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The Room
Liv caught the guesthouse bell with her sleeve. As she pulled away, it rang again. A woman rose from behind the counter, holding a roll of bin bags.
‘Once is enough,’ she said. ‘It won't make me any quicker.’
‘That was my coat.’
The woman looked at the wet sleeve, then at the bell. ‘Mine does that too. Here, give it to me.’
Liv put down her holdall and took off her coat. Outside, under the little awning, she'd been searching for her booking confirmation while water dripped from the gutter straight onto her left hand. Now the message came up at once. The woman barely glanced at the screen.
‘Liv. Room seven. I'm Els.’
She hung the coat on a hook behind the door. A footprint on the tiled floor was almost dry. Beside a wicker basket of leaflets lay a loose screw, which Liv had first taken for an earring.
‘Is there somewhere I can leave my bike?’
‘Round the back. Not in front of the grey door. That needs to open.’
Liv looked through the narrow window beside the entrance. Her bike leaned against the wall, two bags hanging from its handlebars. The wind tugged at a card listing breakfast prices, but the clothes peg held. She'd walked the last stretch from the station. With the holdall across her shoulder and the laptop in her other hand, even meeting another cyclist on the empty cycle path would have been more than she could manage.
Els took a key from a row of hooks. ‘Put your things upstairs first. Then I'll show you the back door.’
The stairs smelled of fried onions. Liv lifted her holdall over a lip sticking out from the second step. At the end of the landing, two doors faced each other: seven on one, eight on the other. Els pushed open seven and stayed outside while Liv went in.
There was a bed, a desk and a wardrobe with a mirror that only came up to her shoulders. The window overlooked the street. Beyond the low houses opposite, the wind held a flag so taut she couldn't make out its design.
‘The desk's clear,’ said Els. ‘I've taken the vase away.’
‘That's good.’
‘Not that you need to be frightened of a vase. But you said you were coming to work.’
Liv put down the laptop. Two usable sockets, a chair without arms. She opened the drawer. A tourist map, three elastic bands and nothing else. It would do. At home, her worktable and windowsill had disappeared under plastic sheeting. The roofers would be finished on Tuesday, weather permitting. They'd said that on Friday too.
‘How quiet is it here in the evenings?’
‘Usually very. The downpipe rattles when there's a westerly. That's on the street side.’ Els pointed towards the window. ‘Someone came to look at it. He couldn't hear anything.’
Outside, metal tapped intermittently.
‘He picked a good day,’ said Liv.
‘For him.’
Els showed her how to turn on the radiator. Not all the way round, or the knob came off. Breakfast started at seven, though the man downstairs would have his earlier. Els was awake anyway. She could leave coffee for Liv if she wanted to come down later.
‘Eight will be fine.’
‘I'll put that down. And if you need bread tonight, the shop on the corner shuts at six. We don't do evening meals.’
Downstairs, Els took her to the back door. Getting the bike through meant a narrow passage past a cupboard, then out into a paved courtyard. A wheelie bin stood with its lid towards the wall. Beside it there was just enough room for her handlebars. Els moved an empty flowerpot.
‘Here will do. If you lock it to anything, don't use the downpipe. Your bike's stronger than that is.’
A window above the courtyard stood open. A thin curtain had blown out and caught on the edge. Els looked up, but someone called from the hall. She raised a hand and went inside before Liv could ask whether she should shut the window.
Once she'd parked the bike, Liv went for bread and a tub of salad. The woman ahead of her in the shop was paying for six loose lemons. She wanted four, the cashier had counted five, and the net had contained six. It took long enough for Liv to remember her fridge at home, which she hadn't emptied in the rush. She messaged the roofer to ask whether Tuesday was still possible and put away her phone.
In the breakfast room, Els was laying a table for one. Liv stopped in the doorway with her shopping bag.
‘Can I eat here?’
‘If you put your plate in the kitchen afterwards. I'm going out for a bit.’
‘You haven't got many guests.’
‘Two, counting you. Six of the eight rooms are empty this week.’
Els laid a knife beside the plate. A narrow scratch crossed her hand, edged with something dry and white.
‘Paint,’ she said, catching Liv's glance. ‘Nothing infectious.’
Liv laughed. She hadn't meant to stare. Els asked whether she needed anything else, but didn't quite wait for the answer; her phone was vibrating on the counter. Liv ate her bread by the window. Something scraped behind a downstairs door. Later, a pair of brown shoes stood outside it, their toes neatly aligned.
At seven, Liv sat at the desk upstairs. Her portable drive was to the right of the laptop, its cable clear of the table edge. At home she'd copied the complete digital transfers of twelve old interview tapes. The cassettes themselves had stayed with the collection. She wouldn't have to coax some machine into life here that looked pre-war and had apparently been working perfectly last month.
The fishermen on the tapes talked about the old harbour, when the channel was still navigable and the new quay hadn't been built. Her commission covered twelve tapes, though sometimes several people talked over one another. Someone by a door kept adding to one man's account. Another began by asking whether he could call the interviewer by his first name, then hardly stopped using it.
Liv opened tape two. Willem Kooij was describing the morning he'd seen a boat run aground in the mud. He began to identify a place, a chair scraped across the floor, and he went on with his sentence. Liv had marked the passage on Friday. The hiss beneath his voice was fairly steady; the chair was much louder.
She lowered the volume and listened to the whole question. The interviewer wanted to know whether the harbour had already become unusable. Willem said no. Then there was a brief silence and something that sounded like yes, but belonged with the words that followed. Taking only the section after the chair would turn it into a much firmer answer to a different question.
She moved the start of the listening copy back. The question stayed. She left the original transfer untouched. Anouk, her client, had asked for short extracts that made sense without fifteen minutes of explanation. Short could still be longer than thirty seconds.
A door closed downstairs. Liv looked up. She had one earcup pushed back, so she wasn't entirely cut off from the house. Willem waited on the screen, halfway through a word. She let him finish, added her chosen start and end points to her notes, and exported a trial version.
The passage no longer smelled of onions. Going down for water, she found a bowl of mandarins on the counter. Els was back, still in her coat, trying to fit a large envelope into a pocket in a folder that was too small for it.
‘Would you like one?’
‘Please.’
Liv took a mandarin. Els laid the envelope on top of the folder.
‘Got anything done?’
‘Yes. Nearly three minutes finished.’
Els looked at the clock. ‘In two hours?’
‘They weren't all difficult minutes.’
‘That's something.’
Liv peeled the mandarin into her palm. A piece of peel flicked onto the counter; she picked it up. Els said the man downstairs was a travelling salesman and wanted breakfast at half six. He'd offered to leave without coffee if it was too much trouble.
‘But then I'd only lie there wondering why I couldn't make him a coffee.’
‘You'd rather lose a quarter of an hour's sleep.’
‘You say that. I'd rather sleep longer, and I make the coffee anyway.’
Upstairs, Liv put her phone beside the laptop. The roofer had said the work would be finished on Tuesday. No qualifications. She read the message again, then opened the bill that had been waiting since Thursday. There were more labour hours on it than in the quote. She didn't yet know which part of the work had needed them. She closed the window. Payment for the interviews would cover some of it. First she had to finish the interviews.
She worked until she was hungry, only then remembering the other half of her bread downstairs. She fetched it, put her toothbrush in a glass and slid the bag under the desk. Her pillow lay halfway down the gap beside the wall. The bed stood a hand's breadth away from it. She pushed it back, but the pillow caught behind the edge.
When she pulled the head of the bed forwards again, she saw the grille.
It was round and brass, smaller than a beer mat. Layers of paint had joined its edge to the wallpaper. Liv bent down. Cold air came through, smelling of damp coats. She thought of the curtain above the courtyard. Perhaps an old ventilation shaft ran between the rooms. She straightened her pillow and sat down again.
Willem had given way to the hiss at the end of the recording. Liv closed the session and checked her chosen extract once more in the list. She didn't need to hear it again now. Tomorrow she could ring Anouk about its length.
At 00:17 she took off her headphones.
Three taps came from the wall. They weren't the loose tapping of the downpipe outside. They sounded directly behind her.
Then a woman said, ‘Leave the light on a little longer.’
Liv turned towards the door. The gap beneath it was dark. Nothing moved past. The voice had sounded close, as though someone had their mouth against the other side of the wallpaper. She thought of the man downstairs, a phone on speaker, the sounds that travelled up through her radiator at home.
She bent towards the brass.
‘You've got the wrong room.’
A short breath. Then nothing.
Liv stood with her hand on the headboard. She looked at the other bedside lamp, which was off, and felt foolish for switching it on anyway. Below the grille was a narrow slide. It wouldn't move until she pushed harder. The paint crackled; the metal gave a little. Behind the holes, a smooth tube ran steeply downwards, not a broad shaft.
She took her phone and recorded a minute. Rain on the window. The quiet hum of the laptop. In the last few seconds, her thumb brushed the case. The woman said nothing else.
Liv draped a towel over the grille. She moved the bed to hold the fabric in place, closed her laptop and got under the duvet. She left the bedside lamp on. The main switch was by the door, and she was already lying down again. She turned away from the wall and felt with her foot for the cold end of the bed.
The Other End
The towel was on the floor. Liv saw it as she put a foot out of bed. She'd slept for several hours without waking. On her phone was a half-written message to the roofer that she apparently hadn't sent. She hadn't touched the main light switch during the night. The bedside lamp still shone.
She picked up the towel. A narrow damp line ran across the fabric. No broad patch, no trail she could follow. The tube behind the grille felt cold. She held her hand in front of the holes for a moment, then hung the towel over the chair.
Condensation clouded the bottom of the window. Outside, a baker's van stood halfway onto the pavement. A man pulled a crate from the back and shouldered a shop door. Liv waited to see whether he could get through before drawing her curtain further back. It was lighter than yesterday.
Already the voice had changed in her memory. She thought she remembered a higher pitch than she'd heard in the night. She couldn't play it back: all her phone had caught was rain and the laptop. She didn't play the minute. There was nothing she could do with a breath that wasn't on it.
Downstairs, coffee stood beside her plate. Els came from the kitchen carrying a jug, switching hands to straighten a chair.
‘Did the baker wake you?’
‘No. I heard something through that grille behind my bed.’
Els put the jug down. ‘What sort of thing?’
‘A woman. Asking if the light could stay on. Not loudly, but I could understand her.’
‘Through the round thing?’
Liv nodded. She'd brought her phone and laid it beside her plate, without pushing it towards Els.
‘A speaking tube,’ said Els. ‘You used to call down to the kitchen through it. No electricity.’ She topped up the coffee. ‘My father preferred anything that didn't use electricity.’
‘Where's the other end?’
‘Not in the kitchen any more. We had that done nine years ago.’
Els looked across at the other table. An egg sat in an eggcup, half covered by a napkin. The bread on its board hadn't been touched.
‘Perhaps he couldn't find his breakfast.’
‘The half-six man?’
‘I'm only expecting one man today.’
She went to the door, listened and came back. Liv cut open a roll. She didn't want to jump up and follow Els round her own house as though they had something to track down. An ordinary voice travelling from somewhere else through an old tube still seemed the likeliest explanation.
‘Could we have a look later?’ she asked.
‘I'll get the plan. Save me explaining something I only half remember.’
Els took a broad folder from a low cupboard beside the counter. The plastic holding the plans was creased. She had to support the bundle with both hands to ease its top out of the folder. Liv moved the empty sugar bowl.
The drawing showed a layout that no longer quite matched the house. A kitchen counter occupied the place where the cupboard now stood. A thin line descended from room seven, bent above the kitchen and forked. Liv followed both ends without running her finger across the paper.
‘There's another branch here.’
‘To eight,’ said Els. ‘The staff used to sleep there. Someone could answer from there after the kitchen had shut.’
‘And now?’
‘Mostly furniture sleeps there now.’
Els held down her side of the plan. Liv photographed the whole line, room numbers included. She didn't want to be left with just the fork and have to ask again which way was up.
In the kitchen, Els tried shifting the freestanding cupboard away from the wall. It was harder than she'd expected. Liv took the other side. Between them, they made just enough room to see behind it. A round patch of plaster was slightly smoother than the surrounding wall. Liv photographed it and tapped gently. Solid. She didn't press harder.
‘So it's closed off there.’
‘There, yes.’
A bag of pasta slid towards the front of a shelf. Els caught it.
‘We'd better put this back before the whole lot falls out.’
They pushed the cupboard into place. The kitchen door stayed open. Els had set an oven timer, and at its beep she looked straight at the dish on the worktop. Three half-loaves lay under a cloth. She picked one up to inspect the bottom.
‘For this afternoon. Roos is coming for soup. She brought the bread, so I'd better not ruin it.’
‘Is she the baker?’
‘She doesn't own the shop. She works there. Otherwise I could ask her for a replacement loaf.’
Liv stepped aside to let her reach the oven. She could hear herself offering advice about a lower temperature for longer, as though a woman who made breakfast every morning needed tips from a guest who'd bought ready-made salad yesterday.
Els took off her oven gloves and looked into the hall. ‘Come on. You might as well know where the other end is.’
Eight's door opened inwards, scraping the threshold. Els gave it a final shove with her knee. It swung along the empty left-hand wall. On the right stood chairs, partly nested together, though they didn't all fit. A broad dark frame stuck out beneath a light, curved back. The rubber foot on one leg was cracked.
‘They don't belong together,’ said Els. ‘But whichever one I need is always at the bottom.’
She left the chairs alone, stepped past the stack and straightened an ironing board against the wall. Three boxes stood at the back. Someone had written Christmas in thick marker on the top one.
The window was open. The curtain Liv had seen from the courtyard yesterday lay folded over its edge. Els eased it inside. The fabric caught for a moment, then came free without tearing. She pulled the window shut and turned down the handle.
Liv could see her bike below. The courtyard looked no larger from above. The grey back door stood open, an empty bread crate beside it. She could see the threshold, but not anyone moving about in the kitchen.
A small wooden case hung beside the room door. A brass lever projected diagonally from its front. Hands had darkened the wood around it. Liv bent closer without touching. In a box underneath lay a loose metal flap, between two scraps of paper and a hook without a screw.
First she photographed the case as it was. Then the box below. Els watched her put her phone away.
‘You're allowed to look.’
‘I want to remember how it was first. Too many things come back to me after someone's had a fiddle to see whether they're broken.’
‘Are they still broken afterwards?’
‘Yes. Differently.’
Els smiled. She glanced at the time on Liv's phone and pulled the door towards her. It scraped again. She had to lift it slightly by the handle to shut it properly.
‘Bram needs to look at that too. I need him for the cupboard door downstairs anyway.’
‘And the downpipe?’
‘I'll add it. Write everything down and he might stay for a week.’
Liv glanced back at the brass. She wanted to ask whether she could take the flap from the box, but Els had already shut the door.
‘We can look later,’ Els said. ‘First I want to know why that man hasn't touched his breakfast.’
The key lay beside the mandarins. Liv hadn't noticed it on her way to the kitchen. Under it was a scrap from a small notepad. Els read it, held it further away, then read it again.
‘Early start.’
‘Wasn't that the arrangement?’
‘Earlier still, apparently.’
There was no complaint about voices. Els didn't let Liv read the whole note, but said he'd paid for his room and might come back for a proper breakfast another time. She folded it into her cardigan pocket. His coffee was the first thing she cleared from the table.
Upstairs, Liv rang Anouk. Yesterday's trial extract was ready, but she hadn't sent it yet. First she wanted to know how much time they really had for the listening session.
Anouk answered with a hurried ‘Go on’, then asked her to wait. Liv heard a door close. When Anouk spoke again, she sounded calmer.
‘I'm looking for a table that isn't beside the coffee machine. No point discussing the sounds of the old harbour with that thing grinding through every sentence.’
‘Would you like me to restore that too?’
‘Only if you can explain it to the people on reception afterwards.’
Liv explained about the extract. It needed the interviewer's question. That made it three minutes rather than the minute and a half they'd hoped for.
‘Can't we just use his answer?’
‘Then he sounds as though he's answering a question nobody asked.’
‘Yes, but everyone knows the harbour.’
‘Willem was talking about one particular morning. Take out the question and suddenly he's saying the whole harbour was already blocked.’
Anouk went quiet. A chair scraped.
‘Send the three minutes, then. I'll have to persuade the others we can't put quite so many extracts one after another.’
They agreed that the first listening afternoon would be a pilot, a selection of extracts with time for responses. Not a presentation of twelve supposedly finished recordings. Three interviews needed to be usable sooner: two, five and nine on Liv's list. The others would follow after the checks they'd agreed. Anouk repeated the distinction as she wrote it down.
‘And Joop's extract?’
‘I'm starting that today.’
On tape five, Joop van Dijk talked about the boats which, he insisted, had kept coming in as normal for years. He could lose his temper with the interviewer, then two sentences later offer him a piece of cake. Liv hadn't chosen the passage yet. She only said that his account wouldn't fit into the same minute as Willem's.
Anouk laughed. ‘Then we won't make that minute.’
After the call, Liv sent the trial version. She waited for it to finish uploading, then went downstairs for water. Els sat in the breakfast room with a bowl of soup. A crustless slice of bread lay beside her. Across the table, a plate waited empty.
‘Roos is late. I'm starting. Otherwise all I'll do when she gets here is ask crossly why she couldn't have come sooner.’
Liv picked up her glass. The bread crate hadn't moved from the courtyard. The downpipe tapped again, more softly than yesterday. She looked at the kitchen door.
‘There's nobody downstairs now who could have spoken to me last night.’
Els paused with her spoon above the bowl.
‘He was here last night.’
‘Yes.’
Liv put down the glass to straighten her sleeve. She'd dismissed one ordinary possibility too quickly. Els went on eating. When someone called ‘Afternoon’ from the hall, she didn't get up at once.
‘She can find her own chair,’ she said, and took another spoonful.
Twelve Minutes
On tape five, Joop took forty-five minutes to get round to the harbour. Before that came the interviewer's brother, a broken outboard motor and whether anyone from the school still lived in the village. Liv had noted the times during the transfer. Even so, she started listening a little earlier than she needed to.
Joop wanted to get something straight. Without his lead-in, he sounded as though he'd had a whole account ready the moment he was asked. In fact, he first asked which winter they meant. The interviewer couldn't remember the year. They worked it out together, taking a detour through a hard frost which, according to Joop, had nothing to do with it.
Liv chose an extract that kept that question and marked the end. She wasn't going to edit it so Willem seemed wrong simply because Joop talked for longer. Both accounts could stand at the listening afternoon. She wrote Anouk a note explaining why the opening couldn't be shorter, read it back and cut the first two sentences. Anouk hadn't objected to Willem's extract being longer. She didn't need to win their conversation after it was over.
Footsteps sounded in the passage. Liv slipped one earcup off her ear. The steps stopped on the landing, went back and faded downstairs. A little later a vacuum cleaner started. She put the headphones on properly again.
Els knocked just after six. Liv had left yesterday's bread on a corner of the desk and forgotten to eat it. Els carried a bowl on a saucer.
‘Leftovers.’
‘The soup?’
‘No, the paint. For your window frame.’
Liv got up laughing and cleared a space. Els stayed in the doorway as she set down the bowl. The towel was dry now, hanging over the chair. Liv hadn't pushed the bed back; the grille was still visible behind the headboard.
‘Heard anything else?’ Els asked.
‘Just the hoover.’
‘That was me.’
‘I thought so.’
Els looked at the small device beside the laptop. Liv had taken her recorder from the bag's front pocket. She didn't use it for the old tapes, but sometimes took room recordings where people wanted to play audio.
‘Going to sit beside that thing with it?’
‘I want to know if anything else comes through. My phone only got rain yesterday.’
‘Might be quiet tonight.’
‘Then I'll have a recording of quiet.’
Els nodded, though Liv could see she didn't find that a particularly useful outcome. She asked whether the bed was all right where it was and told Liv to ring if she needed anything. Her number was on the card beside the kettle. She lived just downstairs, behind the breakfast room.
The soup was still hot. Liv didn't wait for Els to leave and burnt her tongue on the first spoonful. She set the bowl down and took the bread from the desk. Its crust wouldn't fit inside the narrow rim. She broke it in two and noticed soup on one of her work sheets. Only the corner. She slid it aside to dry.
Later her neighbour rang. The roofers had collected another extension lead from the shed; that was all right, wasn't it? Liv said yes. Her neighbour asked how the work was going. Liv told her about the soup and the quiet street, then asked whether there was anything in the fridge she could use, since she had a key.
‘The yoghurt, then.’
‘That's from last week.’
‘Perhaps not.’
They agreed to speak on Tuesday. When Liv hung up, the last extract was still open. She saved the trial version and entered what she'd done on her timesheet. Working evenings wouldn't be enough to meet her first estimate for the three interviews now. Tomorrow she'd go through the rest. It ought to be possible at an ordinary working pace too.
Towards midnight she unplugged her phone charger. She hadn't looked at the grille again for hours. Now she set the recorder on the low ledge behind the headboard, its microphones clear of the fabric. She left the towel on the chair. She checked the battery symbol and the recording space.
The clock read 00:17 when she started recording.
She switched off the desk lamp. The bedside lamp stayed on. Her work session was closed on the laptop; only the clock at the bottom of the screen remained against the dark background.
Three taps.
From the wall again. Liv looked at the recorder without touching it.
‘Don't close it. Then we won't know where it ends.’
Her own voice.
Not a voice she might have mistaken for hers because she wanted something familiar. She heard the lower pitch she always had on recordings, the small pause before the final word. She wasn't breathing with the speech. Her mouth was shut.
She stayed on the edge of the bed until the recording had run for half a minute. Then she pressed stop. Her fingers were cold. The silence afterwards was no different from before. Outside, a car passed along the street.
Liv picked up the recorder and looked at its screen. The file was there. No need to search. Her thumb hovered over play. She'd just heard the voice. She was gripping the device so tightly that her nail pressed against the edge of the screen. She put it down, took the card beside the kettle and rang Els.
‘Are you still awake?’
‘I am now. What's wrong?’
‘Could you come upstairs?’
A brief silence. ‘Shall I bring anything?’
‘No. I've recorded something.’
Els came in a cardigan over her nightdress, with a different sock on one foot. Instead of shutting the door at once, she looked at Liv's face.
‘Has someone been in?’
‘No.’
Liv moved to let her sit at the foot of the bed. She picked up the recorder and played the beginning. Els leaned towards the little speaker. After the words, she looked up.
‘That's you.’
‘I didn't say it.’
Els looked at the grille. The headboard's shadow fell over its lower holes. She didn't ask whether Liv was mistaken. That made it harder to say what else it could have been.
Liv slid the recorder towards her. ‘I was sitting here. I put it there because a woman spoke yesterday. I didn't say anything.’
‘Could your computer have played something?’
‘It was closed already. The session, I mean. The computer wasn't off.’
She'd corrected something Els hadn't asked about. There was no program playing sound on the screen. She showed her, without knowing what that proved.
Els held out a hand. ‘Again.’
Liv played the beginning again. The little hesitation before ends was still there. This time Els watched the wall as she listened. Then Liv played it a third time, stopping before the file finished.
‘Have you ever recorded anything like that?’ Els asked.
‘Not that sentence.’
‘For work?’
‘No.’
She couldn't go through every sentence she'd spoken in thirty-six years. The voice had come from the wall while she sat beside it. She'd heard it before playing anything back. She wanted to explain the distinction, but Els had already got up.
Liv watched her take the dry towel from the chair and fold it in half. Not a hurried movement. She folded it narrower still and held it in front of the brass holes.
‘We'll block it up, then.’
‘Don't close it. Then we won't know where it ends.’
The sentence was out before Liv could choose her words. She bit her lip.
Els held her hand above the grille. A little thread frayed from the corner of the towel, close to her thumb. Neither of them moved it.
Liv looked from her hand to the recorder. Beside the file, the little screen said 00:17. She turned towards the clock on her laptop.
00:29.
Twelve minutes.
She knew she'd heard the words, then said them. They were no longer two independent events she could join with a straight line. She'd wanted to resist them, and used them to do it. But when the voice behind her had spoken, she hadn't thought of them yet.
‘That was it,’ said Els.
Liv nodded. Her lip hurt where she'd bitten it.
Els lowered the towel. She watched the device as though it might start again. Liv rested her hand on it without pressing anything. The bedside lamp lit the wall and the dry fabric. Downstairs came a brief click, followed by the familiar long hum of something starting up.
‘Where's the other opening?’ Liv asked.
Els looked towards the door. ‘In eight.’
She didn't leave straight away. First she set the recorder on the desk and put the towel beside it. Liv stood, felt the cold floor through her socks, and put on her shoes.
The Wooden Case
In the passage, Els unplugged the lamp. The extension lead followed until it caught behind a leg. She bent to free it, then carried the lamp into eight. The landing went dark behind them. Liv left seven's door open; its bedside lamp threw a narrow strip of light across the floor.
Eight's door scraped the threshold again. Els had to free a hand to lift it. She muttered about the door, ordinarily irritated, and put the lamp on the ironing board before realising how unsteady it was.
‘Here,’ said Liv.
She took the lamp. Els moved the ironing board away from the wooden case, making sure its legs didn't catch under a chair, and folded it flat against the wall. The metal catch snapped, briefly and much louder than either had expected. Liv felt it in her chest. Els plugged the lamp into the socket beside the door and took it back.
‘That was us,’ she said.
‘Yes.’
