ Vera said.
Sanne waited.
‘Last week I asked why the boxes were here if Dorus said I'd taken them back. I said you must know who they belonged to. I made it sound as though you'd knowingly accepted something you knew he had no right to give you.’
Longer than the opening she had rehearsed on her bicycle. She had to take a breath.
‘I didn't know that. I shouldn't have said it.’
‘No,’ Sanne said.
Vera looked at her hands. A dried rim of washing-up liquid on her thumb had escaped her notice that morning. She wanted to add another sentence: how hard it had been for Anouk, how real the signature on that receipt looked. She kept her hands still.
‘Hugo heard it too,’ she said. ‘I'll speak to him.’
Sanne drew a slow breath through her nose. ‘I didn't check enough. I know that. It still isn't pleasant being told I must have known everything.’
‘I understand.’
‘You understand now.’
Vera nodded. She was tempted to say she had understood before, but that was not why she had come.
Sanne glanced at the application. She was still holding her uncapped pen. Vera stood up, remembered the list and stayed beside the chair.
‘Anouk was wrong about the old selection. Eighteen photographs were shown then. Tine has the list.’
Sanne looked up. ‘Does that change the twenty-eight that came here?’
‘No. Those are in the recent commission. I wanted you to hear it before somebody else mentioned it.’
There was no agreement that this made everything right between them. Sanne did not thank her. She did ask whether Anouk would send the old list for the captions. Vera said she would ask, took her coat and went to find Hugo.
He was working on a drain in the little kitchen, a bowl beneath the open cupboard. Vera waited until he had turned the tap off. He listened to the same explanation, shorter this time, then handed her the bowl while he reached for a cloth.
‘Put that down there.’
She set it on the floor, clear of his feet. Dirty water slopped against the rim. Hugo knelt in front of the cupboard again. He did not ask whether she now thought he had done it. She was grateful he spared her the joke.
At the café Yasmin was dividing the soup between smaller containers. She asked Vera to start slicing a loaf. Vera hung up her coat and washed her hands. She was back well before the agreed break. The knife went through the crust and caught halfway down in a soft pocket in the bread.
Her phone lit up beside the till. Anouk: Bas was willing to look on Thursday afternoon. A few pictures, not the whole collection. Ria would tell her where to come. Tine could be there for the beginning, provided nobody expected her to know everything.
Vera read the message with the knife still in her hand. Yasmin nudged the bread basket towards her.
‘This first?’
Vera put the phone face down and straightened the loaf for the next slice.
What Bas Recognised
‘Not that chair,’ Ria said. They had arrived just before five.
Vera stood holding it. She had meant to pull it up to the table beside Bas. Ria pointed to the other side, where the window would light Vera's face. Bas looked up from his newspaper, saw the chair and indicated where he wanted it himself. Vera put it down. Her knees met the wood beneath the low table.
Bas shifted his own chair back a little. ‘You might as well be comfortable while you're visiting.’
She could understand him perfectly. She had not expected to, and was ashamed before she had quite decided what she was ashamed of. Ria took her coat into the hall. Anouk brought out the laptop; Tine came in behind her, a folded shopping list caught in the wrong sleeve as she took off her coat.
‘If I get home without potatoes, the list is here,’ she said.
Bas pointed to the clock. How long did they think they would need? Vera showed him the sheet she had prepared: a few work photographs, no more than an hour, stop sooner if he wanted. She nearly added that she did not have to be back until seven, but he was asking how much of his time they needed, not how much she had paid for. He read it, looked at Anouk and nodded.
Milan had started at the café at three. Vera had not sprung the afternoon on him between orders. They had confirmed the hours on Tuesday; today she had left the evening stock ready. As she went out he had pointed after her with a bread knife: seven, not a quarter past. She might have agreed so emphatically that it became a joke. Instead she had simply said she would be there.
Anouk put the laptop on an upturned sturdy box to raise the screen. She turned it towards Bas, who cleaned his glasses and studied the first photograph. Ria poured coffee at another table. For now the small prints stayed in the folder.
Vera thought she had written two separate questions. When Bas read them, she saw one long sentence asking whether he recognised the people and knew the date and which shift the work had been done on. He looked at the screen, then at the paper, and raised his pen.
‘Which?’
‘The whole—’ Vera began.
Anouk put a hand beside her mouth, waited until Bas looked at her and said she wanted to start with what was happening in the picture. Vera took back the sheet. On the reverse she wrote: What are they doing here? She underlined here and passed it to him.
He read it, gave a snort and pointed to the bucket beside the table legs. ‘Not drinking, I hope.’
Ria was just coming in with the coffee. Tine laughed. Vera looked up from the screen and found Bas watching to see whether she had got the joke. She laughed too, this time because she had, not because everyone else was laughing.
Anouk enlarged the image. An arm, the edge of a cloth, a bucket; in the background a plank not yet in its place. Bas indicated the next picture. Vera went too fast. He raised his hand. Back one. He pushed his glasses further up his nose and, rather than lean closer, asked Anouk to enlarge it again.
‘That had to go back,’ he said, pointing to the equipment along the canteen wall. ‘They needed room there.’
Under Vera's question Anouk wrote: Was this part of your normal shift? She passed him the sheet. He read it and shook his head. On Vera's paper he wrote: afternoon off. Then beneath it: not paid as a shift.
Tine, across the table, moved her hand. She waited for him to look at her and said that was on her old list too. She reached for the paper, but Anouk asked whether Bas had anything else to point out first. He tapped the corner of the table in the photograph.
‘The cupboard went there later. Not the big cupboard. The low one.’
Ria raised a finger as Vera was about to answer. Not a rebuke, Vera realised: Bas had written more. She read the new line. They had moved the equipment out of the way. In the next photograph the bucket was gone. Anouk had not chosen that picture for the public selection. This digital working image came from her own scans, made before she entrusted the archive to Dorus; she still did not have the negatives back. Bas traced a line towards the empty place with his pen, without drawing on the screen.
Vera wrote: Taking it away?
He read it, shook his head, a little impatient now, and wrote: putting it back. The bucket had gone for the moment; the work was not finished. Vera looked at the two photographs together. She had already made an ending out of something missing.
Ria passed her a cup. They had to stop looking to drink. The conversation slowed and found a different rhythm. Tine explained how all the descriptions had come back to her because someone had dressed them up. Bas saw her speaking and asked what she had said. She wrote: caption says night shift. He read it and wrinkled his nose.
‘Night? With that light?’
Anouk pointed out that the light in this print alone was not enough to tell them. Bas looked again, conceded the point without enthusiasm and wrote afternoon off once more, larger this time.
Vera's next written question was: Which day was it? He gave a date at once. Tine took her list, hesitated and glanced at Anouk. Vera felt the room about to divide: Bas with an answer, three women discussing why it was wrong without including him. She moved her cup and put a blank sheet in front of Tine.
Tine wrote the date from her list and the job beside it. She laid it next to his words. Bas read both. His brow creased.
He repeated his date, as though saying it again might make it hold. Then he asked for the next image. Anouk showed him, followed by the little overview of the sequence. Tine tapped her description of the afternoon work. She wrote her question alongside: did he mean the other occasion, when equipment had been left in almost the same place?
Bas studied the photographs, searching an edge for something Vera could not see. After a while he pointed to the plank behind the bucket and said a name Tine recognised. Three short sentences passed back and forth in writing. Vera sat with her hands round her empty cup and resisted asking for each one to be read aloud.
At last Bas crossed out his date. He wrote the other beside it, adding a question mark himself.
‘I get the days mixed up,’ he said, looking at Vera rather than Ria. ‘Not the work.’
Vera nodded too quickly. She took her paper and wrote what she thought she had understood: work on an afternoon off, equipment moved aside temporarily and put back later, date from Tine's list. Bas read it and crossed out later. He wrote afterwards, then pointed to two consecutive pictures.
‘Later could mean next week,’ Anouk said.
Vera corrected it. She had meant to be careful. Now she mainly wanted him not to feel he must spend another hour putting her careless wording right. He took the sheet, read it again and gave it neither a drawn thumbs-up nor a neat tick. He put it on the table and slid it towards Anouk.
‘Put that in, then.’
Anouk said she would change the description. She turned the screen back and opened the text accompanying the work photographs. Vera watched her delete the sentence about the night-time task. A plainer line replaced it: colleagues putting equipment back on an afternoon off. She took the date from Tine's list and noted the reference for herself. Bas asked for the screen again. Anouk showed him the new line and waited.
He read slowly. Vera looked round the room: the newspaper on the other chair, a chip in the wooden armrest, a plant with two large leaves, one touching the window. Not everything here belonged to their visit. A phone buzzed in the hall. Ria went to check and brought back a short message for Bas. His appointment the following morning had moved by half an hour. He entered the new time on his calendar himself and came back to the table.
Tine found her shopping list when she pulled her cardigan forward. She had to go. Bas asked what had happened to the bridge, not because he expected it to reopen, but because Tine knew someone who had seen the barriers go up. She wrote him a brief account. The fence was where it should be. People were using the underpass. Fond memories did not keep an old route open, she said, and Bas made a face as though she had been telling him that for forty years.
At the door Tine asked Anouk to send the revised description. She did not want to find they had approved a fresh mistake between them. Anouk promised. Tine left, potatoes still on her list.
Ria began clearing the cups. Vera got up to help, but Bas tapped the table. He wanted to show her something. On his phone he opened the signal-box film and paused it at the left-hand window. Below was a message asking where the cupboard had stood. Vera knew his answer, but he pointed it out again. Not at the scratch: a little further over. Two fingers slid an imaginary cupboard across the table.
‘That cupboard didn't make the window stick,’ he said.
Vera laughed. ‘It was managing that without my help.’
He asked her to repeat it while he looked at her. She did, moving her hand just above the table as if trying the window again. He saw the gesture and laughed too. Ria came back with a cloth and asked what was so funny. This time Vera let Bas answer.
They stayed another quarter of an hour. When Anouk closed the laptop, Bas asked for the few work pictures with the corrected caption. She wrote down which files she would send. He kept that sheet and returned the other questions to Vera. She filed them with her notes, not among the prints.
It was darker outside than Vera had expected. Five past six on her phone. Still time for an unhurried ride back. Anouk was staying to arrange the pictures with Ria. At the garden gate she asked whether Vera thought the visit had helped.
Vera thought of Bas's immediate date, her own first question, the easy sentence about the night. ‘We'd have left the wrong caption otherwise.’
Anouk nodded. ‘And that would have been my work too.’
At the café Milan had stacked the empty soft-drink crates beside the back door. He looked at Vera, then pointed to the clock. A quarter to seven. She took off her coat, asked what they had run out of and switched on the kettle while he fetched his bag. She would see the revised text on her laptop at home later. For now the two people by the window needed a fresh pot of tea. They knew nothing about the photographs and did want to catch their train.
The Repaired Corner
The photograph arrived while Vera was pushing the empty milk crate under the bar. Her phone vibrated against the wood. She thought Milan had a question about the evening, but it was Anouk: first a picture, then a message. Look at the bottom left corner.
Two boxes on a floor. A worktable leg at the back, part of a chair cut off on the right. The sort of photograph someone took to give another person a rough idea of size. No ruler, no neatly arranged contents. On the nearer box Vera could see a three and two strips of reinforcing tape overlapping at the bottom corner.
She put her coffee on the shelf and rang Anouk back. Yasmin, at the till, pointed at the crate. Vera pushed it further in before answering.
‘What am I looking at?’
‘A photograph Dorus sent round. Tine found the email while she was looking for that old list.’
Vera enlarged the corner. The tape was dull, white where a small part had folded back on itself. She did not know the box well enough to announce that this was it. Anouk's inventory mentioned the repaired corner to distinguish box three from the others. That had meant something different when the boxes were simply supposed to be at Dorus's.
‘There's a message with it,’ Anouk said. ‘I'll send the whole thing. Not just the picture.’
Vera asked when she could come over. Yasmin looked up, not cross, but Vera saw the order in front of her. She promised to finish baking the bread for lunch and leave at half past ten. Back at half past one to cover the usual break. Was that an arrangement or a hope, Yasmin asked.
‘An arrangement.’
‘Good. I'll get myself a sandwich somewhere else, then.’
Anouk had printed the message by the time Vera arrived. Tine had found an email sent before their recent call. She had never responded to the offer; it was among messages from people leaving houses, workshops and storage units. Dorus had asked whether she knew anyone interested in his photographic collection of everyday railway work. Tine had never seen the boxes at Anouk's. She had not known he was offering Anouk's material. In a later message he had mentioned Bente Vos, a dealer who was also looking at it. Nothing said she had bought it. The photograph of the two boxes had apparently been sent to show prospective buyers what was available.
‘She forwarded it because it was addressed to her,’ Anouk said. ‘You needn't ask how Tine got into his emails.’
Vera sat down. ‘I wasn't going to.’
‘I was. Only yesterday. In my head.’
The copy of the inventory lay on the table, including Anouk's description of the repair. She had damaged the box while packing it, she said. It had not worn through or collapsed: she had lifted it by one handle when it was already full. Vera looked at the little folded-back white patch. Anouk remembered her own botched repair exactly. Not just the tape, but the bit she had torn too short and used anyway.
‘That doesn't mean you have to be certain straight away,’ Anouk said. ‘I recognise it. You don't.’
Vera drew the paper closer. The message predated the request for the boxes back. She checked the date again. Dorus had made the offer while Anouk believed he was still making copies.
There was no full inventory attached. Work sequences, negatives with their accompanying sheets, smaller private photographs. Anouk underlined the last part so hard that she tore the paper a little.
‘I expect he said those were “interesting too”.’
Vera said nothing. Anouk put down the pen, left the little tear alone and slipped the sheet under the printed photograph.
They found Bente Vos's shop through her website. Books, loose prints, small collections. No announcement about Anouk's archive. Vera knew the street: there had once been a bicycle repair shop there. She had stood outside its locked door with a broken rear light. Bente's opening hours were more complicated. Shop hours on certain days; archive material by appointment only.
‘You ring,’ Vera said.
‘That was the plan.’
Anouk did not use the speaker. Vera heard her introduce herself, explain what she believed had been sold and mention the email she had received. Then silence. Anouk studied the photograph as she listened, her free hand flat on her knee.
‘Then I'll send the corner and the number,’ she said. ‘And the part of the commission covering those two boxes. Not the whole archive.’
She made a note, repeated an email address and ended the call.
‘She wants to see what I'm talking about first.’
‘Did she say she's got them?’
‘She said she wasn't discussing her purchases on the strength of a phone call. I can find that annoying, but I haven't shown her that the boxes have anything to do with me yet.’
The email took longer to put together than Vera expected. Anouk meant to attach the full commission to remove any doubt, saw the section describing the private material and started again. Vera had her notes ready, but Anouk took the keyboard back. Her own name, the date she had handed over the material, the purpose of the commission and the two box numbers. A copy of the relevant section. The message first asked for the material to be kept safe and for a conversation, not immediate release to whoever appeared at the door.
‘Do we still need the photograph of the corner?’ Vera asked.
Anouk looked at her. ‘That was where we started.’
They both wanted to laugh and neither did. Anouk attached the photograph, checked the address and sent the email. Then she watched the screen as though an answer might already be taking shape beneath her words.
An alarm sounded on her phone. Not a message from Bente: a name and a time. Anouk looked at it and cleared the papers from the table.
‘My client's due. A portrait. I confirmed it yesterday.’
Vera got up to help. Anouk showed her where she could put the loose prints, then fetched a narrow roll of background paper. There was no separate studio now. She moved the dining table, set a chair in front of it and looked through the viewfinder. Vera waited by the door, coat over her arm.
‘Should I move that plant?’
‘It's out of shot.’
Anouk shifted the chair five centimetres. Only then did she fetch a little table from behind Vera and put her camera bag on it. She checked a lamp, then switched it off. There was enough window light for now. She drew the thin curtain, looked again and left it half open.
The client arrived before Vera left. A woman of about her own age with a dark blazer over one arm. She wanted a photograph for her business website. Not too formal, she said, but not looking as though she was on holiday either. Anouk greeted her and asked whether she wanted to try the blazer or start without it. She glanced at Vera.
‘I'm going,’ Vera said.
‘Could you hold that white board a moment?’ Anouk indicated a lightweight reflector beside the table. ‘Saves me propping it up with a chair. If that's all right with you.’
The woman nodded. ‘As long as she doesn't tell me to “just smile” as well.’
Vera laughed and picked it up. The encouragement had indeed been ready on her tongue. Anouk showed her where to stand beside the chair, tilting the reflector until the shadow on the other side of the woman's face softened.
She asked the woman to sit, looked through the viewfinder and directed her gaze elsewhere first: to Anouk's own hand beside the lens. She moved it slightly, then lowered it when the woman had found the spot. A few quick clicks. Rather than examine the screen straight away, she asked whether the chair was comfortable.
The woman shifted her feet. Her blazer pulled crooked at the shoulder. Anouk went over, asked to straighten the collar and waited for a yes. Then she did it quickly, without going on tugging at everything else. Vera suddenly saw how easily Anouk could wait when it was part of her everyday work.
After a few photographs the woman looked at the screen with her. She rejected one because the mouth did not look like hers. Anouk did not defend it. She asked what felt odd, listened and changed the angle of the chair. The next set took less time. The woman let out a relieved breath when she recognised herself.
Anouk took the reflector from Vera and secured it beside the chair. She thanked her and said she would ring if Bente replied. Vera picked up her coat and indicated the hall as she left.
‘Good luck.’
Anouk looked back into the room. ‘This part I can manage.’
She smiled. Vera went out through the entrance hall and fetched her bicycle from outside. In recent weeks she had seen so much that Anouk could no longer pick up, show or put away for herself. Behind her the door closed on an appointment where Anouk decided where the chair went. Out on the pavement, Vera did not reach for her phone. She pulled on her gloves and cycled back to her own work.
She was at the café by a quarter to one. Yasmin took her coat straight from its hook. ‘Still soup. No hot rolls left.’
An ordinary handover, but she watched as Vera took her phone from her coat pocket. Vera put it on the kitchen shelf. A man at the bar wanted two coffees and took so long finding his bank card that she managed to take another order. A train arrived. The passage by the window filled with coats, haste and requests to use the toilet without buying anything.
Only when Yasmin came back could she look. Anouk had had a reply. Bente confirmed buying two boxes from Dorus and asked Anouk to ring that afternoon. At bought, something tightened beneath Vera's ribs. This was no longer somebody's memory of a box Vera had not seen.
She wrote back that Anouk could ring her during the conversation if she wanted. Then put the phone away. At three she would be on her own; nobody had agreed that Yasmin should stay because a message seemed important.
Bente rang the café directly at half past three. Was this Vera, the recipient named on the delivery receipt? Vera did not go into the back. Two people were still waiting for coffee. Could she ring back in ten minutes? Bente suggested five o'clock. Vera looked at the door and the coffee running through, and agreed, provided they kept it short.
Anouk came in before then. She did not order a drink out of politeness. She sat on the empty stool at the end of the bar and said Bente had paid four hundred and eighty euros. For two boxes. Dorus had offered them as a lot from his collection. Bente wanted to inspect them with Anouk on Monday morning, with the commission to hand. Vera could come, since she was involved in the delivery question, but Bente wanted no crowd of interested people in her back room.
‘She says it isn't just a matter of changing a price tag,’ Anouk said.
‘Is she angry?’
‘With whom?’
Vera set out two saucers. She did not know. With Dorus, with Anouk for asking for something back, with herself for buying it. Perhaps all she wanted for now was to keep the shop from appearing online before Monday attached to a story nobody had asked her about.
At five it was quiet enough to ring. Anouk stayed at the bar. Vera told Bente exactly what she had accepted and what she could not remember. She did not present the five-box claim as her own.