The window was shut. Liv looked towards it to place it in the room, not because she expected anything outside. Wet paving shone in the courtyard below. Her bike stood in darkness. In the glass, her face appeared above the lamp, Els behind her.
She put her phone on the windowsill and studied the wooden case. The lever was at the front, the metal spindle further inside. In the box beneath it, the loose flap lay where she'd photographed it that morning. Liv opened the photograph to check, then picked up the metal.
Dry dust clung to her fingertips. She didn't wipe it on her trousers. An opening in the flap seemed to fit the spindle. One edge had a patch of white paint; inside the case was a mark of the same colour. She held them close without fitting anything together.
‘Could you hold the lamp higher?’
Els did. Light travelled over the wood. Beneath the edge was a scratched arrow. Liv tilted her head to see where it pointed. She put the flap back in the box for a moment and traced the opening behind the lever.
‘This hasn't been completely dismantled. Something was fitted between the parts, and that's been taken out.’
‘That thing, then.’
‘Probably.’
When Liv squinted, Els moved the lamp further away. They were standing too close for both of them to see properly. Liv asked whether there was any scrap paper downstairs. Els took a folded bill from her cardigan pocket, smoothed it against her leg and handed it over blank side up.
Liv drew a line for seven, then the bend. She didn't need a tape measure to tell the two routes apart, though she couldn't see along the whole tube. Here, the old plan matched the case. One branch to the kitchen, one to eight. The loose flap selected which opening stayed clear.
‘Without the flap, both are open. But the kitchen branch just ends against that plaster.’
‘So you get all sorts of sounds coming back.’
‘A hollow sound. And perhaps the street, or a door sounding as though it's somewhere else.’
Els studied the sketch. Liv watched her weighing the words and didn't want her to take more from them than they offered.
‘Just to be clear, this doesn't explain the recording.’
Els nodded. ‘I didn't think you were saying it did.’
Liv held the flap against the spindle again. In the right position, the white paint marks lined up. The lever didn't move freely, but it would turn with care. She felt resistance, waited and didn't force it.
‘Does it need oiling?’ Els asked.
‘Not now. I don't know where the oil would go.’
She wasn't trying to rebuild it. She wanted to see how it had fitted. Els held the lamp with both hands while Liv put the flap into place. Then Liv turned the lever to the position for room eight.
Something rustled inside the tube. Not metal scraping against the spindle: that had stopped when she let go. More like a sleeve brushing a wall.
The three taps came from their side now.
Els straightened. The light slid off the case and stayed on the ceiling.
‘Who's there?’
Liv listened towards the landing. They'd left the door open. She could see its dark rectangle, nothing beyond it.
A door slammed downstairs.
There was nobody down there. The travelling salesman had left and no other guests had arrived. Liv thought of the wind. She tried to work out which door an open window might allow to slam, concentrating so hard that for a moment she forgot to breathe.
Then the woman in the tube asked, ‘Is anyone there?’
She didn't sound quite uncertain enough for someone who didn't know whether anybody was listening. The words were a question. Liv couldn't tell what made her hear the difference, and didn't want to give it an intention straight away.
Els rested her free hand on the wood.
‘Yes. We're here.’
Liv looked at her hand. The same paint as this morning, beside the mark that hadn't turned out to be a cut. She'd wanted to look at Els before she answered. Now she'd already done it.
A long silence followed.
Liv heard Els swallow. The lamp trembled slightly in her other hand. Something rustled in the tube again, then cold air breathed across Liv's wrist. The lamp didn't flicker. The door didn't move. She still hadn't reached for the lever again.
They waited until the fridge started downstairs.
Els set the lamp on the windowsill and stood beside it as though recovering from its weight. Liv looked at the flap now fitted to the spindle. She didn't want to turn it again. It wasn't a dial she had to turn for another answer.
‘Are you staying tonight?’ Els asked.
Liv thought of seven. Her bag lay open on the bed; her phone was here on the windowsill, its screen dark now.
‘Not here.’
Els unplugged the lamp beside the door, picked it up and went onto the landing without answering. Liv followed. They left the lever where it was. Light returned to the landing when Els plugged the lamp back in. Liv felt almost embarrassed by her relief at seeing the stairs properly again.
In seven she put the drive in the padded compartment of her laptop bag. She didn't leave the work set-up open on the desk. She took the recorder and phone too, picked up a jumper from the bed and went downstairs with her arms full.
Els had opened her sitting-room door. It was behind the breakfast room, a wide sofa beneath a shelf of books. She moved a cardigan from one chair to another, then pushed aside the coffee table to clear the sofa.
‘You can sleep on there. I'll get a sheet.’
‘I could go home.’
Els looked up. ‘Now?’
Liv glanced at the wall clock. She'd have to cycle to the station and find out which trains were still running. There might still be tools on her landing at home. She didn't want to explain to her neighbour in the middle of the night why she'd come back.
‘No. Not very practical.’
‘You're free to go. I'll make the sofa up anyway. You can still choose.’
Els was already on her way to the cupboard. Liv put her things beside the sofa and took off the shoes she'd just put on. One sole had picked up a dry flake of paint. She held her foot over her palm, but it had already fallen onto the carpet.
When Els came back she bent to pick it up. Liv said she'd do it.
‘You've got your hands full.’
Els laid the sheet on the sofa and took the flake to the kitchen. The duvet wasn't in its cover. She returned carrying both, apparently already aware that trying to put one inside the other by herself in the middle of the room wouldn't work. Liv took the top two corners. Together they shook the cover over it.
‘Wait, I'll take this side,’ Liv said as Els reached for the wrong end.
‘You get the buttons, then.’
They made up the sofa. Els put a glass of water beside the lamp and sat in the armchair. She hadn't changed. Her nightdress showed beneath the open cardigan, her feet side by side on her slippers. Liv could see now that one sock was only pulled a little higher than the other. They were the same colour.
‘You don't have to stay up,’ Liv said.
‘I won't be sleeping just yet.’
Liv got under the duvet but stayed sitting upright. Els pointed at a cushion that wasn't intended for sleeping and asked whether she should fetch another. Liv said no. She hadn't tried lying on it yet.
For a while they talked about the building work. The kitchen had been done nine years ago, Els said, and she couldn't find most of the workmen's names now. One plumber had never sent bills. Not at first, anyway; they'd all arrived together just as she'd begun to think his work might be included in the overall price.
‘That sounds worse than just a late bill,’ Liv said.
‘Yes. I'd spent it on a fridge.’
Liv told her about the hours on the roofing bill. Els asked whether she'd rung. Not yet: she wanted to see the job finished first. She didn't want the men climbing onto her roof just after she'd argued with them about the price.
‘They're not going to leave a hole on purpose.’
‘I know.’
‘I wasn't asking whether you knew.’
Liv pulled the duvet higher. Outside had been quiet for a while. Now something drove past, heavy enough to make glasses rattle in a cupboard. Els didn't look up. She found the remote, put it down again and asked whether Liv wanted the television on.
‘I'd rather not.’
‘Me neither.’
They talked about the interviews, briefly. Els asked whether people had been paid to tell their stories. Liv didn't know about all the original recordings. She was being paid to make them usable again, she said. Els didn't ask whether she could make a usable story out of the voice upstairs too.
Towards five, Liv couldn't recall Els's last sentence. She'd begun talking about her own roof and heard herself stop halfway through. Els turned the lamp away from her face. Liv finally lay down. The cushion was too flat, but once she'd put her hand beneath it, she no longer needed to think of what to say.
The Zip
Tea stood beside the sofa. Liv saw the cup before she knew the time. A lemon slice floated in it, pip upwards. She hadn't heard Els get up.
The breakfast-room door was ajar. Beyond it, a spoon tapped a plate. Liv sat up and felt for her shoes with her feet. Her watch was beneath the sleeve of the jumper she'd put beside her. Later than she'd wanted, not so late she could use it as a reason to do nothing.
She drank. Lukewarm. The cushion had left her neck stiff. The wooden case upstairs came back to her not immediately as fear, but as something still in that room which she was no longer sitting beside.
Els looked round the door. ‘Thought I'd leave you.’
‘Good.’
‘Not so good for your coffee. I'll have to make fresh.’
Liv raised the teacup a little. Els nodded towards the kitchen and disappeared. She was dressed. Last night's cardigan hung over a chair, its sleeves half inside out. Liv smoothed the duvet without folding it. Els would know what to do with it.
Seven's key lay on the breakfast table. She'd found it beside the lamp, Els said, not taken it from the room. Liv asked whether she'd heard anything after staying downstairs.
‘I made tea.’
‘I mean before that.’
Els moved a plate of cheese closer. ‘I listened to you on the sofa. Not that you said anything. I wanted to know if you were asleep.’
Liv wasn't sure whether to apologise. She took some bread. Els began wiping the next table, though no one had used it.
‘I'm going home today.’
‘I thought you would.’
‘My roof's finished.’
Els looked at her. ‘You'd better go and see if it's still there, then.’
It sounded ordinary enough to make them laugh for a moment. Liv asked whether she could help with the sofa bedding. Els said to leave the duvet. The sheet could go in the basket by the kitchen door. She spoke exactly as she would to any guest.
Upstairs, the room still had its own smell of bread and a radiator left on all night. The towel lay on the desk. Liv left it there and packed. The portable drive went into the small compartment of her laptop bag, not among the clothes in her holdall. She zipped the big bag shut. A sleeve caught. She had to pull it free and take the zip round the same corner again.
She looked at the grille. Unchanged from yesterday, apart from the paint she'd cracked beside the slide. She took her phone from her trouser pocket and recorded another minute. The room was empty except for her. Outside, a cart rolled along the street, its wheels briefly rattling over a different surface. Rain tapped the glass. She heard no voices.
Liv waited for the minute to finish. This time she kept her hand still against the phone case. Then she stopped recording and gave the file a recognisable name. It appeared beside the phone's minute from the first night. She kept both.
She still had to send Els the strange recording. Downstairs she put her laptop bag on a chair and took out the recorder. Els looked from it to her phone.
‘Can't that just send it straight to this?’
‘Not this one.’
‘That's probably supposed to be better too.’
‘Only if you've got a cable.’
It was in the front pocket. Liv opened the laptop and copied the file from the recorder. She left the sound untouched. She sent the new phone recording separately afterwards. Two files: last night's recording and this morning's ordinary room. She explained which was which. Els waited for both to arrive, then showed her the screen.
‘There they are.’
‘Don't turn it up because it starts quietly. You don't need to.’
Liv heard how professional she suddenly sounded. Els put away her phone without playing either recording. Liv kept her own files on the devices and the copy from the recorder on her laptop. Having them in more places didn't give her any more explanations.
At the counter she paid the balance. Els hadn't charged for the soup. Liv said she'd be happy to pay, and Els asked whether she should charge for the half-bowl left upstairs as well. Liv hadn't eaten the last few spoonfuls. She decided not to argue with generosity.
The bike stood where she'd left it. She undid the lock and wiped a wet leaf off the saddle. Els held the back door while Liv manoeuvred it through the passage. With the bags on it, it was wider than yesterday. At the bend she drew the handlebars towards her to miss the cupboard.
‘Wait, I'll get the door,’ Els said.
She pushed it wider and stayed there until the back wheel was through. Outside, the peg still held the breakfast card. Liv settled her bag more securely on the rear rack and tightened the strap.
‘Let me know if it's all right,’ said Els.
Liv looked up, puzzled.
‘Your roof.’
‘Oh. Yes, I will.’
She cycled to the station. The train had room for her bike, though not where she'd have chosen to stand. She had to take one bag off the handlebars and put it at her feet. Someone came on with a pushchair at the next stop. Liv moved along. She was tired enough for every move to feel like a request addressed to her whole body.
Her neighbour messaged. The roofers had gone, the key was in the agreed place. There was still a bucket in the shed; she wasn't to throw it away. Liv thanked her, then told Els she was on her way to a dry house. Els sent a thumbs-up. It was good to have nothing else attached to it for once.
At home she put the bike in the shed and her holdall in the hall, upright against the wall. The laptop bag went upstairs. The stair gate was back in place and the plastic had gone from the landing. A grain of grey dust lay on the bottom step. She picked it up on a fingertip and deposited it on the windowsill because there wasn't a bin nearby.
Through the window she looked at the roof, barely visible from here. No board projected over the edge now. In the shed stood the bucket she'd been told about. The shovel was beside it rather than in it, so the door could close. First she wanted to see whether anything indoors had been moved.
Her workroom chair stood where she'd left it. A clean cloth covered the screen. She lifted it by two corners and folded it over the desk, careful not to shake dust onto the keyboard. Then she turned the chair towards the window and sat.
Anouk had messaged. The trial version had arrived safely. They would need another room for the listening afternoon after all: the room by the coffee machine wasn't available. The time allowed for the extracts probably wouldn't change. Could Liv ring tomorrow?
Liv set a reminder. She could send a brief reply and go back to sleep, but first she wanted to finish yesterday's work. The drive lay beside her laptop. She plugged it in and opened the folders. Everything was where it belonged. She began checking the export of Joop's trial version.
Halfway through, she had to tip her head back to keep her eyes open. The recording wasn't boring. Joop asked what was rattling beside the interviewer, who apologised for a loose knob. Liv heard how long it took them to return to the question. On Friday she'd decided this part didn't need to be in the listening copy. Now she couldn't remember why she was judging it all over again.
She closed the work window and made food. The yoghurt had gone; her neighbour had found an edible one after all. In its place was a note: no milk left. Liv ate bread at the worktop and rang the roofer.
He was still with another customer. She asked about the extra hours without mentioning the night at the guesthouse. He said they'd replaced more than the roof covering. Beneath one edge were battens they couldn't put back. He had a photograph. He'd send it and list the hours separately.
‘Tomorrow?’ Liv asked.
‘Yes. Tomorrow morning should be fine.’
She asked how long the bucket needed to stay. It was his; he'd collect it this week. Liv said fine. When the call ended, she didn't feel she'd started an argument.
Upstairs, she kept the mug she'd just brought away from the drive. She chose the other side of the desk and noticed the recorder cable. Last night's file was in the temporary folder she'd used to send it to Els. She hadn't listened through headphones yet. Three times through the little speaker, Els on the bed. The words had been clear enough.
She left the headphones off. All she wanted was to hear whether anything after the voice had escaped her notice. She pulled the chair closer and opened the unedited copy. The original stayed on the recorder. She played the file from the beginning at an ordinary volume.
The taps sounded drier than she remembered. Then her voice, lower than it sounded to her when she spoke. The same small hesitation ended the sentence. Liv kept her hand still on the mouse.
With Els there, she'd stopped playback so soon after the words that the silence now seemed longer. She watched the time running, not to summon anything but because she was waiting for an ordinary room.
Eleven seconds after her voice, very softly, she heard the zip of her holdall.
Liv turned towards the door. Downstairs in the hall, the bag was shut. She knew without being able to see it: she'd left it that way and hadn't touched it since.
She took her hand off the mouse and let the file play on.
There was no next sentence. Only the quiet sound of the room, a movement she might have made herself, the end of the recording. She was still sitting straight-backed when the play button returned to its starting position.
She didn't go into the hall to open the bag. She closed the file without saving. On her phone she set a reminder to ring Els in the morning. Then she took the mug to the kitchen and shut the workroom door behind her.
Without a Transcript
Her own kettle woke Liv. She'd switched it on, sat on the kitchen step stool to straighten a sock, and closed her eyes. The click as it switched off sounded louder than the boiling.
She had slept. Not well enough to look forward to the day, but enough that she couldn't call it a sleepless night. On the kitchen table lay the contractor's photograph of the roof battens. He'd listed the hours separately, as she'd asked. The old wood was dark in a patch she wouldn't have noticed without his arrow.
She read the explanation, wrote back and added the amount to that month's payments. She didn't have to be entirely happy with everything he'd said to see that something had needed replacing. The bill was still unwelcome. Staring at it wouldn't make it smaller.
Mara rang at nine. Yesterday Liv had asked whether she had ten minutes this morning to listen to something. Mara had said yes, before her first meeting, if Liv sent the file ahead.
She had. The strange file, unedited. No transcript.
‘Are you home again?’ Mara asked.
‘Since yesterday.’
‘I can hear. Your coffee machine.’
‘Kettle.’
‘That, then.’
Liv took her mug into the workroom. She didn't want to discuss the recording among bread and invoices. Mara asked whether the roofers had finished. Liv said yes, then heard herself hurry on.
‘Have you listened?’
‘Once. Do you want to tell me what it's for?’
‘I'd rather hear what you hear first.’
‘All right. A room. A few taps. You, I think. Or somebody who sounds like you. Then not much for a while.’
‘What do I say?’
Mara repeated the opening words, hesitating over the rest. She hadn't written the sentence down. Liv didn't let her guess. She said she'd got the beginning right.
‘Is it a test for something?’
‘No.’
‘Am I supposed to find something?’
Liv drew her chair closer. She might have asked a client the same question if they'd sent a hum with the instruction listen carefully. She'd told Mara nothing. Somehow she'd still expected her to understand, without explanation, why it was wrong.
‘I recorded the voice at the guesthouse. I was sitting beside it. I didn't speak.’
Mara didn't answer at once. Paper rustled at her end, or a sleeve brushing a table. Liv looked at her own arms, still on the desk.
‘Then I'm not quite sure what you're asking. I can hear what's on it. I can't hear whether you had your mouth shut.’
‘I know.’
‘You sound as though that isn't enough.’
Liv looked at the small file in its folder. Mara wasn't the one who had to prove anything. She told her about the grille, the woman on the first night, Els at the foot of the bed. She kept the times distinct. She said she'd repeated the words herself at 00:29, after hearing them.
‘So hearing them earlier had something to do with your saying them,’ Mara said.
‘Yes. Not with how they came out of the tube in the first place.’
‘No. I'm not saying it did.’
Liv turned her mug by its handle and kept hold of it while she waited.
‘And the end?’
‘What about the end?’
She didn't want to suggest the zip. Mara wasn't there for a hearing test. Liv said she'd noticed another sound at home and asked whether Mara could listen again later, whenever she had time.
‘I can do it once more in a bit. Then I've got to go to a client. All right?’
‘Of course.’
They agreed Mara would keep the short recording to herself. Liv didn't think a file was dangerous; she simply didn't want her own voice turning up among the jokes in a group chat. Mara said she wouldn't have done that even without being asked.
‘How are the three interviews coming?’
Liv opened the work folder. They'd agreed Mara would check the first listening copies once, at a set time. Liv had meant to confirm it yesterday at the guesthouse. She hadn't sent the confirmation.
‘Willem's ready. Joop nearly. Nine isn't.’
‘I thought I'd have two by now.’
‘You can have them.’
‘I've got until two today. Tomorrow I'm off late afternoon, and I won't be at my screen over the weekend either.’
She was visiting her brother, she told Liv when she asked. They'd already postponed once because Mara had wanted to take work with her. This time the laptop was staying home. She didn't sound as though she was making a point for Liv's benefit. Meanwhile she was searching for her meeting link, saying it always arrived at the last moment.
‘Put the work files in the other folder, will you? Keep them separate from your wall.’
Liv laughed and promised. Afterwards she felt relieved and disappointed together. Mara hadn't laughed at her. Nor could she say how it had happened. Liv ought to be able to bear the difference without offering her one more sound.
She worked on Joop first. The interviewer had asked why a boat could still come in at a particular point. Joop had put something on the table to explain. It landed with a tap. His hand brushed along it. Further on, the interviewer asked him to point again. Liv didn't have to replace what she couldn't see with a confident written statement. She kept the question and noted for Anouk that a short introduction to the old route would help.
A thin, harsh buzz grew stronger when Joop turned towards the door. Liv tried a small adjustment on a working copy, then switched it off. The voice sounded worse than the buzz. She reduced the effect and listened to the beginning and end, not only the part she'd changed. His words still belonged to the same room. She could use that.
She ate before sending the files. There was milk again. She'd gone to the shop, bought only what she needed and come straight back. At the till she'd met someone she knew, who asked whether the house was watertight. Liv said the roof was finished. Was she happy with it? ‘Yes,’ she'd said. Easier to say about her roof than her night.
Upstairs she put both trial files in the agreed folder. She told Mara which parts weren't final and asked her to pay particular attention to intelligibility and the full opening. Then she sent Anouk a short message: the second trial version would follow today, after checking.
Mara replied towards half one.
Willem twice. Joop sounds remarkably like him.
Liv opened the second file. She didn't need headphones. The opening words were Willem's, though the file bore Joop's name. When exporting, she'd reopened the previous selection and simply given the new file a different name.
She closed her eyes. It was fixable; that was exactly why she hadn't wanted Mara to find it. She replied at once, explaining she'd exported the wrong selection. She didn't just send a new file and ask whether that was better. She removed the wrong trial version from the shared folder, left her original material untouched and added the correct copy. Then she played its opening herself.
Joop asked whether the interviewer meant to the left or right of the boat.
Liv listened through the answer. She wrote that this was now the right extract. She didn't ask Mara to find more time after two. Mara had offered until two. The mistake just fitted inside it.
At two minutes to two, Mara rang.
‘You're not going to like me saying you're tired.’
‘Doesn't make it untrue.’
‘And it doesn't suddenly make everything you heard that night untrue either.’
Liv said nothing. She'd expected Mara to take the wrong file as evidence she'd misheard the voice. Instead, Mara said Joop was easy to follow, the lead-in seemed necessary and the buzz didn't obscure his words. She'd send Anouk her comments as agreed, copying Liv.
‘I've listened to the other thing again too. There's a soft scraping sound after the voice. Brief. I couldn't tell you what it is.’
‘A zip,’ Liv said.
‘Could be. Or something brushing the microphone. I didn't see you.’
‘Neither did I,’ Liv said, laughing before she knew why.
Mara laughed briefly too, then said she had to go. Liv thanked her for listening and checking the work. They didn't arrange another sound test.
Els didn't answer when Liv rang. She called back ten minutes later. A van was outside, she said, a laundry delivery. Liv asked whether to call later.
‘He can unload it himself. What is it?’
Liv said she was home, that the night had been reasonably all right, that she'd played the recording. Much more of a report than she'd intended. Els asked whether there was anything new on it.
‘Not new. A sound I hadn't noticed before.’
‘What?’
‘A zip, I thought. But I can't make anything of it.’
Something scraped across a floor at the other end. Els called that it could stay by the door. Then her voice came close again.
‘I've listened to it again too.’
‘To what?’
‘The recording. I washed the cups and put it on. It sounded quieter down here.’
‘Different speaker.’
‘Yes, I suppose.’
Liv wanted to ask how often. She didn't yet know why she wanted to know, and asked first whether Els had slept.
‘A bit.’
‘Heard anything else?’
‘Plenty of ordinary noises.’
Too quick to reassure, too vague to draw anything from. There was a knock at Els's end, clearly someone at the door now, and a few words about a receipt. Liv waited for her to come back.
‘Perhaps you could come over again,’ Els said. ‘Not to stay and work. Just have a look together.’
‘At what?’
‘I don't really know. The case, that sort of thing. We did it all in the middle of the night.’
Liv looked at her work list. Mara had no time this weekend. Anouk was waiting for the third trial extract. Her house was dry again; she had no reason to leave it. She'd left the guesthouse precisely because she didn't want another night listening there.
‘I could come tomorrow in the daytime. A few hours, then back here.’
‘That would be good.’
Els answered straight away. Liv asked whether there was someone else she could speak to if she felt unsettled tonight. Roos, perhaps, who brought the bread. Els said Roos started early the next morning. That didn't mean she couldn't ring her about anything, she added, as though catching Liv out in an assumption.
They fixed a time. Liv would drive over after working in the morning. She didn't want the train and two bags again; her car was outside. She'd take the small laptop bag. Her holdall would stay in the hall downstairs.
After the call she sent Anouk the two checked trial extracts and said when the third would arrive. She didn't mention being out for a few hours tomorrow. The commission didn't require her to sit at the same desk all day, but the wrong Willem had been her mistake. She put the delivery in her diary and kept the preceding morning clear.
Towards evening she went for a walk. Her street was busier than the guesthouse's. A cyclist rang his bell and she stepped aside without looking up. Back home she noticed the hall light was still on. She switched it off, took off her shoes and got her bag ready for tomorrow, drive and notebook inside.
Back for the Day
The parking spaces opposite the guesthouse were full. Liv drove past and parked further along, beside a strip of dune too low to stop the wind. She stayed at the wheel long enough to put her phone in her bag. As she opened the door, the wind snatched it from her hand. She caught it just before it hit the post beside her.
Only her small bag lay on the back seat. No clothes, no toothbrush. She'd sent the third trial version before leaving. Anouk had said she still needed to listen. Anything that needed changing could be done at home this afternoon. Liv took the bag and pulled the car door shut.
Nothing outside looked different. The breakfast card hung in the same place. This time she held the bell aside so it couldn't catch her sleeve. Behind the counter, a man bent over a sheet of paper. He turned it over as though there might be more room for his name on the back.
‘Els?’ he called. ‘Postcode as well?’
‘Only if you'd like me to know where to send the bill.’
He looked up at Liv. His glasses sat low on his nose. A chain attached his pen cap to the wooden board. He lifted the cap and examined the hook holding the chain.
‘You won't walk off with that by accident.’
‘Everyone wants to try,’ said Els, coming out of the kitchen. ‘I like to make it a bit harder.’
She nodded to Liv as though Liv often interrupted her mornings this way. Liv preferred it to conspicuous relief. She moved her bag aside so the man could reach his case.