‘And you're coming on Monday to explain the signature?’ Bente asked.
‘I'm coming because Anouk wants me there. We'll see the full receipt with the driver on Tuesday. I can't read you something I haven't got yet.’
A pause at the other end. Then Bente said that much, at least, was clear.
Half past nine. Bring identification and the original commission, which Anouk still had. They agreed nothing would be photographed there without asking separately. Bente said nothing about taking boxes home. Vera asked.
‘First we need to establish that we're discussing the same purchase,’ Bente said. ‘Some material has gone on elsewhere. I'm not denying that. Nor am I going to list it from memory while I'm at the shop counter.’
Vera looked at Anouk. She could tell from Vera's silence, Vera realised. Strange how well someone could follow a conversation when she heard only half.
‘We'll look on Monday, then,’ Vera said.
She repeated the last part as soon as she hung up. Anouk closed her eyes briefly. She did not ask how much, to whom, how soon. The questions were there, but she was not going to behave as though Vera was withholding the answers.
‘I thought I might find two boxes nobody had opened,’ she said.
Rain began outside. A traveller raised a hand and asked to leave his bag beside the bar while he used the toilet. Vera showed him a place he could see from the door. A matter of seconds. When she turned back, Anouk had put her coat on.
‘Half past eight here?’ Anouk asked. ‘We can cycle together.’
Vera agreed and wrote it in her diary. Erik was already under Tuesday. Two addresses, two things they would no longer have to extract from someone's memory. Anouk checked the arrangement as Vera wrote, nodded and went out without waiting for the rain to ease.
The Box That Stayed Closed
Bente answered with a key ring in her hand. The display window was still dark. She let Anouk in first and stood between Vera and the door until it had shut. The click of the lock sounded louder than it did at the café.
‘Not to stop you leaving,’ she said. ‘We're closed on Monday mornings. Otherwise someone will turn up with a picture frame they only want me to have a quick look at.’
She went round the counter. Books with narrow paper slips on their spines, a framed group photograph leaning against the wall, a cabinet whose drawers could not be opened without lifting the little card first. The back room was smaller than Vera had imagined. One worktable, its pale surface clear. Two boxes beside it on a low cupboard.
Anouk put her bag on the empty chair and took out her ID and the commission, not the small photographs. Bente checked the name, asked to read the commission and sat down.
Vera stayed standing. It seemed rude to go straight to the boxes, but she could see the white fold in the tape. A three above the repaired corner. A four on the other box. Recognising it here felt different from recognising it in the forwarded photograph. Such a small repair. On the screen she had almost turned the corner into an entire damaged box.
‘I paid for these,’ Bente said as she read. ‘I'm not saying that to dismiss your commission. But it's where I have to start.’
‘So did I,’ Anouk said. ‘For storage and copying.’
‘I can see that.’
Bente checked the date, turned the second page and put the sheets together again. Vera felt the room fill with things each of them had said already and still needed to say here. Bente's purchase did not make Anouk's commission less real. The commission did not undo Bente's payment.
Bente took a slim folder from a drawer. The purchase note and transfer confirmation: four hundred and eighty euros, Dorus van Esch, two boxes of photographic material. Before Anouk had asked for them back. The description matched his offer. Bente had not sought a statement from every photographer represented in the lot.
‘He said he was cutting down his collection. He knew what it was. Knew about the projects, about the printing. I knew his work already.’
Anouk gave a brief nod. ‘He does know a lot about it.’
Vera would rather not have heard that acknowledgement yet. It complicated things in a way no extra line in her notebook could deal with. Bente passed the purchase note to Anouk, who read it all.
‘What did you ask about his right to sell it?’ Anouk said.
Bente did not look at the boxes. ‘Whether it was his. He said yes. I left it there.’
‘And the different names?’
‘A collection can contain other people's work.’
Anouk drew her commission closer. Bente waited in silence while she laid the two documents side by side, then asked whether they could look at the boxes and got up.
She began with three. The sleeves stood upright between supports. Bente set some on the table without taking the negative strips out. The contact sheets were behind them. Anouk found the numbers and read a few aloud. She knew the letter she had used to distinguish work sequences from domestic photographs. For the first time Vera saw the little images as a whole strip rather than a single chosen photograph on a board.
‘This sheet goes with that one,’ Anouk said.
Bente put the right contact sheet alongside. Six exposures, some so similar that Vera thought at first they had been printed twice. In one the handcart had moved; in another the door was further open. Anouk bent over them, but Bente asked whether they could establish the quantities first.
They did not take everything out at once. Anouk noted each number as Bente set down a sleeve; Vera read back the number on the matching contact sheet. After sixteen came twenty-three. Anouk's pen stopped above the paper.
‘That section has been sold on,’ Bente said.
Not carelessly, but so promptly that Vera felt a flash of anger. As though a missing sequence could be disposed of with a word already entered in a diary.
‘Which section?’ Anouk asked.
‘I'd like my sales list for that. You can see what's here. I'm not declaring a lot complete from memory again.’
‘You know what you sold, surely?’
‘Six strips. With their sheets. I need my records for the precise description and the contact details.’
Anouk put down her pen. ‘They weren't his.’
‘I'm beginning to see that.’
The first time Bente had said it without qualification. She drew her chair to the table, level with Anouk. Vera felt no relief. The gap after sixteen remained on the page, even when someone admitted it should not be there.
At the second box Anouk left her hand on the lid for a while. Bente asked whether she wanted to open it herself. Yes. Vera moved her chair back to make room, but Anouk kept the lid on.
‘There are people in here who never agreed to be in someone else's collection,’ she said.
Bente looked at her purchase note. ‘I understand.’
‘You don't need to see every face to establish that this is the box in my commission.’
‘No. We can check the numbers and quantities together. Choose one example you recognise, if you want, and we'll leave it at that.’
Anouk opened the box, looked inside and brought forward one contact sheet. The tiny image showed a birthday table. Nothing exceptional, nothing people would visit an exhibition to see. A dish, a crooked chair, an arm extending out of shot. Anouk indicated a detail Vera could not quite follow. Bente did not ask her to explain it. She put the sheet back before Anouk pointed out a second image.
They counted the eighteen sleeves, keeping the contact sheets covered as far as possible. Bente found a number she had entered as an eight. Anouk showed her the crossbars on her sevens. Bente corrected her note. Vera recorded only that the domestic sequence was here, not who had sat round a birthday table.
The lid settling back sounded like the end of a visit. But Anouk had not asked what happened next.
‘I want this back,’ she said.
Bente laid her hands flat beside the folder. ‘I understand that too. I want advice first, so I can put the arrangements in writing. And I want to speak to Dorus about my money. I'm not handing it to a visitor today on the strength of two documents I first saw an hour ago.’
‘I'm not some random visitor.’
‘No. That's why we're sitting here.’
Vera looked towards the door. She had expected a point when everyone saw the same thing and the boxes simply went into Anouk's arms. They had reached that point. The boxes were still there. Would Bente at least confirm that nothing else would be sold or moved for now? She would. She wrote it down, including the two box numbers, and let Anouk read it before sending it.
She wanted a further appointment about the six strips sold on. Bente would consult the existing sales entry and speak to her buyer first. She glanced towards the back of the shop as though the buyer might be there, listening. No names at a table before they knew what would be done with them. Anouk said she would seek advice herself and make a factual report. Bente did not retreat from that. She asked that her confirmations and the commission be represented accurately.
‘I won't say you knew then what I know now,’ Anouk said.
Bente looked at her. ‘Thank you.’
Anouk slipped the commission into her bag. ‘That still doesn't make my things yours.’
Vera expected an answer, but Bente nodded. She opened the door into the shop and led them to the front. There she took a diary from a drawer. They could come back on Thursday morning to look properly at how the remaining work sequence fitted together. Anouk would bring the small proof copies from her own folder. They would need a separate appointment about the sold section once Bente had spoken to the buyer.
Outside, Anouk dropped her bicycle key as she took it from her bag. It slid beneath Vera's wheel. Vera picked it up without saying everything would be all right.
They did not go straight home. Anouk wanted to make the call before she persuaded herself that something different had been said in that room. They wheeled their bicycles to a bench further along, out of the wind. Vera sat. Anouk stood with her back to the street.
She rang the general police contact number and asked how to have a factual report about her missing archive recorded. She explained her own actions. Five boxes handed over for storage and copying, her payment, the written claim that they had been returned, two boxes at a foundation and two located at a dealer's. She described the missing material without claiming to know where it was.
Vera could not hear every question. Anouk wrote down a reference and instructions for supplying the documents. Could she include Bente's confirmation? She listened, then repeated what she would send later that day. When she hung up she did not look triumphant.
‘I need to put the documents in order and send them. Nobody's going to tell me, here on this bench, who has to hand over what.’
She sat beside Vera and read her notes. A telephone number was incomplete. She checked the confirmation that had been sent, found the correct contact and amended the sheet. Then she used her phone to book an appointment for legal advice about getting the material back. The first slot was not today. She took it anyway.
‘Will you come?’
Vera opened her diary, as she had outside De Werf, and checked. ‘Not at that time. I can put my own account of the folder in writing. After tomorrow, when we've seen the full receipt.’
Anouk nodded. She did not seem to take it as a rejection. Describe what Vera had accepted and handed over to her, she asked, not what she imagined Dorus had been thinking.
They cycled the first stretch together. At the turn towards the station Anouk stopped to fasten her scarf. Vera looked at the rack. Only the bag, as flat as when they had set out. The box with the repaired corner was still locked inside the shop, and so was the one with the birthday table. Anouk put on her gloves and said she would bring the small folder on Thursday. Vera waited until she was outside her own café to write that appointment down.
Above the V
Erik had put the sheet in a clear sleeve. He slid it across the table, waited for Anouk to move her coat off the chair, then held on to the bottom edge a moment longer.
‘This goes back with me,’ he said. ‘You can copy the entry. Or take a photograph while I'm here. I'm not sending you my whole route book.’
They were in the little canteen at Rondrit. His van stood at an angle outside a doorway where it could not stay; he had given a colleague the keys. Vera heard a window open, a shout and someone starting the wrong van. Erik did not look up. They had agreed an hour. No more.
Anouk laid the cropped image from Dorus's message beside the sleeve. Her printout was smaller. The V at the bottom looked thinner, but when Vera leaned in she recognised the movement straight away. The downward stroke, the short second arm because she was already handing the pen back.
Above the V there was a whole sheet now. Client's name. Date. Destination: the café, for Anouk Meijer. A space for the load. One presentation folder.
Vera did not read it aloud at once. She had supplied the words in her head so often that she was afraid of seeing only what she expected. Erik turned the sheet towards her.
‘There.’
‘One presentation folder,’ she read.
Anouk drew her notebook closer. Was that the delivery date or the invoice date? Erik pointed to the field for the journey. It appeared on his route sheet too. He laid that beside the receipt, covering the other customers' entries with a loose sheet.
The short note he had shown Vera the previous week referred to this job. Presentation. Station destination. A few lines down was the other station stop, in another town. Not five boxes, not Anouk, not the same address. Before, Vera had only heard station. Now she could see the other place, the customer and the description Erik had refused to guarantee from memory.
‘That's the other journey you were thinking of,’ she said.
‘The other stop that day. Not a second visit to you.’
He explained the route using the sheet. No minutes remembered exactly, no precise sequence of tea and signing. He pointed to the entries he had marked off at each delivery. Beside the presentation folder was a reference to this receipt. Vera's signature belonged to it.
‘Did you unload boxes for me at the café?’ Anouk asked.
‘For you that day? No. This folder.’
Erik let go of the sleeve. With his own papers in front of him he could say it plainly now. Vera remembered the questions she had fired at him the previous week, closer and closer together, as though his hesitation were a door she must push harder.
‘Is there another receipt for the same delivery?’
He shook his head. ‘Not in my book. One job, one folder. This is the signed sheet I collected from the records yesterday.’
Anouk opened Dorus's message. She kept her phone and read out the sentence claiming that all five boxes had gone back through the café on that Tuesday, with this driver. The attached receipt was offered as proof of that one shipment. She read it again, more slowly, stressing nothing.
Erik moved his chair back. Apparently he had prepared for an argument about his memory. Instead his work was in the middle of a story someone else had made from it.
‘I didn't carry those,’ he said.
‘No,’ Anouk said.
Someone went past the door with a crate of empty bottles. Vera pulled her bag against her chair. The ordinary canteen noise did nothing to fill the silence at their table. She wanted something to do with her hands: straighten the sleeve, line up the papers. Erik's sheet was already square in front of him.
Anouk opened her messages with Vera from that Tuesday evening. Her thanks for taking delivery. Vera's short, ordinary reply below. There had been no reason then to send back an inventory of boxes. Anouk had collected the folder, looked at the small copies at home and sent the message. She had confirmed the collection to Dorus too.
‘Could I see the folder?’ Erik asked.
She had not brought it. She showed him her own photograph of it closed, an ordinary picture that made clear the flat object they meant. He nodded. He did not start reciting exact dimensions on the strength of that. It fitted the description and what the receipt now helped him remember.
Vera put her hand flat beside the sheet. ‘That's what I took in. And you collected it that evening.’
Anouk nodded again. Not relief, Vera thought. More anger that it had been a question for so long.
Erik asked whether they wanted their photograph. He covered the other route entries more thoroughly, took the receipt out of its sleeve to stop the light reflecting from the plastic and laid out just the relevant papers. Vera photographed them with his permission. She checked the images, then turned her screen to him. The load description, the V, the destination and date. Nothing legible about the other customers beneath the covering sheet.
‘The other station name is fine,’ he said. ‘Just don't put the customer's full details in. Or someone will go asking them where your photographs have got to.’
Vera showed him exactly what she had included. Anouk recorded his explanation alongside her notes so they would not end up with a photograph of a sheet and none of what he had said. Erik spotted a digit she had copied wrongly in the journey reference. She corrected it.
His phone rang. He dismissed the call and checked the clock above the door. Twenty minutes left, but the questions they needed had been answered. Vera still wanted to ask about Dorus. Did he drive for him often, recognise the boxes, know what his house looked like? She looked at the closed route book and heard herself asking last week's first question all over again.
Instead she asked for a short email to accompany the photographs: confirmation that the receipt covered one presentation folder. He agreed. Not a statement that nothing could ever have been delivered anywhere else. He did not know that. This particular job he could describe.
‘I don't want anyone saying I've conducted an investigation,’ he said.
‘They won't,’ Anouk said. ‘You've explained your own delivery.’
Erik picked up the receipt and put it back in the sleeve. Vera felt an odd reluctance to let it go. They had good photographs and his explanation now, yet the paper itself had done something the scan had not. Given her back the space above her signature. No grand revelation in elaborate lettering. A filled-in field.
She stopped him briefly at the door to thank him for collecting and checking it. He was going to the records office that Monday anyway, he said. ‘But I'm glad my part's sorted.’
Vera said she was too. She meant it, although she did not know which part she could call finished herself.
The wind was against them outside. Anouk did not want to start cycling yet. They walked to the end of the fence and stopped, the canteen behind them, the ordinary street ahead. Vera brought up the receipt photograph. Harder to read in the daylight. She shaded the screen with her hand.
‘You didn't get them back through my café,’ she said.
‘I told you that.’
It hurt precisely because Anouk said it calmly. For weeks Vera had been defending something whose outcome Anouk already knew: she did not have her boxes back. Only the route was uncertain.
‘I know,’ Vera said. ‘I don't mean you've only just become right.’
Anouk wheeled her bicycle on a little. ‘I had the folder. I went home. I didn't ask if five boxes were waiting for me somewhere else. Because nobody had brought five boxes for me.’
Vera put her phone away. They were in the driveway. A car was waiting for them to move. They walked on until the pavement widened. Anouk took a glove between her teeth to pull it over her other hand, gave a brief laugh at herself and let go.
‘I'm glad your part's down on paper now,’ she said. ‘Really. But I still can't look at my own negatives without someone making an appointment for me.’
Vera looked at the fence. She had expected relief to happen by itself, some sound her body made when she no longer had to imagine a pile of boxes. Instead she felt how tired she was. She wanted the café, an order she could simply finish.
She said the first part aloud, not the part about orders. Anouk wanted to go home too. They would each keep the photographs in their own folders and compare the documents at Sanne's tomorrow. Anouk would add the full receipt and the confirmed discovery at Bente's to her report. She was not going to ring Dorus from Rondrit's gate. Her papers in order first, then the next conversation.
Vera cycled ahead as far as the turning. At the café Milan was counting a crate from a mistaken delivery. He looked up, saw her face and asked whether it had gone badly.
‘It was one folder,’ she said.
He put down a bottle. ‘Yes.’
‘Now we've got it in writing.’
Milan nodded and passed her the delivery note. ‘You can try your signature here again, then. Once you've checked I can count.’
Vera took off her coat and checked the quantities. Six bottles of one kind missing, six of another in their place. She rang the supplier while Milan stocked the fridge with what was right. It was past five. His extra hours lasted until seven, followed by his regular Tuesday evening. No need to send him home early out of gratitude. No need to keep pretending she had not had the whole afternoon away.
At six they sat down briefly for the handover. Milan asked what was happening about the photograph evening. Vera looked at the poster in her window. She had recommended the evening as though she had checked where the material came from too.
‘We need to discuss it with the foundation tomorrow.’
‘And what do I say until then?’
She took a blank card from beside the till. Don't wait. Don't leave Milan to find some vague wording she could correct afterwards. She wrote that there were questions about the material and the announced presentation could not yet be confirmed. He read it, raised an eyebrow and asked whether confirmed made it sound as though it had always been uncertain.
Vera crossed out the word. ‘It's not going ahead for now. I'll ring the people who've put their names down tomorrow.’
He set the card by the till. The poster was still on the glass. She did not tear it down in a rush between his stock count and an arriving customer. First she took the interested visitors' names from the drawer and noted the calls for the following morning.
A Collection on Offer
Sanne had not opened the offer on her screen. She took it from a ring binder with the intake list. Vera recognised the sheet with twenty-eight entries. She had not read the full offer before. She had read Dorus's brief message: owner, a collection that belonged together. Now she had the complete signed document in front of her.
Two pages of plans, but Anouk stopped at the first paragraph. Dorus was offering a coherent collection for display, as its owner. Not simply his printing work, or the two photographs he had taken. The boxes of mounted prints were described as part of his collection. His signature was at the foot of the last page.
Sanne sat opposite them, her hands clear of the paper. She had asked Anouk to go through it before the board members arrived. Vera wanted to say something useful about Erik's receipt. But Anouk had already put it beside the offer and was still reading.
‘When did he write this?’
Sanne pointed to the date. Before the two boxes arrived, well before Anouk asked for them back. The intake photographs recorded that arrival.
Anouk took out her original commission. She unfolded it fully, including the reverse where the storage and copying terms continued. Vera could see more than five groups now. She saw the time between them: Anouk believing work was in progress, Sanne accepting an offer, Dorus heading for the community centre with both arrangements in his head.
‘Here he says it's his.’ Anouk kept a finger on the offer. ‘Then he tells me he returned it through Vera on the Tuesday.’
She laid the printout of his message beside it. The two accounts together. Vera looked at Sanne, who was looking at the signature beneath the offer.
‘I trusted his name,’ Sanne said. ‘And what he knew about it.’
Anouk did not ask whether she still did. Who had written “from the collection of Dorus van Esch”? Sanne took her pen and said she had passed that on. It was how Dorus had offered it. She had used his wording and adapted it for the announcement. Never asked Anouk. Nor the people in the photographs.
‘That last part wouldn't necessarily apply to every picture,’ Anouk said. ‘But you could have asked me what you actually had.’
Vera wanted to look away. The poster was in her window. She had not just put it up; she had read it to someone who asked whether the photographs came from the station itself.
Sanne wrote down what Anouk had said. The scratch of her pen went on a little too long. Then she put it down.
‘I've asked the board to suspend the presentation until we know what's going back and what, if anything, can be shown. I can't decide alone. They'll be here in fifteen minutes.’
‘I don't want them to keep using it “for the time being”,’ Anouk said.
‘That's not what I'm proposing.’
Sanne read her draft statement. They had not checked the provenance or the authority to exhibit it adequately. The advertised presentation should therefore be suspended. The material would remain safely stored while its return was agreed with the owner. Anouk asked her not to send out another vague certainty about “the owner”, but to name her and refer to the original commission.
‘You've got a signed document from me,’ she said. ‘I don't need to be called “someone claiming ownership”.’
Sanne revised it. Vera had been trying to protect herself from mistakes with ever more careful little words. Anouk was taking the roundabout wording out.
The first board member arrived with a loaf sticking out of his pannier. Could he leave it here, and was there really no way of sorting this by next week? Sanne made him hang up his coat first. The second arrived on the phone, finished in the corridor and sat beside him.
Vera knew neither of them. She introduced herself as the café owner who had taken in the presentation folder and explained that she had put up the poster. Not because she could decide Anouk's rights, but because she had advertised the event and had people asking questions. The woman asked whether the driver had now confirmed there had been no boxes.
Vera passed her the photograph of the full receipt and explained what Erik had said about this job. Anouk added the collection message. Sanne put the offer on the other side. The man fetched his glasses from his pannier and at last read without interrupting to ask how quickly they could do it.
He lingered over the seven different mounted prints. Vera let Sanne explain the comparison. When he asked whether the foundation had simply ordered fresh prints, Sanne produced her prior instructions and Dorus's preparation checklist. Anouk wanted her old pieces back, she said. Not merely the same pictures.
‘But he may have thought he was doing you a service,’ the man said.
‘He can explain that himself,’ Anouk said. ‘The question here is whether you'll keep advertising material you shouldn't have received on these terms.’
Vera looked at the woman, who had put the offer's two pages back in order. She asked Sanne which announcements had gone out and where publicity was on display. At last a list Vera could help complete.
The foundation had contacted its usual visitors. The community centre had put the announcement on the hall noticeboard. Vera had put up the poster and spoken about an evening at the café. No tickets sold, but people had put their names down. She made a point of that but. She did not want the names on her list to become proof that little harm had been done because nobody had paid.
The board decided to suspend the presentation. Sanne put the decision into words, read it back and got both members' approval to send it for the foundation. They did not choose a date for a smaller display later. Anouk would discuss that when her archive was together again and the credits were right.
The board member with the bread wanted to ring Dorus. Of course he should discuss their own arrangement, Anouk said, but he must not offer a solution on her behalf. For a moment he looked as though she had accused him of something improper. Then he nodded and wrote the limitation above his call notes.
At Sanne's request Hugo came to clear the noticeboard. He lifted the four magnets from the poster and clicked them together. Someone had left a mark trying to push a drawing pin through before realising it was not a cork board. Vera knew the photograph. Flat on the paper, with the title beneath, it looked like a finished plan. In the room the same pictures were part of a set whose other pieces were still elsewhere.
As Vera and Anouk packed up, Sanne rang the person who managed the website. Replace the announcement with a factual notice: the presentation was suspended because questions remained about the right to exhibit the material. She promised no swift replacement. Then she rang a volunteer who had already invited people. This call lasted longer. The volunteer felt responsible for an older visitor who had arranged transport.
Vera heard Sanne offer to ring the visitor herself. She was not standing about with her coat on, treating the rest as mere follow-up work. She sat down again and took her own list of names from her diary.
A woman answered immediately. At the bar she had said her father might be in one of those photographs and she did not want to miss the evening. Vera had told her to come and look. Now she had to explain how readily she had offered it.
‘Is something wrong with the photographs?’ the woman asked.
‘With who had the right to offer them, and with the actual prints we've got. Not with your father. I don't know whether he's in any of them.’
Silence. Vera pictured her with the phone at her ear, in the middle of her own day, not a day set aside to hear Vera's complicated explanation.
‘So I needn't come.’
‘Not for the evening we advertised. I'm sorry I told you to.’
‘I'll tell my sister. We were coming together.’
Vera did not thank her for understanding; she had offered no understanding. Could Vera contact her later when there was something definitely available to view under the right arrangements? Yes, the woman said, but not another possibility.
The second number went to voicemail. Vera left a message and sent the factual notice in writing too. A digit was missing from the third number. Her stomach tightened. So quickly, so ordinarily, she could still fail to get something right. Milan might know the name from an order. She wrote it separately, without a tick.
Meanwhile Anouk was speaking to the woman on the board about storage. Who would have access while the boxes remained here? No new keys, no move to some unspecified store. Sanne agreed to keep them in the same locked room, with nothing used for display without consultation. The actual return would be arranged against the full inventory.
Vera checked the clock. Nearly twelve. She had to go, not because the investigation needed her somewhere, but because Yasmin depended on her for her break. She said goodbye while the conversation continued. Anouk would cycle home on her own. They need not take every step together.
On her way out Vera saw Hugo with the rolled poster under his arm. Did she want it for the café? She shook her head. Hers was still up. She had to take that down herself. Hugo stretched the elastic round his roll without making a joke.
The streets were quiet, yet Vera had to wait twice at the first junction. She thought of the woman ringing her sister. There would be more calls than the ones on her list, without Vera there to improve her wording.
Back at the café Yasmin handed over the till. Vera asked about the name with the missing digit, but Yasmin did not know it. She could message Milan later. Vera left the list in sight beside her diary and took the order pad to a table that had been waiting. Passing the window, she saw a man outside looking at the poster. She opened the door and told him the advertised presentation was not going ahead for now. Why? She explained, empty tray still under her arm. Then she put a white notice over the announcement so nobody could read the old promise unobstructed. It covered the photograph and title. Removing the whole poster and its adhesive would have to wait until after the rush.
Between the Pictures
Anouk put the small presentation folder on the table without opening it. Bente looked at the flat cover. Was this the folder the driver had delivered? Anouk nodded. Two evenings after first looking through it she had closed it and put it away with her work. Beside the two boxes on the low cupboard, Vera noticed how little space it took up.
‘The few copies we need today are at the front,’ Anouk said.
The small proof copies she had collected from the café that Tuesday. Not the old mounted prints. The same door, the same handcart, smaller and with a narrow white border. No grand title. Anouk could move them about without each image immediately becoming an exhibition piece.
Bente had the work box on the table already. A blank sheet for notes lay beside her confirmation that the material would stay where it was for now. Where did Anouk want to begin?
‘Not the missing strips. The waiting room first.’
Vera looked up. She had been about to ask whether Bente had found the records. Bente laid out sleeves from the remaining work sequence and fetched the relevant contact sheets. Anouk took the small copies showing the door and handcart, placing them in their folder order.
In the first the handcart stood at an angle against the wall. The door was half open. In the second the cart was nearer the middle of the room and a plank showed behind the doorway. Vera knew both pictures now. She had looked at their backs, their numbers, a missing annotation. It took an effort to see the front again as a room where someone had actually moved something.
Bente slid the contact sheet for the same strip alongside the copies. Six frames. Anouk held a loupe above the sheet without dragging it across the surface. To show Vera the detail, she moved out of the way and set the loupe to one side.
The plank appeared earlier than Vera expected. First along the wall, then upright by the door; it did not leave the room when the handcart moved. In one of the unselected frames, someone held the door. Half out of shot. No face to attach another question to. A hand on the door, a foot making space.
‘The cart didn't go outside,’ she said.
‘Not in these photographs,’ Anouk said.
She indicated the next sheet. The cart appeared again further along the wall, equipment on it. Part of the floor was clear. Anouk brought two small copies closer and turned one round because she had it the wrong way. The room changed without anything being made to disappear from it.
‘The text says the waiting room's being cleared,’ Vera said.
‘For the floor. Not for good.’
Anouk took the proposed publication text from her folder. Nothing newly discovered, just the description that had accompanied the work photographs. One sentence might suggest the room was being taken out of use. The picture of the empty space did the rest. She read it aloud, looking at the sequence.
‘I've let that stand far too long.’
Bente shifted the chair beside her so they could both see. ‘A single photograph can sell a bigger moment than there ever was.’
Anouk looked up. Bente held her gaze briefly, then asked whether she wanted the next sheet. The remark offered Bente no escape: she had bought the lot and sold part on. Yet Vera could see her looking at the material without immediately looking for a price.
Anouk wrote a new description. Repairs to the floor, equipment temporarily moved, the room remaining in use afterwards. She crossed out that last part. The photograph did not show it. Tine might know what happened later, but that need not be squeezed into this caption. Should the sequence stay in the same order, Bente asked. Anouk wanted it kept that way, with the references.
More than half an hour over a few sheets. Vera's initial impatience had gone. She wanted to see how the next image fitted, not how soon they could get the next buyer's name. At the same time she thought of the seven old mounted prints, absent from this table too. The little copies did not make them any less missing. These were working aids, not replacements.
At the handcart sheet Anouk held her pen above a detail. She had put a short note about that cart on the back of the old mount. It was missing at the foundation. Here on the contact sheet she could connect the photograph to the others again.
‘That's why I wrote so much on the backs,’ she said. ‘I knew someone else would take them out of the box one day.’
Vera thought of the large numbers copied across. They still said where a piece belonged in a row. The smaller writing said why it had been placed there at all. On her own list from Tuesday, at fourteen, she had recorded the missing words without the handcart now in front of her.
Bente offered coffee when they cleared the worktable. Anouk asked for water. They drank standing at the counter, away from the sheets. Passers-by looked through the front door towards the light inside. Bente kept it locked. She had set aside this morning for them, she said, but at twelve someone was bringing in a small lot of books.
‘Have you found the sales records?’ Anouk asked.
‘I have the entry and confirmation. I haven't told the buyer I want to give you his details yet. I don't want him hearing about it from somebody else.’
Anouk looked at her glass. ‘I also want to know whether that's the only section missing.’
‘We can count that now.’
Back at the table they made room to check the numbers. Bente stood the sleeves in a support and read them out. Anouk checked; Vera wrote them down in order. The first sixteen were there. Then twenty-three and twenty-four. A matching contact sheet for each. Eighteen strips, eighteen sheets. Anouk laid her original inventory beside them: twenty-four of each.
Vera drew a short line below sixteen and wrote the gap out in full. Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two. Six. She was not counting the tiny frames as separate strips. The six images on each strip stayed together in their sleeve. Bente read the list back and nodded.
‘That's the section sold from this box,’ she said. ‘I'll contact him myself. I've put it off because I hoped I could sort something out with Dorus first. But I can't do that before your own material is together again.’
Had the buyer been asked not to sell anything on? Bente would ask him herself, without suggesting she had already bought anything back or made arrangements for Anouk. Anouk wanted to see the request. Together they composed a short message. Questions had arisen about ownership of the named group. Would the buyer refrain from passing it on for now, until they could speak directly?
Bente sent it. She showed Anouk the text without leaving her other customer conversations open. Vera stood back from the screen. The soft sound of the message going made so little noise after all the upset that had led to it.
They finished counting the remaining work strips, checked the sheets back into order and returned everything to the box. They took nothing from the domestic box. That had been checked on Monday; Anouk had no wish to lay out another birthday table to prove the same thing.
Vera picked up the small proof copies, noticed one the wrong way round and turned it back. Anouk took them and put them in order herself. The corrected caption went at the front of her folder, separate from the photographs. The originals stayed with Bente. Vera would have liked to compare one more image with the intake photograph of its old board, but she could do that later using the working files they had.
Bente rested a hand on the work box lid. ‘If I'd known he'd only been keeping it for you, I wouldn't have bought it.’
Anouk slipped the band round her presentation folder. ‘I believe that's what you say now.’
‘I told him at the time I didn't want trouble with heirs or outstanding commissions. He said it was his.’
‘Then he needs to explain that.’
No threat in her voice. Bente seemed about to say something about trust, then swallowed it. She had used her own version of that word when she bought the boxes. Anouk need not decide here and now what that version was worth.
A man arrived at the front door carrying two bags of books. He raised them so she could see through the glass that he had not forgotten their appointment. Bente pointed at the clock. Five minutes. He set the bags down and began rolling a cigarette on the pavement.
Vera put on her coat. Anouk asked once more whether both boxes would stay here until Monday. Bente confirmed it. No move to another store because the books needed space. She said it with her next appointment visibly waiting outside.
Tobacco and wet cardboard in the air. Anouk held her folder against her chest while trying to open her bag. Vera offered to hold it. Anouk passed it over, undid the zip and took it back.
‘The description's better,’ she said.
Vera nodded. ‘The floor. Not the end of the station.’
‘Exactly.’
They walked to their bicycles. Less of a story imposed on the photograph, more of the image itself. Vera could almost see someone taking hold of the plank beyond the frame. She did not need that person to help locate a box. Perhaps Anouk needed them to look at her own work again without thinking only of its sale.
Before they set off Anouk rang a client to move another appointment. A quarter past twelve, Vera saw. Time for something to eat, then back to cover Yasmin's break. Under Monday she wrote: sales entry, confirmation, direct conversation. The next line stayed empty. Bente had promised no return yet, and the unnamed buyer had not replied to the request.
The Window Beside the Till
The white notice covering the poster had come loose at one side. Each time the front door opened, the photograph showed beneath it. Vera had put the paper up too hastily on Wednesday. Now a cold draught caught it and tapped the bottom corner against the glass.
She tore off another piece of tape and stood holding it. Outside, a woman pointed something out to her companion. She bent to read the strip of announcement still showing below the white sheet. Vera put the tape back and opened the door.
‘The presentation isn't going ahead for now.’
The woman straightened. ‘I'd heard. But it's still up.’
‘There's a notice over it.’
Vera heard how petty that sounded as soon as she said it. The woman glanced through the glass at the curling corner and nodded, evidently not intending to argue. She had come for coffee. Her companion followed, asking whether they could not simply look at the few photographs already here.
‘No,’ Vera said. ‘I haven't got them. And I haven't agreed permission to show them here.’
She found them a table. Rather than explain the entire investigation, she took their order. As she went back, the man was still looking at the window. He had not bought the photographs, moved them or described them wrongly. He had come because of her announcement.
Friday afternoons were different. More bags belonging to people who were not heading straight back to the office; less hurry over a second cup. A group wanted to pay separately for their rolls. Vera obliged, lost count when someone changed their mind and began again. The oven beeped behind her. At the end of the bar her diary lay open at Bente's appointment.
Her phone was on the kitchen shelf. Still she heard it every time the fridge started, a vibration that was not there. Bente would let them know whether her buyer had agreed not to pass anything on. Anouk was waiting too. An unanswered request took up almost as much room as a conversation.
Vera closed the diary as she took out the rolls. She had imagined her own evening: a few neighbours, coffee, something about the old station, people coming who owned none of the pictures themselves. Suspension had taken that possibility from more than the foundation. She had pictured the empty space in her own room, filled with extra chairs.
At half past five a man came to the bar and said he had not given her his number to be told now that there was “perhaps something wrong”. He did not raise his voice. That made it harder. The third name on her list. The missing digit had been a nine; on Wednesday evening Milan had known whom she meant. Vera had finally spoken to him on Thursday and sent the notice.
‘You said it was definite,’ he said.
Vera did not deny giving that impression. He had asked to bring his neighbour, who used to work at the station. She had said how nice it would be if he came. Now the neighbour had arranged a lift. Not a ticket sold: an evening in someone else's diary.
‘I shouldn't have made it a firm invitation.’
‘But you did.’
She nodded. Another customer came alongside with an empty plate. Vera took it, put it down and asked whether the man could write down his neighbour's name. She would explain the cancellation herself. He shook his head.
‘I'll do it. He doesn't need a story from a stranger about photographs that aren't hers.’
Vera felt her face heat. She had prepared for anger about Dorus. What she got stayed much closer to her own counter. She offered coffee; he said he would pay. She charged him, rather than force a gesture on him.
An hour later, with the tables briefly empty, she took down the poster. Not just the white sheet; not another strip of tape. One corner stuck and tore when she pulled too quickly. She worked the rest free with a damp cloth. The glass behind the photograph was cleaner than the surrounding pane. She could not simply paste a new subject there without the old edge showing.
She washed the window, stopping at the café lettering on the next pane. That was inside the glass and had nothing to do with the poster. She put the factual notice beside the till, where anyone asking could read it. The old poster stayed out of the recycling until she had told the foundation it was down.
Milan arrived at seven with the corner of a textbook sticking from his bag. He hung his coat and asked whether they still needed the oven on. Vera had the usual handover ready: stock, two reserved tables, no fresh batch of soup. She told him about the man too.
‘I know the neighbour he means,’ Milan said. ‘He comes in on Saturdays sometimes.’
‘I hadn't thought he'd arrange transport.’
Milan looked at the empty window. ‘Even if he'd only kept the evening free. That counts too, doesn't it?’
Vera drew up a chair. Her shift was finished, but she had not gone. She fetched her phone from the kitchen: two ordinary notifications, nothing from Bente. When she returned, Milan noticed the poster in her hand.
‘What do I say if someone suggests doing it without the foundation?’
‘We're not.’
‘Last week you told someone there'd be something here whatever happened. I was standing beside you.’
She knew the conversation. She had smoothed the uncertainty over by offering her own space: if necessary, something small here. In her mind the café was a solution costing nobody else anything. Milan had been there with the washing-up and the evening list.
‘And I hadn't asked whether it fitted your shift,’ she said.
‘That too.’
He put two clean glasses on the bar. A customer at the door asked for a table. Milan showed him one and took his order. Vera waited. The perfect expression of insight would not finish this conversation and let her leave him to an ordinary evening.
When he returned she asked what small activity they could manage without special staffing. He shrugged. ‘A normal table. People paying for coffee. We already do that.’
‘Without photographs.’
‘Without fetching somebody else's photographs after all, you mean.’
Vera gave a short laugh. ‘Yes.’
She opened her diary. Not another event to fill the same advertised evening as though nothing had happened. Another time, an ordinary Saturday afternoon before closing, a table for people who wanted to talk about their own work at the station. No archive exhibition, no promise of finding everyone in a photograph. Anyone bringing something would keep it themselves. She had to ask whether people wanted it before announcing anything.
Milan looked at the page. He needed a break on Saturdays too. Vera put her name against the cover and crossed out the extra chairs she had nearly written in.
‘And after closing you could—’
Milan put his hand beside the diary. Not on it, not to slam it shut. ‘After closing I'm off.’
‘I only meant helping put things back.’
‘That's work too.’
Vera looked at the bag with the book, still against the stool. She knew he was studying on Thursdays. Mainly she now knew the hour when his course prevented him covering for her. She had never asked what it required of him the rest of the week.
‘What have you got on Saturday?’
He took his hand away. ‘I don't have to justify it first, do I?’
His face changed as he said it. A trace of weariness, not all from tonight. Vera picked up her pen again. Clear up before three, she wrote beside the proposed table. She would put the last things away herself after the normal closing jobs.
‘No. You don't have to tell me what you're doing.’
He took an order. She did not stand behind the bar making the conversation follow him from table to table. When he returned she drew the diary to her side. He saw the new line and nodded.
Only then did he say he was meeting a classmate on Saturday afternoon to prepare a practical assignment. Electrical engineering. They had to work out a plan and explain it in class. Not a placement yet, not paid work. Next teaching block he wanted to find somewhere to get practical experience. Not just finish evening classes and hope an employer appeared.
‘I haven't found anything,’ he said. ‘But I need to leave time for it.’
Vera wanted to ask how many days that would take him away from here. She let the question wait and indicated his book. ‘Did you think I'd ask you to check my sockets?’