‘Daan,’ he said, more to the paper than to her. He wrote something else. ‘One night. As I said.’
‘Three, downstairs. Breakfast at seven.’
‘Plenty of time, then.’
Putting down the pen, he explained that he had to be at a school in a neighbouring town in the morning. A meeting about an education project. He'd rather have slept at home and travelled early, but hadn't fancied getting stuck just before the meeting.
‘No use telling the traffic jam I set off in good time.’
Els took three's key and asked whether he'd parked all right. Daan hadn't brought a car: his wife needed theirs. Tomorrow's connection was already up on his phone. Rather than show Els the screen, he looked for the time he wanted breakfast.
‘Seven's fine. If I can leave straight afterwards.’
‘The front door opens from inside.’
Els took him to his room. Liv waited at the counter. Fewer mandarins in the bowl. A new envelope beside the computer. Seven's hook was empty. She'd handed in its key on Tuesday, but couldn't remember whether Els had hung it straight up.
She heard Els showing Daan the light switch. He only wanted to prepare a few things at the table, he said. A chair moved. Then they came back into the hall together. Els asked whether he'd need another blanket.
‘I'll see how I get on. The meeting papers will probably get me warm enough.’
He went back with his case. Els opened the breakfast-room door and gestured Liv through.
‘You're early.’
‘We said eleven.’
‘Yes. Feels as though I've had this morning twice already.’
Liv sat. Els had a tray ready: teapot, two cups, milk jug. She poured for herself and offered Liv some. Liv said yes. She'd already had two coffees at home.
‘What exactly did you want to look at?’
Els turned the pot so its spout no longer stuck out over the table edge. ‘I thought you might know.’
Liv could so easily begin a list. The plan, the tube, a sound in seven, another room. Enough to keep both of them occupied all afternoon and leave them knowing nothing more.
‘We could just talk about what's happened since Tuesday first.’
‘Not much.’
‘You said you weren't sleeping.’
‘That isn't a new noise.’
Els cupped her hands round her tea. Liv could see the window behind her. A dog passing outside kept trying to pee against the same raised paving edge. Its owner waited without tugging hard. The dog looked the wrong way.
‘No,’ said Liv. ‘It isn't.’
She told her about Mara: she'd heard the words and a short scrape afterwards, but didn't know where the recording had been made. Had Liv told her everything? Mara had listened without an explanation first.
‘And then?’
‘Then I told her.’
‘Did she think it was strange?’
‘She didn't know what to say.’
Els nodded. Apparently she could do something with that answer, even if it wasn't reassuring. She asked what Mara did. Liv explained the listening-copy checks and the wrong file she'd sent yesterday. She attributed the unsuccessful joke about Joop's voice to Mara. Els laughed where she was meant to.
‘You can't do everything at once.’
‘No.’
Liv drank her tea. She hadn't come to hear that, but she'd just invited it.
They talked about the lamp still on the landing, the lever they'd refitted, the ordinary rattling outside. Els hadn't been back into eight, she said. Not to listen, anyway. She'd wanted a chair from there, but the stack was awkward, so she'd used the other kitchen stool.
‘Roos wanted to sit higher. Not because she's tall. She holds her coffee and puts her elbows on the table. In the low chair she ends up like this.’
Els demonstrated, shoulders hunched. A small, unkind imitation that made her laugh. Liv remembered the woman who'd come unhurriedly for soup. She hadn't spoken to her again on Monday.
A door opened in the hall. Daan wanted another towel. He'd used the small one and wasn't sure whether there was a cupboard.
‘I'll get you one,’ Els said.
‘No hurry. I'm down here anyway.’
She went behind the counter to a cupboard. He got two towels, because the first she took out didn't feel quite dry. She held it to her cheek and returned it to the bottom shelf, away from the others.
‘That needs a bit longer.’
Daan thanked her and went back. Els waited for his door to shut before opening the cupboard beneath the counter with a sigh. A plastic tub tipped sideways. Batteries and a key with red tape round its head. She righted it and brought out seven's key.
‘Put your bag upstairs if you like. Save us sitting with it beside the table.’
‘I don't need to work here.’
‘You don't have to work to put a bag down.’
Liv took the key. She'd leave her things and come straight back. Els needed bread. There was soup left, but she couldn't start lunch with two of yesterday's crusts.
‘Take your time. I won't be long.’
She put on her coat. Liv heard the bell and front door downstairs, then went up. The landing lamp was off. Daylight through the narrow window above the stairs was enough. Eight's door was shut. A thin line of worn paint lay on the threshold.
Seven no longer smelled of her bread. The bed had been straightened, towels changed. She put her bag on the chair and her coat over its back. She'd left her phone cable at home. It had enough charge that she needn't do anything about it yet.
She went to the window to look for her car. From here she could see along the street, but not where she'd parked. The flag opposite hung limp against its pole. The downpipe was silent.
‘Leave it there. I'll be along in a minute.’
Liv turned. The voice had come from the direction of eight, close to seven's open door. Els must already have the bread. Liv hadn't heard the front door, but she'd been busy with her bag.
‘It's not in the way,’ she said.
An answer to a question nobody had asked. She looked at the chair. Nobody had come in. She went to the doorway and looked across the landing. Only eight's shut door.
Then a bike bell rang outside. Liv turned back to the window. Els was coming into the street opposite, a paper bread bag held against her coat. She waited for a cyclist and crossed. She didn't look up. Her mouth wasn't visibly open, but at that distance Liv couldn't pretend to know exactly what had or hadn't just been said.
The bell rang downstairs.
Liv waited in seven until footsteps came up. Not to catch Els out: she still didn't know what to ask. Els appeared with the bread under her arm and another room key in her hand.
‘Forgotten that dripping tap again. I'll just go through.’
‘Did you say something to me?’
Els stopped. ‘I've only just come in.’
‘About leaving something where it was.’
‘What?’
‘I thought you meant my bag.’
Els looked from the chair to Liv without putting down the bread.
‘I said downstairs you could put it up here.’
‘No, just now. Leave it there. I'll be along in a minute.’
Different in her own voice. Liv had wanted to repeat it without claiming it was the same sound. Els turned towards eight.
‘There's nobody in there.’
‘I don't know. I was here. I saw you outside.’
Els took eight's handle. Liv stood beside her. The door scraped, lifted a little in Els's hand and opened. The window was shut. The ironing board leaned where they'd left it. Dark chair beneath light, unchanged. From here Liv could see the wooden case, its brass lever still in the position they'd chosen.
Els stayed in the doorway rather than approaching it. She held out her free hand towards the empty room.
‘I only went for bread.’
‘I saw.’
Liv looked at the dividing wall. Sound could come in from the street. A voice in a passage could seem nearer than it was. She hadn't seen Els silent somewhere else at the same moment; she'd seen her outside afterwards. Making the interval smaller in her mind wouldn't tell her how long it had been.
‘All I know is that it sounded very close.’
Els shut eight again, holding the handle until the door settled onto its threshold. The bread bag was crumpled against her coat now.
‘Shall we go down?’
‘Yes.’
They went together. Liv brought her bag: the thing she'd gone upstairs to put away two minutes earlier. In the kitchen Els put the bread on a board and looked for the knife in the wrong drawer. Finding it, she began cutting without taking off her coat.
‘You've still got your coat on.’
Els looked down, put the knife aside and hung her coat on a hook. Back at the board, she turned the bread a quarter-turn and cut somewhere else.
They ate in the breakfast room. Daan's table stayed empty. Liv didn't describe the sound again. She laid her keys beside her bag. The car key was there; she could go home afterwards. Neither said aloud the question sitting with them: whether they'd made something of an ordinary noise.
‘I'd rather have shown you something normal,’ Els said.
‘You have.’
Els looked at the sliced bread and shrugged. Liv took a piece. Anouk had messaged: the third trial version had arrived; she'd listen tomorrow. Work went on in another part of the world. Liv said that was fine and put her phone away.
While they cleared up, Daan came to ask whether he could print something. It had arrived by email, but at a table with five people he didn't like a screen in front of him.
Els had a printer which sometimes pretended to have no paper. She pointed to the counter. Daan fetched his laptop; Liv put the teacups on a tray. Els bent to open a drawer. Liv didn't immediately help. Els's machine; Els knew how it was meant to work.
One sheet emerged, half printed. Daan studied it.
‘Half my preparation done, then.’
Els pulled the paper tray further out. ‘You'll get the rest. But you'll have to let go of that first.’
He left the sheet on the counter and stepped back. Liv looked at the empty stairs. She wasn't going back up to hear whether anyone spoke again. She took the tray into the kitchen and asked where the cloth was.
The Wrong Floor
The fourth sheet emerged at last, as though the printer had finally agreed to finish the last word. Daan held up the stack and fanned the pages apart. Els peered along their edges to check that none had fed through together.
‘That's it. Thank you.’
He wanted to pay. Els said not to bother. Daan pointed at the amount of writing on page one. Listening to him recite it all would have taken her much longer. Surely that was worth a euro.
‘I'd have shut a door,’ Els said.
She took the coin and put it in the tub beside the computer. Daan went to three. Liv heard him moving his case and pulling a chair from under the table. He had an afternoon of his own, which didn't have to keep revolving round her visit.
Els wiped crumbs from the lunch table and went into the kitchen. Liv helped put the chairs back. In her mind she'd already shut her car door. The drive home would take an hour, longer perhaps if she left after four. She mustn't stay again because she wanted to understand a sentence.
‘I think I'll get going soon.’
‘All right.’
Els kept wiping the table edge. She pressed harder over a mark that wouldn't come off.
‘Anything I can do before I go?’
Els looked up. ‘No. You're not a substitute for my staff.’
‘Have you got staff?’
‘Apparently I have today.’
Liv laughed, not because it was particularly funny but because she hadn't even fetched her coat. She took the cups from the other table to the worktop. Els didn't tell her to leave them.
The plan lay in its folder on a stack of envelopes in the kitchen. Els hadn't put it away. The cupboard was flush against the wall. Liv didn't want another photograph of something when she wouldn't know what was meant to have changed between pictures.
‘Bram's ringing back later,’ Els said. ‘I've messaged about the door.’
‘And the tube?’
‘And that. I can't ask him here for a door and then spring that plan on him.’
Liv put a cup on the draining rack rather than in the closed dishwasher. Els opened it and pulled out the top rack. One glass stood among the plates.
‘I've been seeing that on the worktop all afternoon. Must have put it in my own way.’
‘I didn't see it.’
‘You don't have to see everything.’
Ordinary words. Liv didn't want to search every sentence for another meaning. She loaded the rest of the crockery and fetched her bag. Her phone lay on top, screen black. Nothing delaying her departure.
As she reached the counter, Daan came from his room, empty-handed now. He looked past her to the stairs.
‘Is Els upstairs?’
‘In the kitchen, I think.’
He glanced towards the door Liv had just come through and asked whether there was an iron he could borrow. His shirt had a crease he couldn't smooth out with his hand.
‘She'll know,’ Liv said.
He nodded and went to the kitchen. Liv took her car key from the front pocket, put it back and closed the bag. She still had to tell Els she was really going.
Something heavy moved. Not a tremendous crash: a short scrape with a hard sound underneath. Liv looked at the stairs. Daan was halfway up, a hand on the banister. She hadn't seen him come out of the kitchen. He looked upwards as though someone was going ahead of him.
‘I'm here,’ Els said behind Liv.
Daan turned his head without moving his feet. He'd reached the narrow bend, where the treads grew shallow on the inside. His upper foot shifted. The front of his sock caught the edge as his weight was already moving backwards.
Liv set down her bag.
‘Stay where you are a moment.’
He grabbed for the banister with his other hand. His elbow struck the wall. A small movement, but suddenly he had no room left to choose another. His feet were wrong for the rest of his body.
Els went to the foot of the stairs without reaching blindly for his leg.
‘Look at your feet. You don't have to turn towards us now.’
Daan looked down. He put one foot a step higher, onto its wider part, and managed to stand straight. Liv stayed by her bag. Three people couldn't help in that narrow turn.
There was nothing above his head. The landing was empty. He waited, then turned his whole body and came down a step at a time. At the bottom he inspected the hand that had gripped the banister.
‘That wasn't clever.’
Els found him a chair in the breakfast room. He wasn't hurt, he said. He'd knocked the wall, not fallen. He sat anyway. Liv saw the white pressure mark where he squeezed his fingers together.
‘I thought you told me to come upstairs,’ he said to Els.
She stayed by the door. ‘I was in the kitchen.’
‘I didn't see you. There was nobody there. I heard you by the stairs.’
Liv wanted to say she'd left Els in the kitchen. She hadn't locked her in. Els could have gone elsewhere. All she knew was that Els had been behind her while Daan was on the stairs.
‘What did you hear?’
‘To come upstairs.’
‘Those exact words?’
Daan looked at her. ‘I didn't write them down.’
Liv pulled up a chair without sitting at once. She hadn't meant to examine him. He looked between them, trying to place some history they hadn't told him.
‘I ask because I've heard something myself, sounding closer than it should.’
Els left the breakfast-room door open and joined them. She put her hands side by side on the table, then laid the cloth she still carried on the empty chair.
Daan asked what Liv meant. She told him about this afternoon, not straight away about the recording of her own voice. She'd thought she heard Els beside eight, then seen her out in the street a moment later. She didn't know how the sound had got there.
‘Couldn't you simply have called from outside?’ Daan asked Els.
‘I was carrying bread.’
He glanced towards the kitchen. ‘You can still call out carrying bread.’
Els looked away. Liv was glad he'd said it, though it hardly changed how she felt. Els shouldn't have offered the bread as proof. She mustn't let him think they'd ruled out every ordinary answer.
‘That's true,’ Liv said. ‘I don't know whether that's what happened. It sounded close to me.’
Daan shifted his chair away from the table. He could get up if he wanted. Nobody asked him to stay and look for another sound.
‘What sort of system is it?’
Els explained the speaking tube. It wasn't used any more, she said. Liv looked at her. Refitting the flap on Monday hadn't turned it into an ordinary telephone that was now switched on. Nor was it quite the same as not using it.
‘We put a part back,’ Liv said. ‘We thought we could see where it led.’
‘You've been working on a pipe?’
‘On the old wooden case. Not the plumbing.’
Daan nodded slowly. Was anyone else upstairs? No, Els said. No other guests. Eight was storage, not a room for somebody who hadn't signed in.
‘So this is happening while I'm staying here.’
He didn't put his full weight behind the reproach. That made it harder for Els to argue. She rubbed the damp edge of her sleeve.
‘I don't know what you heard. I don't want to tell you you've simply heard it wrong.’
Daan studied his hands, bent his elbow and straightened it. Tomorrow he didn't want to begin a meeting by explaining why he'd had no peace all night. He'd booked a room to make the journey easier.
‘I understand,’ Els said.
‘I'm not saying I'm afraid to sleep here. But now every noise will sound as though somebody means me. I get that at my own school when I'm looking for a classroom.’
Liv sat. She hadn't even seen his iron, and the whole afternoon had become a discussion of what sounds meant. He'd wanted to iron a shirt. He needed a bed for tonight.
‘Would you like to stay somewhere else?’
Daan looked at Els, not Liv. Her house, his booking.
Els nodded. ‘I can ask around. If that's what you'd like.’
‘Yes, please.’
She took the cloth into the kitchen and returned with her phone. The first guesthouse had no room. Liv heard her asking for one person tonight, with breakfast. She didn't explain about voices through walls. The second had a room, but upstairs, with the bathroom along the passage.
Daan didn't mind. He hadn't fallen down the stairs. He mainly wanted not to keep searching for whoever called him, to find out whether they were where he thought.
Els asked the price and looked at him. He'd already paid her. She'd arrange payment with the other guesthouse, she said, so he wouldn't need to pay again to have a bed tonight. She wasn't going to make him work out the difference over the table.
‘It's not all your fault,’ Daan said.
‘It's my room you're not using.’
The woman on the phone confirmed a time. Els gave his name and asked whether he could iron a shirt. Downstairs, the woman said. Daan smiled at his empty hands.
‘I'd almost forgotten the shirt.’
He went to three to pack, leaving the door open. Liv couldn't see what he put in his case, but heard him close a zip, then open it again. She didn't check whether Els had heard. An ordinary bag in an ordinary room.
Els straightened the lunch cups as though a tidy table could give her something back from the conversation. Liv asked how far the other guesthouse was. Across the town centre: too far for Daan to walk in this wind with a case, when she had her car.
‘I can take him.’
‘It'll take you further out of your way home.’
‘Not much.’
They didn't want to calculate for each other, at the same moment, what helping cost. Liv took her bag and car key. She could do this. There was parking at the other guesthouse; Els had asked. She gave Liv the address without another explanation.
Daan returned with his case and papers, the shirt over his arm. His printing coin still lay in the tub by the computer. Els left it.
‘I'll pop in tomorrow morning,’ she said. ‘If that's all right. Check you've settled in properly and sort out the rest of your payment.’
‘I have to be at the school at ten.’
‘Well before that.’
Liv asked whether she should come too. Els shook her head, but Daan said he'd be glad to see both of them briefly. Not to re-enact his performance on the stairs, he added. Liv hadn't been planning to.
Outside, she held the car door against the wind as Daan put down his case. He sat down, then laid the papers on his lap. She didn't ask whether he was sure his elbow didn't hurt. He'd told her twice. She pointed out the seat belt tucked behind the cushion.
On the way they talked about the school. Daan would be presenting an idea to people who wanted to know whether it could work for them. Not a job interview, he said. He'd reminded himself several times that morning, to stop himself explaining too much.
‘Feels like one, though,’ Liv said.
‘Exactly. And I talk louder when I know I'm explaining too much.’
A woman waited in the guesthouse doorway. She greeted Daan by name, showed him the key and pointed out where Liv could leave the car if necessary. Liv didn't go upstairs. She waited below until the woman returned and said the room was all right. Daan came to the top of the stairs himself to thank her.
‘Half eight tomorrow?’ Liv asked.
He said yes. Outside she messaged Els that he'd arrived. The reply came while she was still in the car. Good, thank you. Then another: I've closed seven and eight.
Liv rang rather than typing. Els answered before the first ring had finished.
‘Bram can come tomorrow morning. Not to listen. Just look.’
‘What time?’
‘After ten.’
Liv looked at the dashboard clock. This morning she'd said a few hours, then work at home. The work wasn't going to happen now. At home she still had a bed and hot water. Els had to get through tonight here.
‘Can you ring Roos this evening?’
‘Already have.’
‘Good.’
Liv left it there. She didn't ask whether Els would record herself if she heard something, or whether she'd wait for Liv to return tomorrow. They arranged to meet at the other guesthouse. Then Liv drove home, the radio low enough that she needn't follow the words.
The Empty Table
The woman at the other guesthouse asked whether they wanted breakfast too. Liv had eaten bread in her car outside home, before starting the engine. She said they'd only come to see Daan. Els looked at the laid tables and asked whether she could at least order coffee.
‘Always,’ the woman said.
The small dining room faced the street. Its curtains were open, three plants on the sill growing in the same direction. A couple ate silently at one table. In a corner stood a highchair without its tray. Daan sat beneath the clock, his case already beside his chair.
‘Morning. You're early.’
Els checked the clock. ‘Half eight.’
‘Yes. I didn't mean too early.’
He moved the plate of rolls to make space. Liv took the outside chair. She had to stop herself asking at once whether he'd slept. She didn't want the question to become proof that noises in the other house were ordinary.
Els put a little bag beside his plate. A charger inside.
‘This was behind the table. Thought you might need it at the school.’
‘I've been looking for that.’
Daan took the bag, checked the plug and pulled out the lead. He draped it over his case before sitting again. Two small actions that visibly eased his hurry.
‘Thought I'd packed it in the other bag.’
Els nodded. Did he have everything else? He'd made good use of the papers and ironed his shirt. He didn't point at himself. A jumper covered the shirt; Liv could only see its collar.
The woman brought coffee. Els kept her hands away from the jug as the woman poured. She was the guest here. Liv saw the movement stop halfway, then become an adjustment to her spoon.
‘I slept reasonably well,’ Daan said. ‘You can ask.’
Liv smiled. ‘I was going to.’
‘There's a door upstairs that shuts rather hard. But I just thought: someone shutting a door.’
No triumph in it. Els looked down. Her phone was out. She wanted to settle his bill and first establish whether breakfast was extra. The woman had included it, as agreed. Daan said he'd pay the difference if that made it easier.
‘It isn't difficult,’ Els said.
‘I just don't want you treating me as though I fell down the stairs.’
‘We're not.’
The sharpness was audible. He held her gaze without answering in kind. Nothing to negotiate: he hadn't fallen. She'd arranged another room because he didn't want to think every sound was directed at him.
‘That wasn't why,’ Liv said. ‘You asked to stay elsewhere. We could arrange it.’
‘Yes. And I'm glad.’
Els put her phone down. ‘Last night I kept thinking I should have told you when you arrived.’
‘Told me what?’
‘What we'd heard.’
Daan drew his coffee closer. ‘Difficult, isn't it? Tell someone a voice sometimes comes out of the wall and they'll definitely listen for it.’
‘But you'd have had the choice.’
‘True.’
He was quiet a moment. A girl came in carrying a large tray and put it on an empty table. The woman called her back: the cups didn't need clearing yet. Daan looked up and smiled at the mistake. Liv couldn't tell whether the girl worked here or was family. She didn't need to know to see that the person calling her was there.
‘I shouldn't have asked for the exact words yesterday as though you'd got something wrong,’ Liv said.
‘It did feel a bit like that.’
He didn't soften it. She was glad he hadn't let her think she'd imagined the problem.
‘I wanted to know whether it was the sentence I'd heard. But you'd just been hanging onto the banister.’
‘I don't have to remember every sentence to know why I went upstairs.’
‘No.’
Els looked between them. She didn't need Liv to explain every circumstance for her. She asked which account to use for refunding Daan's original booking. She'd pay this guesthouse directly, as agreed. He found the confirmation on his phone and showed her the name on it.
‘Then I'm not paying for a night's stay at all.’
‘I know. That's what I want.’
She kept her phone ready while he found the details. She'd already told the other guesthouse to send its bill to her.
Liv moved her chair back a little. The couple got up to leave. The woman brought a trolley and offered more coffee. Daan declined; he had to go soon. Els asked whether he had enough time to reach the school. She'd checked the bus, but he'd found another that took him closer.
‘I'll make it.’
He put the charger in his case and clicked it shut, the papers going into a separate folder. Liv stood to give him space. School didn't start with his meeting, he explained. He needn't be trying the door as the first bell rang. Still, he'd rather be early.
‘Time to sit for a bit without having to open the computer.’
Els offered him a lift. She hadn't brought a car. From the look she gave Liv, she'd offered Liv's help before asking. Liv said nothing. Daan shook his head.
‘I'll get the bus. I've bought the tickets now.’
He put on his coat and thanked them again. Els began something about coming back another time, but stopped at time. Daan said he hadn't tried the soup; she needn't use that to persuade him yet.
Liv held the door. He went along the street, case trailing at an angle. At the corner he checked his phone, looked up at the bus-stop sign and carried on. His own appointment. No reason to ring him afterwards about the same sound.
Els came to stand beside her.
‘I shouldn't have offered to have you drive him.’
‘I could have.’
‘That's different.’
Liv nodded. A long drive for two coffees and a conversation she couldn't improve. Els watched the corner until Daan was gone.
Inside she paid for the coffee. The woman asked whether there was anything to pass on when Daan collected his case later. He'd taken it, Els said. Everything was all right. They needed nothing more from him.
On the pavement, Liv took seven's key from her bag. She hadn't returned it yesterday. It lay beside the cable she'd deliberately remembered this morning.
‘This is yours.’
Els took it. ‘I used the spare.’
‘Seven and eight?’
‘Both locked. Eight isn't let anyway. I've taken seven off the calendar.’
She spoke quickly, as though it were a little job to fit in before breakfast. Liv didn't ask how many days. Els pulled up her coat zip.
‘I want to hear what Bram says first. Not about the voices. About the system. Then I'll decide.’
Liv pointed towards her car. They could drive back. Els had walked, she said. It had been good to get away from seeing somebody else's breakfast waiting. Liv waited for her to get in before shutting her own door.
On the way, Els asked about the roofing bill. Liv said the explanation was clearer and she still had to settle the hours. Had the photograph actually shown anything?
‘Battens they couldn't put back. I think so.’
‘Not a pretty sight.’
‘They are now.’
They laughed briefly. A cyclist came from the right; Liv braked. Els's hand went automatically towards the dashboard, though it couldn't stop anything. She took it back without comment.
Light rain fell on the guesthouse. The breakfast card had been brought inside. Liv hadn't seen it missing from outside before. Els got out. She didn't use the key Liv had just returned for the front door; she had another on her own ring.
Quiet indoors. Nothing on three's table. Yesterday the empty place hadn't struck Liv. Now Els looked at it before taking off her coat.
She straightened the mandarin bowl and went into the kitchen. Liv waited at the counter with her bag. Help remember what Bram said, then home. That wasn't an agreement to come every day. She mustn't silently make it one.
‘I don't want to listen again today,’ she said when Els came back.
‘I'm not asking you to.’
‘No.’
‘I just want to know where the thing is.’
Els looked at the stairs. Liv heard how much effort that just cost her, keeping this an ordinary visit from a maintenance man. She wanted that too. She didn't need recordings of her own to point out an old tube.