‘You asked about the oven last week. As a joke.’
She remembered. The oven had failed to heat once; she had pointed to his course and said he might become her repairman. He had told her he was still training. She had not treated it as a proper answer.
‘I'll get the repair engineer for that.’
‘Please. I'd like to know what I'm doing before someone has to rely on it.’
He pushed the bag further under the stool, out of people's feet. Vera asked him to let her know when his availability changed. Not to promise now that she could have every Tuesday evening. He wanted to discuss it in good time, he said, like other changes to the rota. She pencilled in a brief staff meeting the following week, with no new customer offer beside it.
One of the reserved groups arrived. Milan showed them to their table. Vera brought the glasses he had set out, then went back to her chair. She could stay ten more minutes before her call, without proving herself indispensable to his ordinary shift. No extra hours added; she must not promise more than the usual space allowed.
‘I don't want this in the window yet,’ he said.
She capped her pen. ‘Neither do I.’
That had only been true for a minute. She left it there. He did not need the exact speed of her change of mind.
The woman from the afternoon came back for two coffees to take away. Her companion waited by the window outside. The window looked quieter, she said. Could Vera say one more thing about the advertised evening? The woman checked her watch. Briefly.
There would be no replacement photograph evening. Any later small public selection, properly arranged, belonged with Anouk and the foundation, not automatically here. The woman nodded. Was the café still open in the evenings, though?
‘Yes.’
‘We might just come for coffee sometime, then.’
No intention of rescuing the business. Vera charged her for the coffees and handed back her change. Ordinary sums. No list on which she could set this order against the lost photograph evening.
Bente rang at a quarter to eight. Could Vera sit at the back table for ten minutes? Milan said yes, provided she did not keep answering his stock questions at the same time. She took her diary somewhere the conversation need not travel the length of the bar.
The buyer had agreed not to sell anything on before they spoke. On Monday morning Bente would go through the sales entry and confirmation with Anouk. She admitted she had dreaded this. At first she had hoped to resolve a misunderstanding between herself and Dorus. Now she had had to tell a customer he might have bought material the seller had no authority to sell.
‘I didn't want him hearing it as a rumour,’ she said. ‘That's why I've spoken to him first.’
Vera wrote half past nine. Could Anouk speak to him directly? Bente would arrange that with the buyer on Monday. He had agreed to hold on to the material, not yet to having his details passed on. Vera would tell Anouk exactly that, without supplying a buyer's name of her own.
She rang Anouk straight afterwards. Anouk answered with her mouth full, swallowed and asked her to start again. Vera laughed because she could not recall her opening sentence. The second was simpler: Monday, the sold group; the buyer was keeping it together for now.
At least that was something real, Anouk said. They would cycle together at the same time as last Monday. Vera noted it. As she closed the diary, Milan was taking drinks to a reserved table. She did not add the interested visitor's name to a new call list without permission. She put the old poster in her bag and went home.
The Six Strips
The sales entry fitted on one sheet. Bente had covered the rest of her list and put the relevant confirmation alongside. Vera saw the amount first. Ninety-five euros. Then the description: six negative strips from the work sequence, with their six matching contact sheets. Not the whole box, not six loose photographs.
Anouk stayed standing until Bente drew out a chair. She had her inventory ready. The numbers they had established on Thursday were there in Vera's handwriting. Seventeen to twenty-two. Bente pointed to the same numbers in the entry.
‘Otto Koster,’ she said. ‘He collects photographs of everyday railway work. He paid and took the lot. On Thursday I asked him not to pass anything on for now. We spoke on Friday. He agreed.’
Vera checked the sale date. An ordinary transaction, before the poster in her window, before Ria stood on the bridge at her usual time. She needed none of those events to understand the route. The material had gone from a workspace to a shop, then some of it to a person who wanted it.
‘Did he know it was mine?’ Anouk asked.
‘He knew some of the work was yours. Not that Dorus was only keeping it for you.’
Anouk read the confirmation. The agreed group, a reference to the bicycles and baskets, a price and a collection appointment. No sitting rooms, no family table, no old mounted prints. These six strips held photographs in which Vera's first glance had found mostly hands and the edges of things. Evidently somebody had found something there worth keeping in his own collection.
‘Why these?’ she asked Bente.
‘Because he looks at the work. How things were loaded. Where people put their hands, what fitted on a cart. He doesn't just buy trains.’
Anouk kept her eyes on the sales entry. Vera could not tell whether that comforted her or made her angrier. Someone had seen her work in a way she recognised, through a sale that should never have happened.
Bente left the sheet where it was. She did not open the next drawer to show more customers. First she would ring Otto, as agreed, and ask to give Anouk his details and let her speak to him directly. She had told him the original photographer was coming. Nothing had been agreed about a refund or the material's return.
‘I don't want to hear what he thinks through you,’ Anouk said.
‘That's why I'm asking him now.’
Bente drew her phone towards her and rang. Anouk Meijer and Vera were here, she said. The described group matched the missing numbers; Anouk wanted to speak herself. She did not turn on the speaker before Otto knew there were others at the table. Only when he agreed did she set the phone down.
A man's voice said good morning. Not alarmed, not especially warm. Anouk introduced herself. Vera did the same, her role in one sentence: she had taken in the presentation folder and was helping Anouk follow the routes at her request.
Otto wanted to know exactly what was wrong with his purchase. Looking at the original commission in front of her, Anouk explained that she had handed over five boxes for storage and copying, not sale. Bente had bought two of them, and sold him the six strips and six contact sheets. Anouk wanted that material back. First, could he confirm it was still together?
‘It's here,’ he said. ‘I haven't taken anything out for anyone else.’
Bente's shoulders dropped a little. Anouk did not move.
Could he see the commission? Anouk would send the relevant section, describing the work box and her arrangement with Dorus. He gave his email address and agreed that Bente could pass on his telephone number. Vera wrote it on a separate sheet for Anouk, not the café's general list of interested visitors.
‘I paid for it in the ordinary way,’ he said.
‘Bente has shown us,’ Anouk said.
‘I didn't set out to take anything from you.’
‘I'm not saying you did. But my material's missing and you've got it.’
A pause. Vera heard a chair shift, then paper. Perhaps he was already consulting his own folder. She could not know. Was Anouk asking about the six contact sheets as well, he asked, or just the negatives? Both. The sheets belonged with the strips. She wanted the material back together.
‘You'd better come and look, then,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow. Not this afternoon.’
Anouk opened her diary. Tuesday morning was possible. Vera checked hers; an early appointment would get her back to cover the usual break. Where did he live, how long should they allow to get there, and would ten suit him? He gave his home address. The collection was in a room of its own. They could ring at the front door.
‘Could you have them ready?’ Anouk asked. ‘The six strips, the six sheets and your purchase confirmation.’
‘Yes. But I'd like that document about the commission first.’
She would send it that morning. A visit to inspect and talk. Otto was not promising on the phone to hand everything over. Anouk offered no money to secure the appointment either. Bente would be available to discuss the purchase; she would not deny the ninety-five-euro payment.
Vera looked at the amount on the table. She had thought mentioning it would start another argument. Instead it sat within a practical arrangement that still guaranteed nothing about getting the material back. Tomorrow Otto might ask for things Anouk would not give. Bente might have to pay something she wanted to recover from Dorus. Vera could not make a bargain of it in advance.
After the call Bente repeated the arrangements and sent Anouk the contact details with Otto's permission. Anouk checked the email address by sending a short confirmation. Bente put her phone beside the sales entry again.
‘I'd like a copy of that entry,’ Anouk said.
Bente made a separate record of just this transaction and showed her before printing it. Date, description, six numbers and their sheets, amount, buyer's name. Not the customers above and below the entry. A confirmation of what she had sold.
Anouk put her copy with her inventory. Vera looked at the box on the low cupboard. The remainder was still here. They had spent so long with it on Thursday, understanding the ordinary work in the waiting room and its sequence. Now the route led to someone who had found a different bit of that work worth buying. One day the complete box would stand beside the domestic one again. For now the appointments barely fitted side by side in Anouk's folder.
‘And the fifth?’ Vera asked.
Bente shook her head. ‘I never bought that. I saw these two and took them. No box of loose working prints.’
Anouk closed her folder. ‘I'll have to ask Dorus about that one.’
She did not claim to know what was in it now. Her original inventory described twelve working prints and the papers with them. The seven old mounted prints were still unlocated. Vera looked at the numbers she had written at De Werf. Nine to fifteen did not show a route. They were gaps occupied on the table by different pieces.
Had Bente spoken to Dorus yet? She had messaged him about Anouk's commission and asked about the sale. He wanted to explain, he had said. No solution to Bente's payment yet. She would pursue that herself. Anouk asked her to keep the message about the actual purchase and his response. She would. No request for Anouk to withdraw her report to keep matters friendly.
The conversation did not carry them straight to the door. Bente stayed seated, looking at Dorus's old offer, which Anouk had brought. She knew the photograph of the repaired corner. On the strength of it she had asked for details, then seen the boxes and paid. Tine had passed over that same photograph. Such a small difference between the responses, Vera thought. Such large consequences.
‘He could describe it well,’ Bente said.
‘Because he knew it,’ Anouk said. ‘That knowledge was part of what I trusted him with.’
Bente looked up. This time no explanation of her own experience with collections followed. She got up to let them out. The boxes remained locked in the back room, as agreed. Before leaving Anouk asked when they could discuss returning what was here. Bente wanted the meeting with Otto first, and to finish taking her own advice. They would speak again this week. Nothing else sold, nothing moved in the meantime.
Outside Vera put on her gloves before unlocking her bicycle. Anouk had her phone ready to send the commission to Otto, but said she would rather do it at home with the correct document in front of her. Vera offered to stop somewhere on the way. No. Not crossly. Anouk wanted the original text beside her, not another photograph of a photograph in the wind.
They cycled together to the junction. Anouk stopped and read Tuesday's arrangement aloud once more. Ten o'clock. Ring at the front door of the house. Six strips, six sheets, purchase confirmation. Vera repeated it, saved the route on her phone and said she would be at Anouk's at nine.
‘I'll send the documents myself,’ Anouk said.
‘I know.’
‘I'm telling myself too.’
Vera smiled, put away her phone and got back on her bicycle. The café window was clear except for its name and opening hours. Yasmin was taking an order inside. No fresh poster covering the gap.
Vera went in through the back, hung her coat and took her apron from the hook. Tomorrow's appointment was in her diary. She arranged no further investigating that evening; she would be behind the bar until closing. When Yasmin asked what they knew now, Vera named no culprit she had unmasked. They had located the six strips sold on, she said, and Anouk was seeing the buyer tomorrow. Yasmin nodded, slid a plate towards her and asked her to finish this order first.
Ninety-Five Euros
Otto’s address was on the back of Vera’s shopping list. She had copied it from her phone before leaving. Below the house number she had written milk and underlined it twice. She folded it so that Anouk wouldn’t have to read her stock list.
‘I’ve got it on my phone too,’ said Anouk.
‘Good. We can go twice, then.’
They walked from the bus stop through a street where almost every front door had the same letterbox. At one house, a brass slot had been screwed over the old one. Anouk kept her bag close. She had brought no boxes, only the papers she wanted with her today. At the café, Vera had asked if she wanted Bente’s list as well. Anouk had already printed that out herself.
Otto opened the door before they had to ring a second time. He was shorter than Vera had expected and was wearing a jumper with a loose thread at his wrist. He looked at their shoes.
‘The path is dirty. You can just keep them on.’
In the hallway, two small mats lay one behind the other, as if he hadn’t been able to decide which one would hold back the water. Vera wiped her feet on both of them. He led them past the kitchen to a room with a work table under the window. Three empty jars stood on the windowsill. One of them had a lid labelled ‘pickles’.
Apart from a flat folder and a grey envelope, the table was clear. Otto moved a chair out of the way and asked whether the light was all right for looking at the photographs. Anouk said the light was fine. She placed her own bag on the floor, not on the table.
‘I might as well say straight away that I paid for this,’ he said.
‘I know that,’ said Anouk.
‘Not somewhere on the street. At Bente’s. With a receipt.’
He took the paper out of the envelope and laid it down in front of her. Six strips, six contact sheets. Ninety-five euros. After that, in smaller print, was a description of work at the station. Vera recognised the numbers Bente had shown her the day before. One corner of the paper was dirty from being folded back so often. Otto smoothed the corner, which sprang up again.
‘These are the ones,’ he said.
Anouk looked at him first. ‘May I look at them one by one?’
‘That’s what they’re here for.’
He opened the folder. The contact sheets were separate from the sleeved strips. Each sheet contained six small images. Otto slid the first one into the clean space between them, with a mat underneath. Anouk leaned forward. Vera remained seated at the far end; from there, she mainly saw the white borders and the dark rows. She could wait until someone wanted to show her something before moving closer.
‘That’s my handwriting,’ said Anouk.
She pointed without touching the image. Otto looked at the short pencil line next to the number.
‘Bente said that too. That there were notes on the back.’
Anouk placed her hand flat on her knee. ‘Did she say who it came from?’
‘From a collection of Dorus’s. Old station photographs. He wasn’t doing anything with it anymore.’
He looked from her to Vera. ‘That last bit might have been my own assumption.’
Vera let the wording pass without turning it into a statement for him to sign. She asked whether he still had the sale notice. He had kept a printout with the receipt. He took it out of the same envelope. It did not state that Anouk had given permission. Nor did it state that Otto had inquired about it.
‘Why these six?’ asked Vera.
He seemed surprised by the question. Then he turned one of the contact sheets towards her. In the images, baskets were being taken off a cart. In the background, a door stood open. You could barely see faces; hands disappeared behind the rim of a basket and reappeared on the other side in the next image.
‘It’s always the big locomotives people keep pictures of,’ he said. ‘Somewhere beside them there’s a man who had a job to get on with too.’
He looked for the image in the bottom row. ‘Someone has already put the empty cart away here. But that last basket is still there. So you have to go back after all.’
Anouk watched. For the first time since they arrived, her shoulders relaxed a little. Vera saw the change around her mouth.
‘He didn’t want me to photograph him while he was lifting,’ she said. ‘So I waited until he put the basket down.’
‘That’s why his hands are empty.’
‘Yes.’
Otto nodded as if he had been thinking about that for quite some time. What had drawn him to the photograph had nothing to do with Dorus’s name. When they rang the bell, Vera had pictured him chiefly as a man determined to keep what he had. Now she noticed the faint pencil mark he used to find that little frame again.
They looked at the other sheets. Seventeen to twenty-two. Otto laid the corresponding strips next to them, in the sleeves. Anouk counted and checked the numbers, then took a sheet again because she had skipped one line. There were six. Otto said that he had only bought these; the description on his receipt mentioned the same group.
‘I didn’t have them scanned,’ he said. ‘I was planning to.’
Anouk looked up. ‘Do you still want that?’
He shrugged. ‘Then I can keep looking.’
How easy it would have been to call that a reasonable solution. Files for him, strips for Anouk. Nobody losing anything. She looked at the six sheets. But it wasn’t her work, or an afternoon of her life, caught in those small images.
‘I don’t want to leave a whole copy of this part behind,’ said Anouk. ‘I don’t know yet which images I want to reuse. And I want my stuff back first.’
Otto let his hands hang between his knees. The loose thread on his sleeve hung almost on the floor.
‘I didn’t simply ask for these. I paid for them.’
‘That’s not what I’m saying.’
‘But if I hand this over, I’ll have nothing.’
‘You should get your money back.’
‘From you?’
‘No.’
That answer came quickly. Anouk looked at the receipt, not at Vera. She hadn’t asked if Vera could advance the money. Otto waited and tucked the thread back a little.
‘Bente knows we’re here,’ said Vera. ‘Yesterday she said she wanted to talk about the settlement once it was clear what you still had. That is clear now.’
Had Bente actually said she would refund him? Not yet, Vera admitted. Over the past few weeks she had supplied the missing halves of too many arrangements simply because they seemed to follow. She couldn’t dress this one up.
Anouk picked up her phone. ‘Shall I call her? Then the three of us can talk it through.’
Otto nodded. She asked whether he minded her putting the call on speaker. He slid the receipt a little towards the middle.
Bente didn't answer immediately. Anouk left a short message. Then it was quiet in the room. Outside, someone was pushing a wheelie bin over the paving joints. The sound stopped, started again, and ended with the slam of a lid.
‘Coffee?’ asked Otto.
Anouk looked at the table.
‘In the kitchen,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to make a mess here either.’
They followed him. The cups were in a cupboard with a door that swung open too wide. Otto held it back with his hip while he picked out cups. On the counter lay a slice of bread next to a closed pack of cheese. He placed a plate over it, changed his mind, and put it in the bread bin.
Vera took her coffee without sugar. Otto asked whether she ran the café by the old bridge. She said yes.
‘Then I’ve been there. With the door that slams shut.’
‘It still slams shut.’
‘You can do something about that.’
‘Yes.’
They smiled briefly. Vera didn’t feel like laying out her entire list of repairs for him. He pointed to a chair and stood against the counter himself. Anouk kept her phone on the table, screen up. When it vibrated, she put her cup down.
Bente asked what had been found. Anouk mentioned the six strips and the six sheets with the numbers. Otto corrected one digit that she pronounced too quickly. Bente asked him to confirm the sales date and the price.
‘Ninety-five. That’s on your receipt too,’ he said.
‘I know that. I just want us to be talking about the same thing.’
Yes, Bente could refund the ninety-five. They would have to arrange a handover; she couldn’t do it now, over the phone. She had the money available. She wanted to receive all six strips and contact sheets back and record the return against the sale. Her arrangements with Dorus were separate.
Otto asked why he had to wait for that. Bente said that he didn't have to wait for Dorus's payment. That was her business. He looked at Anouk, who held her hands around her cup.
‘Then there’s still my question about a picture,’ he said.
Anouk thought for a moment. Vera couldn't tell from her face whether she was searching for an answer or a photograph. Finally, she asked which one he meant. He described the basket that had been left behind.
‘I don't want to copy that as a complete series,’ she said. ‘I can make one ordinary print. One image, which I choose. And we agree that it’s for you, not for passing on.’
He asked if he could see what the image would be before handing everything over. She said she would show him a proposal. It could also be one of the other work photos; she didn't want to decide on the entire selection right now in his kitchen. Bente suggested having the agreed print ready for the handover once they had come to an agreement.
‘So no folder with everything,’ said Otto.
‘No,’ said Anouk.
He looked at his coffee cup. ‘One print and the money back. Then all six back. If we write that down clearly.’
Anouk went over it once more. He would be returning all six strips and all six contact sheets, not keeping the negatives and giving back copies. The print was separate. Otto said he understood. Bente asked them to confirm the agreement in a message. He wanted a copy for himself as well. They checked his email address together; there was no dot in the place where Vera had automatically put one.
After coffee, they went back to the study. Otto put the sheets back in the same order. Anouk watched. She took nothing with her except a photo of the receipt for which he had given permission. The strips remained in their sleeves with him until the joint appointment. With the last sheet, Otto briefly held his hand over the closed folder.
‘I’ll be sorry to part with them.’
Anouk looked at the cabinet next to him, where albums with narrow spines stood behind the glass.
‘I believe that.’
He let go of the folder and led them to the door.
Outside, Vera put her shopping list back into her coat. There were still two lines under milk. They needed to catch the bus arriving in twelve minutes; Anouk wanted to go home to email the appointment. Vera could get back to the café before lunch. She hadn’t needed anyone to cover these hours, but the shopping was still waiting.
At the stop, Anouk let her read the text. The amount, the six strips, the six contact sheets, one work print to be agreed with her. Bente would return the money to Otto. Her own name appeared only among the people present today.
‘Does anything need to be added?’ asked Anouk.
‘Who’s arranging the date.’
Anouk typed that in. Then she sent it to both of them. The bus rounded the corner while the confirmation was still on the screen. Vera beckoned the driver and got on behind her. Anouk sat by the window and placed her bag on her lap. Vera stood for a moment until a shopping bag had been taken from the next seat.
In the café, Yasmin was busy wiping down the chopping board. She pointed the cloth at the note by the till.
‘Milk,’ she said.
‘I know.’
Vera took the paper out of her pocket. Yasmin looked at the address on the back and turned it back. She said the supplier was coming tomorrow, but that they didn't have enough for tonight. Vera kept her coat on. She placed her own copy of the appointment in the business folder and went to the shop on the corner.
Working Prints
Dorus had a strip of paper stuck between his jacket and the zip. He tugged at it while Anouk held the door. The paper tore at the end.
‘Leave it for a moment,’ she said. ‘Come inside first.’
In the hallway, he freed the remaining piece. It was a collection slip from a parts shop. He folded both pieces together and put them in his pocket. Vera saw that he hadn't brought a box. Only a thin folder, with an elastic band around the bottom corner.
Anouk had asked him to come at eleven. On the phone she had told him what she wanted: to find out what he still had and arrange to get it back. Not settle on a price before they even knew the extent of the problem. Vera was there at her request. She had time until early afternoon and had leaned her bicycle against the fence. Milan had class on Thursday; today was not a day when she could stay away longer without anyone noticing.
Dorus placed the folder on the table and did not sit down until Anouk pointed to the chair. He pushed it back a little. One of the back legs landed on the joint between two floorboards. His shoulder jerked with each adjustment until the chair finally stood level.
‘I don't want everything I've done to disappear from the credits,’ he said.
Anouk remained standing opposite him. ‘You took two of the photographs in the selection. Nobody’s disputing that.’
‘And the printing?’
‘That can be added. But today we’re talking about the things themselves.’
He drew the folder towards him with a quick movement. He slid the elastic off and took out two invoices rather than photographs. At the top of one was a name she did not recognise. The other had ‘paid’ written on it, followed by a small tick. Anouk sat down now too.
‘This is what I am getting this month,’ he said.
She did not look at the amounts immediately. ‘Before we get there: which box is still with you?’
‘My working prints.’
‘The fifth box?’
‘That small one with the proof prints, yes. Not another box of negatives.’
Vera heard herself take a deep breath. She had known one group was unaccounted for, neither at the foundation nor with Bente or Otto. Hearing him say, so calmly, that it was still at his house was another matter. Anouk took the contents list out of her own folder and laid it down in front of her.
‘Twelve working prints, the selection list, and the assignment papers.’
He looked at the sheet. ‘There are notes of mine in there too.’
‘Those can stay with it. I want to see what’s there.’
‘I can bring them here.’
Anouk shook her head. ‘I want to come and look first. At the box as it is now.’
She said it plainly, without raising her voice. Dorus sat with two fingers under the loosened elastic band. He let it bounce back against the folder.
‘Do you think I’m going to pick something out before I come?’
‘I don’t want another selection handed to me without knowing what’s been left out.’
He looked at Vera. She looked at the list, which bore no handwriting of hers. Vera wasn’t going to soften the question for him. Anouk had asked the question, and Dorus would have to answer her.
‘It is my workspace,’ he said. ‘There is other people’s work in there too.’
‘I don’t need to see that.’
‘And my own prints.’
‘That box on the table. That is all I ask for now.’
He waited. From the street came the hissing sound of a road sweeper. Through the window, Vera could only see the top; the thing moved slowly past the parked cars.
‘Friday afternoon then,’ said Dorus. ‘I have to deliver something in the morning.’
Anouk asked what time. Half past three, he suggested. Vera was available, she said. Friday’s cover was already arranged. She wrote the time down with the appointment she had put in her phone, not as an extra block in Milan’s rota.
‘You put the box down,’ said Anouk. ‘We’ll look at what’s inside together. Your other assignments and your house stay out of it.’
‘And don’t photograph everything right away.’
‘I’ll ask about that if necessary.’
He nodded, pulled out the invoice with the tick from under the others, and turned it towards her. The name was covered by a folded corner. Vera could only see that it was for a small print job.
‘I don’t have four hundred and eighty lying around.’
Anouk folded her hands. ‘I don’t know. You received the money.’
‘That went towards the arrears.’
‘You should have said that earlier.’
Vera wanted to ask him how much was left in arrears. Anouk was already looking at the next line.
He had written one hundred and twenty on the sheet and underlined it. Below came three monthly payments of the same amount. A heavily crossed-out line showed where he had tried to divide it differently. She couldn't read what had been written there.
‘I can spare this now,’ he said. ‘Once the fixed expenses are paid. This comes from that small job that is already finished. I still have to set those other three aside.’
‘What if those orders don’t come?’ asked Anouk.
He tapped on the invoice. ‘These are here.’
‘I mean after that.’
‘Then I’ll have to find another way.’
She looked at his three months. ‘Bente can’t say yes to that yet. And neither can I on her behalf.’
‘I’m not saying you have to.’
Vera thought he might have hoped for exactly that, though he hadn’t said so. He pushed the sheet back and smoothed the corner of the top invoice. The tick disappeared under his hand.
Anouk asked him if that one hundred and twenty was an advance from a new client whose work he hadn’t delivered yet. He shook his head. Completed work, he said. There were other assignments for which he still had to do something; he hadn’t put that money in his list. He pointed out the entries. Anouk looked where he indicated, leaving the invoices on his side of the table.
‘I want to see the box on Friday,’ she said. ‘That’s where we start. After that, it has to go back where it belongs. The financial arrangement is between you and Bente. I want to know that my things can be returned without having to pay for them again.’
‘I didn’t ask for that last part.’
‘Then we agree on that.’
Agreeing on that did nothing to ease the tension. Dorus put the invoices away. Vera slid her own note to Anouk: Friday, half past three. She had written underneath it that it concerned the fifth box.
‘Shall I put that in a message?’ Anouk asked him.
‘Yes. Otherwise, I’ll only have it on that torn-off thing in my pocket.’
When he was gone, Anouk didn’t clear the chairs away immediately. She stayed by the window until he had taken his bike off the fence. He ran his thumb along the edge of the saddle and got on. There was nothing remarkable about the man cycling away down the street.
‘He says it so easily,’ she said.
Vera didn’t know which part she meant. That he had the box, that they were working prints, that he didn't have the money anymore. She asked.
‘That those invoices will make it all about something else,’ said Anouk. ‘And I’ll end up explaining why I want the photographs.’
She picked up the contents list and put it back. Her hand rested on the folder for a moment.
‘Do you want me to call Sanne about the other boxes?’ she asked.
‘Let's call her together. Then I'll hear it too.’
Sanne was at work. Could she call back in five minutes? Anouk made tea. Vera sat down on the kitchen stool, out of reach of the papers, and looked at the small pinboard next to the fridge. A postcard hung there from someone who had been to the seaside. There was no person in the photo. The sender had drawn one in it with a thick pen.
When Sanne called back, Anouk took the call. She explained that Dorus would show them the box at his house on Friday and that she wanted to arrange with the foundation how the two boxes there could be returned.
‘I don't want us to wait for a new exhibition to give something back,’ she said.
Sanne’s board wanted the contents checked against the intake list at the handover. They could do that at De Werf, where there was a room and a table for it. The two boxes were there and would remain there. It was not necessary to bring them to the café for a meeting.
‘I hadn’t asked for that either,’ said Vera.
‘No. I’m saying this because someone suggested putting them down at your place right away yesterday. I didn’t do that.’
Vera pictured her own low shelf, where a box of napkins now stood. She might have said earlier in the week that it would fit. Anouk asked about the large prints too. She wanted to be able to check the complete set, even if a loan was discussed later.
Sanne confirmed that the prints would not quietly be mixed up again. The current set remained with the two boxes, her photos with the intake list. They left the date open until Anouk had seen the box on Friday. After that, she could suggest a day and Sanne would book the table and put the time aside. She also had other work at De Werf, she said, and not every afternoon was free.
Anouk wrote down what had been agreed. Then she sent Dorus the message: the appointment to look at the box at his home, with the box and its contents. No acceptance of his repayment proposal. She let Vera read only the last sentence to check if there was anything ambiguous in it.
‘No,’ said Vera. ‘That is clear.’
At a quarter past twelve Vera said goodbye and cycled back to the café. A fine rain began to fall, not quite enough to make her stop and put on her waterproof trousers. She thought about Friday afternoon, and the seven prints at De Werf that didn’t match the recorded originals. She now knew where all five boxes had ended up. She had not seen what was included in the box at his house.
Yasmin stood behind the till unwrapping a roll of coins. The paper did not tear along the indicated line. She already had three coins in her hand and the rest were still stuck.
‘You can probably manage a pair of scissors,’ she said.
Vera took a pair out of the drawer and carefully cut along the side. Then she brought her bike inside and hung her wet coat separately. Her afternoon held no more appointments about the photographs. She had to finish an order and had promised to call someone back about a table by the window. When she dialled his number, she saw that she had put a question mark next to the number of people.
The man answered with his surname. Before anything else, Vera asked how many of them there would be. Four, he said. Not a meeting, just coffee before a trip they were taking together. She wrote down four and asked what time. Meanwhile, her raincoat was dripping a small circle onto the floor. She slid the mat from under the coat stand underneath it and continued listening.
The Ring Across the Edge
A pale grey cloth covered Dorus’s worktable. He had smoothed it flat, leaving only the crease down the middle. On the other side of the room stood boxes with names Vera did not recognise. Dorus had closed the door to the hallway. Only the small upper window was open; a brake squealed briefly outside.
‘Here,’ he said.
He indicated the chair by the window to Anouk. She did not sit down immediately. The small archive box was still on a second table, next to a folded cutting guide. Dorus lifted it with both hands and placed it on the cloth. The lid had a small dent. He turned the box so that Anouk could reach the opening.
It was half past three. Milan had taken over the bar at three o'clock, and Vera had told him she would be back before seven. After that, his regular Friday shift began. As she was leaving, he had pointed out a cup to her that was still on the coffee machine. It turned out to be her own tea. She had put it in the kitchen and left it there.
Anouk placed her list of contents next to the box. Dorus pointed his finger at the top line.
‘So this is what I meant. My working prints.’
He took off the lid. On top lay an envelope with his handwriting; underneath, a stack of loose prints between protective sheets. Anouk asked if he wanted to lay them out himself. He took the envelope out, placed it at the edge of the cloth, and picked up the first sheet.
Vera recognised the edge of the staff room. The image showed someone with a bucket, half outside the frame. The loose print was bigger than the little proofs in Anouk’s folder. By the window she could make out a dark mark within the photograph: the shadow of an open cupboard door.
‘That is the first one,’ said Anouk.
Dorus looked at her list. He placed a second one next to it. Then a third. Vera pushed her phone further away to make room; she had only put it on the table to keep track of the time.
Dorus laid out the twelve working prints in the order on Anouk’s list. One made her pause. She hadn't seen the back yet and asked Dorus to turn the print over, keeping it supported. A small number was written in pencil next to the corner.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That one.’
She marked the line. Dorus watched her do it.
‘I tried three different prints of that one,’ he said. ‘For that light strip. Otherwise you couldn’t make out the bucket.’
Anouk looked at the image again. ‘I see that.’
That got him talking. He explained where the light had fallen in the room, which detail he had wanted to keep from disappearing into shadow. Vera didn't understand every word he used. She could see, however, that he kept pointing to exactly the same corner, without touching the paper.
When the twelve lay on the table, he took the papers out of the box. An old selection list, a copy of the later assignment, and a few notes. Anouk looked at her name on the copying order. She left her own copy in the folder; she already knew the agreement was the same.
Beneath the papers were mounting boards.
He slowly lifted the first one out. On the back was a large number. Dorus held it at an angle for a moment so as not to bump into the stack of loose prints. Vera saw the foot of a door, a plank, and the small gap they had looked at earlier.
Anouk did not look at her. ‘Can that go here?’
He placed the mounted print on the cleared support. He slid the next one next to it, not on top of it. Vera pulled her chair back a little so as not to touch the table with her knee.
She couldn’t yet see how many were beneath the first two. Her mind ran ahead of her eyes. She made herself look at the next one before arriving at a number.
On the third mounted print, she saw the brown arc. Not just in the photo. The ring crossed the edge of the photograph and continued onto the old board, thinning before reappearing beyond the image. Vera thought of the shot on Sanne’s screen and the new board on which that continuous ring was missing.
‘Wait a minute,’ she said.
Dorus rested his hand on the edge. He looked at her.
‘Anouk,’ said Vera. ‘That’s the one with the ring.’
Anouk leaned closer without touching it. She followed the curve with her eyes. Then she looked at Dorus.
‘I want to see the back.’
He turned the mounted print over. Number eleven. Not a large new number on a clean surface, but the old number with a crooked short dash underneath. Anouk took her phone out of her bag and opened the comparison images Sanne had shared with her.
‘Those were taken when the prints arrived,’ she said.
‘I understood that.’
‘I want to put them next to it.’
Dorus shrugged his shoulders. He folded an empty protective sheet in half so he could place it next to the stack. Anouk enlarged the image on her screen. There was the same break in the stain at the bottom corner, where the board’s colour varied slightly.
‘It’s the same one,’ she said.
Vera looked from the screen to the actual mounted print. The old piece itself, here on the table. In De Werf, there was another copy of the same image.
‘Those are the good prints,’ said Dorus. ‘You were after those, weren’t you?’
Anouk left the screen on. ‘I want to see them all first.’
Seven came out of the box. Nine to fifteen. Dorus placed the last one on a clear piece of cloth and pushed the envelope aside. Anouk checked the fronts, then asked him to turn two of the prints over again.
On the first one was the note about the door. The handwriting was small and slanted slightly to the right. On the other was handkar — handcart — followed by the strip number and Anouk’s initials. Vera had seen the short lines on Sanne’s intake photographs. She had looked at the little notes so often that she could almost hear someone saying them.
‘Those notes are mine,’ said Anouk.
‘On my board.’
She looked up. He was still standing on the other side of the table, with one loose print in his hand. When he noticed that he was holding it, he put it back between the protective sheets.
‘I paid for that board,’ he said. ‘And I made them.’
‘I paid for the entire commission.’
‘Not every minute that went into it.’
Vera looked at the rest of the room. Then back at the mounted print, with the small letters on the back.
Anouk did not turn off her phone. She asked him where he thought the seven prints now mixed in with the foundation’s set had come from. Dorus rubbed his thumb over a dry spot near his nail.
‘More people have been there.’
‘I know that. I’m asking about these seven here.’
‘Those are my working prints. I never said that I didn't have anything left at home.’
Vera thought of his message about the five returned boxes. Anouk closed the contents list and opened her own folder at his message. She turned the paper towards him.
He didn't read it aloud. His mouth moved at the beginning of the second line.
‘It’s not about that little box,’ he said. ‘It’s about the work that is still there.’
‘I’m concerned with what’s here too,’ said Anouk. ‘That’s why I want to compare them on Monday.’
She picked up her phone. Her thumb hovered over the camera icon. Then she lowered it and asked if she could photograph the fronts and backs of these seven mounted prints. Only those seven. The photos would be used for the comparison with the foundation.
Dorus looked at the open door of a low cabinet. There were sheets of paper inside that didn't belong with their table. He closed the cabinet.
‘No photo of the whole room.’
‘No.’
‘And no other names lying here.’
‘These seven,’ said Anouk.
He nodded. Then he placed the first mounted print on the support himself, close to the window. Anouk asked him to move it a little to get rid of the reflection. The first shot wasn't good; a strip of light fell across half of it. She removed it and took it again. At her request, Vera held a blank sheet of paper beside the mounted print to shade the light, without leaning over the image.
Once she had the front, Dorus turned the print over. Anouk photographed the back, checked her screen, and moved on to the next one. At number eleven, she asked for a little more distance so that the entire ring was in the frame. He moved the support. For a while they spoke only to arrange the prints or adjust the light.
Vera found the silence more tiring than the conversation. Outside, she heard a bicycle bell, twice. She saw the third loose print still lying next to Dorus's hand, the canteen image with the bucket. It was good work. What was wrong here did not make the work any less good. She would have preferred to see a simpler room, containing only bad work and a man who matched it perfectly.
When they were finished, Anouk scrolled through all fourteen photographs. She showed Dorus that there was no image of the room among them. He didn’t count them, but watched as she moved from one to the next. The last back was sharp enough to read the note.
‘These are going to Sanne?’ he asked.
‘For Monday. For the comparison. Not for the website.’
‘Good.’
Anouk put her phone away and asked him to put the seven back with the other contents. She wanted them to be complete for the agreed handover. Today’s arrangement was to look at the contents, not to take the box away.
He slid the protective sheets back in between. Vera watched as he placed the twelve loose prints and the papers on top. His copy of the assignment still showed the same amount. The box closed without him having to press down on the lid.
At the door, Dorus said that he would like to hear exactly what they would be comparing on Monday. Anouk replied that she would send him an overview of the items they had already discussed. A separate appointment would have to be made after that for a settlement.
Vera put on her coat. Her right arm got stuck in the lining for a moment. She took it out and tried again. Meanwhile, Dorus held the front door open. He didn't look impatient. That didn't make it any easier to say goodbye to him.
Anouk only slowed down when she reached the corner. She held her bag with both hands.
‘Seven,’ she said.
Vera nodded.
‘I didn’t know,’ said Anouk. ‘I thought maybe two. Three. Something he still had to finish.’
It was hard to fit the knowledge of those exact seven into the ordinary business of leaving. Vera unlocked her bike and walked on with it. Anouk sent Sanne a message that the comparison could go ahead on Monday. The agreed photos would be sent separately, she added. Sanne replied that she would keep the table clear for the morning.
They said goodbye at the bus stop. Vera rode to the café and returned well before seven. Milan had placed an empty crate next to the back door. He asked if he could have it picked up with the next delivery. Vera said yes and wrote it on the delivery list.
‘And your tea?’ he asked.
The cup was still where she had put it. She picked it up and poured out the cold contents. Then she asked how the afternoon had been. He talked about a customer who had bought a ticket to a city where he didn't want to be at all. Vera kept listening while she emptied the sink. The photos on Anouk's phone would still be there on Monday.
To Be Supplied Separately
Hugo had moved the table in front of the windows, blocking the socket unless someone crawled underneath. Sanne noticed this when she plugged in her laptop, looked at Vera, and said that they hadn't started yet and had already got something wrong with the preparations.
‘I can reach it,’ said Vera.
She knelt beside the table. There was an old extension block behind the leg. The cable barely reached. When she stood up again, Sanne had moved the chair so that no one would sit on it with their foot on the cord.
A large, clean support sheet lay on the table. The two boxes stood next to it on a low cabinet. Anouk had brought her own papers and the phone with the photos from Friday. Vera saw that the screen had a small crack at the bottom that she hadn't noticed before. That line wasn't there in the photos taken. For a moment she had to remind herself which piece of glass the line belonged to.
Sanne opened her intake folder. Fifty-six images, front and back sides. Vera had been there for the first comparison. Today they had something they had lacked then. The actual old mounted prints had stayed with Dorus, but their images were on Anouk’s phone with his permission. In a message last night, he had confirmed that they could use them today for this comparison. He wanted an overview afterwards.
‘First, the same order,’ said Anouk.
They transferred her photographs to the screen as arranged. Sanne saved them in a separate folder, not among the images from the first delivery. Then she took the current number nine out of the box. The front showed the same door as on Friday. The piece lay flat on its support. On the back was a large number, otherwise virtually nothing.
Anouk placed the two comparison images side by side. One contained the original note about the door; the other, taken on Friday, showed the same small slanted letters. Sanne looked again at the new mounting board in front of her.