They drank water in the kitchen. Els found half a loaf in a bag and inspected the crust. She still had an order with Roos. Usually she kept extra for the weekend. Now she didn't know whether she'd need it.
‘Can you cancel?’ Liv asked.
‘The bread's already made.’
She took her phone. Liv didn't help her find the words. Els told Roos she'd collect the order, but tomorrow's could be smaller. She didn't begin with Daan's whole story. Then she asked Roos to ring when she'd finished work.
‘No, nothing to do with the bread. Something here.’
She put down the phone. The oven showed one time, the microwave another. Liv looked between them, then at Els.
‘That one's always fast. I set it wrong and never put it right.’
Liv felt caught out. She hadn't said anything. Els pulled the half-loaf closer, set down the knife and offered her some.
‘I've had breakfast.’
‘So have I. Doesn't mean it'll last all day.’
Liv took a piece. More crust than she'd expected; she had to pull it apart with both hands. Els put the other bread in the freezer. She wrote the date, reconsidered, then drew the bag back to label its type too. Work continued while the rest remained uncertain.
Roos rang before Bram arrived. Els neither left the room nor used speakerphone. Liv heard yes, then a long silence. She wiped the worktop so she wouldn't just sit watching.
‘Perhaps tonight,’ Els said. ‘I need to hear what he says first.’
Liv put down the cloth. Apparently Roos had offered Els somewhere to stay. Els didn't ask Liv to stay as well. Every safe bed needn't become a verdict on another house.
Afterwards Els took a small notebook from a drawer. She listed the door, the downpipe and the speaking tube. Liv saw she'd first written tubes, then crossed out the s.
‘There are two branches,’ Liv said.
‘One thing bothering me, though.’
Els put a full stop after the last word. Liv left it. Outside, an engine slowed. No immediate ring. A car door, a second door, then the bell against the glass.
Els got up, took the notebook, put it back in the drawer and went to the front door. Liv stayed a moment to swallow her last mouthful. Then she picked up the old plan and followed her into the hall.
Open in Daylight
Bram stood in the hall with a small tool bag. Still in his coat, he wiped his shoes on the mat without looking down. A white mark ran along his sleeve as far as the elbow. He shook Els's hand and nodded to Liv.
‘You recorded something.’
Liv looked at Els, who raised a hand.
‘I told him you had a recording. Not that you'd play it now.’
‘No need to start with that,’ Bram said. ‘Show me where it is first.’
Els took him into the kitchen. Liv laid the plan on the table without getting between them. Bram studied the corner above the cupboard. Was it freestanding? Yes, Els said, though it was fuller than on Monday. The pasta was on the same shelf.
They emptied the upper section before moving it. Bram put his bag beneath the dining table, not on it. Liv took two bags of flour. One was open, so she held it against her body with its mouth facing away. Els grouped the jars on the worktop.
‘What did you come for?’ she asked Bram. ‘I only asked about the door to begin with.’
‘That's not going anywhere.’
‘Not opening very well either.’
He looked at her and waited until she smiled to smile himself. He asked Liv to take the other side of the cupboard. They shifted it from the wall without rattling its contents. The round plaster patch appeared, paler than the paint around it.
‘That's sealed,’ said Bram.
‘Yes,’ Liv said.
He bent to inspect the edge and tapped it with two knuckles. No little hatch to prise off with a knife. Els told him when the kitchen had been done. Had they replaced the upper ceiling section then too?
‘I don't think so. They put that cable through later, that's all.’
Above the cupboard was a rectangular inspection panel, screwed at the corners. Its edge had been painted along with the ceiling. Liv had seen it on Monday without remembering anything more than a flat panel.
Bram fetched a stepladder from his car. Instead of setting it on the sloping tile by the door, he moved it until every foot was firm. Els kept clear beneath him. She took the jars still in the way and handed two to Liv.
The panel wouldn't simply lift away. Bram carefully cut the paint along its edge and undid the screws. He kept them in his hand until he'd climbed down, then put them in a tub from his bag. Liv thought of the loose flap in eight. Not every detached part was something forgotten for good.
Behind the panel was a narrow service space. No room for a person. Bram shone his torch along a metal tube, followed it to a joint and asked for the plan. Els held it up, but he climbed down first.
‘It turns here. Then this way. That's where the fork goes.’
He didn't mark the old paper. He pointed in the air, then let them take turns looking from the ladder. Liv could see the reachable joint, the branch leading to the old kitchen opening and the route continuing beyond it. This view wouldn't tell her where every hidden length ended. The plan gave directions, not certainty about a whole tube behind a wall.
Bram photographed it with his phone.
‘For later. So I know what to bring if I have to do any work on it.’
He photographed the panel too, then returned his phone to his bag. For now, the opening stayed uncovered. The cupboard stood aside, its door shut by Els so nobody could catch a shoulder on it.
‘Upstairs?’ Bram asked.
Els took eight's key and left the plan on the table. Liv followed them up. At the turn Bram didn't pronounce the stairs dangerous. He put his feet on the wide parts, as Els always did.
She opened eight with the usual little lift of the handle. The door scraped its threshold.
‘It's dropped,’ Bram said.
He inspected the hinges and held the door at several angles. The scrape wasn't hidden: a pale edge showed where the paint had worn thin. Had it been doing this before?
‘Yes. Easier to lift it than ring you.’
He didn't start taking anything off. He checked the screws and entered a measurement in his phone. Could he shave the bottom now? First he wanted to know what the hinge needed.
‘Otherwise I shave your door, then hang it properly, and you've got a different problem underneath.’
Inside, Els moved the ironing board aside. Bram waited in the doorway until she'd made room. The chairs nested against the right wall, clear of the door's swing. Their legs didn't quite fit together.
‘Do you still use those?’
‘Sometimes. That one's really too heavy.’
She pointed to the dark frame. Bram bent without pulling. A light chair had one leg caught among the others. He touched the cracked rubber foot, examined what lay beneath it and photographed the stack.
‘If you want these moved, separate them first. You won't lift this comfortably as one piece. I'd like to know what's here before promising to clear it in an hour.’
‘I haven't asked you to clear it.’
‘No. Then something turns up behind it and you will.’
Els looked at the wall. There was no case behind the chairs. The wooden case was beside the door, reachable from the open part of the room. Liv watched Bram save the photographs and put his phone away. She didn't need a courtyard photograph to know there was a window.
He checked it himself. He tested the handle, released it and pushed the window a little outwards. Cold air came in. Monday's bread crate was no longer by the back door below. Bram shut the window and asked whether it had swung outwards when the wind caught it. Els showed him how. The catch hadn't been properly secured then, he said, but was now.
At the wooden case he lowered his torch. Liv didn't hand him tools he hadn't asked for. She explained what Monday's photographs had shown and what they'd put back afterwards. Bram studied the spindle, flap and lever. Had the flap been loose in that box? Liv showed him the earlier photograph.
‘There, then.’
‘Yes.’
He didn't turn the lever at once. First the arrow, then the flap's present angle. Liv said she'd selected the position for eight. Bram pointed at the connection inside the case.
‘That's that direction, at any rate. Without the flap, you can't shut out the other branch. You've got a length running to a closed end, and it can resonate along with the rest.’
‘She said that too,’ Els said.
Bram looked at Liv. She didn't need him to confirm she'd been right, yet it was a relief that he saw the same thing. It made nothing else clearer.
They agreed on an ordinary test. No recording, no sentence to guess. Bram would stay upstairs and say where he was while they listened below. First he wanted Liv to show him the bed edge in seven. She opened the door. He examined the grille without moving its slide. The cracked paint where she'd pushed it on Monday was still visible.
He asked where the recorder had stood. She pointed. He didn't say a voice couldn't have been recorded there. He said looking at a place beside a bed wouldn't tell him its source.
Els went down first. Liv stayed long enough to take the key from seven's lock, then followed. The jars still covered the kitchen worktop. The inspection panel lay beside Bram's bag. Els opened the breakfast-room door so they could hear sound taking its ordinary route through the house too.
Bram's voice came from above. He said he was in eight. Muffled, with no face attached, yet nothing mysterious about it. Liv also heard a shoe tap the floor. He called again, this time clearly from further away from the door.
Els looked up. ‘You could imagine all sorts from that.’
‘He's telling us what he's doing. That's different too.’
Bram came down and asked how he'd sounded. Els had heard him through the house, a little closer by the open ceiling panel. As far as she could distinguish, the plaster patch behind the cupboard had stayed silent. Sound didn't stick neatly to a route on an old drawing, Bram said. A joint, metal against wood, a gap above a ceiling: distance was easy to misjudge.
‘Can you close it off?’ Els asked.
‘We can take the whole old system out of use if you don't want it. Disconnect the reachable parts, cap each end separately. But we need room here and upstairs first. I'm not doing half a job wedged between your things because you want the noise gone today.’
Els looked at the cupboard, one foot on the grout between two tiles. She didn't move it back yet. She asked what he'd need and when he could come. He'd take the measurements, describe the work and give a price. The door could be dealt with on the same visit. He needed to know the sequence before ordering anything.
‘I don't want more plastering before I know if it's all coming out.’
‘Sensible.’
He went into the hall to measure the cupboard door. Liv and Els stayed at the worktop. The freestanding cupboard was shut, still moved aside so the plaster behind it showed. Liv looked at the jars waiting to go back. She wanted something to do with her hands, but not to begin shifting things directly beneath the ceiling opening.
Els picked up a cloth and folded it. Then held it still between her hands.
‘Can you come upstairs for a moment?’
The voice came from the tube's direction, above their heads. Els's voice. Not from the mouth Liv was watching. Her lips stayed closed; her throat moved as she swallowed.
Liv put down the jar she'd picked up. It clicked against another. Els looked at her, not the ceiling.
‘That wasn't me.’
‘I saw.’
Nothing followed. No quieter call, no laughter. Bram stood in the hall. When Liv called, he turned his head.
‘Have you been upstairs again?’
‘No. I'm here.’
He came to the doorway and found them both quiet at the worktop. Els changed her grip on the cloth. Liv didn't know how to explain without beginning the same conversation about a voice and a place.
‘There was a voice above us. Like Els. While I was looking at her and she wasn't speaking.’
Bram looked at Els. She nodded. He didn't ask them to make it happen again, or go to the lever to see whether somebody had touched a control.
‘I can tell you what I can see of the tube. Not what you've just heard.’
‘I understand,’ Els said.
Her voice was low. She didn't sound suddenly content with less explanation. She put the cloth down and asked him again to include removing it in his quote. Not merely reducing the rattling.
He would. Before they moved the cupboard back, he refitted the inspection panel. Every screw went in. They replaced the jars and left the flour on the bottom shelf. Liv brushed the white dust off her jumper with her palm.
At the counter Bram noted where he'd need access. The tube, the door, the cupboard. Eight would remain storage, no guest. He'd bring the proper hinge fittings for the door. They needed to keep the way clear. Liv heard Els repeat the sequence aloud, leaving her to ask her own questions.
After he left, the front door stayed open a moment. Els watched his van, one hand still on the handle as Liv picked up her bag.
‘I'll go home in a bit.’
‘You should.’
‘What about you?’
Els shut the door. ‘Asked Roos if I could come. She said yes.’
Liv nodded. She didn't want to promise everything would be quiet at Roos's. She hadn't heard a wall speak there; she didn't know its fridge either. A different house didn't need to be proved silent to be somewhere else.
Els fetched her phone and rang Roos. This time she went into the breakfast room, not to exclude Liv, but to ask when to come and what there was to eat. Liv heard her say she had bread. Then came the question of the back-door key.
Liv waited at the counter. Anouk had confirmed receipt of all three trial versions. They would discuss the listening afternoon's selection. Nothing needed solving immediately.
Els came back. She'd go this evening, once she'd packed and finished the usual jobs. Roos knew she couldn't stay a whole week; they'd see about a few nights. Els would still need to come into her own guesthouse, if only for post and laundry.
‘I'll pop over tomorrow,’ Liv said, hearing how easily it came.
Els looked up. ‘We haven't agreed that.’
‘No. I meant I could ring.’
‘You can.’
They fixed a time when Els usually had coffee after breakfast. Not a watch beside a microphone, not a day with a phone in her hand. Liv took her keys. Seven's was no longer among them; it hung behind the counter.
Outside she fastened the coat she'd put on indoors. Els didn't stay to wave, but went back to the kitchen. Walking to her car, Liv saw an open roof window opposite. Someone leaned out to shake a rug. She waited for the dust to settle, got in and drove home.
What I Hadn't Said
At home, Liv kept her coat on while she put her bag on the table and took out the drive. Her hand lingered on its smooth casing. The computer was off. This morning she had left the house for a maintenance visit, intending to have the afternoon to herself. There was still an afternoon to have.
She hung her coat in the hall. Her large travelling bag stood against the wall where she had left it on Tuesday. She didn't open it to check anything. In the kitchen she made a sandwich and ate it standing up. Her jumper smelt of flour from the open bag on Els's worktop. She went upstairs to change it and rinsed her hands.
Anouk had sent two messages. She had listened to the third sample. It was clear enough to make a choice, she wrote, but she didn't want Tuesday's listeners to sit through three pieces that seemed to concern much the same question. Could Liv call before four? After that, Anouk had to collect the keys at the new venue, then she was going home.
Liv replied that a quarter to four would work. She didn't need to set aside the whole afternoon for a noise problem nobody had even raised. They needed to choose what people would hear on Tuesday. She wanted a say in that, before the time available in the room made the decision for them.
She opened her notebook beside the keyboard. At the top of a fresh page she wrote two, five and nine. Not all twelve recordings that would eventually need finishing, not the whole harbour. She played the three short samples in succession, through the speakers, keeping her hands off the mouse.
Willem began with that particular morning. Joop wanted to establish which winter they were talking about. In the third interview, somebody opened a door in the background and the interviewer had to ask his question again. The noise itself was straightforward. It simply took a while to get everyone back to the question.
Liv sat on after the last extract. Anouk was right: three explanations of what had led up to an answer would take up much of the session. That didn't mean cutting every introduction. She wrote down a suggestion: place Willem and Joop in contrast, with a brief explanation between them. Perhaps they could leave the third piece out for now. It wasn't worth less. They could return to the full recording once the first questions had been raised.
Her recorder cable lay on the far side of the desk. She didn't need the strange file for this conversation. The harbour interviews were in another folder. She checked the length of the extracts, wrote three questions for Anouk, and pulled the notebook towards her to leave room for more beneath them.
The phone rang. She thought Anouk was calling early, but Els's name appeared on the screen.
‘Are you home already?’
‘Yes.’
‘Oh. I thought you might be on your way back.’
Liv looked at the bag on the table. There were no clothes in it. ‘Where to?’
‘Here.’
Els said nothing more. Liv heard two light taps at the other end, something being set down rather than a sound from a wall. She waited for Els to continue. She wasn't going to identify every little noise on the phone.
‘I wanted to know if you'd eaten,’ said Els. ‘If you weren't coming till later, I needn't ask Roos to keep something for both of us.’
‘I'm not coming to yours for dinner.’
‘No. Roos's, I mean.’
Liv pushed her chair back. ‘We only arranged for you to sleep there. I was going home.’
‘I know.’
The sharpness stopped her. Liv kept one hand on the edge of the table. Els knew what she had said. She didn't need someone beside her restating her own arrangements in simpler words.
‘What's happened, then?’
‘I heard you. Just now. As if you were upstairs again.’
Liv looked at the narrow strip of garden visible through her window. Nothing in her house was answering. On the phone was Els, calling to ask a question.
‘What did you hear?’
‘That you'd stay tonight.’
Liv didn't say no at once. The word had formed before she knew exactly what Els was asking. She had just told her she was home. Els hadn't offered this as evidence that she was lying.
‘At first I thought you'd left something behind,’ Els said. ‘You could have come back. But I hadn't heard you come in. That's why I called.’
‘I didn't say it.’
‘I'm not saying you did.’
Liv shifted the phone. Its warm edge pressed against her ear. Speaking louder wouldn't undo the sentence Els had heard.
‘Sorry. I understand.’
‘I don't think you quite do.’
Water ran into a sink at Els's end. She turned off the tap and came closer to the phone. Liv could hear her breathing between the words.
‘I had the bag there. I still had a few things to put in. Then I heard it and for a moment I thought, good. That was all. It was only afterwards I thought you couldn't be upstairs.’
Liv looked at the notebook. She had promised Anouk a quarter to four. It was just after half past two. If she drove now, she would get there in time for Anouk's call. Then she would have to drive back. She no longer had the key to seven. There was nothing she needed to return for herself.
‘How are you getting to Roos's?’
‘Walking. It isn't far.’
‘With your bag?’
‘I'm not taking a steamer trunk.’
‘No.’
Els didn't have to be injured or out of breath before someone could give her a lift. Liv had wanted to stop finding reasons to be needed. Now she was sitting at home picturing Els by the stairs, pleased at an offer nobody had made.
‘I can drive you,’ she said. ‘I won't stay. I'll come and get you, help you out of the house and take you to Roos. Then I'll go home.’
Els was quiet for a moment.
‘You needn't do that because of what I heard.’
‘I know.’
‘And I don't want you treating me as though I can't get out of my own front door.’
Liv looked at her three questions. ‘I'd like to. But I've got a work call at a quarter to four. I'll need to take it there. Is that all right?’
‘Of course. In the breakfast room. There's nobody here.’
They agreed that Els would get her bag ready. Liv didn't write the call time down again. It was already there. She shut the notebook and put it in her small bag with the laptop and drive. She messaged Anouk to confirm their time still suited.
Outside, she got into the car, holding the door with both hands this time. At the first junction, a lorry had blocked the road to reverse into a yard. Liv waited. She wasn't on her way to an emergency. Hurrying wouldn't make her own choice easier to justify.
The light along the coast was lower than when she had left. The parking space opposite the guesthouse was free now. She parked and saw Els at the breakfast-room window, a blue bag beside her. Els picked it up when she noticed Liv, then set it down again.
The front door opened before Liv could ring. Els had her coat over one arm.
‘I haven't diverted the phone yet. I don't know whether I should for one night.’
‘Do you want people to be able to reach you?’
‘I don't want someone standing outside a locked door when all they wanted was to ask about breakfast tomorrow.’
Els went behind the counter. In the breakfast room, Liv put her work bag on a chair, clear of the blue overnight bag. A green sleeve stuck out of it. She didn't look to see whether Els had packed anything she didn't need. There was a paper bag of mandarins on the table.
‘For Roos,’ said Els. ‘I've got plenty left. I'm not taking them because I'm taking my pyjamas.’
‘I didn't think that.’
‘I did. So I'm saying it.’
Liv smiled. She was so relieved to hear something ordinary from Els that she nearly hugged her. Instead, she stayed where she was. Els was looking for the phone settings; she didn't need to receive anything else from Liv.
Liv asked if there was anything to carry. A bag of bread was ready for Roos; it could go beneath the other bag later. The kitchen cupboard was back against the wall. The inspection panel above it was shut. Liv had watched Bram tighten the screws. She didn't need to feel them again to keep track of the afternoon.
‘I'll stand here for Anouk's call,’ she said, indicating the doorway between the breakfast room and the hall. A small table would take her notebook. ‘Then you can get on.’
‘There's nobody else here.’
‘True.’
She left the laptop in her bag. For this call she needed her notebook and the three extracts they had both heard. She looked at the questions: which two for the pilot, where to put the explanation, how much time to leave for responses? It was a contained conversation. She could have it, then drive Els to her friend.
Anouk called at the agreed time. Her voice sounded close, as though she were in a smaller room than this morning. She had twenty minutes, she said, then she had to go. The man at the new venue could only hand over the key at that time. She didn't want Tuesday's speaker test to begin with a hunt for someone to open a door.
Liv said she had three questions too. Anouk began with Joop. The extract was clear enough, but by the second question the audience might have lost track of what Willem had said. Could they give the names at the start without a long introduction?
‘Yes,’ said Liv. ‘As long as we make it clear they aren't both talking on the same day about the same morning.’
‘That's what I needed to ask you. Do we need both of them, or could we choose one?’
Liv opened the notebook wider. Something moved on the landing upstairs, a soft scraping. Els was by the counter. She lifted the blue bag, looked towards the stairs and stopped.
‘I'd put those two alongside each other,’ said Liv. ‘Then people can ask about the difference. Nine could come later in the afternoon—’
‘I'll stay tonight.’
The words came from upstairs. Liv heard her own voice, in the tone she used to take some small task off someone whose hands were too full. An almost casual offer. She still had the phone to her ear. She hadn't finished her sentence.
Els looked up the stairs.
Liv saw her mouth move. She asked something back, too softly for Liv to catch the words. The bag stayed in her hand. She didn't put it down or go upstairs. She waited, her head slightly raised, as if there were another half to the offer.
‘Liv?’ said Anouk. ‘We won't be in the room later in the afternoon. That's my point.’
Liv pressed her index finger to the page. There was a line beside nine. She had drawn it herself. She could still hear her voice letting the last word fall, without the slight emphasis she might have given it. It could have been her. It wasn't what she wanted.
‘Hang on a moment.’
‘Can you be quick? The man with the key—’
‘I need to ask something.’
Liv moved the phone away from her ear and stepped towards the counter. Els didn't look at her until she was right in front of her. The blue bag brushed the wood.
‘I'm taking you to Roos,’ said Liv. ‘That's what we arranged.’
Els nodded. Her eyes went briefly to the stairs again. Liv didn't want to say once more that it hadn't been her. She was here, phone in hand, notebook open on the little table. The offer from upstairs wasn't some forgotten sentence from their conversation.
‘Yes,’ said Els. ‘I know.’
Anouk asked something through the phone. Liv brought it back to her ear.
‘Sorry. I'm here.’
‘You're answering a different question.’
‘Something interrupted me.’
‘Can you talk now?’
Liv looked at Els. She could see nothing wrong with her. There was no reason to tell Anouk she had to get someone out of danger. But she was no longer beside her notes. She couldn't pick up their discussion while pretending the other sentence hadn't sounded through the hall.
‘Not properly,’ she said. ‘I thought I could.’
A door opened at the other end. Anouk thanked someone else, then spoke directly into the phone again.
‘We'll have to do this on Monday. I can't fit it in again before I leave.’
‘I could call you back in a minute.’
‘No. You confirmed this time. I'm late now. Send me your questions so at least I can look at them once I've seen the room.’
Liv took her hand off the counter. She didn't need Anouk to agree that the interruption was justified. She needed to give her one honest answer.
‘I will. I'm sorry.’
Anouk said they would talk on Monday. Tuesday still stood. She wanted to know in advance which extracts would be included, so she didn't advertise twelve stories. Liv promised to send her questions and a proposal. Then the call ended.
She picked up the notebook. Her three questions were just as she had written them at home. She had no useful answer to any of them. Beside the time of the appointment, her hand had left a small mark on the paper. She wiped it with her sleeve and spread it.
Normally she would send a short voice message now. Not to repeat the whole call, just to tell Anouk the proposal was coming and she had two things to check first. She opened their conversation on her phone. Her thumb stopped beside the microphone icon.
She didn't want to hear her own recorded voice again. Not even an ordinary sentence she would make now, with her own mouth and breath. Nothing had to be wrong with the phone for her to feel that revulsion. The voice upstairs hadn't asked her permission. It had still found exactly the tone she used to reassure someone.
She set the phone down without typing or recording. Telling Anouk a proposal was coming wouldn't produce one. She had to choose the extracts she thought would work and say what remained undecided. Anouk couldn't answer until Monday. Until then, Liv couldn't pass off her choices as something they had agreed together.
Els moved beside her. Liv looked up. She was still in the same hall, notebook in hand. It was quiet. She closed the book and put it back on the little table. First they had to leave.
Els draped her coat over a chair. At last she had put the bag down. Liv looked at her dark phone screen. Anouk hadn't asked about a second voice. She had been speaking to Liv, who hadn't kept to the conversation they had arranged. That was what had happened too.
‘That was your work,’ said Els.
‘Yes.’
‘I needn't have interrupted.’
‘I broke off the call.’
Els looked up. Liv set her phone on the counter.
‘I asked if I could call from here. I thought I could manage it. I can't tell Anouk you're responsible.’
‘But you came for me.’
It would have been easy to explain that she had only come to give an agreed lift, not because of what had sounded upstairs. It wouldn't have been quite true. She had set off because Els had been pleased, for a moment, that she would stay. She had heard that relief on the phone. She had wanted to give it back without making the offer.
‘And because I wanted to come back,’ she said.
Els ran a finger along the seam of her bag. ‘You don't have to stay.’
‘I'm not going to.’
The words sounded harsher than the quiet offer from upstairs. Liv hated the difference. She didn't want the kind version of her voice coming from an empty floor while the real one stood here insisting on when she would leave.
Els sat down, her hands still on her knees. Her coat lay across the back of the chair. It bunched against her neck, but she didn't move it.
‘I knew straight away, really,’ she said. ‘Just now, while you were on the phone. I could see you there.’
Liv took the coat and hung it on a hook, then sat on the other chair. She had promised to get Els out of here. Now she was sitting with her back to the door.
‘Why did you answer, then?’
‘I wanted to know if you might have said it to me after all.’
‘While I was on the phone?’
‘That I'd misheard. Where it came from. That it was you saying it.’
Liv looked at her shoes. She could understand Els without explaining her reaction into something sensible. If someone held a door for her, she might say thank you before seeing who it was. This wasn't a door.
‘I hoped you could,’ said Els. ‘That was all.’
Liv took her notebook from the table. She had three questions to send. She didn't want to keep them until she was home and could describe the whole afternoon as something else. She wrote Anouk a short message: two contrasting extracts for the pilot, leave the third out for now; a question about time for responses; settle the precise order together on Monday. She read it once and sent it.
Els didn't ask whether everything was resolved. Liv put the phone in her bag and zipped it shut.
‘I'll take you to Roos. Then I'm going home,’ she said.
Els nodded. She put on her coat, tucked the green shirt further into the blue bag and picked up the mandarins. The paper tore a little at the top.
Liv put a hand beneath it. Els said it would hold. She still hadn't diverted the calls. She did that at the counter, phone in one hand, paper bag against her hip. Liv didn't take it until Els held it out to her.
At the front door, Liv waited for Els to turn the key and press the handle down. The overnight bag stood beside her. Liv no longer looked up at the window. Across the road, someone leaned a bicycle against a wall. There was nothing they needed to know about that.
In the car Els put the bag at her feet, the mandarins on her lap. Liv asked which way to go. It wasn't until after the first bend that Els pointed left.
‘You could go straight on. It's a little further.’
‘I'll do that, then.’
Els said nothing as they took the other road. Liv left the radio off. At a crossing she let a man and his dog go first. Els had stopped looking in the rear-view mirror. She held a mandarin that protruded halfway from the paper bag.
‘I'm not a hotel guest at Roos's,’ she said.
‘I know.’
‘If there's something I need to move, she should just tell me.’
Liv said Roos probably would. Els gave a small laugh. It wasn't a promise she would sleep well there. She asked whether Liv had more work tonight.
‘Not that conversation. That's Monday now.’
Els looked at the bag. Liv needn't have reminded her what it had cost. She added that she had sent the questions. That could stand on its own.
She stopped behind a low hedge outside Roos's house. The kitchen light was on. Els pointed to the side path, but the front door would be easier with the bag. She got out and took the mandarins before Liv had shut her own door.
Liv lifted the blue bag from the car. On the paving she set it down once more to get a proper hold of the strap. Els was already by the bell, paper bag in hand. She waited until Liv stood beside her before pressing it.
The Spare Room
Roos opened the door with an oven glove on her left hand. She raised it when Els tried to hand her something.
‘Not in there. On the table.’
Els had brought a bag of mandarins. One rolled out through the torn opening and over the threshold. Liv bent to pick it up. By the time she straightened, the two women had gone through to the kitchen. She followed, still wearing her coat, the mandarin in her hand.
A hot oven dish stood on the worktop. Roos pushed it back from the edge and turned down the oven with her free hand. The kitchen was small, with just enough room between table and worktop to get past someone if they stayed seated. Els settled without thinking into the chair by the radiator. Her bag still hung from her shoulder.
‘Put that thing down,’ said Roos. ‘You're not going anywhere.’
‘That's what I thought when I got up this morning.’
Roos glanced at Liv. ‘Will you eat with us?’
‘I still have to get home.’
‘That wasn't what I asked.’
Liv could smell cheese and something sweet, fried onion perhaps. She had eaten nothing but a biscuit since lunch. She said yes and hung her coat on the hook Roos pointed out. Two baker's caps poked out of a cotton bag beneath the other coats. On the floor stood work shoes with flour in the seams. Liv took off her own shoes and slid them under the bench beneath the coat hooks rather than leaving them alongside.
Els had unlocked her phone. She searched through several screens, then laid it face down beside her plate.
‘I've diverted the calls,’ she told Liv.
‘Good.’
‘You can check, you know.’
‘No need.’
Els looked at her. Liv still had the mandarin. She put it beside the bag and pulled out a chair, its leg scraping over the tiles. Roos set down a trivet where Liv had almost rested her elbow and brought the dish to the table.
There were leeks and potatoes beneath a brown crust, thicker on one side. Roos cut that side off for herself. She asked whether Els still claimed not to like crunchy edges. Els said it depended on the edges. They slid their plates towards one another without lifting the dish. Liv received a generous piece with a strand of melted cheese still attached.
For the first few minutes they talked about a woman who had ordered a cake from Roos and only mentioned, on collecting it, that none of them could have milk. Roos told the story without doing the woman's voice. That made it worse. Three days earlier they had discussed that cake right down to the difference in colour between the lettering and the icing.
‘What did you do?’ asked Els.
‘Asked whether they were allergic to paying as well.’
Els laughed with her mouth full. Liv had to put down her fork. Roos looked pleased, but went on to explain that between them they had found something the woman could take away. Pastries, rather than another cake. She still hadn't decided which of them had been less happy about it.
The food made Liv drowsy. Warmth gathered behind her eyes. She noticed that she was gradually turning her chair away from the door. When she wanted water, Els reached for the jug before she could ask. The glass was filled and the jug put back. Neither of them had needed someone on another floor to do it.
Only when the plates were empty did Roos ask what they were doing about the spare room. Clean bedding was ready, but there were still two crates of groceries in there. She could shift them now.
‘Don't go rearranging everything for me,’ said Els.
‘You'll be sleeping among the soft drinks, then.’
‘I've let out worse rooms in my time.’
‘That I can believe.’
Roos went upstairs. Els began to gather the plates, but stayed seated when her friend called down that she wasn't to keep running up and down the stairs to pass over one crate at a time. Liv looked at the bag hanging from Els's chair. A soft green nightshirt with a frayed hem poked out. Glasses in a case, a packet of medicine from the chemist, the handle of a hairbrush. She hadn't seen what else Els had packed, nor did she need to.
‘I'll call you tomorrow,’ she said.
‘When?’
It sounded such an ordinary question that Liv almost said, when I wake up. She thought of her desk, the files she would have open, and Els leaving her phone here while she helped Roos.
‘After ten. I want to get some work done first.’
‘Make it half past, then. Roos will be out by six. I can get my own breakfast.’
‘You could have a lie-in.’
‘Tell me that again when I can.’
Roos came back with a crate braced against her hip. Liv stood to take it. It was heavier than it looked; she needed both hands. She set it where Roos pointed, beneath the lowest shelf in the hall cupboard. A little box had fallen behind it. Roos bent, felt around and drew it forwards with a shoehorn.
‘So that's where it got to.’
‘What?’
‘The shed key. Three times last week I thought I was losing my mind.’
Without another word she hooked it on the nail beside the cupboard door. Liv stood for a moment with her empty hands. Roos wanted to get past her to open the dishwasher. She stepped aside.
Upstairs, Roos showed them the spare room. Liv stayed on the landing while Els put her bag on a blue chair. The window looked out over the back of a supermarket. Below the sill the wallpaper had faded. No idyllic room, no perfect quiet. Further along, a lorry beeped as it reversed, and someone raised their voice above its engine.
‘Early on Saturdays, that one,’ said Roos. ‘If you're woken up early, that'll be why.’
Els sat on the bed and tested the mattress with her hand. She said it was good. Roos pointed out the towels and went downstairs. Liv stayed where she was.
‘I'll leave my phone on tonight.’
Els unzipped her bag. ‘For who?’
‘If there's anything.’
‘And if I can't sleep?’
Liv looked at the little bedside lamp. Its lead ran behind the headboard to a socket she could see. She wanted to tell Els to call. That was what you said when you didn't want to send someone to bed with her fear. Already she could see herself at home, sitting bolt upright in her chair, waiting for the screen.
‘Then I hope there's something else you can do here,’ she said. ‘I don't know how much use I'd be on the phone.’
Els laid her brush on the bedside table. ‘No. Neither do I.’
She didn't look offended. Tired, rather, as though it were both a relief and a disappointment that something, at last, wasn't being offered. Liv wished her a good night and left the door open. Els stood to take her glasses out of the bag.
Downstairs, Roos tried to give Liv a plastic container of food. Liv said she had eaten plenty.
‘For tomorrow,’ said Roos.
She put the container into Liv's hands, along with a lid that didn't fit. Three attempts later she found the right one. Els called down to ask where to switch off the landing light. Roos called back that the switch was behind her, not beside the bedroom door. There was a short laugh. Liv didn't wait for anything else. She put on her coat.
At home, the hall was colder than the street. She had turned the heating down before going out again. An advertising leaflet lay between door and mat, folded over until it looked like a narrow white envelope. She pushed it aside with her foot before setting down her bag.
Upstairs, she opened the radiator valve. At first the pipe gave a dry, uneven ticking. She stood with her hand on the knob. One of the roofers had left a small empty screw box on the windowsill. She picked it up and felt how light it was. A size was written underneath in marker. She didn't know whether to keep it, in case a screw turned out to be missing somewhere.
She put it on the little shelf in the hall, then went back to take off her coat.
On her desk the speakers stood the same distance from the laptop. She pushed back the chair and put the food in the fridge. A note she had written before going away was stuck to the door: collect parcel from next door. The parcel was already beside the fridge. She pulled off the note and screwed it up.
Her phone vibrated. Mara had asked whether there was anything she needed to look at before Monday. In the next message she said they had come home earlier than expected; she could spend a little time at her own computer on Saturday morning, then she was going out again with her family. Liv typed that she would put the selected passages together herself. What she needed was fresh ears to tell her whether the transitions made sense.
She pressed and held to delete made sense, and replaced it with were clear.
Mara rang.
‘What exactly do you want me to do with that?’
‘I'll send a short selection. Not three quarters of an hour.’
‘That isn't what I'm asking. Am I listening to the content or the edit?’
Liv turned her chair away from the desk. ‘The order. I've got two passages that both start as if something's already been explained.’
‘So I do need to hear the content.’
‘Yes.’
Mara waited. Liv heard a chair move at the other end and someone in the background asking where the charger was. Mara told them where to look, came back and said she wouldn't be much use beside Liv if she only heard the two cut-out sections. She needed the question before each one, and a little of what followed.
‘I'll include it,’ said Liv.
‘And your notes. Otherwise I'll spend tomorrow guessing what you're trying to do.’
Liv agreed. Mara asked how things were at the guesthouse. Liv could have told her about the afternoon, Els's closed mouth and the voice they had both heard all the same. The account was ready in her head, with all the qualifications that would protect her from the most obvious objection.
‘She's staying with a friend tonight.’
‘And you?’
‘Home.’
‘Good. Send it over, then do something else.’
After the call Liv put the two passages back into the full interview. In the first, the man explained that at low tide the boats sometimes had to wait outside. In the second, he said they had always got through. She had chosen to place them together because the contradiction was so neat. Now she listened to the question again.
The interviewer had been asking about two different periods.
She pulled her notebook towards her. She had underlined always, with an exclamation mark after it. Hers, not the man's. She crossed it out and added a reference to the earlier question. The second extract could stay, but not as an answer to the first.
Which meant there wasn't a neat contrast ready for Tuesday after all. She opened the other interview, found the point she had marked and listened with her hand off the mouse. Outside, a car door slammed. In the recording someone drew a chair closer to the table. The old microphone had made it sound thin and shrill, but the whole question that followed was there.
This man was talking about access from the land. People with baskets waiting for the road to clear, rather than the draught of the boats. She could put the two accounts together if she first told the listener what they were hearing. She wrote two short sentences, read them back and deleted one. She sent what remained to Mara with the longer extracts.
Then she closed the working window. The strange file was in another folder. She didn't have to pass its name to shut down her laptop.
In the bathroom she brushed her teeth as the boiler fired. The radiator downstairs stopped ticking, then started again. Liv looked at her face above the basin. Tired, but not unfamiliar. A little piece of leek was caught between two teeth. She rinsed and laughed quietly, with water still cupped in her hand.
In bed she heard her neighbour climb the stairs. A tap ran; someone coughed. A question was already forming before she knew who she wanted to ask. She turned over and tucked the pillow under her ear.
When she next looked at the clock, more than three hours had passed.
Her phone was on the bedside table. No missed calls. Els had sent a photograph of the empty dish on Roos's worktop, with a message saying there would be enough to feed the whole street tomorrow too. Liv didn't reply in the middle of the night. She laid the phone face down and pulled the duvet over her shoulder.
An Errand
The next morning Liv was in the kitchen waiting for the coffee when Mara replied. No call: four lines and a seven-second audio file. Liv put down her mug and found her headphones.
In Mara's file she heard the transition she had made the previous evening. A slight jump in the background hiss, then Joop van Dijk began speaking in the middle of a breath. Mara hadn't changed anything, just isolated that section. Beneath her message she had written: it's all right to let people hear that these are two separate moments. As it is, you sound as if you're covering up a mistake.
Liv listened again. She had wanted the join to be as clean as possible, and had made it sound as though everything came from the same conversation. She left a gap, with a short introduction, then sent Mara the new arrangement. Her coffee had grown too strong. She added hot water, tasted it and decided that hadn't helped.
Mara replied with a thumbs-up and a photograph of a child's bicycle sticking halfway out of a car boot. Liv wished her a good day. There wasn't another task to slip in at the last minute.
An envelope from the roofing company lay at the other end of the table. She had opened it, read the figures and set up the payment. Still she took the paper out again. The amount hadn't changed. One item was higher because more had needed replacing beneath the old roof covering than they had expected. She had seen the photographs, heard the explanation, said yes. Calling wouldn't make this bill any smaller.
She put it back and straightened her chair at the desk. Today she had to work on the remaining interviews. The first two voices had lodged so firmly in her mind that she had almost forgotten how much material there was. She opened the list of twelve, checked her markers and added a small cross beside a passage briefly drowned out by a chair scraping. She couldn't extract something she couldn't hear.
At a quarter past ten she stopped for breakfast. The butter was hard. She scraped little curls onto a slice of bread, searched among the knives for a cleaner one and watched the time change on her phone. She called Els at exactly half past ten.
It rang until the voicemail came on.
Liv didn't speak at once. She heard herself waiting for a few seconds, then hung up. Els might be in the shower. She might be out, at Roos's bakery or the supermarket behind the house. They hadn't agreed she would sit in a chair until the phone rang.
Liv sent a message: I'm here. Call when it suits you.
Then she sat with her bread on a plate beside the laptop. She listened to a passage, stopped when someone in the recording began to laugh and took off her headphones. Without her, the laughter carried on for another two seconds. She didn't need breakfast company from a man who had sat at a different table decades ago.
At eleven she looked again. The message was unread.
Roos didn't answer either. Liv heard her own breath on the phone and realised she was holding it too close to her mouth. After the beep she gave her name, asked if Els was still with her and said it wasn't necessarily urgent. She let necessarily stand.
The guesthouse number diverted to Els's mobile too, and after the same number of rings reached her voicemail. Liv ended the call before leaving her own number yet again.
She went to the bathroom, brushed her hair and got dressed. As she pulled on a sock, the phone vibrated on the basin. Roos.
‘She's popped out,’ she said. ‘There's a note.’
‘Where to?’
‘Home. To get food out of the fridge. She wanted to cook it here tonight.’
Liv put her foot down. ‘When did she leave?’
‘Doesn't say. I've just come home to fetch something. She's had breakfast. Her plate's on the worktop.’
‘Is she not answering?’
‘No. That's why I'm ringing.’
A door shut at the other end. Roos asked whether they had arranged something. Liv told her about half past ten. It sounded exactly as they had agreed: an ordinary call, no rescue plan. That didn't make her feel any calmer.
‘Perhaps she's left her phone somewhere,’ said Roos.
‘Yes.’
‘I can't get away now. We're short-staffed.’
Liv said she could go and check. First Roos wanted to know whether she had been going to the guesthouse anyway. No. But she was at home, with no appointment elsewhere.
‘If she's at the back door with a pan in her hands, she'll have something to say about that,’ said Roos.
‘I expect she will.’
They agreed Liv would send a message once she had spoken to Els. Roos didn't ask for a copy of a recording. Liv found her coat, took her keys and left the work window open. At the door she turned back. She shut the laptop down after all. She didn't know when she would be home.
On the way she kept her phone in her bag. Roadworks held her up while a lorry reversed into a drive. A man in an orange jacket glanced over his shoulder and signalled for her to stay where she was. She hadn't done anything wrong, but only relaxed when he looked away.
There was no car outside the guesthouse. Liv stood beside the entrance and listened. Nothing from the breakfast room. Further along the street someone turned a key in a roller shutter. The rattling stopped. She rang the bell.
No footsteps.
She rang again, then tried the handle. The door wasn't locked. It yielded against the familiar weight of the closer. Liv stepped over the threshold and called Els's name.
An open cool bag stood on a chair in the hall. Two containers, a packet of butter, a bag secured with an elastic band. A folded cloth beneath them to catch the meltwater. Someone was still packing it; it wasn't ready to go. Els's phone lay charging on the counter. The screen lit when Liv rang it. Her own name appeared, beside a little photograph Els must have chosen. She hung up.
‘Els?’
A floorboard creaked upstairs.
Liv looked towards the staircase. She couldn't see the far end of the landing from here. As she went up, her hand slid along the banister. She called again. This time someone answered.
‘Yes?’
Els's voice, without a phone between them. Liv only saw her as she took the last few steps. She stood outside eight with one hand on the doorframe. No coat. A dishcloth lay over her shoulder, out of place.
‘What are you doing here?’ Els asked.
Liv stopped. It took an effort not to ask Els the same thing.
‘You weren't answering.’
Els glanced at her empty hand, as if she had expected her phone to be there. ‘It's downstairs.’
‘I saw.’
‘I wanted another bag.’
Liv looked past her into the room. The ironing board leant against the wall, slipped a little forwards. The chairs seemed to take up more space than she remembered. Nothing had been added; a loose chair had been set across the others. The window was shut. A small damp patch beneath the sill had an edge older than this morning.
‘Which bag?’
‘One of those big zip-up ones. In case that container won't fit in the cool bag.’
She pointed to a folded shopping bag on the ironing board. Within reach. Its long zip was open. Liv looked at it and stopped herself closing it.
‘You were going to call at half past ten,’ she said.
‘You were going to call.’
‘I did.’
‘Yes, I'll see that in a minute.’
Els made no move downstairs. She looked past the chairs at the wooden case by the door. Liv could see the brass lever. The flap was where they had put it back together that night. No reason to touch it.
‘Have you heard something?’
Els ran a hand over the cloth on her shoulder. ‘I thought you were here.’
‘Where?’
‘Downstairs first. Then here.’
Liv felt her palm beginning to stick to the banister. She let go.
‘I was at home.’
‘I know that now.’
‘What did you hear?’
Els pinched the cloth between her fingers. ‘That I could put it down there.’
‘What?’
‘The bag. Or the container. I don't know. You said, put it here.’
Liv looked at the bag on the board. At the chair where a coat might have been draped. At the case, so close to Els's hand that she would barely have to reach to touch its edge.
‘I didn't say that.’
‘You don't have to keep saying it.’
There was enough bite to silence Liv. Els took the bag. Its handles came apart and fell against her wrist. She pushed past Liv towards the stairs.
‘I didn't ask you to come.’
‘No.’
‘I left Roos a note.’
‘She told me.’
Halfway down, Els stopped and looked up. ‘So you did check that.’
Liv imagined the landing as Els saw it. A woman in a coat, standing at the top of Els's own stairs, asking questions. She stepped back so Els could turn away again.
Downstairs Els unplugged her phone. Four missed calls, she said. Liv didn't know whether that included her other attempts or whether Roos had tried more often. She didn't want to take the screen from her. She only wrote that she had spoken to Els and everything was all right.
She looked at those last words and deleted them before sending. Els is here. I've spoken to her.
‘You make me sound like a missing person,’ said Els.
‘What would you like me to send?’
‘Nothing. No, send it. Or Roos will be on the doorstep next.’
She pushed the largest container into the bag. It didn't fit. Its rim rested at an angle on the butter. Liv asked if she could fetch a smaller one and was told where to look. In the kitchen cupboard were five lids without matching bases. She set them on the worktop. Els ran her hand through them, then found the right one in a drawer.
They divided the food. Liv held a container while Els spooned out the contents of the large dish: roast meat in sauce that had set. Els explained that she normally made it on Saturdays for people coming back late. Today she had far too much. Roos wouldn't mind, she said. Roos could turn the rest into something the bakery staff would still be getting through on Monday.
‘Why did you stay upstairs?’ asked Liv.
The spoon stopped.
‘Because I didn't know whether you were going to say anything else.’
Els laid it on the lid. Liv recognised the brief hum from the fridge. It began low and rose to a steady note. She didn't look at the kitchen cupboard door.
‘How long?’
‘I don't know.’
‘A quarter of an hour?’
‘Liv, I don't know.’
They slid the last container into the bag. Els didn't zip it at once; she tugged one corner until there was room. Then she picked up her phone and rang Roos herself. Liv went into the breakfast room. Behind her, Els said she was bringing food and her phone had been on charge. Liv heard nothing about upstairs. She hadn't asked Els to leave that out. Still, she stood as if waiting for the missing sentence.
A pile of clean placemats lay on a table, slightly higher on one side where a folded order form had been slipped between them. Liv drew it out to flatten the paper, realised what she was doing and put it back.
Els came in with her bag over one shoulder. ‘I still have to check the stock. Tomorrow I want to clear a few things out of eight. Just stuff. If Bram needs to work in there, I don't want him having to bring Christmas downstairs first.’
Liv looked at her. ‘With who?’
‘Roos. I'll ask her in a minute. If she has time.’
‘I could help too.’
‘You came about a phone call.’
‘I'm here now.’
Els put down the bag. She seemed to want to say something that wouldn't fit between two sentences about food. Eventually she asked whether Liv really had no work this afternoon.
‘I do.’
‘Then you should do it.’
The way she said it, she wasn't sending Liv away. There was a request in it too: at least let me get that right for you. Liv said she would go home first and call later. Els asked her not to fix an exact time again, as though they were taking shifts on call.
‘This evening, then,’ said Liv.
‘This evening.’
Outside, Els carried her own bag. Liv held the door and walked with her to the pavement. The handles pulled at Els's shoulder. She changed hands without putting it down. At the corner she looked back, lifted her free hand and walked on.
Liv didn't wait until she was out of sight. She took out her phone and didn't ring Mara. She opened the thumbs-up message again, closed it and found Anouk's name. The time she thought she would need for the extracts had changed. She needed to say so before people were sitting in a little room on Tuesday, waiting.
Two People in the House
Anouk answered by asking whether she had opened the wrong version. Liv was still on the pavement outside the guesthouse. She walked a little further, out of the wind brushing the microphone.
‘I don't know,’ she said. ‘Which one have you got?’
Anouk read out the filename. The sample from the beginning of the week. She had written the three tape numbers on a piece of paper beside her computer. Two, five, nine. She could follow the questions on two, but didn't want to give anyone the impression on Tuesday that the whole interview was finished.
‘It isn't.’
‘No. That's why I'm asking.’
Liv squeezed her eyes shut. Behind her, the guesthouse door closed. She didn't turn.
‘There's more work than I thought,’ she said. ‘On the selection. The transitions aren't good enough.’
‘It doesn't have to be all neatly finished by Tuesday. We're going to listen to it with people.’
‘There has to be something.’
‘Yes. So what can we have?’
Liv told her about the two accounts that weren't quite about the same thing. The question she should have kept with one of the extracts. Anouk didn't ask for a new version there and then. She wanted to know whether Liv could have a small selection ready on Monday, with enough context to discuss the choices. She didn't want an afternoon in an empty room with a laptop full of files that only Liv could find.
Yes, Liv said. She had Sunday and Monday. She heard herself offering up the days as though they were still blank.
‘Monday, before late afternoon,’ said Anouk. ‘Then I can make sure everything we need is there. Will you say what you haven't done yet, too?’
Liv promised. Anouk said she was going to her other appointment now. The call was over before Liv could explain the past few days. She stood with the phone to her ear for a moment, then lowered it.
That evening she ate the food in Roos's container. The microwave had softened the crust. She added pepper, tasted it and forgot to eat half of it as she read her messages. Els had written that the bag had arrived safely. Then she asked whether Liv still wanted to help tomorrow. Roos could come for a while after work. Not all afternoon.
Liv went back to her conversation with Anouk. She entered two times in her diary, estimating the work she could fit between them. It couldn't take hours any more. She couldn't imagine three boxes of Christmas decorations taking that long. She typed that she would come before they ate, and asked if they needed anything.
A loaf, Els wrote. But not if it means a special trip.
Liv put down the phone. Next morning she arrived with two loaves because the first had been smaller than she expected.
Els let her in at the back. She had swept the courtyard; a narrow wet streak ran towards the drain. Liv locked her bicycle and looked up. Eight's window was shut. In the glass she could see the pale rectangle of sky, not the things inside.
‘You've brought two,’ said Els.
‘Yes.’
‘I haven't invited the whole street.’
‘We'll eat tomorrow as well.’
‘You might.’
She took a knife from the wooden block. Liv was already feeling unfairly told off when she noticed the corner of Els's mouth. She could have asked what Els still had to laugh about. Instead, she took a board from the cupboard and laid it on the table.
Els cut thick slices. She kept the end separate, apparently a habit. Liv laid the table for two and asked where Roos would sit. Later, Els said. She needed to go home and shower first.
‘She doesn't want to be thinking about orders the whole time she's here. I understand that.’
Blank guest forms were on the table too. Els had gathered them up to put away. The top sheet had a stain on one corner, a smeared brown arc. Liv slid her plate over it until the stain disappeared. She flattened the corner of the paper before setting down her glass.