‘Those letters should be here if it were the same piece,’ she said.
She pointed to the empty space, not to the photo. Seeing the photograph together with its old back made Vera think of it as an object, not just an image. The new copy could show exactly the same door and yet be something different.
For number eleven, they needed fewer words. On the intake photo, the brown ring extended across the image and mounting board. On the photo of Dorus's table, too. The copy at the foundation lacked the continuous stain. Sanne did not place it on top of the other pieces to make room, but put it back in the protective cover. She asked Anouk to wait a moment before the next screen.
‘I want to keep the list handy.’
They worked through the numbers one by one. With the second one, a wear mark on a corner was the most obvious; with another, mainly the note on the back. Sanne put a cross next to what they had compared. Anouk corrected her when she ticked the wrong box.
At the last of the seven, Vera looked at the clock above the door. It was still before eleven. They had agreed to meet at half past nine; Yasmin kept the café open until three o'clock. She had time. She didn’t have an entire day she could take for granted at someone else’s expense.
‘And the twenty-one others?’ she asked.
They had already checked those. Anouk wanted to see a few of them again, spread across both boxes. Sanne took them out of the envelopes herself. The photos and backs matched her intake photographs. She put them back in their place. Together they counted the twenty-eight pieces in the two boxes: twenty-one old, seven new. The seven old ones they had seen on Friday were still with Dorus.
Hugo came in with an empty roll from the bin bags. He wanted to change the bin bag and stopped on the threshold when he saw the table.
‘Shall I come back?’
Sanne pointed to the corner behind the door. He could reach it there without passing the prints. He closed the full bag and asked if they still needed the extension lead. She nodded.
Vera asked whether he had been in and out of the room on the Thursday Dorus had prepared the prints. Not whether Dorus had been there alone. Hugo couldn't have known that the first time.
‘In and out,’ he said. ‘Just like I always do here. The door to the storage room sticks, so sometimes I get things this way.’
‘And could anyone else have come in?’
‘If Sanne let someone in. Or me. It’s not a vault.’
Sanne looked at the screen. Hugo asked if they meant that he should have paid attention to who touched what. No, said Vera. They weren’t asking him to pretend, after the event, that he had. He nodded, took the full bag, and didn't pull the door all the way shut. At the end of the hallway, someone started moving chairs.
‘So then it remains possible that someone else put something there,’ said Anouk.
Sanne did not answer immediately. Vera saw that she was taking the sentence personally. She understood: the cupboard, the key, the earlier accusation. Now they had to discuss access again, even though Vera had just told her that she had gone too far.
‘I want to know what he says when he sees this,’ said Anouk. ‘That doesn’t mean I suspect you.’
Sanne stood up and took her own folder out of the cupboard. Vera recognised the pages she had shown earlier. The message to Dorus lay next to the preparation list.
‘I sent this before he came,’ said Sanne. ‘That is what I asked him to do.’
Supply seven reproductions separately. Keep the original set intact. The date was above the message, from before the work session. Anouk read it in its entirety. Further down, it mentioned room to lay out the chosen sequence, and the addition of protective sheets. Nothing authorising him to replace the original prints.
‘Did he respond to that?’ asked Anouk.
Sanne showed the answer directly below. He had confirmed the preparation.
‘Could anything else have been agreed upon after that?’ asked Vera. ‘On the phone, or when he was here?’
Sanne looked her straight in the eye. ‘With me?’
‘Yes. That you did say later that he was allowed to replace them.’
‘No. I didn’t say that.’
She held the folder in front of her. ‘I don’t remember every word from that morning. We talked about the order. And about where he could put his things. But I didn’t ask him to take the old prints away.’
Vera asked if there had been a phone call after the message. Sanne thought for a moment. She looked in her calendar and said that he had asked about the time Hugo would be there. The instructions themselves had not changed.
‘I didn’t check properly what was put back,’ she said. ‘That is what I did. I don’t want us to make it out to mean that I might have asked for it.’
Anouk said they weren’t trying to assume anything. That was why she wanted Sanne’s account alongside the message. Sanne placed the folder on the table. Her face remained tense as she looked at the list.
Vera looked at the new mounted print numbered nine. She pictured the two lots that, according to the list, should have been there at the same time: the twenty-eight registered prints returned, and seven reproductions alongside them. That meant more than the twenty-eight prints now in the boxes.
‘Where should that separate folder have been?’ she asked.
‘Here with the preparation,’ said Sanne. She pointed to the low cabinet. ‘With the list. I didn’t check the contents at the time. I had seen the box and a stack of protective sheets.’
‘But you didn’t receive seven separately?’
‘Not as a separate set, no.’
She took off her glasses. ‘I could also say that he didn’t give it to me. But I didn’t look at everything. That’s exactly why we’re sitting here.’
Vera heard the annoyance she tried to keep to herself. She wanted to tell Sanne that she couldn’t do everything herself. But that wouldn’t answer the question of what should have been checked. Instead, she pushed the list slightly towards the centre so that all three of them could read it.
Dorus had written underneath that the twenty-eight registered prints had been put back and the seven reproductions had been delivered separately. His name was included. In the Friday photos, the seven old prints were in his own work box. Sanne had seven new ones here among the twenty-one others. There was no second group of seven new ones that could pass for a separate folder.
‘If it had happened as described on this sheet,’ said Anouk, ‘you should have had more here than those twenty-eight.’
‘Yes,’ said Sanne.
‘And then he wouldn't have had those old ones in his box.’
Vera looked from the photo of the ring to the list and the message. All three were in front of them now. The seven old mounting boards were with Dorus; what lay here was different from what he had described.
‘He says he made them,’ said Anouk.
Sanne pointed to her original agreement. ‘Then he should have made a different agreement about that. Not signed to say he had put the same ones back.’
She said it more quietly than Vera had expected. Then she put her glasses back on and closed the two boxes. The new pieces remained where they were, clearly marked on the list. They would not throw them away as soon as the old ones were back. Anouk asked whether, once the old prints were handed back, the new ones could be kept separately for comparison. Sanne would record that along with the receipt.
They went to the small kitchenette to get a drink of water. A woman was standing by the tap rinsing a tray and asked if the meeting was going to take much longer. Not because of the room; she needed the trolley of glasses. Sanne said that there were no glasses on their table. The woman looked relieved and wheeled the trolley away with one wheel that kept turning sideways.
At the sink, Anouk picked up her phone. She messaged Dorus, asking him to confirm a meeting on Thursday to discuss what they had found and arrange the return. He would receive today's overview first.
Vera asked what she would do if he didn't show up.
‘Then I’ll take it further with the documents we have,’ said Anouk. ‘I’m not going to agree to another six weeks to look at it later.’
Vera finished her water and took the glass to the counter. She could see her coat hanging from the hallway. Back to the café soon; Thursday was now in her calendar.
Back at the table, they put together the summary for Dorus. Not a report of everything they had thought since the first biscuit tin. The registered set, the seven differences, the seven found, and the original instructions. The delivery via her café was on a separate sheet. Vera only read the lines that concerned her actions and asked for one wording to be changed. It stated that she had never received boxes. She had signed for the one folder. She couldn’t make a statement about never.
Anouk changed the sentence. Sanne checked it and sent the comparison with the agreed-upon images via the channel they used with Dorus.
‘Those two boxes can be handed over here on Friday,’ said Sanne. ‘If we agree on how on Thursday. I’ll reserve the table in advance; we won’t record a handover before it’s happened.’
Anouk wrote down Friday. Her hand lingered briefly over the next line. The negatives and contact sheets from Bente and Otto would still have to follow. She didn't call Bente immediately from the hallway so that everything could happen that same afternoon. She would discuss the terms with her tomorrow.
Vera tidied up the extension block and unplugged the cable. Under the table, she saw the spot where her knee had scraped against the wood that morning. Her trousers were slightly lighter there. When she stood up, Sanne was already busy with the regular room layout. She helped slide one end of the table against the wall. They put the boxes safely in the cupboard before moving the table.
On her bike to the café, she felt her phone vibrate. At the red light, she stopped and looked. Anouk had forwarded that Dorus was available for the appointment on Thursday. He had also asked if she wanted to bring what she considered his contribution. Vera read the message again and put her phone away. The light turned green. She crossed the street and thought of the two photographs he really had taken, among Anouk’s twenty-six.
What Anouk Would Ask
Anouk had cleared the table, but not the chair next to it. A shopping bag, a jumper, and three magazines lay there. Vera pushed the bag aside and asked if the jumper could go on the windowsill. Anouk said it had been there before. Somehow it always came back.
A small printer stood by the window. On the top sheet, only the first half of a photo had appeared. A white band cut off the rest of the man in the picture.
‘The ink?’ asked Vera.
‘The sheet jammed. I put it in at an angle.’
Anouk picked up the sheet and turned it over. On the back, she wrote three things. The five boxes. The seven old mounting boards. The credit for her work. Then she laid it down so they could both read it.
It was Tuesday morning. They were going to speak with Dorus on Thursday; the comparison had been sent to him and he had confirmed the appointment. He had not submitted any other document showing that he was allowed to sell the boxes. Last night he had written that he did not simply accept that everything in his workspace belonged to Anouk.
‘I don’t want to negotiate over every sheet as if I’m seeing it for the first time,’ she said.
Vera read the three lines. The magazines on the chair slid slowly towards her knee. She laid them on the floor.
‘What do you want to ask him?’
Anouk looked at the half-printed photograph. ‘To stop offering it as his collection. To give back what he’s got. And to return my negatives without making me pay for them first.’
‘Those are clear questions.’
‘Yes. Only asking makes it sound as though he can still say no.’
Vera didn’t know how to resolve that. Anouk could say what she wanted, seek advice, take the documents to someone who could help her take it further. But nothing Vera could say would bring the box here, onto this table. A small green light still blinked on the printer.
Anouk turned off the machine. ‘I also don’t want everything to be hung up again immediately just because he is returning the stuff.’
She talked about the smaller space she was now working in. The commissions she still took, the work that no longer justified renting a studio. Dorus had done a lot for her during the clearing out. That remained true, she said, even when she wrote down the rest. He had dismantled the old cupboards and carried the boxes on a day when she could barely think beyond what to put in the car first.
‘When I asked if he could keep it, he said yes. Not: I don’t know for how long. Not: what happens if I run into financial difficulties.’
Vera thought about the arrears he had mentioned on Thursday. None of those costs were part of the original five-box agreement. She didn’t say that. Anouk stood up to open the window a crack. Something was being unloaded across the street; a man called out that the other door needed to be opened.
‘I should have asked sooner myself when it would be ready,’ said Anouk.
‘Maybe.’
She turned to look at Vera.
‘But you hadn’t asked him to sell them,’ said Vera.
Anouk stood by the window for a moment and then sat down again. On the back of the printed sheet, she added a fourth line: no new use without an agreement. It mattered to her which print would hang where and who would be looking at it. That was the reason she wanted to proceed, not a condition that only made things more difficult.
She let Vera read the short reply she intended to send. She had set out the five groups on her list, the seven prints they had found and the false claim that everything had been returned. The two images Dorus had made himself were mentioned separately. His printing work remained listed with the correct series.
‘That seems fine to me,’ said Vera.
Anouk pointed to a sentence about the delivery through the café. ‘Did I get that right?’
One presentation folder, on the Tuesday described, picked up by Anouk afterwards. Vera nodded.
They had arranged to meet Bente at eleven o'clock. In the shop, a man was turning a small box on a shelf. Each time, he held it at a slightly different angle and asked if it could be done without the small stand. Bente replied that it could, but that the stand was included. She let him choose while Anouk and Vera waited by the door.
When he had left, Bente turned the sign round and said that she had half an hour. Someone was coming afterwards to look at another collection. Not Anouk’s photographs, she added, before seemingly catching herself being defensive.
Anouk said that wasn't what she had come for. Bente took them to the back room. The two boxes were in the agreed-upon spot. They were not opened today. Today they were discussing how to return them.
‘Otto has confirmed,’ said Bente. ‘He wants it in writing, and his money at the handover.’
‘That’s possible,’ said Anouk. ‘I’ll agree on that one photograph with him this week. One ordinary print of a work photograph. No permission to copy his entire purchase.’
Bente nodded and wrote the amount on her sheet. Ninety-five to Otto. Below that, four hundred and eighty from Dorus, with one hundred and twenty for the first payment and three subsequent lines.
‘Those two aren’t both his debts,’ she said. ‘Otherwise, I’ll be paying myself back for my own sales.’
Vera saw Anouk checking it. Bente had spent four hundred and eighty. She had received ninety-five and was going to give that ninety-five back. She had to get the full four hundred and eighty back, not another ninety-five on top of that.
‘And what if he doesn’t pay after that first one?’ asked Anouk.
‘Then I won’t get three hundred and sixty back.’
She left it at that, her pen beside the three amounts.
‘I can’t ask that of you,’ said Anouk.
‘You can ask for your things back. I decide what I agree with him.’
She drew the sheet towards her. ‘But I want it to be clear that I haven’t suddenly decided I never paid anything. He received the amount. I didn’t get that box for nothing.’
Anouk said the full amount had to stay in the agreement. Bente wasn’t making a gift, and Anouk wasn’t buying her possessions back. Nobody was writing off a debt for the sake of sitting round the table again. Dorus would still owe Bente the rest.
Vera asked why she wanted to give it back already, then. The question sounded harsher than she had intended. Bente turned her chair slightly towards the light.
‘Because I’ve seen where it came from now. And because I can agree on an amount with him. All that box gives me now is an argument with whoever opens it.’
She looked at Anouk. ‘I should have asked earlier what his own collection meant. That is different from saying that I knew at the time that you were asking for them back.’
‘I didn’t say that either.’
Bente nodded. She would not sign a settlement saying she had known something she said she hadn’t. It could record the purchase, the description, the resale and the return. Anouk said she didn’t need another statement going beyond what they could establish.
The phone rang on the other side of the shop. Bente looked at the clock and let it ring out. She did not assign dates to the three instalments before Dorus had seen them. Those would be chosen on Thursday. Anouk could already confirm to him that she wanted to discuss one hundred and twenty immediately and three times the same amount as a proposal.
They set the physical transfer as a plan: upon agreement, the negatives and contact sheets on Tuesday, with Otto's share included. Bente would check the day before that his arrival was still convenient. She could pay the ninety-five without waiting for a subsequent instalment from Dorus. They would not leave a box in Vera’s café simply because someone was there every morning.
Anouk asked her what she should do if Dorus refused on Thursday. Bente said that her willingness to return the items did not depend on a confession. Then she would have to reconsider how to recover the money. That was no reason to change the comparison.
Vera looked at Anouk. Anouk wrote it down as a proposal, making clear that nobody had agreed to it yet. De Werf had provisionally kept the table free for Friday. She noted that appointment beside this plan.
Back in the shop, the man with the small box was standing in front of the window again. Bente sighed and went to the door. He pointed to the stand. Now he specifically wanted to know if he could get two. Anouk kept the folder with the agreements closed while Bente answered. They went outside when he came in.
Vera had to go back. Anouk walked along to her bicycle and asked if she would be there on Thursday as well. Yes, Vera said. It was in her rota. She would speak about the delivery she had accepted and what she had seen, not answer for Anouk. Anouk said she was glad, then set off into the wind with her phone.
In the café, Vera found a message from Dorus, addressed to Anouk copied to her. He had read the overview. He wrote that he could not say anything about the foundation’s timings. But he could say something about his working prints. He had bought materials for them and put in his own hours. The small box was therefore not simply part of what she was supposed to receive back.
Vera read it a second time while Yasmin asked her something about bread. She put her phone away and asked if she would say it again. The half loaves for Thursday had to be ordered today, Yasmin said. Not like last week, the evening before. Vera took the list from her, checked the quantities, and sent the order off.
Afterwards, she called Anouk. She had already replied to Dorus. Spending money did not give him retrospective permission to change the agreed set; the box and its contents were on the original order. If he had paid extra costs, he could say exactly what they were. Doing good work on them did not turn them into different photographs.
‘He called back,’ said Anouk. ‘He asked if I didn't see how much better they looked than those first proofs.’
‘What did you say?’
‘That I could see it.’
There was a moment of silence on the line.
‘And Thursday?’ asked Vera.
‘He's coming. He wants to have his own two photographs included.’
‘They're on the list.’
‘Yes. I said that too.’
After the conversation, Vera checked the staff hours. The Thursday afternoon block was there; Milan had confirmed it. She sent him the time she would be back. Then she took out Yasmin's list and put away the order confirmation. Thursday’s bread order was taken care of.
The Same Twenty-Eight
Dorus arrived with a bag containing two small prints standing upright. He did not place it by the foundation's boxes, but next to his own chair. Vera saw the white edges sticking out above the handle.
Sanne had placed five chairs around the table. Bente sat at the far end, her coat still on. She had shut the shop for the meeting and needed to be back by half past five. Anouk had laid her papers out in front of her. When Dorus asked if the window could be closed, she stood up and closed it.
Vera had placed her bag on the chair behind her. Her copy of the receipt was in the front. Before she had gone to De Werf, she had shown Milan the delivery for tomorrow and told him where the extra cups were. He had said that he knew where the cups were. It was his fifth scheduled extra afternoon. After that, she had only said goodbye.
Dorus took the two prints out of his bag. Vera recognised them from the selection: the two work photographs he had taken himself. He laid them side by side on the empty part of the table. One was slightly darker than the other, although she didn't know if that was due to the light.
‘Those are mine,’ he said.
Anouk nodded. ‘The photographs, yes.’
‘And what I did with the rest.’
Sanne slid the list with the original selection towards him. His name was next to those two images; the printing work was listed separately. He read the lines and tilted the sheet for a moment.
‘That isn't like on the first card.’
‘That first card was incorrect,’ said Sanne. ‘We're going to fix that.’
He looked at the heading. It didn't say 'from the Dorus collection'. There were two different names listed for taking the photos and one for printing.
‘You knew this, didn't you?’ he said to Anouk.
‘Yes. That didn’t stop being true when I asked for the boxes back.’
Vera looked at his hands next to the prints. It seemed as if he had expected to have to fight for his work here. He read his name again and then went to the other documents.
Anouk began with the order. Five boxes for storage and copying, the payment she had made for them. She pointed to the line with the box descriptions and asked if this was the same agreement as the copy he had shown them at home.
‘That is the same one,’ he said.
‘And where does it say that you were allowed to sell those two boxes?’
‘It doesn't say everything.’
‘Then I want to know when I asked for or allowed that.’
He looked at Bente. ‘We talked about less work. About giving up the large space.’
‘I gave up the studio,’ said Anouk. ‘Not my photos.’
Bente asked if there was an agreement she hadn't seen yet. Dorus didn't say that there was another piece of paper lying somewhere. He started talking about the boxes Anouk hadn't picked up for months. That he should have done something about that too, he said. He didn’t have endless space.
Anouk let him finish speaking. Then she asked if he had let her know that he was going to sell. He replied that he had wanted to discuss it. She asked when he had done that. He looked at his two prints and said nothing.
Bente placed her purchase record next to the box list. Four hundred and eighty. The two groups were described. The money had been paid. Then came the part she had sold to Otto, along with the return arrangements she had since confirmed with him. Dorus did not pick up the sheet.
‘So he wants something back too,’ he said.
‘He is giving something back,’ said Bente. ‘And I am giving him his purchase amount back. That is not another ninety-five on top of what you owe me.’
The four hundred and eighty still stood at the bottom of the page. Vera saw that Dorus checked it and then pointed to the foundation's list.
‘Those were already there. They weren't gone.’
Sanne turned his own offer towards him. The two boxes, as part of his collection as a whole. Anouk placed his message next to it, stating that she had received the entire collection back via the café. The two pieces now lay with their top edges aligned.