As they ate, Els told her about someone who had sat in this very chair trying to haggle down the price of two nights because he only slept a few hours a night. He worked shifts. She hadn't known whether he was joking, so she had charged the full price. Later he sent a postcard from somewhere warmer, saying he now got to lie outside as well for the same money.
‘I must have that card somewhere.’
Els looked at the cupboard but didn't get up to find it. She poured more tea. Liv told her about the roofers and the empty screw box she had kept. Els said she could throw that out. If a roof came down for want of a single screw, there was something wrong with the whole job.
It reassured Liv more than it should have. She laughed and said she would throw it away when she got home. In the metal recycling, said Els. There was bound to be one left in it.
After eating, they went to fetch empty containers from the kitchen cupboard for the things in eight. One crate was high up, wedged between a pan and a stack of lids. Els took hold of its base. Liv saw one corner catching behind a wooden batten.
‘Wait, I'll take this side.’
She moved beside Els, took the other end and angled the crate a little. They didn't have to pull. It came free, heavier than expected because there were still two bottles inside. Els blew a strand of hair out of her eyes.
‘That's just what I didn't want.’
Together they set it on the table. Liv lifted out the bottles while Els wiped a wet ring from the worktop. It took less than a minute. Neither mentioned what they had heard.
The containers could stay downstairs until Roos came, Els said. Liv pulled out a chair and asked whether she could use her computer meanwhile. She had brought it, along with an extra jumper she hadn't known whether she would need. Els pointed to the breakfast room.
‘Plenty of table space in there. The heating's off.’
‘I only need to get something ready.’
‘If it's longer, turn it on. Don't sit there hunched inside your coat.’
Liv went in and drew a chair away from the wall. The socket was low, behind a table leg. She knelt to plug in the lead. From the kitchen came a brief rattle of bottles, then Els's voice: ‘I'll stay a little longer.’
Liv looked out from under the table. She could see the short stretch of passage between breakfast room and kitchen. Across it, Els's coat hung over the banister. Perhaps she was talking to Roos on the phone. Liv called that they needed her for the things in eight.
‘I know,’ Els replied.
From behind her.
Liv turned so fast that her shoulder struck the underside of the table. Els stood in the other entrance to the breakfast room, holding a rubbish bag. She had come round through the hall. Liv hadn't heard her footsteps.
‘You said you were staying.’
‘I did.’
‘To who?’
‘Roos. She wants to know if I'm coming back before she comes over. I rang her. My toothbrush is there.’
Els raised her phone. The bag crackled in her other hand. She might have been showing it as proof. It was also simply awkward holding two things at once.
‘I thought you were still in the kitchen.’
‘I can walk round this way.’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you want me to announce which door I'm using from now on?’
Liv's shoulder throbbed, not enough to mention. She crawled out from under the table and put the chair back.
‘No. I don't.’
Els took the bag to the front door. Liv waited for the closer to pull it shut. She meant to open her work file, but her hand hovered over the keyboard. She had recognised the voice. The words had really been spoken. Everything she had put around them had been wrong.
For twenty minutes she worked on Willem Kooij's extract. The question had to stay; the answer went on further than she remembered. He corrected himself, went back to that one morning when a boat had been stuck. It was tempting to take only the clearest sentence. She put a marker before the correction instead of after it.
Roos came in while Liv still had her headphones on. She only noticed her when Els pointed. The loud first syllable of the greeting made Liv jump. Roos held the door and asked whether she had done something wrong.
‘No. I was miles away.’
‘I thought that was the point of those things.’
She carried a small bag and had changed out of her work clothes. Her hair was still wet at the nape. She could stay until four, she said. After that she had to be home for someone delivering something. Els didn't ask what. She pushed a chair towards her, and Roos sat to fasten her shoes properly.
They discussed what was in eight. Only what could go today, not everything: the Christmas boxes, the ironing board if they could manage the turn together, the loose chairs. They would need Bram to help disentangle the mixed stack with the heavy dark chair. Els didn't want to drag that down the stairs without knowing what might catch. Liv had seen the broad frame. She nodded.
‘Where's it all going?’ asked Roos.
Els went through the possibilities. Nothing in the hall. There was space at the front of the old cupboard once the empty crates were out. A few loose chairs could go in the breakfast room if they didn't block the back door. She still needed to be able to use the ironing board.
‘That's why I'm asking,’ said Roos. ‘Or we'll end up bringing it all back.’
Liv shut her laptop. She wanted to save the selection under a new name, but it was already saved. She pushed the computer aside. By the door, Els freed the rubbish bag from a protruding shoe and moved it clear of the stairs.
While Roos washed her hands, Liv's phone vibrated. Anouk asked whether she could have the section with the question a little earlier, for a listener who might want to refresh their memory at home. Not a whole interview. Liv looked at the closed laptop.
‘I have to work on that on Monday anyway,’ she said aloud.
Els stood beside her. ‘Do it on Monday, then.’
‘She's asking now.’
‘Yes. And we've got Roos now.’
Roos came from the kitchen, her hands still wet. ‘What's up?’
Liv said nothing was, heard how unpleasant that sounded and corrected herself. It was a work question. It could wait until they had finished. She told Anouk that and silenced her phone, leaving it face up beside the computer.
Els had set three empty containers at the foot of the stairs. She moved them apart so someone could still get through. Something rattled as she picked up the first: a loose lid, not a bottle. Liv took the second. Roos tucked the third under her arm and kept her free hand on the banister.
On the landing they stopped. Liv went to open eight, but Els asked her to put down the container first. The door scraped at the familiar spot. Roos looked at the brown mark on the floor.
‘That's annoyed me before.’
‘Bram's coming to sort it.’
‘Good.’
The open door lay against the left wall. Opposite, on the right, the chairs were tangled like cutlery in a drawer that wouldn't shut. A dark leg jutted between two pale backs. The edge of a rubber foot had split. Liv looked at the space in front where they meant to put the containers.
Els didn't go to the wooden case. She took an empty plastic bag off the first box and flattened it. Dust rose, so fine Liv only saw it drifting past the window. Roos pushed up her sleeves.
‘These three first?’
Els nodded. Liv moved beside her to lift the first lid.
The Steps
One corner of the Christmas-box lid caught under the rim. Els turned it a quarter turn and lifted it free. On top lay a coloured cable, with a plastic bag clinging to the wire. She replaced the lid.
‘These can go downstairs as they are.’
Roos didn't pull the box towards her. ‘Chair first. Or we'll keep having to turn round with things in our hands.’
A loose chair with a woven seat stood by the window. It wasn't part of the mixed stack along the right-hand wall. Els had kept it separate because people sometimes stood on it to close the window. When weight went on it, one front leg shifted a little sideways. She showed them by pressing the back. Liv barely saw it until she watched the shadow on the floor.
‘Don't stand on it any more,’ said Roos.
‘I wasn't going to.’
They meant to put it downstairs somewhere else, with the things that needed to go. Not out in the street, not until Els had worked out what to do with it. Liv took one side, Roos the other. It wasn't heavy, but its legs stuck out far enough to strike the frame as they turned through the door.
‘Wait. Keep it straight,’ said Roos.
They got through. Liv let go when Roos set the chair on the landing to find a better grip. The way to the stairs was still clear. Els went ahead to make room below, calling back that the shoes were by the back door. Only when Liv looked down did she realise they were her own shoes, left there earlier.
Roos pointed. ‘You take the back. Then we won't both keep catching a leg.’
Liv nodded and gripped the wood where Roos showed her, thumbs along the seat. The woven strip felt cool and faintly greasy. The edge had a bleached patch where hands had often rested.
‘Hang on,’ said Roos. ‘I need my other hand—’
‘Could you pass me that?’
From the right, towards seven. So close that Liv let go without thinking. Els, she thought. Something she couldn't reach. Liv turned towards the other door.
‘What?’
Roos said something sharp and loud. Liv heard the chair land before she quite understood. Not a fall. Four legs on the landing, twice, as Roos set it down and pulled it back out of the turn.
‘Don't let go,’ said Roos.
Seven's door was shut. Els had just gone downstairs. Liv stared at the door, one hand still half raised.
‘I heard someone asking me to pass something.’
Roos stood behind the chair. ‘I asked you to wait.’
Els called up to ask what was wrong. Liv turned and saw her at the foot of the stairs with a pair of shoes in her hand. She looked first at Roos, then at Liv.
‘Nothing,’ said Liv.
‘Something is,’ Roos said. ‘She lets go while I'm turning.’
Liv's face grew hot. She almost said she hadn't meant to, as though Roos had accused her of deliberate sabotage. Instead, she said she had heard Els.
‘I was downstairs,’ said Els.
‘I can see.’
‘I said your shoes were there.’
‘No. After that.’
They stayed at their separate levels. Els below, holding the shoes. Roos just outside eight, neither hand on the chair. Liv between them, close to the landing wall. No second request came from behind seven's door. No breathing. She had spent two nights behind that door herself. Beyond the wood stood her bed, the chair, a little empty floor.
Roos asked exactly what she had heard.
‘Someone asking me to pass something.’
‘What?’
‘She didn't say.’
Els put down the shoes. ‘I didn't.’
Roos looked from Liv to the closed door. She didn't go over to listen. Taking the chair by its back, she carefully pushed it into eight again, back into the space it had come from. The seat stayed clear of the ironing board. Then she came out and held her hands away from her body, as though there were something on them she didn't want on her clothes.
‘This isn't working.’
Els had climbed two steps. ‘No.’
‘I'm not guessing who you can hear while we're carrying things.’
‘You don't have to.’
Roos nodded at the chair. ‘I just did.’
Liv didn't go to seven. She looked at her fingers. Nothing on them showed the moment she had let go. She remembered the words so clearly that it didn't feel possible she had been mistaken. Yet she could still see Roos gripping the chair when her own hand was already gone.
‘I'm sorry.’
Roos breathed out. ‘Yes.’
It didn't help. Nor had anyone asked her to find a better way of saying sorry. Els came the rest of the way up and drew eight's door towards her. The wood scraped on the floor. She closed it without touching the case.
Roos went downstairs. Liv waited until she reached the hall before following. On the last step she looked up again. There hadn't been a sound. She could hardly bear the silence while that other sentence was still in her head.
In the kitchen Roos stood at the sink. She washed her hands, soaped them again and rinsed. Liv sat where she had eaten. She wanted to say that nothing had happened. Roos had put down the chair. No twisted wrist, no slipping foot, no broken glass.
She knew how insulting it would sound.
Els laid a towel beside the sink. Roos took it and looked at the clock. Not yet three. She had offered over an hour more. They wouldn't have her help this afternoon now.
‘Tea before you go?’ asked Els.
‘No. I'm going home.’
‘You don't have to go straight away.’
Roos carefully dried between two fingers. ‘I want to.’
Els went to fetch her bag from the hall. Liv stayed seated. She wasn't used to someone leaving because she hadn't been reliable. Not because of late work or a forgotten message. Someone had held something in the ordinary expectation that Liv would hold it too. She had made a sound more important.
Roos straightened her jumper. ‘I'm happy to help with what needs doing. But not like this.’
‘I understand,’ Liv said.
‘I'm not sure you do.’
Liv looked up.
‘You were still explaining what you heard. I was right there. I don't know what you heard. I know there was no hand at the other end.’
‘I didn't mean it as an excuse.’
‘Don't give it first, then.’
This wasn't anger Liv could put up a hand to stop. Roos took the bag Els brought her, felt inside for her key, then withdrew her hand. She looked at Els.
‘I'll be home when you come. But you're not doing the rest on your own today.’
Els's face tightened. ‘I can carry a box downstairs.’
‘I didn't say you couldn't.’
‘That's how it sounds.’
Roos waited. Liv could so easily step between them, translating an argument she herself had caused. She stayed in her chair.
‘I'm not doing those chairs without help,’ Els said at last.
‘Good.’
‘And I'll come over later.’
‘Good.’
They didn't need to make up before holding a door for each other. Els went with her into the hall. Liv heard a hand brush a sleeve, a question about taking food, Roos saying there was plenty. Then the front door closed.
Liv kept both feet flat on the floor. She realised she was staring at the corner of the ceiling, approximately where the route on the drawing would run. She didn't know whether it ran exactly there. Already she had almost turned an old pencil line on paper into something she could see through plaster.
Els returned and pulled out the opposite chair.
‘Roos doesn't want to help while you're listening to something else.’
‘I'm not doing that.’
‘You know what I'm saying.’
Liv looked at her bag. Her recorder wasn't in it. Just the computer and what she had brought for work. She felt she had to demonstrate that, or the problem wouldn't be taken seriously.
‘I'm not going into that room to see if it's still there.’
Els looked past her towards the open breakfast-room door. ‘You would have wanted to, though.’
Liv said nothing.
A few minutes passed while Els wrapped the bread and put away the remaining butter. Liv stood to clear up, but Els pointed to the chair. Not sternly; more as though she were saying the floor was still wet there. Liv sat again.
‘It was my voice?’ Els asked.
Liv nodded.
‘Like you hear me now?’
‘It seemed that way.’
‘So you went.’
‘Yes.’
Els put down the bread bag. ‘Then you should understand me standing up there yesterday.’
Liv opened her mouth to explain the difference. Yesterday Els had waited for more words; Liv had only stopped what she was doing because she thought someone was asking her something. There was a difference. It wasn't what Els wanted to know.
‘Yes,’ she said.
Els didn't move any closer. She looked at the bread bag and folded its top twice. Her nail caught on a frayed scrap of paper. She pulled it free and brushed it off the table.
‘I don't want to think something's wrong every time I hear a noise. I never used to.’
‘I know.’
‘You've known me a week.’
Suddenly never used to reached further than the two nights Liv had slept here. Els had made breakfasts and opened the door; the guests and suppliers in her stories weren't incidental. She knew the distance to every cupboard. Liv had seen that herself. She had simply stopped counting it whenever a voice spoke.
‘That's true,’ she said.
Els took the bread to the cupboard. The lunch table became an ordinary table again. Liv picked up her phone to tell Anouk the extract would have to wait until Monday. The request was still there, followed by another message: fine, don't spend your Sunday afternoon on it. Neither had known what the other was doing.
Liv slipped the phone into her pocket.
‘I've got work waiting.’
‘You should go, then.’
‘I could just—’
Els looked at her. Liv stopped.
They went together to the back door. It had stopped raining. A plastic flowerpot lay on its side in a corner of the courtyard, soil still in it: a hard clump bound with roots. Els set it upright and nudged it aside with her foot. Liv unlocked her bicycle.
‘We can look again tomorrow,’ said Els. ‘At the ordinary things. Not whether it works.’
‘With Roos?’
‘I'll have to ask her.’
‘Shall I—’
‘No.’
Liv took the handlebars and stood beside her bicycle. She didn't want to make another offer that only crowded everything else out. She said she would do Anouk's work first, then Els could tell her what she needed.
‘You don't have to stay away because you got it wrong,’ Els said.
Liv looked at her.
‘But you don't have to make up for it with another afternoon, either.’
She sounded tired. Liv thought this was the moment to hug her, but there was a bicycle between them and Els already held the door. She said see you later. Els nodded and went in.
At home, the two loaves weren't in the kitchen, the lunch plates weren't on the table. It took Liv a moment to recognise her desk as the place where she had started the morning. Her headphones hung over the back of the chair. She didn't put them on straight away. She filled a glass of water, drew up a chair and read the description she had written for the listeners.
One sentence said both men were describing the same access route. She deleted same. Then she read the rest word by word, without listening.
There was still enough daylight to make out the roofing company's photograph on her envelope. She put it beneath the other papers. Then she started the first interview at the question she was finally going to leave in.
Not What I Said
When Els rang, Liv had a marker in her hand. She was trying to write Roos's name on the lid of her container. There was still grease on it; the letters broke into specks and stopped halfway through. She put down the pen before answering.
‘You don't need to come early tomorrow,’ Els said.
Liv drew up a chair. ‘Did I say I would?’
‘No. But you would.’
She had wanted to hear a voice that would tell her whether the afternoon still stood between them. Els sounded brighter. Perhaps she was with Roos, had eaten well, or had finally been offered a chair she didn't have to move. Liv asked where she was.
‘Roos's kitchen. I'll put her on.’
‘Wait.’
But Els was already moving. Liv heard the phone change hands, a finger brushing the microphone. Then Roos.
‘Yes?’
Liv looked at the container. She had only managed Roo. She touched the first letter. The ink had dried already.
‘About this afternoon.’
Roos waited. She didn't fill the silence for her.
‘I said you asked for something. You didn't. You asked me to wait.’
‘That's what I said.’
‘I got them mixed up.’
Too small a sentence for what she had done. She hadn't swapped two items of shopping on the worktop. She had taken away a hand Roos was relying on. Liv didn't correct herself again. Roos knew what she meant.
‘I still had hold of it,’ Roos said. ‘Nothing happened. But I don't want it again.’
‘No.’
‘So if I come tomorrow, I'm not carrying something down the stairs with you at the other end.’
Els asked something in the background. Roos told her she wasn't finished yet.
‘I can make space downstairs,’ she continued. ‘Hold a door. Take something once it's safely down. Anything else needs someone who knows how to handle that furniture. Bram. Someone with him, if that's what it takes. You need to arrange it.’
‘I'll talk to Els.’
‘She's doing it. You don't need to start again.’
Liv nodded, though nobody could see. Her free hand moved across the table until she found a little pool of water. It had come from the base of the container she had washed.
‘Thanks for telling me.’
Roos made a sound that might have meant yes, or well. She asked what time Liv had to start work. Liv said she was still working and had more to do in the morning. Then she asked whether she could return the container.
‘Whenever,’ said Roos. ‘You don't need an appointment for every little thing.’
She gave the phone back to Els.
‘We can do a few boxes,’ Els said. ‘Not the whole room. Roos has said how long she's got.’
‘And I need to work first.’
‘I heard. After your work, then.’
Liv looked at her open notes. One extract still couldn't stand without its question. She had fixed the transition in the other, but the whole thing ran longer than Anouk probably wanted. Working at it through the night wouldn't somehow produce a good plan for Monday.
‘I'll let you know when I've finished what I need to do tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Not the moment I turn the computer on.’
Els said that was fine. A chair shifted in the background. Roos needed to get past. Liv heard Els say excuse me and pictured her drawing up her knees to make room. Without thinking, she had furnished a whole room from a few sounds on the phone.
‘Are you sleeping there too?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good.’
‘See you tomorrow, then.’
They hung up. Liv sat with the warm phone against her chest. She knew where Els was sleeping because Els had told her, not because she could see her bed. That was normal. Almost every conversation she had worked that way. She couldn't shrink all of life to what she could reach.
She put the marker in a drawer and left the container beside her bag. Then she turned on the television without the sound. After a few minutes she turned that on too. A woman in a garden was talking across a fence. Wind tugged audibly at her microphone. Liv watched until the adverts, then went to bed.
Early on Monday, Mara sent a message saying she had time after lunch. Until three, no longer. Could Liv bring the selection and the source references? Not another batch of files from yet more versions; she needed to know what to compare.
Liv said she would come. She sent Anouk a brief overview too: the pilot was still a selection with questions; the three interviews remained two, five and nine; and she would say which extracts were actually usable before the agreed time. She paused at pilot. It might sound as though nothing had to be finished. Underneath she listed what would still need doing after that afternoon.
She worked until her legs were stiff. When she stood to make coffee, the hands coming out of her sleeves were still the ones she had let go with yesterday. She washed them too long and turned the water cooler. At least that helped with the heat.
At a quarter to eleven Els rang. Not to ask where Liv had got to, but to say Bram could fit the heavier work around his other jobs in the house. He needed to attend to eight's threshold anyway. Els wanted to make room downstairs first, then arrange to have the connection removed, if she decided to do that.
‘You don't need to ring him.’
‘I wasn't going to.’
A brief silence. Liv thought of yesterday's conversation. Els was right to say it, and Liv really hadn't been going to call. She couldn't find room to explain both things at once.
‘Can I ask you something?’
‘You usually do.’
‘Do you play that recording much?’
Silence at the other end, not the silence of Els moving away. Liv heard faint taps against the worktop. Then those stopped too.
‘Sometimes.’
‘Since I left?’
‘Yes.’
Liv waited. She had asked what she wanted to know. The first answer wasn't incomplete merely because it hadn't reassured her.
‘I don't play it at Roos's,’ Els said at last. ‘I don't want that conversation there.’
‘And at home?’
‘Not all day there, either.’
Els had said home herself. Liv didn't ask why she was there again. This could be her morning for checking stock, making coffee, opening the post. If she slept somewhere else, someone still had to carry her life out of that house.
‘You didn't tell me.’
‘You didn't ask how often.’
That wasn't quite true, Liv thought. But she couldn't remember what she had asked when, or whether she had waited for an answer. Els moved on: she had only heard the woman's voice from the wooden case that one night, with Liv. Since then the voices had sounded more familiar, or there had been nothing. Even the nothing had become a way of waiting.
‘I understand,’ Liv said.
‘Do you? Or do you think I'll stop doing it once you understand?’
Liv pushed away her notes. An empty strip of table opened between her and the computer.
‘I've played it more than once at home too.’
‘How many times?’
‘I don't know.’
Els didn't laugh. Liv pictured her hand on the wooden case that first night. They hadn't needed to explain to anyone why they were there. A question, their answer, the air turning cold. Both of them waiting for something else in the house to begin. Only afterwards had they tried to put it in an order that might explain something.
‘I heard you yesterday,’ Liv said. ‘I was absolutely sure you were asking me something.’
‘Yes.’
‘And I let go.’
‘Roos told me.’
Liv looked at her hands. She wanted to say she wouldn't do it again. A sentence with exactly the reassuring sound she had come to fear.
‘I can't keep sitting there listening to check whether I'm hearing it right,’ she said. ‘And I don't think you should do it alone, either.’
‘Do you think that, or are you asking me to agree?’
‘I want us to agree.’
Els said nothing.
‘No pulling up a chair to wait for an answer,’ Liv said. ‘No hours upstairs alone. Fetching things, doing your post, of course you can. I'm not going to ban you from your own kitchen.’
‘You wouldn't get far with that.’
‘No.’
Els shifted the phone. A sleeve brushed the microphone, and Liv felt a brief shiver between her shoulders. An ordinary sound. She could tell where it had brushed because a finger tapped the edge afterwards. She didn't ask whether Els had heard it too.
‘Roos knows when I'm here,’ Els said. ‘And I won't sit in eight listening on my own any more.’
‘Good.’
‘You either.’
‘No.’
‘And don't come anyway because you're afraid I will.’
Liv looked at her appointment with Mara. At the morning that was almost gone already. She said she was going to her work meeting shortly. Afterwards she could help with the things they had agreed, if Roos was still there too. Els said she would check with her. Liv liked hearing that qualification. Not every sentence had to settle the next day on the spot.
After the call she prepared her files with the labels Mara had asked for. No folder containing the strange recording, no stray photograph of the grille to appear among the work windows. Once she had safely ejected the drive, she put her notebook beside it and closed the bag.
An hour before she needed to leave. She decided not to spend it at the guesthouse.
Instead she walked to the shop for coffee and something for lunch. She recognised one of the roofers by his jacket before she saw his face. He stood at the cheese display with a small basket over his arm. When she said hello, it took him a couple of seconds to place her.
‘Leaking?’
‘No.’
‘Good, then.’
Liv told him about the empty screw box. He smiled and said someone had spent all day looking for it. She didn't get out her phone to show him a photograph. She knew what had been on the windowsill. He asked if she could return it sometime; he kept small caps in boxes like that.
‘I thought it was rubbish.’
‘It is now, then. Never mind.’
‘I've still got it.’
She promised to put it aside. He went back to looking for the cheese he needed, consulting a shopping list on his phone. Liv went to the end of the aisle for her coffee. She was almost relieved that something she hadn't thrown away had turned out to be of some small use to someone.
Outside she checked the time. She could eat at home, get her car keys and reach Mara's on time. No rush. Arriving before the appointment gained her nothing.
In her kitchen she dried Roos's container once more and put it with the things she needed to take later. She didn't put the screw box inside. That stayed on the shelf for the roofer. Then she cut her bread, set her phone on the table and ate without headphones.
A Breath
Mara's workroom was at the back of the house. From the hall, Liv could see a garden where chair legs stood in a thick layer of leaves. A wet ball hung on a string just beyond the cover of the awning. Someone had tried to keep it dry and been distracted halfway through.
Mara closed the workroom door before drawing back her chair. She had set out two mugs and her own headphones. The second chair had been borrowed from a child; a glossy dinosaur decorated its back.
‘It sinks a bit,’ she said. ‘Don't jump.’
Liv sat and immediately dropped several inches. Now the keyboard was too high for her hands. Mara laughed, got up and exchanged the chair for a taller one from the kitchen. Liv waited in the doorway. It was a relief that someone could laugh aloud at a sound she herself had made.
They had until three. Mara didn't wield the time like a threat. She simply pushed aside her own diary, checked where Liv wanted to plug in the drive and asked where they should begin.
‘Five,’ Liv said. ‘Joop. That's furthest along.’
‘In what way?’
‘You can hear him clearly. I've marked what we want to use. Less needed taking out than I thought.’
Mara waited for the folders to appear. ‘What do you want me to listen to?’
Liv realised she had answered another question again. She took her notebook from her bag and opened it at her pilot choices. Willem Kooij: one morning when a boat ran aground. Joop van Dijk: the other account, in which boats had kept coming in for years. For the third interview there was no developed extract, just a longer question about changes in access. On Tuesday that could offer a comparison without becoming a third portrait.