‘Here you say it is yours,’ said Sanne. ‘And there you say it all went back to her.’
Dorus pushed his chair back. He looked at Vera.
‘Something was definitely handed in at that café.’
She took the complete receipt out of her folder and laid it down. Her real V was under the description of one presentation folder. The narrow top line was no longer cut off.
‘I accepted that folder,’ she said. ‘Anouk picked it up that evening.’
‘Then you signed for it.’
‘For the folder. Not for five boxes.’
He pointed at the V without touching the sheet. Vera felt herself wanting to raise her voice. She had thought about accepting the delivery on enough sleepless nights for that little letter to feel unbearable again.
‘Erik’s record of that delivery says one folder too,’ she said. ‘The other stop wasn’t at my place. He showed us that.’
Anouk pointed to the sentence in Dorus’s message. He hadn’t written that something more might have come back somewhere on an unknown day. He had named this particular journey, this particular receipt.
‘That was the paper I had,’ he said.
‘But that wasn’t what you had returned,’ she said.
He looked at the line for a long time. Outside the closed window a trailer jolted through a pothole. The short metallic sound faded away before anyone spoke again.
‘No,’ said Dorus.
There was no relief that changed the atmosphere at the table. The folder had already been examined. The boxes had been seen elsewhere. His no did not undo his earlier message. But he no longer held the V between himself and Anouk.
Sanne brought up the comparison of the seven mounted prints. The current number eleven lay supported on the table; the old version was on the intake photo and in the photograph Anouk had taken at his house on Friday. He looked at it and said he knew the difference.
‘Then I want us to talk about the same agreement,’ said Sanne.
She read only two lines from the instructions she had sent beforehand: reproductions separately, original set intact. Then she read his list: twenty-eight registered prints put back, seven reproductions delivered separately.
‘I didn't ask you to change my two boxes,’ said Anouk.
‘They were the same images.’
‘But not the same pieces.’
He looked at her, then at the current mounted print. ‘I thought those new ones would hang better. Without that mess on the back.’
‘And the other seven?’ asked Sanne.
‘I took those away.’
‘We saw that,’ said Anouk. ‘Why didn't you put that on that list?’
Dorus sat still for a while. He looked at his own name under the preparation.
‘Then it wouldn’t have been a complete collection any more.’
‘What wouldn’t have been?’ asked Anouk.
‘What I had offered.’
Bente let out a breath. How could it have been a complete collection, she asked, with the negatives at her shop and some already sold on? He couldn’t solve that by taking seven mounted prints home. Dorus said that he saw that now, too.
‘Now,’ said Anouk.
He let the word stand. Vera saw how he pushed his two own prints closer together. It took a moment before he said that he had wanted to show them as he saw the work. Let the selection stand first, and talk about the rest afterwards. The notes would have raised questions about images that were no longer there.
Anouk asked why that couldn’t have been said earlier. He didn’t shrug his shoulders. He said that he had hoped that the folder and that list would be sufficient. It sounded small. Vera hated how small it sounded after the weeks they had spent on it.
Sanne turned off the screen. The photos were kept, the pieces remained on the lists. Today, agreements had to be made regarding what would actually be returned. Anouk had brought a brief overview. She went through it with him: Friday, the two boxes from the foundation and his home box, containing the seven old mounted prints and the twelve loose working prints. The documents went along. Then, on Tuesday, Bente’s two boxes, complete with Otto’s six strips and six contact sheets.
‘I want to be able to restore the old order,’ she said. ‘Not receive another selection again.’
Dorus nodded. He asked whether he could have copies of the loose prints later. Anouk said that they could discuss that separately. That was no reason to make the return incomplete now. He agreed.
The seven new pieces would remain separate at the foundation, accompanied by a description of what they were and why they were being kept. Dorus said that he did not want to offer them again as original work. Sanne noted his agreement. The final public description would cover only a small agreed selection; Anouk decided which images she wanted to make available for this.
Then came Bente's sheet. One hundred and twenty now, three instalments of one hundred and twenty on the fifteenth of each of the next three months. They wrote the three separate payment dates, along with the month, on their copies. Bente read back every date. At the second one, Dorus corrected her: that wasn't the first, but the fifteenth. She said she meant the same thing, looked at her own handwriting, and wrote it again.
‘I can’t promise it’ll be easy to find the money,’ he said.
‘I didn't ask that either,’ said Bente. ‘I want to know that this is the agreement. And if you can’t pay, I want a call before it’s overdue. You’ll still owe the money.’
He said yes. The money didn't come from a client for work yet to be done; he had it available. She gave him her account number and waited while he made the payment. His glasses were in his bag. He put them on, read the number again, and had her check the recipient's name before confirming.
Bente looked at her own phone. The payment appeared. One hundred and twenty. She wrote it on the first line and left the three remaining amounts. Vera saw that the balance on this sheet was now decreasing, without anyone having carried the boxes to Anouk yet.
Anouk asked if there was a condition attached to the settlement that prevented her from making the correction public. No, said Bente. Dorus looked up.
‘I don’t want people writing about me everywhere.’
‘I won’t leave any incorrect announcement up,’ said Sanne. ‘We’ll explain the error in the announcement and credit everyone’s work correctly. Not a story about the rest of your life.’
Anouk said that her documents and her report would stand. She would not promise confidentiality in exchange for getting her belongings back. Dorus looked at the data already on the table and agreed. He wanted to read the wording about his work before it was published. Sanne said that he would receive the factual wording, just like Anouk, but that he could not choose to leave the earlier false account of ownership uncorrected.
They each signed their own part. Vera did not sign for the repayment or for the boxes she did not manage. She only confirmed her description of the receipt of the folder on the accompanying sheet. The pen felt thicker in her hand than the one she had used for that V.
Bente folded up her copy and briefly called Otto at the door to confirm Tuesday. Sanne arranged with Anouk what time they would arrive on Friday. Dorus would bring the small box himself. He took his two prints back with him in the bag; they had not been lying on the table here as payment.
As he put on his coat, he asked whether Anouk’s photographs would be warm enough where she planned to keep them at home. Vera thought Anouk would get angry. She just glanced at the table where her contents list lay.
‘I have a place for them,’ she said.
Dorus nodded and left.
Vera checked the time by the bike. She could get back on time. She texted Milan that she was on her way. Anouk was still standing in the doorway with Sanne, who was adding the appointment for tomorrow to her calendar. When Vera cycled away, they were still choosing a time.
Old Mounting Boards
The tailgate of Anouk’s car wouldn’t stay up. She held it with one hand while Vera looked at the empty space behind the folded-down seat. There was a blanket, with a sturdy board underneath. The shopping bags were out.
‘It only does that when it’s cold,’ said Anouk.
‘The tailgate?’
‘Yes. Not the blanket.’
Vera laughed. She helped Anouk take out the box of packing materials, then pulled the tailgate shut. The car was in a parking space beside De Werf. A notice about a forgotten umbrella hung on the window of the community centre. She looked at it without knowing if the umbrella was still there. Anouk had already opened the entrance door.
Sanne stood by the cupboard. The two boxes were out and the table had been cleared again. This time she had placed the plug on the same side as the laptop. Vera hung up her coat and ran her hand over the empty space where she had been crouching under the table last time.
Dorus arrived at ten o'clock with the box from his house. He did not carry it under one arm, as Vera had imagined. He held it right in front of him. On top lay the list he had signed yesterday. He gave it to Anouk before putting the box down.
‘Everything is in there,’ he said.
‘Then we’ll check it,’ she said.
He went to stand next to the table. Sanne had left enough room for the old mounting boards, the current set, and the small box. She asked if Anouk wanted to restore the order herself. Anouk nodded and took off her scarf, which kept falling forward. Vera placed it on the chair next to her coat.
First, the small box was opened. The envelope with the familiar papers lay on top. Then the loose working prints. Dorus unpacked them in the same way as last week; now Anouk stood closer. She did not take the twelve into her hands one by one. She asked Dorus to show her the numbers, checking them against the list. The third image with the bucket remained visible for a moment.
‘That one has been lying here by the window,’ said Dorus. ‘Nothing’s been added.’
Anouk marked the twelve. The old selection list, the copy of the recent assignment, and the material notes followed. He asked her not to separate the notes. Two sheets belonged to the same proof.
‘I will keep it that way,’ she said.
Vera saw how he did not immediately withdraw his hands after that. He left them lying on either side of the stack. On paper, the question of who would take the prints was settled. Dorus’s hands lingered beside them all the same.
Sanne made space on the underlay. Dorus took the seven old mounted prints out of the box and laid them down there in their sleeves. The ring on number eleven was only half visible until Anouk folded the protective sheet back. She looked at it and then continued counting.
‘Seven,’ she said.
At her request, Vera took the empty box from the other side. She held only the box; Anouk adjusted the bottom support herself. That way they could keep the old prints flat while they checked the current set, instead of propping them against a chair.
Sanne opened the first foundation box. Eight old pieces came before the first new one. Anouk followed them with her list. She stopped at number nine. She placed the old and the new side by side, both supported, with sufficient space in between. The same door. The old note belonged on the back of the left copy, not on the right.
‘This one goes back in its place,’ she said.
She took hold of the old mounting board by the edges. Sanne slid the cover open and Anouk placed it inside. The new copy went to a separate stack that Sanne immediately noted on her sheet. They would not be mixed in with the prints available for a later loan.
The second took less time. After that, they had to stop because the blank protective sheets ran out on that side of the table. Vera handed over the stack that Sanne had brought. Dorus said that the new mounting boards stayed straighter than some of the old ones. Anouk first put down the piece she was holding.
‘I want the old ones back,’ she said.
‘I'm not saying that.’
‘What are you saying, then?’
He looked at the stack. ‘That they might warp if you put them against the wall at home.’
‘I’m not putting them against a wall.’
She picked up the next item. Vera saw how Dorus wanted to help and withdrew his hand. He was talking about storage. Anouk had heard a different question in it, perhaps rightly so. For him, it was still work on which he could point out what could be improved. For her, it was the set she was getting back after months.
Sanne asked him to find the new print’s number on her list so she could match it with the right sleeve. It gave him something to do that was needed now. He bent over the line, looked at the two pieces, and pointed to the right one.
They worked their way through the first box. At number fourteen, Anouk turned the back towards her one last time. The note about the handcart. She didn’t hold it up for Vera, not as if it needed to be proven again. Her gaze lingered longer on the small handwriting than on the photo. Then she put it in its place.
Number fifteen belonged in the second box. One new print sat among thirteen old ones. Sanne took it out and held the cover open. The last recovered mounted print went back. The seven new ones now lay separately, with a sheet on which Sanne described their origin and the reason for keeping them. Anouk read it, Dorus too. His agreement was added.
The entire old set lay back in the two boxes. Anouk went through the numbers from the beginning. Fourteen in the first, fourteen in the second. The twelve loose working prints and the documents went back into the small box. Vera looked at the spot where they had lain on the table earlier. An empty rectangle remained there in the grey cloth, no cleaner than the rest, just flatter.
‘Then you have everything,’ said Dorus.
Anouk looked up. ‘This part.’
He looked at the box in her hands and understood before she had to speak any further.
‘Yes. The rest on Tuesday.’
The negatives and contact sheets were with Bente and Otto. The handover sheet listed only the three groups checked today and the restored set. Anouk signed for what she had seen. Sanne confirmed what had left the foundation room. Dorus put his name next to the contents of his box from his house. There was no blanket statement waiving her claim to the rest.
The credits still caused a discussion. Dorus had added a line to the back of his copy: prints Dorus van Esch. He asked if that would go with everything.
‘With the work you printed,’ said Anouk.
‘With all twenty-eight.’
‘Yes. You took photographs three and four as well. We indicated that yesterday.’
‘Then I don't want just my name on a website later under the heading 'involved parties'.’
Sanne looked at her provisional text. ‘You’ll be credited for your contribution. But the false claim about the collection will be corrected too.’
Dorus asked whether it all had to be in the same text. He felt it looked as if his printing was the mistake. Anouk said she wanted to keep the description of the images clear and be able to read the correction separately. Sanne could draft it like this: factual provenance and roles with the images, with the correction of the earlier announcement below or next to them.
‘Not somewhere where you have to click three times first,’ said Anouk.
‘No,’ said Sanne.
Vera was inclined to put herself in the visitor’s place and explain how such a person reads a page. Sanne had already written down the two points. Her earlier interference still lay between them, even now when she thought she could be useful. She preferred to help close the boxes.
The second lid didn't fit immediately. Sanne checked if a cover was folded over. Anouk smoothed it out again and tried once more. Now it closed without pressure. With the old prints back, their uneven edges were back too; the box had to fit round them again.
Dorus asked if he could take one more photo of the entire set before Anouk left. She said she had signed the list with the quantities. For his own records, he was allowed to photograph the closed boxes with the handover sheet. Not unpack all the photographs again. He seemed to be looking for an objection, but eventually grabbed his phone and took the photo.
Vera walked along to the car first to hold the tailgate. Anouk pushed the supporting board a little further forwards. Dorus brought the small box; Sanne the first large one. They placed them, supported, in the prepared space. The second one went next to it. Anouk checked that nothing touched the inside of the tailgate and positioned the clean blanket so the boxes wouldn't slide. It took longer than Vera had expected, even though they only had to drive a few metres before they were out of the street.
‘I'm just driving home,’ said Anouk when they were finished.
‘Yes.’
‘I don't have to pick anything up first.’
She said it mainly for herself, Vera thought. There was another trip on Tuesday. Today, the boxes only needed to go to her own house once. Dorus stood on the other side of the car and looked at his empty hands. He said she should call if one of the protective sheets didn't fit after all.
Anouk didn't thank him for that. She said she would let him know on Tuesday when the other part had been checked. He nodded and took a step back when she opened her car door.
Vera watched the car drive off the car park. At the exit, Anouk had to wait for a cyclist. After that, she drove on.
Back at De Werf, Sanne put the seven new mounted prints away separately. She showed Vera where the sheet with the appointment was and then closed the cupboard. Hugo came in to ask if the room would be free again at twelve o'clock. Sanne looked at the clock and said yes. They had another fifteen minutes.
Vera helped put the table back in its usual place. Sanne's box with extra protective sheets stayed by the cupboard. One rubber band lay on the floor. Vera picked it up and asked if it belonged to anything. Sanne said she didn't know and put it in her own drawer, with the pens.
‘Are you coming on Tuesday too?’ she asked.
‘At Bente’s. If Anouk still wants me there.’
‘And after this?’
Vera understood that Sanne didn't mean the next appointment. She looked at the windows, the table, and the cupboard, which was now less full. For weeks she had come here for something that had disrupted the ordinary work of the people who belonged here.
‘After this, I have the café,’ she said. ‘But I do want to see the text. The bit about the delivery I accepted.’
Sanne nodded. ‘I’ll send that.’
Outside, Vera’s bicycle saddle was covered in small raindrops. She wiped it off with a handkerchief that immediately began to fall apart. On the way to the café, she realised that she hadn’t had anything to eat for lunch. She would have some soup, then cover Yasmin’s usual break.
The Last Six
Otto had brought the folder in a shopping bag with a loaf of bread pictured on it. He held it against his knee while Bente locked the door behind them. A note in the window already said she was away. She would reopen in an hour.
Vera had parked her bicycle next to Anouk's car. At the café, Milan started the last of the six extra afternoons at three o'clock. As she was leaving, she had wanted to mention that this time it really was the last one. He had already seen the rota himself. She had thanked him and left.
There was more room round the worktable behind the shop this time. Bente had pushed a shelf aside and placed the two boxes on separate low tables. Anouk asked where Otto's folder could go. Bente pointed to the clean support in the middle of the table. He took it out of the shopping bag and laid the bag on the floor.
‘I didn't mix them up,’ he said.
Anouk thanked him and placed her own flat folder on the other side. She had brought one print with her. Vera had seen the sample she had sent to Otto: the waiting room door with the hand on the edge. Not the complete series of baskets he had initially asked for. This was the work photograph Anouk had chosen. Otto had seen her suggestion and agreed.
The print was new, matt, and smaller than the old mounted prints. At Anouk’s request, Bente had arranged for a digital copy of that one image to be made there for the print. The strip itself had stayed in its box. Otto had used the small proof from Anouk’s presentation folder only to decide whether he liked her choice.
He looked at the image and nodded. ‘Here you can see that hand better.’
Anouk turned the print over with its support. On the back were her name, the image, and the agreement that this was the one work reproduction for him. He read it more slowly than Vera had expected.
‘I want to put it in a frame.’
‘That’s possible.’
‘I’m not going to make a book out of it.’
She smiled briefly. Bente placed the confirmation beside it and asked if the six strips and six contact sheets could be checked first. Otto opened his folder.
There was nothing unexpected. The same six sheets, the same six sleeved strips they had seen on his work table. Anouk checked them together with Bente. Vera read out the numbers on the list when asked; the other two looked at the pieces. At nineteen, she had to move her finger back. She had skipped a line.
‘Say that one again,’ asked Bente.
Vera did. On the sheet were the hands and the baskets that had appealed to Otto. He bent down beside it and pointed to the small image he would have preferred to keep. Anouk left it for a moment before they continued. She told him what she remembered of the making, the man who hadn't wanted to be photographed in the middle of the lifting.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s what you said.’
Then he pushed his chair back so they could reach the last sheet. His feet were on the bottom rungs. He watched until Bente had closed the last envelope.
‘All six,’ said Anouk.
Bente took her envelope. Fifty, twenty, twenty, and five. She placed the money next to the receipt, far enough away from the material. Otto counted it. He moved the five to one side and checked that no note was tucked beneath the fifty. Then he nodded.
On the sales line, Bente recorded the return and the refunded amount. Otto added his name. He received a copy and the work reproduction in its own protective envelope. The strips and contact sheets remained on the table. He put the money in his wallet and looked one last time at the first small image lying on top.
‘You rarely see that kind of work,’ he said.
‘I have more of it,’ said Anouk.
He looked up.
‘But I want to look at those myself first.’
Otto nodded. He asked if she would let him know if anything became public later. She said that he could receive a message about the small presentation once it was confirmed what was coming. Bente wrote his address on a separate piece of paper for Anouk. There was no need to put him on a general customer list for that.
His empty folder now fit more easily into the shopping bag than the new sleeve containing the print. He kept that in his hand instead. At the door, Bente asked if he had his receipt. He felt in the right pocket and showed the corner. Vera walked along to hold the door. Otto turned to Anouk one last time and said that he was glad he could take something with him.
When the door was closed behind him, Bente placed her hand on the edge of the table. She stood there for a moment. Her shop was still closed. She looked at the two boxes she had bought weeks earlier and said that she was now going to get her own list first.
Anouk had already opened the contents list. One box contained eighteen strips with the corresponding contact sheets. Bente made room for the returned six. Not on top of something, but in their place in order. Anouk wanted to help with this herself. She first checked how the sleeves were positioned and carefully slid the first returned piece into the free space that had been made for it.
Vera sat at the end of the table with the list. By now she felt she knew every number. She read them slowly all the same. The last two from the box had stood after the missing group. Now the gap was closed. Twenty-four strips, twenty-four accompanying sheets. The six missing places were filled again.
Bente asked Anouk to read back a few numbers while she checked. It didn't go entirely smoothly. One cover was upside down, so the number was on the other side. Anouk turned the cover over with support. Vera stopped writing until they were sure. Then the box was closed. Their hands bumped as they both reached to clear the same space. They laughed briefly.
‘I’m used to working here alone,’ said Bente.
‘Me too,’ said Anouk.
The second box was smaller. Anouk placed her own list next to it and asked Bente to open it. Eighteen strips with eighteen contact sheets. The codes were different. This wasn’t the group of work photographs they had seen at Otto’s. Vera saw a table with people around it on one of the top contact sheets.
Anouk stopped. She did not slide the sheet toward Vera to give an explanation. She looked at one of the small rectangles, at an arm at the edge of the table, and something someone was holding in the middle. Vera could not see what it was. Bente waited without placing another sheet over the image.
‘That list is underneath,’ Anouk finally said.
It took a moment before she picked it up. She then put the contact sheet back and checked the numbers. Bente checked the other side of the box. Some notes were small and faded; Anouk recognised her own short abbreviations. There was one line she rewrote on the checklist because Vera had read her lettering differently at first. None of the strips needed to be taken out of the sleeve for the count.
Vera thought back to Anouk’s first visit. Since then she had been intent on finding where the things were. But this, too, was what Anouk had been missing: the chance to stop at a photograph without explaining herself. She waited with her next number until Anouk nodded while looking at her.
They stopped at eighteen. Everything on the original list was present. The two boxes could now be returned completely. Anouk signed the receipt and Bente filled in the date. Their copies remained on the table while they carefully closed the lids.
Bente pointed to the small description of the sale. ‘I’m keeping that. Along with the return details.’
Anouk said she understood. Returning the boxes did not mean the earlier documents should disappear. She asked only for a copy of the parts concerning her material. Bente made it and obscured the details of a client who had nothing to do with it on the other part. She showed Anouk what she removed. The lines about Dorus and the two boxes remained.
‘He has paid that first one hundred and twenty,’ said Bente. ‘That will stay there. The rest is yet to come.’
She put the sheet away in her own folder, along with the three future instalments. Anouk already had the box of her personal images in her hands. She set it down for a moment anyway.
‘Thank you for doing this now.’
Bente looked at the spot where the boxes had stood. ‘I would have preferred never to have bought them like this.’
Anouk said nothing to soften that. Bente picked up the heavier box and asked if they could go to the car. Vera walked ahead to open the door.
The wind had picked up. An empty crate against the shop window slid a few centimetres towards a neighbour's bicycle. Vera put her foot against it while Anouk pushed the tailgate up with both hands. The same support was ready as on Friday. The three groups returned earlier were already home. Today, only these two needed to be added.
Bente held the box for a moment until Anouk had smoothed the blanket. Then they set it down. The small box went next to it. Anouk checked the distance to the tailgate, the protection on the side, and only closed it then. She asked Vera if she still had any of the papers with her. Only her own copy of the appointment, said Vera. Anouk had the inventory receipt.
In the shop, Bente opened the door for customers again. Someone was already waiting with a large envelope. She thanked them for their patience and asked what was inside. Vera heard the beginning of the answer while she unlocked her bicycle.
Anouk came to stand beside her. She held her phone in one hand and had hooked the car key underneath it.
‘I’m going home now,’ she said. ‘Then they’ll all be there.’
She sent Dorus a message saying that these two boxes had also been received complete. Then she confirmed it to Sanne. The second message took longer: she still had to choose the small public selection. She wanted to do that tomorrow, she wrote. On Thursday, she would discuss with Sanne what would actually become available.
Anouk asked if she wanted to come along to De Werf on Thursday morning to review the piece about the delivery to the café. Vera could do that, then she would have to return to her own work.
They stood next to the car for a moment. Bente had laid the large envelope open inside, and the client pointed to something Vera could not see. A bus drove past. On the side was an advertisement for a kitchen that was wider than the entire vehicle. Anouk followed it with her eyes and then looked at Vera.
‘You don’t have to cycle after me to make sure I get home,’ she said.
‘That wasn’t my intention.’
‘I’m just saying. The way you’re looking at me.’
Vera gave a short, awkward laugh. Anouk was right; she had looked at the tailgate again. She stepped aside so Anouk could reach the door. The car started. Vera waited until the car had pulled away, then cycled in the opposite direction.
At the café, Milan stood in the doorway with the empty crate for the supplier. He pointed at the delivery man, who had parked his van two doors too far. Vera called after him, and the man turned around with a handcart. The metal plate clattered against the pavement. She held the café door open and thought, without needing a photo, just how heavy that thing could be with only two boxes on it.
Under the Right Name
The old poster lay rolled up next to Sanne’s keyboard. An elastic band held it closed. Vera recognised the wide border, the text she herself had hung prominently in front of her window weeks earlier. Back then she hadn’t seen anything to question.
‘I’m keeping this with the correction,’ said Sanne. ‘Not on the noticeboard anymore.’
Anouk placed a large transport folder on the empty table. Inside were the six old mounted prints she had selected at home the previous day. The two photographs by Dorus remained, alongside four of her own. One of her images showed the waiting room door; the new reproduction Otto had received had been made from it. She had also chosen the handcart and two photographs of the ordinary work. Without the full sequence around them, they could be read quite differently. She wanted short, precise descriptions to accompany them.
Vera had an hour before she had to return. Yasmin knew where she was; no extra shift had been scheduled for this morning. She would read the section about the delivery to the café. Anouk had also asked her to help check if a visitor could find the two different texts, one with the photos and the other with the correction of the old message.
Sanne first showed the sheet that accompanied the presentation. The photos and the prints were listed separately. Anouk’s work archive, a selection made available by her, two photographs by Dorus van Esch, and his printing work accompanying the series. Their names were in a different typeface from the heading, but the same size as one another.
‘That line is correct,’ said Anouk.
She then pointed to the description of the photograph of the waiting room. Clearing it out for the floor repair. The last word appeared on the next line in the print and was hidden by the edge of the clip. Sanne moved the sheet over a little.
Looking at the work photograph, Anouk read back the corrected description. She had checked it against the old documents and what the people who had worked there told her. The old description of it as night work was gone. An ordinary afternoon activity didn't need to be made any more special just because the photo was black and white.
‘I don't want 'night work' to appear above this after all,’ she said. ‘Then everyone will read that line first.’
Sanne changed the small subheading. She didn't reprint the sheet immediately, but showed the change to Anouk. Vera looked at the four screw holes in the old poster frame. There was a different colour on the wall where it used to hang. Apparently, everything in this room had belonged somewhere else at some point.
Then came the correction. The foundation had initially mistakenly announced the material as a collection belonging to Dorus. The actual provenance and the contributions were mentioned. The planned presentation had been postponed to verify the pieces and the agreements. The limited use was now taking place with Anouk's express permission.
At the reference to the café, Vera stopped.
‘It says here that the return didn't take place,’ she said.
‘Of the five boxes,’ said Sanne.
‘I get that. But anyone reading only this might think that nothing was ever picked up from me.’
Anouk leaned over it. The description of the folder was further down. She suggested bringing it forward briefly: one presentation folder had been delivered via the café and picked up by her; the receipt in question did not describe five archive boxes. Sanne added it. Vera read it from the beginning, without just looking for her own name.
‘Yes,’ she said.
‘Your name doesn’t need to be included,’ said Sanne. ‘Just the café.’
Vera thought of the people who had spoken to her about the strange boxes. Not everyone would read this entire sheet. That was no reason to make herself a separate subject on the noticeboard.
‘The café is fine,’ she said. ‘Then I can refer to this.’
Sanne sent Dorus the final wording of the credits too. He had already read the previous version and had no objections to his two images. When the page had been updated, she opened it again as a regular visitor would.
The correction was placed next to the announcement. The sheet also appeared on the noticeboard, close to the small presentation. Sanne did not carry it to the back of a cupboard where only the intake lists were kept. Anouk read the printout and said that this was acceptable.
The loan concerned six old mounted prints. They were coming to De Werf temporarily, until the last Friday of the following month. Anouk received a copy listing every image, with the agreed location and the return date. Any other use would be discussed separately. The negatives and the box of family images remained at her home.
‘I don't want anyone to see this folder and think they can order the rest,’ she said.
From her separate small folder, she took out a proof copy, held it beside the chosen description, and then put it back.
Hugo had been asked to set up the pieces. He came with the supports already present and first looked at the edges of the table. Anouk took the six prints out of the transport folder. Sanne had arranged the spots so that the pieces had support and were not standing close to the doorway. They checked how it looked from the doorway.
Dorus was not there. He had his own work at home, and Bente's next three payment dates were still on her sheet. Giving him the proper credit for two photographs did not invite him back to reminisce. Vera saw Anouk look at the door for a brief moment when footsteps sounded in the hallway. It was Ria and Bas. Vera saw them coming from the lift.
Ria walked slightly ahead of her brother and stopped to give him space at the door. He paused to look where he was going. The room was light enough; a chair was ready where he could see the images and the person speaking. He nodded to Anouk and took his phone out of his pocket.
‘We were in the area anyway,’ Ria said to Vera. ‘And he wanted to take a look.’
Bas pointed to his screen before she continued. He had typed something for Anouk. She read it, looked at him, and typed a short reply on his phone. Meanwhile, Ria was busy taking her bag off the chair.
Vera moved slightly to the side so he could read the short description accompanying the work photograph. He leaned forward and then looked at the next photo. Ria started saying something about who was standing on the right, then stopped and went to stand next to him, not in front of him.
He typed again. This time he turned the screen towards Vera: did it say that this wasn't a full night shift?
Vera pointed to the corrected description. There it was: the wording checked with Anouk and against the old documents. Bas read it, looked back at the image, and nodded once. Then he wrote that he had never seen that man's sleeve clean, even when nothing had been done yet.
She had to laugh. Anouk asked if she could read it. Bas held the screen up to her himself. Ria looked at the sleeve. That trick used to work in her house too, she said: pretending the stain had been there since yesterday. She wrote it on her phone and held it out to her brother. He responded with a gesture and typed something back that only Ria read. She burst out laughing.
Vera let them continue looking and went to the door. A woman with a large bag was standing in the hallway, hesitating. She asked if the meeting had started yet.
‘It’s not a meeting,’ said Vera. ‘There are six photos. You can just look.’
The woman placed the bag slightly higher on her shoulder. ‘I thought it wasn't going ahead.’
Sanne came over. She explained that the original presentation had been postponed and that this was a smaller selection, with the proper arrangements. She pointed out the correction. The woman read the first lines and then looked at the photos.
‘Is that exactly the same station?’ she asked.
Anouk said yes. The woman only knew the new underpass. In the photo, she looked for the side where you parked the bikes. Anouk walked beside her past the photographs and pointed out the recognisable spot. The woman was trying to fit her own route between the walls in the photograph.
At one of Dorus’s photographs, she asked who the photographer was. Anouk pointed out his name and explained that they had worked on the series together back then. How simple the right two sentences were, Vera thought, when nobody tried to hide five boxes behind them.
The woman looked for a few minutes. Then she asked if the door to the other room was behind this. She actually had to be at the community centre for something else. Sanne pointed her down the hallway. As she turned, the bag bumped against the doorpost, right next to the poster with the corrections.
It was almost time for Vera to go. She grabbed her coat. Bas sat on the chair and looked at one of the smaller details again. Ria had put her own phone in her bag.
‘Will you come in for tea?’ Vera asked her.
‘Another time. We’re going home soon.’
Bas looked up as she put on her coat. Vera typed on her phone that she had to go to the café and showed it to him. He nodded and showed her a message on his screen: that left-hand window — you haven’t had another go, have you?
She chuckled. The skin on her hand had long since returned to normal. She wrote that she wasn't going to try again. He showed his thumb and looked at the photo again.
Outside, she walked with Anouk to the bikes for a moment. The large transport folder was now empty. The six mounted prints remained at De Werf with a clear agreement; the rest were at home. Anouk said that she had a client on Saturday whom she had known for a long time. No station photos, she said. Work for a small company. She wanted to tidy up the room for that appointment.
‘There are some boxes lying there now,’ said Vera.
‘In the right place. But I still want to be able to sit down.’
Anouk laughed and clicked her bag shut. Vera didn’t ask if she should come and help carry things. She asked if Anouk would let Bente know where the correction was. She had already done that. Otto received his message about the small presentation too, she said. He could decide for himself whether he came.
Vera cycled back to the café, where Yasmin was getting the bread ready for lunch. The chairs by the window were not in their usual place; a small group had moved them. Vera put two back and left the others standing until the woman sitting there had put on her coat. Then she asked Yasmin how much still needed to be ordered for tomorrow.
An Ordinary Friday
The new cups were standing under the bar. Vera hadn't opened the box yet when the supplier turned his device towards her. She read the description and asked whether he might have brought the wrong delivery. Glassware was displayed on his screen.
He bent down, gave the box a quarter-turn and read the label. Cups, he said. That was on the other line. She wrote it down on her copy and signed for the one unopened box. Then she helped him pull his handcart over the threshold. The wheel got stuck in exactly the same spot as always.
‘That strip,’ he said.
‘I know that one.’
She held the door open while he left. Her business folder was thicker than before and barely fit on the shelf. She slid the order form to the front and went back to the bar.
It was after three. Yasmin had her coat on and left the next day’s quantities at the till. She asked if the order had been sent on time. Vera showed the confirmation.
‘Great. Then I won’t lose sleep over that anymore.’
‘Do you do that?’
‘No. But you sometimes do for me.’
Vera smiled and thanked her. Yasmin pulled the door shut and returned after two seconds for her bicycle key. It lay next to the numbers. She held it up and left again.
Three tables were occupied. By the window sat two men, each reading a different newspaper. One pushed his cup aside after every page; the other held it between his knees. Vera had already wanted to warn him twice that it was about to fall over. He hadn’t dropped it a single time yet.
At the middle table, a scarf lay draped over a chair. The woman who had sat there had gone to the toilet. A man by the door pointed at it and asked if it had been handed in. He thought his wife had left it there last week.
‘That chair is still occupied,’ said Vera.
He drew his hand back. ‘Oh. Looks exactly like it.’
She asked him what colour his wife’s scarf was. He looked at the scarf, saw his own mistake, and had to laugh. He wasn't sure. Vera pointed to the lost-property box of gloves and umbrellas. They could look together as soon as she had brought the two orders.
The woman returned and wrapped her scarf around her neck while she paid. The man looked outside with her, as if his wife might be coming after her now after all. He ordered coffee and sat down by the door. He didn't have to get up to let her open the lost-property box.
Under two black umbrellas, Vera pulled a stray child's glove from the corner. There were three scarves lying there. None of them turned out to be the customer's wife's. He took photos to let her choose. Vera held up the scarves one by one.
When he was back at the table, someone else came to the bar with a charging cable. It was lying by his chair and wasn't his. Vera took it and placed it with the lost property. She couldn't tell from the plug who had sat there yesterday. The man did know that a boy had worked on a laptop a little while earlier. He described the boy. Vera asked if he had perhaps seen the cable still in the socket, but the man didn't know.
She hung a small note at the spot where it had been found and continued with the coffee. The boy could come back; the cable didn't need to be in a photo among the café’s other posts. She almost thought she would have done that earlier. Maybe not. She couldn’t turn her entire working life into a catalogue of mistakes just because a few now stood out so sharply.
A train arrived. On the other side of the glass, travellers walked into the new route, away from her door. A few walked back because they wanted something to eat. Vera put the pan on low heat and cut bread. The phone rang for one of the two men at the window. He tried to hold his newspaper open with his elbow and dropped it. The cup remained upright between his knees.
‘See,’ he said when he caught her eye.
Vera nodded. Yes, she could see.
At five o'clock, a woman asked if the photos were still available to view. She had seen the old post on someone's phone. Vera explained that a small selection was in De Werf and that the information had been corrected. The woman asked if they weren't beautiful photos, then.
‘They are,’ said Vera. ‘The provenance was incorrectly described.’
She gave her the address of the correct page. The woman looked at the six images on her screen, lingered on the door photo, and said that her son would like a place like that. She did not ask for the whole story that Vera had ready. When she had left, Vera noticed that she had not yet used the cloth in her hand. She wiped down the table where the cup had left a ring.
There were two appointments in the calendar for early evening. One table for four and a delivery that had already arrived. The party of four arrived as five. She pointed out the empty chair and asked if they wanted to add it themselves. Then she brought the menu. The conversation was about the train they wanted to catch and about someone who was still at work. Not everything had to fit into her schedule right now.
Between orders, she checked her phone. There was a message from Bas. He had asked for her number as they said goodbye yesterday, and she had given it to him. His name was now listed among the delivery drivers and other contacts.
He had watched the video again. He remembered the gloves by the radiator grille with their fingers pointing upwards, he wrote. He had added a small image from the video showing the empty grille. Vera enlarged it. The blurry square spot of the old calendar was in the corner; the rest of the wall was crooked in the image. Ria had moved the phone.
She wrote that from now on she would picture the gloves with their fingers pointing up. A short reply came later, with greetings for the café. No request for a new piece of footage. She put her phone away and took the soup off the hob before it got too thick.
When Milan arrived at seven o'clock, he had a sandwich in his hand. He finished the last piece before going to stand behind the bar. Vera told him which table was still waiting for someone, where the new cups were, and that the cable was with the lost property.
‘And tomorrow?’ he asked.
She looked at the rota. His Saturday ran until three, as usual. There was no extra afternoon listed.
‘Your usual day. I’ll cover your break.’
‘Good. I have to leave after that.’
Vera wanted to ask where he was going. Instead, she asked a question about the stock in the fridge, noticed it, and laughed at herself.
‘Where are you going?’ she asked after all.
‘To my classmate. He thinks we can understand the electrical engineering assignment in twenty minutes.’
‘That sounds like more than twenty minutes.’
‘That’s why we agreed on two hours.’
He took the next order, and she sat down at the small table by the kitchen. She needed half an hour to finish her paperwork. The summary showed all the extra hours of cover. Six afternoons, twenty-four hours in total. The costs came to five hundred and twenty-eight. She did not add them to a debt of Dorus's or an advance for Anouk. They were hours she had agreed upon herself and had to pay for.
One hundred and seventy-two remained of the amount she had set aside for it. That might cover getting the threshold strip looked at; she would ask what it cost first. She noted it under her regular maintenance items. Bente's next three instalments were not on this sheet. That was another business with its own agreement. She only knew that they had not yet been paid.
A customer asked Milan if Vera could come over for a moment. He looked into the kitchen. She raised her hand and walked to the bar. It was a table for a group in December: nothing elaborate, just hot drinks after a walk. Vera asked how many people. The woman did not know yet.
‘Just put down something like twelve,’ she said. ‘Maybe eighteen.’
Vera looked at the space between the tables. She really wanted them to come. Since the new tunnel, she could really use a group like that. She picked up her diary and explained which table arrangement worked for twelve and what needed to be changed for eighteen.
‘Could you keep it free until Monday?’ the woman asked.
‘I can pencil it in until Monday afternoon. Then I’ll need to know how many and what time.’
The woman asked if she couldn't just quote for eighteen and work it out afterwards. Vera shook her head, thought for a moment, and mentioned what she could indicate right now. An estimated price per person for drinks, not a full order yet. They agreed to speak on Monday. When the woman left, Vera had a name, a number, and a clear question for that conversation. She didn't know yet if the booking was going ahead.
Milan asked if she was going to eat. Vera looked at the kitchen. There was soup left over, and bread too. She could stay here and put the bowl down on the table where her papers were still lying. Her bag was underneath it. She slipped the paperwork into her bag and put on her coat.
‘I'm going to get something on the way,’ she said.
At the door, she took her phone out of the bag. The film she wanted to see on Sunday was still showing, but the early screening had disappeared. She checked the later time, thought of her Sunday off and bought one ticket. The confirmation arrived as a customer pushed the door open past her. She stepped aside, put the phone away, and called out goodbye to Milan.
Outside, it was dry. The lamps above the barrier at the old bridge were lit. Further on, a family was walking into the tunnel. Vera was not going that way. The little restaurant across the road still had a table for one by the window. She placed her bag next to the chair, hung her coat over the back of the chair, and asked what they were serving today.