She wanted to know whether the voices drowned one another out in what she had written around them. Not literally, she added, then wished she hadn't.
‘Shall we listen first?’ Mara asked.
She rested her fingers beside the space bar. Liv nodded.
A brief scraping sound came from the speakers, then a man saying they had misunderstood. Joop sounded hoarse, the hard beginning of his words striking the microphone. The interviewer asked how many more years the boats had continued coming in. Joop didn't answer straight away. He began talking about a skipper, changed his first wording and said he didn't mean the largest ships.
Mara stopped it.
‘Which version is this?’
‘The listening copy.’
‘Have you cut something out here?’
‘No.’
‘Play me the source.’
Liv opened the transfer she was working from. Its filename was longer than the listening copy's, with a reference to the physical tape and side. The tape itself was still with the collection. Here they had the digital transfer, both channels as supplied, including an edge of the sound that occasionally dropped away. Liv found the same point and started a few seconds earlier.
First came a high, sustained hiss. Then small clicks she had removed from the listening copy because they hurt her ears. Joop spoke the same words. The way he breathed between them was different.
Liv looked at the screen. The man took an audible breath just before saying the boats had still been coming in. There was something of a suppressed laugh in it. Or not a laugh: the beginning of an answer he wasn't ready to give. It didn't become a word. He held it briefly, began again and delivered his firm statement.
In her version that small beginning was almost gone.
She played the two sections one after the other. Mara watched the empty space above the speaker, not the moving lines. Liv could tell from the tension around her mouth that she was following the sequence. On the second version she moved her hand a few centimetres, then let it rest.
‘He sounds as though he's speaking straight through,’ she said.
Liv placed the cursor before the sentence. ‘Same words.’
‘I can hear that.’
‘I haven't cut a sentence there.’
‘I can hear that too.’
Mara turned towards her. Liv felt herself defending something, badly, that nobody had accused her of. She laid her palm on her thigh.
‘I wanted to reduce that constant hiss.’
‘You have.’
‘But the lead-in's gone with it.’
Mara nodded. ‘To my ears. I can't say why he takes a breath like that. But I want to hear it.’
She reached for the space bar, waited for Liv and played the source alone again. Hiss filled the small room. Joop moved something on the table, asked whether the interviewer had ever stood on the old quay and offered him a biscuit. Mara smiled at how quickly his irritation became hospitality.
‘He does his own editing, that man.’
Liv gave a short laugh. She knew that biscuit; it had been in the file for days. Only now did she hear the offer interrupting the question. There was no neat transition. Joop had probably held out his hand, the interviewer had done something, and for a few seconds both their mouths had had something to do besides talking.
‘We need that bit,’ said Liv.
‘That's for you and Anouk. But don't make him an answering machine that's finally giving up its information.’
Liv drew the notebook towards her. She didn't write down what Mara had said. She added the reference for the longer passage and a question mark beside its length. It might be too long for a short listening session. They needed to know before cutting it to fit.
They returned to her edit. Liv showed where she had reduced the noise, letting Mara hear the difference rather than expecting the lines to prove what she had meant. She had used the first setting across a longer section. It made the background more even, the voice closer. That soft beginning of a breath almost merged with the sound she wanted to lose.
She reduced the processing. The room grew audibly larger. Something scraped further away, perhaps a chair, and the breath came back. So did the hiss. Liv drew her head back a little.
‘That horrible high edge is back now.’
‘Yes.’
They listened again, more quietly. Less clean didn't suddenly mean less intelligible. But at the hard part there was a sharp click that kept making Liv flinch. She had treated that separately. She showed Mara where, played it with and without the change and heard that Joop's first consonant was now softer than the next.
‘I've gone too far there.’
Mara didn't point out a button. She didn't know Liv's whole process, and the work was already on a copy. Liv went back to the earlier point, spent more time on the brief section, then listened to it in context again. The click was quieter, not gone. The voice had a rough edge again that belonged to the same man.
Nearly fifteen minutes to decide about a few seconds. Liv saw the minutes going and felt the old urge to call a whole passage finished once its most irritating noise was gone. She stopped starting again.
‘That's what I'd like to put to them.’
Mara nodded. ‘Me too. But it's a longer extract now.’
‘Yes.’
They noted its duration, then listened to Willem from the original question. The problem here wasn't the sound. Context made his one bad morning smaller than Liv had first wanted to hear it. She had needed it to be bigger, to set the voices against one another. She crossed out the line above her selection: the harbour that closed.
‘Was that your title?’ Mara asked.
‘For now.’
‘Sounds as if they both end up with the same answer.’
‘They don't.’
‘No.’
Liv wrote access. Not elegant, but enough to show Anouk what she meant. Joop spoke about ships; Willem about a morning and a grounded boat. They could let visitors hear how differently memory drew the limits of the same place. That was something already. She didn't need to turn it into a disappearance first.
They were still on the third interview when Mara checked the time. This needed a smaller correction. There was a question Liv didn't want to conflate with the first two. Instead of making another voice settle their disagreement, she used a short passage to raise something different. Mara thought the listeners needed a more specific question than what do you think?
Liv tried a sentence aloud and heard it steering the answer. She began again. What have you heard that the speaker knows for certain, and where do you hear him revise what he has just said? Still long, but at least a question.
Mara pushed her own note across. She had another difficulty with the third extract: unless you knew the first name, the question wasn't clear. Liv had heard the name because she knew where it came. They played the section without the text.
They heard different words.
For a few seconds the hiss felt less like something Liv had to repair than a narrow space in which someone else would always arrive somewhere different. She looked at Mara, turning her pen between two fingers.
‘Leave it as inaudible?’
‘You can say it's uncertain in the notes. I wouldn't read it out as a fact.’
Liv went back to her sheet. She removed the name from the question she had written for the listeners. The passage still meant something. It was about access, not a particular person whose name she needed to drop to sound knowledgeable.
Her phone lit up. Els asked when she was coming. No follow-up demanding where she had got to, no unfinished sentence. Liv checked the clock and wrote that she was running later than expected. She wanted to settle the three points with Anouk first.
Els replied that Roos would be there until early evening. They didn't have to do everything today.
‘Anything else you want me to hear?’ Mara asked.
Liv looked at the drive. Her first impulse was no. The strange voice was at home in another folder, not on this work drive. She could play it on her phone. She could play it tomorrow. She could wait for Mara to ask.
‘No.’
Mara turned her chair back. ‘You'd better ring Anouk, then. I need to go soon.’
Liv closed the files on screen and waited for the copying to finish before unplugging the drive. Mara wasn't watching her hands. She pulled her own bag closer and checked her work appointments. One of the times was wrong. She used a word Liv didn't often hear from her, then rang to sort it out.
Meanwhile Liv fetched the borrowed chair and carried the taller one back to the kitchen. It took two trips; in the hall they briefly got in each other's way. Mara held the front door while telling the person on the phone she couldn't be there any earlier than she had just said.
Outside Liv rang Anouk. She didn't go straight to the car, but stopped at the garden gate, a wet leaf stuck to the sole of her shoe.
First she explained what could be ready. Three selected passages for Tuesday, longer than the neat little examples she had first intended. More audible hiss with Joop, because her earlier treatment had removed some of his hesitation. The words were unchanged; the impression wasn't. They needed to keep the longer version until they had heard it together.
Anouk asked whether visitors needed to hear what had gone wrong with the restoration too.
‘Not as a demonstration of my mistake,’ Liv said. ‘But I don't want to send you only the smoother version, then tell you what the man definitely meant.’
‘You don't need to. We want to listen to these people.’
Liv rubbed her sole over the ground. The leaf wouldn't come off.
Anouk asked how she envisaged the listening afternoon. Liv described a short introduction, an extract with its preceding question, then a pause before setting the other man against him. Time to write something before they spoke. Some people coming knew the place, Anouk said, while others had no connection to it. She didn't want the first group filling every silence before the others could speak.
‘Everyone writes one thing first, then,’ Liv said.
‘Then we compare.’
‘Yes.’
Anouk asked about the three corrected interviews. Not tomorrow's short extracts, but the usable listening copies they had discussed. Liv could send them on Thursday morning, she said, with brief notes for each tape. Two, five and nine. Checking the other nine would have to continue. She didn't offer a date that didn't yet fit the work hours in her diary.
Anouk checked her own schedule. Thursday worked for the three. The full set was still a separate delivery. She wanted the first page to say what was included and what wasn't, so nobody later mistook a folder of three files for twelve.
‘I'll do that.’
‘And come a little earlier tomorrow. We'll test them on the speakers.’
Liv asked how early. They agreed half past two, to start at three. It needn't become an evening event. Anouk had a room that would be used for something else afterwards.
After the call Liv stayed by the car. It felt as if she had spent an afternoon on seven seconds. She knew she hadn't. They had made three real choices, agreed what would come on Thursday and found a question she could ask tomorrow without giving the listeners the answer. Mara hadn't absolved her. She had helped her work.
Liv pulled the leaf off her sole and dropped it among the wet leaves beneath the hedge. She sent Anouk the confirmation. She told Els she was on her way, took the drive from the bottom of her bag and put it in the compartment where she couldn't confuse it with another.
As she fastened her seat belt, the seat beside her was empty. She didn't look again. She started the car and drove to the guesthouse, where the ordinary things still needed carrying downstairs.
Chairs in the Hall
Roos had rearranged the breakfast room. A row of chairs stood along the short wall, backs towards the tables. The tables were clear. Beneath the windowsill a folded blanket held two empty boxes.
‘Those haven't come from upstairs,’ she said when Liv looked. ‘They were here already.’
Liv put her bag on the bench. She had taken off her coat in the car and left it on the next seat, one sleeve under the seat belt. Fetching it just now, she had briefly thought something was tearing. Only the buckle scraping the cloth. Now she hung it properly and took Roos's container into the kitchen.
Els was on the phone, keeping her notebook open with one finger. With her other hand she pointed Liv towards the coffee pot. Nothing for Liv to take or pass on. She poured a cup and stood by the door until Els finished.
A room for next week, Els said. Someone visiting family who couldn't stay with them. Two nights, perhaps three. She had asked if she could ring back. Having a room available wasn't the same as knowing she could get it ready.
‘You've still got plenty, haven't you?’ Liv said.
Els looked up from her book.
‘I didn't mean it like that.’
‘How did you mean it?’
Liv sat down. She had run through the eight numbers on the drawing so often she hardly thought of a bed to change, a bathroom, someone wanting breakfast on time.
‘I'm only thinking about seven and eight.’
‘Yes. Those take quite enough.’
Els shut the notebook. Today she wanted to bring down whatever they could manage without Bram. Not the same chair again. That would wait for the other heavy work. Roos didn't have to be carrying furniture on stairs.
Roos came into the kitchen. ‘I'd decided that myself.’
She took the container, examined the unfinished name on its lid and asked whether Liv had meant to shorten her to three letters.
‘The pen gave up.’
‘Some people have that effect on me too.’
Els smiled, but Roos hadn't said it to erase everything that happened yesterday. She put away the container and showed Liv the space she had cleared downstairs. The Christmas things could go beneath the window, dry and out of the way. For now the ironing board would go behind the door to Els's own sitting room, on the side where it wouldn't obstruct the opening. She pointed to the hinges and demonstrated by opening and closing the door.
‘And when we stop, we can walk through here again. I want to go home without leaving you stuck among everything.’
It didn't become a meeting. Els went upstairs to check the boxes were properly closed. Liv followed empty-handed. Upstairs was warmer than the hall. Seven's window caught the last low sunlight from the street. Through its open door Liv saw the edge of the bed and, beyond it, the wall where she had found the grille. She didn't close the door to lose the view. She went to eight.
Els had pushed the loose chair a little further towards the window. The place it had occupied yesterday was paler, edged with dust. Liv wanted to put it back, but Els stopped her.
‘Leave that now. Boxes first.’
She pointed to the three. Their lids were on; yesterday's cable was back in the same bag. Els took the smallest box by its base. It weighed little. Liv held the door fully open as Els came through.
Downstairs Roos asked where she should stand. Els answered as she reached the last step. Liv could see her all the way. She still held the door, and only let go when Els had set the box on the empty table and called that it was all right.
The second box was wider. Liv carried it herself. With her arms a little lower, she could see over the top. Halfway down she stopped to improve her grip. Els stood by the banister at the top and asked whether she was all right. Yes, Liv said, noticing herself turning to see the face that went with the voice.
She needn't make a fool of herself. She could simply look, too.
Roos didn't take the box off her on the stairs. She waited until both Liv's feet were on the floor, then indicated the clear table. She moved another box aside so nothing would overhang the edge. That was all. Liv put hers down and felt the pressure leave her fingers.
A soft, dry rustle came from inside: paper strips wrapped round the garland. Liv kept her hands on the rim. Roos looked at her, not the box.
‘Want to sit down?’
‘No.’
Roos nodded. She didn't ask whether Liv had heard it. Els brought down the third box. All three were now in the breakfast room. She ran her hands over their lids and surveyed the space they took up.
‘I'll be walking round those every day, then.’
‘Until the other work's done.’
‘No date on that anywhere.’
Roos began to answer, then didn't. Liv thought of agreeing to help after work, the hours she had drawn as a little block. For Els it went on outside that block, even when the other two were home.
They carried the ironing board down together. Els first detached the little rack that might catch by the hinge and held it against the board. Liv took the bottom, stopped when Els needed to turn and didn't leave her to judge by a voice whether she still held it. Upstairs they had room to start upright. They took their time at the bend. Once the board tapped the wall, lightly enough to leave no mark.
Downstairs Els unfolded it and pressed the catch until it locked with an ordinary, clear click. The board fitted its new spot, but not if she wanted a chair beside it.
‘The chair goes somewhere else, then,’ Roos said.
Els looked into her sitting room. Two newspapers she still wanted to read lay on the sill. A glass of water stood on the table with a ring beneath it; a cardigan hung over a chair back. She didn't move anything to prove to the others how easily it fitted.
‘For now,’ she said.
Two more loose chairs could safely come down, ordinary straight ones with no legs entangled in the rest. They carried one each. The mixed stack stayed along the right wall, clear of the door's swing. Els crouched beside it without pulling. The dark armrest passed through a lighter chair's back. A leg ran diagonally between two seats.
‘I can't remember how my father got them like this.’
Liv looked at the split rubber foot. Start at the top, she thought, perhaps tilt the light frame first. She almost reached out, then kept her hands to herself.
‘Bram, then.’
‘Bram. With someone. I don't need to discover how many come with it.’
Els stood. There was visible floor on the other side of the room now. Something white lay in the corner. Liv thought it was paper, but it was a small broken wall hook with a screw still in it. Els picked it up, turned it over and dropped it into the rubbish bag. She didn't look for what had hung from it.
Roos called up that she needed to go. Liv checked her phone. Not quite six. They hadn't finished the room, but they had finished what they had agreed.
Els went to the rear window to inspect the damp patch, no longer hidden by the ironing board. She pulled the curtain aside. Outside Liv could see the courtyard, the rusty fixings of an old drying rack on the wall, Roos's bicycle by the door. Standing at this window, Els could be seen from below. Further into the room, the wall and high sill would hide her.
She put her fingers on the cold paint. ‘Another thing that needs doing.’
‘I'd put it on Bram's list.’
‘That list'll have more rooms than my guesthouse.’
She straightened the curtain. Liv had kept the wooden case in the edge of her vision without looking directly. Now she looked. The lever pointed towards the route they had chosen that night. A lighter patch showed where someone had wiped away dust. Just a wooden case you could rest a hand on. Nothing to warn anyone passing not to.
Els walked past and pulled the door almost shut. It stuck at the scrape. She pushed harder until the latch fell into place.
‘I'll leave it like that.’
Liv didn't say good, or better. She followed her downstairs.
Roos waited by the front door with her bag. She asked when Els was coming for dinner. Els had picked up her notebook again and didn't immediately look up. Someone to ring back first, she said. Roos pointed at the phone and gave her fifteen minutes to settle something that could simply be answered.
‘I'm not your mother,’ she added. ‘But I do need to know how many potatoes to put on.’
‘One.’
Roos looked at her.
‘For me. Decide the rest yourself.’
Liv laughed. Roos pretended to write the number on her palm and said goodbye. The door closed. No silence followed: Els's phone rang before Liv had fetched her coat.
She answered and asked the caller to spell the names again. Liv went to the breakfast room for her bag. The three Christmas boxes stood beneath the window. Two extra chairs were against the wall. The room was narrower, but the back door was clear.
Els came in with the phone against her chest. ‘It's for two people after all. They asked for one at first, but that isn't what they mean.’
‘When?’
Els said next week. ‘I'll ring them back tomorrow. I need to know what's happening here first.’
Liv looked at her closed laptop. ‘That seems sensible.’
‘I'm not asking whether it's sensible.’
‘No.’
Els put the phone to her ear and promised an answer tomorrow morning. No excuse about a broken pipe or a painter due any moment. She said she couldn't promise them a room yet. It seemed less work than a booking, but her face didn't brighten.
Liv took her bag and waited by the door. When Els finished, she asked whether Liv was coming tomorrow. No need on account of the things upstairs, she said. The bigger stack would stay until Bram came.
‘I've got the listening afternoon,’ said Liv. ‘I need to work for it.’
‘Of course. Your fishermen.’
Els didn't ask whether it was going well. She asked what Liv was playing for them. Liv told her about Willem and the one morning, Joop talking about different boats. Els nodded as though she might have known the men, but only said that nobody at a breakfast table had had quite the same weather, either.
Liv said it was a little like that. Not exactly. She didn't need to explain the comparison before she could leave.
Outside she opened her car door. From the back doorway Els said next time she could just come for coffee. Not always with a bag full of work. Liv raised a hand and sat down. From the seat she couldn't see eight's window. She didn't lean forward to look.
At home she read Anouk's confirmation. Arrive at half past two, start at three. A short list of people they could expect. Not an audience coming for Liv, but people with questions and memories of their own.
She set out the drive. Her hands still smelt of the ironing board's metal. She washed them, hung up the towel and went back to put tomorrow's extracts in the order they had agreed.
Other Ears
Anouk hadn't put the chairs in rows. Six round a table, two by the window, a few against the wall in case more people came. Blank paper and pencils lay on the table. No harbour photographs, no map to point to with an answer already in mind.
Liv was ten minutes early. She put her bag on the chair beside the extension lead and asked where the speakers should go. Anouk pointed to the windowsill.
‘Everyone can see them there.’
‘I don't need them to be seen.’
‘I thought not. But there nobody's going to put one on their lap because they need somewhere for their bag.’
Liv placed the small speakers on the sill. The lead wouldn't reach the computer without passing a chair. She moved the chair instead of trailing the lead across the walkway. Anouk watched, then pointed out a socket by the door, closer than the one Liv had chosen.
Plenty of time to test. Liv played the beginning of an extract quietly. A faint hum came from the left speaker. At first she thought it was noise on the transfer, but it continued when she stopped playback. She unplugged the cable, connected it again and listened. The hum changed when she moved the cable away from the power supply.
‘Like that?’ Anouk asked.
Liv nodded. She couldn't make it silent at this table. She didn't need to. The voice had to be audible without the hard start of a sentence startling people by the window. She went to the furthest chair and asked Anouk to press play.
Joop began at once with the wrong ships. Anouk looked up from the keyboard, smiled and stopped at Liv's signal.
‘He's not pleased with that question.’
‘No. Or he's been asked it before.’
‘You don't know that.’
‘That's what I mean.’
Too quick. Anouk looked at her, then nodded and indicated the chairs. Could Liv introduce it from the side, so she wasn't between the people and the sound? Liv moved her notebook. She had written three versions of the introduction and disliked each one after reading it aloud.
Before three, four people arrived together. The older woman in the middle introduced herself as Hanneke. She had spoken to Anouk before and went straight to the table. The man beside her tried to pull out her chair, but she said she could work a chair for herself. He laughed and sat on the other side. The other two asked whether they had started. Liv said they were waiting a little longer.
A young woman came in carrying her raincoat over one arm. Noor. She hadn't lived here long and wanted to understand what had been there before the redevelopment. She knew the harbour mainly as somewhere you couldn't cycle through quickly now. Her phone was already on the table when she picked it up and put it away.
The sixth visitor brought a sodden cycling map. He laid it on the empty windowsill, as far from the speaker as possible. Anouk found him a cloth. Then she shut the door and checked that everyone had a drink. Six visitors: eight people with Liv and Anouk. Nobody had to squeeze in.
Liv began by explaining what they would hear. Not the whole collection, not every voice. Two longer extracts, a shorter third one to raise a different question. She named Willem Kooij and Joop van Dijk and explained where the passages came in their interviews. The physical tapes stayed with the collection; she worked on listening copies of the existing digital transfers. These weren't new conversations.
‘What's different, then?’ asked the man beside Hanneke.
‘Some things are clearer. And we choose where to start and stop.’
‘That's quite a lot.’
‘Yes,’ said Liv.
Anouk was watching from the back of the room. Neither warning her nor urging her on. It was the answer Liv had given. Now she could go on from there.
She explained that she kept questions where they were needed, and unclear words didn't become certain because she could reduce the hiss. She didn't want to give them all a lesson in what sound did to people. She stopped and asked whether they could listen first.
Anouk handed round the paper. One thing that stayed with you, she said. Write it down before comparing. Hanneke took a pencil and said she mainly forgot things when someone asked her to remember them.
‘You can write that,’ Anouk said.
Liv played Willem from the question she had originally wanted to shorten. In this room he sounded older than in her headphones, or further away. The background hiss was different here. Someone by the door moved a foot, and his cough briefly overlapped the recording.
She kept her hand off the mouse.
Willem described the grounded boat. He corrected what the interviewer was trying to draw from it, returned to that morning and went on to explain how they had eventually managed to get something done. No neat account of a harbour closing. The man beside Hanneke looked at his paper as though he had begun writing too late.
Liv let the agreed final sentence finish. She didn't stop at the first silence. Then she switched off the sound and looked at Anouk. Anouk said nothing. Only pencils on paper and a glass being set down softly.
Hanneke finished first. She wanted to turn over her sheet, but Anouk asked her to wait for Noor, who had only just started writing. Waiting in this room was a little different from what Liv had known all week. Here she could see what the other person was doing.
‘I've put mud,’ Hanneke said when they could speak. ‘I could see him standing there.’
Her neighbour had written that the harbour was no longer usable by then. He read it without hesitation. It was what he had heard.
Liv pushed back her chair. She wanted to start with the interviewer's question. Anouk indicated the other sheets. Everyone first.
Noor had written that she didn't know exactly where the boat was stuck. The man with the cycling map wanted to know what kind of boat it was. Another visitor had chiefly heard irritation: he kept having to return to that one day. That was what had stayed with him, a man who didn't want to make his answer bigger.
Hanneke turned her sheet over. ‘I remember how it looked.’
She described the ground after a dry spell. She had been there, but couldn't say which year. The man beside her offered one. Hanneke shook her head. She hadn't been there as long ago as that.
Liv's phone vibrated in her pocket. She didn't know who had sent the message. Her hand was already moving towards the coat over her chair. She kept it on the back, fingers round the cloth.
Anouk asked whether they meant the same part of the site. Hanneke looked at the man, then Liv. ‘Do you know where he was standing?’
‘Not exactly. I know what he says happened.’
Liv asked if she wanted the short section with the question again. This time she could start there. The interviewer asked about running aground. Willem limited his answer, returning to one boat and one morning. Liv stopped after the correction. It was almost uncomfortable to leave so much meaning to one small piece of work.
The man looked at his paper. He didn't cross out unusable. He added a question mark.
‘I hadn't heard it that way,’ he said.
‘Neither had I,’ said Liv.
She didn't need to explain how close her own first choice had come to his. She did explain why the question remained in the listening copy. It made the piece longer; you could hear the interviewer steering towards something, and Willem not quite following.
Hanneke began to speak, then stopped when Noor pointed to her sheet.
‘Without the question I wouldn't know he was going back,’ Noor said. ‘It would just be the same answer, taking longer.’
Liv noted that down, not as praise. Something to check with another selection.
Joop led to a different conversation. His first irritation brought a few smiles. When he offered the interviewer a biscuit, Hanneke laughed aloud. She immediately said she recognised that, then put a hand over her mouth rather than drowning out the rest. Liv looked at her. Hanneke nodded silently.
In the source, Joop had taken a breath before his firm statement about the boats. It was still audible in the version Liv played. That gave the hiss time to draw attention. The visitor nearest the speaker turned his ear slightly away. Liv could have lowered the volume if she made the whole table wait. He kept listening. She waited for the end too.
This time everyone wrote more quickly. Noor put down her pencil, then picked it up. Anouk poured water carefully, so the stream didn't strike the rim.
The man who had written unusable for Willem said the accounts contradicted each other. If boats had come in later, the grounding couldn't have mattered that much. Hanneke turned to him.
‘It mattered to whoever was on that boat.’
‘That's not what I mean.’
‘It's what you're saying.’
The ordinary table seemed to grow larger. Liv needn't referee who was right. But she had to stop one voice pushing the other off the page merely because it had just been brought back more forcefully.
‘Joop means different ships,’ she said.
‘You can make anything fit, then.’
He wasn't angry. He wanted to know whether to trust her when she played two things that didn't lead to the same answer. Liv picked up her notebook, then pushed it back. Two numbers on her list wouldn't help him.
She replayed the question and the start of Joop's answer. He himself limited which ships he meant. He sounded definite, but there was a brief break before he continued.
‘He hesitates there,’ said Noor.
‘He's breathing,’ someone said.
‘Could be that too.’
Liv stopped. In the sudden quiet a door shut in the corridor. She looked towards it, although she knew everyone was in this room. An ordinary door, further away than she would have looked for it at the guesthouse.
Anouk asked Noor what she meant by hesitates.
‘He wanted to say something else. Perhaps. I don't know. He starts twice.’
The man with the cycling map heard no uncertainty. To him Joop was taking his time because he knew the interviewer wanted a simpler story. Hanneke said it could be either. She tapped her pencil on the paper, then laid it down when Liv glanced over.
There was no verdict. The breath didn't prove what Joop thought. Liv shouldn't have expected restored sound to restore someone's intention. It gave them something to disagree about without her having removed the difference in advance.
She briefly explained that she had made this beginning too quiet in an earlier edit. Reducing the hiss had reduced the breath too. She had done it again.
‘Can we hear the difference?’ the man asked.
Liv looked at Anouk. It wasn't in the brief plan. The older version was on the drive, separately. She didn't want an equipment demonstration. She said she could play the two once, if everyone wanted, then they would return to the selection.
She played the few seconds. First the over-smoothed listening copy, then the less clean new one. Not the whole recording, not back and back until everyone thought the same thing.
Hanneke frowned. ‘I lose him there.’
‘Which one?’ Liv asked.
‘The first. He's there, but I don't have time to follow him.’
Noor found it harder to describe. The first sounded easier yet was less clear. The visitor beside the speaker asked whether the second would sound as harsh on his phone. Liv wrote that down. What sounded pleasant in this room might not sound the same through a small speaker.
With the third extract, nobody knew the speaker as a person from Liv's introduction. She only introduced its question. It was shorter. A name was spoken, not entirely clear. Liv hadn't filled it in on the sheet.
They discussed it anyway. Two people had heard different names. Hanneke began to suggest a third, then admitted she didn't really know. Anouk didn't write the alternatives on the board. She asked what question they could still follow without settling that word.
Access to the site, Noor said. Whether people could just walk there. She didn't know whether she meant the same thing as someone who had worked there.
‘I'd like to read that,’ she said. ‘Not just hear it, then wonder whether I'm picturing the wrong way in.’
Anouk looked at Liv. A real task: a short explanation of which part of the route the question concerned, without answering on the speaker's behalf.
They talked for another fifteen minutes. Not everything was for Liv. The man beside Hanneke asked whether a copy of the whole collection would eventually be available. Anouk explained that this was separate work; today wasn't delivery of twelve interviews. She asked to keep their comment sheets. They could add names if they liked.
When the others stood, Noor stayed by her chair. Would the two longer pieces run consecutively later?
‘We don't know yet,’ Liv said.
‘Because now I know both of them. But if I only hear the second at home, I won't know what he's arguing against.’
Liv said it was a good question. Noor didn't look pleased at having done something right. She simply wanted to know whether she would be able to follow it. Liv promised to keep enough of the preceding conversation in the next listening copy, rather than explaining the choice only in a separate introduction.
The man with the wet map thanked Anouk and asked where to leave his cloth. One side was still damp. He held it between two fingers as though it carried something precious. Hanneke was already describing where she used to leave her bicycle. Liv listened without adding it to the interview comments. Hanneke's story, not automatically an improvement on Willem's.
Only after the door closed for the last time did she take her phone from her coat. Els had asked whether the afternoon was going well. No missed calls. The message was almost an hour old.
Liv said she was still clearing up and would call later. She reread it and sent it without asking whether Els was alone somewhere. Roos knew where she was. They had agreed that.
Anouk stood by the pencils. ‘Tired?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good that you let them find their way. You didn't fill every gap.’
Liv gathered the sheets. ‘I nearly spoke a few times.’
‘I saw.’
Before packing, they went through the comments. The context of Willem's question; different boats for Joop; an explanation of access for the third extract. They wouldn't keep restoring until nobody could hear a difference, but would check the harsh edge on small playback devices. The breath stayed. They couldn't establish whether it meant uncertainty.
Anouk wanted to thank the participants tomorrow and explain how their responses would be used. Could Liv send one short paragraph about the versions? Not every decision at the keyboard. Liv promised it that evening and checked her diary before confirming Thursday morning again for the three complete listening copies.
The whole twelve weren't finished because eight people had spent an afternoon in a room. They had a usable beginning and work still to do. Liv ejected the drive and packed the speakers. She kept hold of the cable until Anouk pulled the last plug from the computer.
Outside the sky hung low. Walking to her car, Liv noticed how quiet her head was without the others speaking. Not empty. There were sentences she would find on paper tomorrow, in different handwriting, with question marks. She didn't need to hear them all in succession to know they had been there.
At the car she called Els. After a few seconds Els answered and asked whether the fishermen had agreed.
‘No,’ said Liv.
‘Thought not.’
Liv laughed. Els asked what she had eaten. Nothing since lunch. She should deal with that first, Els said. She had eaten at Roos's and wanted an early night.
Liv didn't ask whether she was sure. She said she would speak to her tomorrow and stood a moment before getting in. No voices reached her through the heritage centre's walls. They had simply left.
What Was at Home
Her house smelt of heating. Liv dropped the key in the dish beside the door, hung up her coat, then went back to move it away from the wall. One sleeve was wet. The cloth beneath the coat hooks lay exactly as she had left it.
She went through to the kitchen. Nothing here needed finishing tonight before she could sit down. She put water on, took bread from the tin and forgot to look for anything to put on it. Her phone was on the table already. Els had said she was going to bed. Liv didn't need anyone else to confirm it.
Still, she opened her messages with Roos. The last was about a time for moving things. No further check arranged. She could ask something that sounded merely friendly: how's your evening? Roos might say fine, send a photograph of the television, say Els was asleep already. Liv wouldn't know what she had gained, only that she had asked again.
She put the phone down. The water had been boiling too long. She made tea and went to her workroom.
Anouk's afternoon email had arrived. Not lavish praise, but confirmation that she would gather the comments, and Liv could send her brief explanation of the versions tomorrow. Photographs of the completed sheets were attached. Anouk had made sure no hands or coffee cups obscured the writing.
Liv opened Noor's sheet. Beside the second extract: starts twice, is there something he doesn't say? She remembered Noor's face, how she had stayed by her chair after asking her question. Sound quality wasn't a smooth surface. Someone wanted to know where to keep her attention.
Liv wrote a short paragraph. The old recordings hadn't been made in silence; where background noise obscured conversation, she tried to improve intelligibility. She couldn't restore what had never been recorded or make an uncertain word certain. That was why Joop's audible lead-in remained, after becoming too faint in the earlier listening copy. She reread it and deleted the sentence about how difficult it had been.
She sent it to Anouk. Finishing the biggest task didn't leave the evening empty. Three listening copies for Thursday remained, the rest of the set, a bill that wouldn't pay itself because she now thought the extracts sounded more honest.
She took out her timesheet. The work was for an agreed fee; all the hours spent on badly chosen extracts and reworking them wouldn't become another invoice. Some were part of the job, some she had let mount up herself. She could no longer separate them precisely. The afternoon with Mara was listed separately, with the help they had agreed. Mara shouldn't pay for Liv's uncertainty by having her hours go unrecorded.
Liv added the date and closed the sheet before calculating it for a fourth time.
The empty screw box stood on the little shelf in the hall. She went to it, checked whether there was a note and put it where she couldn't fetch her key without seeing it. The roofer had said whenever she got the chance. No need for another appointment tomorrow morning. An old stain crossed the ceiling above the coats. The roof had been repaired; the work outside wouldn't take that mark away.
The little light on her speaker still glowed in the workroom. She hadn't shut down the computer, only closed the work windows. The strange file wasn't open. She knew exactly where it was.
She sat without reaching for the headphones.
That first evening at home she had heard her voice, then the silence and the zip. Eleven seconds from the sentence, not eleven seconds with literally nothing recorded. Rain and room noise. She had stared at the long empty stretch as though the file were pointing out a path to search.
Now she opened the copy. She had kept the original separately; the working filename was simply to avoid confusing them. This version was unchanged too. She didn't need another comparison to know it was the same half-minute.
Liv pressed play.
Her voice came through the speaker, just above the table. Lower than she heard herself speaking, with that little catch before the last word. Her tongue rested against her lower teeth. The sentence had passed through her mind so often she could have said it without listening.
She closed her mouth.
Rain. A faint hum. Not the big fridge downstairs, she thought; she couldn't name it from here. The recorder had been by the grille, the laptop elsewhere in the room. She knew how many appliances a seemingly empty silence might contain. She knew, yet held her hand still above the key that would stop playback.
A soft pull along metal or plastic teeth. A zip, she had called it. She could picture the movement, a hand along a bag, the moment the slider caught. Her travelling bag stood at home on the shelf, empty and closed. She hadn't checked yesterday to see whether it was open. Now the urge was so strong she turned towards the door.
The file ended. No words after it, no new breath where yesterday there hadn't been one. Just the recording's end and the ordinary sound of her room.
She stayed seated. When playback stopped she felt as though someone hadn't finished speaking. Not an actual word cut short. Nothing she could put on paper with a dash after it. Still her body waited for a sound other than the appliances around her.
She didn't press play again.
She wanted to ring Mara. Not because Mara could establish what this was. She wanted another human voice now the file had stopped. That was what she should say. No question about a breath on tape five as a way into something else entirely.
Mara answered after a few seconds.
‘Went well this afternoon,’ she said. ‘I've seen Anouk's feedback.’
‘She emailed you?’
‘Copied you in. Just her quick feedback. You don't have to read it now.’
Liv hadn't opened several messages. Nothing that needed putting right tonight. She said people had listened very differently. Mara asked about Joop. She laughed at the biscuit story and wanted to know what the man with the cycling map had written.
Liv told her. As she spoke, her own voice became simply the sound she made with her mouth again. It was dreadful to have to be pleased about that.
Mara asked whether something else was troubling her.
‘I played that recording again.’
No immediate answer. Mara told someone she would be there shortly. Then Liv heard a door close, not a phone being moved somewhere secret.
‘What do you want me to do?’
Liv looked at the motionless window on screen. ‘Nothing. I didn't want to sit here alone after it finished.’
‘I understand.’
‘You don't have to hear it.’
‘I didn't want to.’
Sharper than Liv expected. She looked away from the screen.
Mara sighed. ‘Sorry. But I thought we'd talked about that. I can listen and say what I hear. I have. I can't come every time it feels wrong again afterwards.’
‘I'm not asking you to.’
‘It's why you've rung.’
Liv held the phone away from her ear. The timer showed only a few minutes. That said nothing about how it felt at the other end. She had called Mara about work, the pilot, an extract she couldn't get right. Today Mara herself had asked how she was. This wasn't a score either of them could win by adding it up.
‘I wanted to hear your voice,’ Liv said. ‘That was all.’
Mara was quiet for a moment. ‘All right. You can say that. But I'm going back downstairs soon.’
Liv said she understood.
‘And tomorrow?’ Mara asked. ‘Will you have time for my question?’
It was in a message Liv had seen but not answered. A check on a short transition in Mara's own work; she hadn't wanted to steer Liv's response in advance. Liv had promised to look at her diary. She had stayed caught in her own windows.
She opened the message now and read it. A small file, the source included, a clear question. She didn't have to listen with Mara waiting for an answer. She asked how much time she needed and when it was due back.
‘Tomorrow morning's fine,’ Mara said. ‘If you can. Otherwise I'll ask someone else.’
‘I've got nine till ten.’
‘Plenty. But not with one ear in another house.’
Liv thought of Els at Roos's table or in bed already. She had no right to hold their evening closer than Mara's question in front of her.
‘I'll do it tomorrow morning. And tell you if I can't.’
Mara asked whether she was going to bed. Not straight away. Something to eat, computer off. Then yes. They said goodbye without attaching another question. Liv set down the phone. It could be quiet without anyone having disappeared.
In the kitchen she perched on the edge of a chair and ate the bread from earlier. Her tea was cold. She drank water, then cleared up. She didn't look towards the hall door when the wood creaked. A few times she wanted to. Noticing the impulse hadn't taken it away.
Before bed she saw that Roos had sent a photograph. Not Els in a chair, not proof she was asleep. A baking tin with a crack in one corner, and a question: would Els ever use the large one in her kitchen again, or could Roos borrow it? They had accidentally left Liv in the conversation where they had arranged the food.
Liv wrote that she had little to contribute, except that everything from Roos's oven seemed to end up at her house now. Roos sent a laughing face. Els said the big tin could go tomorrow.
That was all.
On Wednesday Liv woke before the alarm. She had slept, not all night without waking, but without constantly checking the time. At the table she opened Mara's file first. Not tape five. Not her own recording. She listened to what she had actually been asked, noted a join too close to a breath and put a question beside it, rather than instructions for how to do it.
She listened to the longer source, then the edit. The breath belonged to the following sentence, not the one before. A small shift could stop the speaker sounding unfairly hurried in the listening copy. Liv wrote her suggestion, sent it back and ejected the drive before finding a new problem nobody had asked her to look for.
Mara said later that it helped. She had been concentrating on the wrong boundary. That single message warmed Liv far more than confirmation that a file had arrived. She hadn't only taken.
Around midday Els rang. Bram was coming that afternoon to discuss the next work. The cupboard could come away from the wall; he needed to know what he was removing, not merely demonstrate the lever again. Roos would be there until she had to leave. Someone needed to explain exactly what would happen to the rooms afterwards.
‘You don't have to decide,’ Els said. ‘But I don't want to pay, then have you saying we should listen first.’
Liv looked at the file she had just sent Mara. The last connection to her own strange recording didn't run through a wall. She had opened it herself.
‘I won't say that.’
‘Good.’
‘I can be there this afternoon. For that appointment. Then I'll come back.’
Els said that was fine. Liv didn't ask to speak to Roos. She took the roofer's box from the shelf and wrote a note. He could collect it when he was nearby; she would leave it somewhere dry by the front door at the time they agreed. She didn't have to stay in.
Before leaving she looked once more at the desk. Nothing playing. The speakers hadn't been turned round; the plugs were in their usual places. She didn't have to make sound impossible in her house before she could go out.
She put on her coat, took her keys and left the phone in her bag as she pulled the door closed behind her.
The Sealed End
The cupboard stood in the middle of the kitchen, exposing a narrow strip of old flooring behind it. Low down on the wall was a patch of different colour Liv didn't recognise from the photographs. Els had taken out the loose shelves and laid them on the table. Bram stood on a small, steady stepladder, holding the inspection panel at an angle in front of him.
‘That can go over there for now,’ he said.
He pointed to a clear space away from the shelves. Liv took the panel and propped it against the wall, with the screws in the little dish beside it. She waited until Bram had come down before looking into the opening. The space above the cupboard was shallow and dark. No one could get through it; it merely gave access to part of what ran behind the ceiling.
There was the fork: the section of tube joining the line from seven to the route to eight and the sealed kitchen branch. No third direction she'd missed on the drawing. Behind the cupboard, a solid circle of plaster still filled the opening in the wall. Bram hadn't broken into it.
‘We don't need to open that up again,’ he said when Els looked at it. ‘That's sealed. The bit I'm going to disconnect is higher up.’
Els walked round the cupboard. Roos stayed by the kitchen door rather than crowding in with the other three. She still had her work clothes on under a cardigan. There was flour on one sleeve; she didn't brush it off in the kitchen.
Bram brought up the photograph from his earlier inspection. The same panel, the same section of tube, clearer in the photograph because he'd taken it from closer up. He pointed out the two joints he could reach and disconnect, and explained which ends would be capped separately afterwards. Liv nodded before realising Els was listening to him, not to her.
‘And the things upstairs?’ Els asked.
‘The grille and the wooden case can come off. The lever's part of the case. You said you've put that loose flap back in?’
‘We did.’
‘Then I'll take the whole thing out. I won't leave it hanging there half dismantled.’
Liv pictured the empty space behind the headboard. She'd only known the brass for a few days, yet her first thought was of losing something. An ordinary round hole, with uneven paint round it. That could be filled afterwards.
Els asked what the rooms would look like when he'd finished. Bram explained the difference between disconnecting the tube and making good afterwards. Filling a hole wouldn't make all the wallpaper match. The door to eight was a separate job; he wanted to go over it properly once the larger things were out. None of those chairs should be up against it while he worked.
‘That tangle on the right is still waiting for you,’ Els said. ‘We've only moved the separate bits.’
‘Good. We'll get some help and do that together. Don't start pulling at it to see what comes out.’
He picked up the panel. Liv moved aside to let him through. He put it back for the time being and tightened the screws. The tube stayed connected. He didn't loosen one side to hear what happened. The ordinary ceiling covered the opening again, making it look at once as though there were nothing behind it.
Bram took his coat off the chair. ‘Shall we sit down?’
Els showed him into the breakfast room. The Christmas boxes were under the windowsill, the two separate chairs against the wall. She fetched her notebook rather than the folder of old drawings. Liv chose a place where she wouldn't be sharing the table with her laptop that afternoon.
Bram put down a printed quote. Disconnect the accessible joints, cap the ends separately, remove the fittings from seven and eight. No wholesale refurbishment, no investigation into words. Six hundred and forty-five euros for that work. They'd agree separately on the finishing once they could see what needed doing.
Els read through it slowly. She asked whether he could come on Thursday afternoon to help move the larger things and get the rooms ready for Friday. He checked his diary. Thursday was possible, with the disconnection on Friday during the day. Not late at night or squeezed between two other jobs.
Roos said when she could come on Thursday. She'd stay downstairs, seeing to things there and holding doors, rather than carrying chairs on the stairs. Bram asked whether someone could help him get things ready upstairs. Els said she could, then looked at Liv and asked whether she could be there that afternoon too.
Liv took out her diary. The three interviews had to be delivered on Thursday morning. That was already agreed; it couldn't simply move because a tube was coming out. She could do both, provided she didn't fill the afternoon with more work.
‘I'll be here,’ she said. ‘To help get things ready. Then I'm leaving.’
Els looked at Roos to ask whether they'd go home together afterwards, not to make another arrangement over Liv's head. Roos said they could. Bram slid the paper towards Els.
‘If that's what you'd like, I need to know today. Then I can keep both slots free and bring what I need.’
‘Do you need the money today too?’
‘A deposit. A hundred and fifty. The rest when the work's done. It's at the bottom.’
Els turned the sheet slightly so her head wasn't casting a shadow over the last lines. Liv had already seen the amount. She looked at the clear space by the till, where Els would normally put down a key without wondering who might pick it up.
‘And if it doesn't help?’ Els asked.
Bram looked at her, then put down his pen before answering.
‘Help with what?’
Els gripped the edge of the paper. ‘If we can still hear it afterwards.’
‘I can disconnect the tube. I can seal the ends separately so air and speech can't just keep travelling through it. That's all I can promise you.’
‘I'm not asking for anything else.’
He waited. Els looked at Liv.
Liv had expected to be asked what she could measure. What would be left in the noise, what they could rule out, what another recording might tell them. It would make things easier for Bram if she could separate the inexplicable part from his work in a few words.
‘We don't have to keep another night intact until we've understood it,’ she said.
Bram picked up his pen. He didn't joke about keeping a night intact. He'd offered to do a job and wanted to know whether his customer accepted. Els put her hand beside the last line.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That's what I want.’
A voice came from the direction of the kitchen.
‘I'll stay a little longer.’
Liv looked up. The same gentle matter-of-fact tone Els had used with Roos on Sunday. No question or threat. Someone not putting on her coat yet because there was still a plate to dry. The sound didn't burst upon them. The words were suddenly there among the other things said at the table.
Bram turned towards the door. Roos pushed back her chair a little. The scrape of its legs was much louder than the voice.
Liv knew she could ask who'd said it. Then they'd all fall silent and try to remember what their own mouths had been doing. She saw Els's hand beside the paper. Her fingers were no longer flat. Her thumb pressed the edge until it bent.
‘Els?’ Roos said.
Els held on to the sheet. ‘I said yes.’
Bram turned back from the doorway. ‘Thursday and Friday, then.’
‘Yes.’
Nothing followed. Liv almost found herself waiting for it, despite the table and the quote in front of her. The familiar offer to stay had settled nothing. Someone could stay without her knowing where, without anyone making them breakfast or setting out a chair. She looked at Roos, who pulled her chair in again.
Els reached for her phone. The banking app wanted her to log in again. She swore under her breath. Liv wouldn't have turned it down even if she'd had control of the sound.
Roos pushed the bill closer so Els could read the number without putting down her phone. Bram waited. He pointed once at the payment reference, not the amount. Els entered the deposit, checked the name and held her thumb above the screen.
Liv saw her hesitate. She almost hoped the voice would come again, more clearly this time, giving her some reason to delay the payment. Then Els pressed confirm.
‘Done,’ she said.
She laid the phone face up. A hundred and fifty euros, Bram's company name, today's date. The payment explained nothing about the tube. It did mean the work was going ahead.
Bram wrote the dates on her copy. He asked whether he could come in through the back door and where he could leave his things. Els pointed out the clear space downstairs. The boxes under the window were staying there; the way through had to remain clear. She spoke more firmly about things she could see.
Before leaving, Bram went to the stairs with her. Liv stayed downstairs. She heard them on the landing, the door to eight scraping over the threshold, Bram saying they didn't want to keep catching a large chair on it. Els said that was why she wanted it dealt with. He said the room needed clearing first.
When they came down, he confirmed the dates. Preparations on Thursday, disconnection on Friday during daylight. None of them had asked him to spend even a moment waiting at the grille.
After he'd gone, Els opened her notebook on the table. Roos had another half-hour. Liv thought they were going to move the last things out of the cupboard, but Els was looking for the number of the people who'd asked about a room for the following week.
‘I'm not taking the booking,’ she said.
‘You hadn't promised them anything yet,’ Roos said.
‘No. But they're waiting to hear.’
She rang. Liv couldn't hear the other end, only Els explaining that the guesthouse wasn't taking overnight guests for the time being, while work was being done on the rooms and the finishing. She couldn't give a completion date. The woman apparently asked about another room. Els said she didn't want anyone sleeping in the other rooms either while she was staying elsewhere herself.
Liv looked at the notebook. It wasn't just seven and eight in there. There were all the other numbers, people with trains to catch, someone who'd rather not use the stairs. None of them was talking about what Els heard at night.
Els gave the woman the number of another place. She'd looked it up before calling. She didn't promise it would be cheaper, only that they could ask whether there was room. She said goodbye, crossed out the provisional name and put down her pen.
‘Now the others,’ she said.
There were a few confirmed stays later in the month. Not twenty guests suddenly left on the pavement. Enough for her voice to grow noticeably brisker on the second call. She asked for an email address, offered written confirmation and explained how any payments that needed refunding would be returned. Liv didn't listen in to collect the names. She fetched her coat from the kitchen and came back when Els put the phone down.
Roos suggested going over the changes on the booking screen. Els said she'd rather do it herself. Roos didn't point at things as though her friend could no longer manage a difficult task. She moved her chair alongside, far enough away to leave the keyboard clear.
Liv watched Els block overnight bookings until they could agree on a reopening date. This wasn't just taking two rooms out of use. A whole row of empty days appeared where she'd normally put something to make the month's figures add up.
‘The phone?’ Roos asked.
Els picked it up. She drafted a short message: no stays for the time being because of building work; please don't assume an online enquiry is a confirmed booking. Then she recorded it, played it back and pulled a face.
‘So that's what I sound like.’
Liv wanted to tell her everyone thought that about themselves. She let Els try again. The second version was calmer, with a shorter gap between the sentences. Els chose it. She didn't have to sound as though she personally wanted to bar people from the house.
Roos had to go. She asked what Els still needed to take with her and said she'd come and collect what they'd arranged for dinner. The rest could wait until tomorrow. Els nodded, her hand on the closed notebook.
Liv waited by the door while they finished talking. She didn't want to stay until Els had to send her away. Yet leaving felt different from that first Tuesday, when she'd put her travel bag down in the hall at home. Then she'd taken a strange file away with her and escaped a strange house. Now she was leaving someone to close her own home, bit by bit.
‘I'll be here at the time we agreed on Thursday,’ she said.
‘Yes.’
‘Not to listen.’
Els looked at her. ‘I hope not.’
She didn't sound grateful. She didn't have to. Liv went out past the breakfast-room window. She could see Els still at the table, Roos resting a hand on the back of the empty chair. The two women hadn't grown smaller because the house around them had acquired more space.
In the car, Liv put her phone in the compartment beside the seat. She wasn't searching for the sentence she wanted to play on the drive home. There was no new recording from the kitchen. There was a job booked, a deposit she hadn't paid herself, and two days when Bram would come to work. She was about to shut the door when Els called from the back entrance.
‘Have you seen that big envelope with the kitchen papers?’
Liv shook her head.
‘I want to put Bram's paperwork with the old bill. I can't remember where I left it. Could you help me look?’
Liv picked up her phone, left her bag in the car, locked it and went back inside. Then she'd go home and finish the three interviews.
A Recording of Her Own
Five canisters without lids stood on the bottom shelf of the sideboard. Els took them out one at a time and put them on the table. Each time she tilted her head, as though the weight might tell her whether this was the one.
‘You don't have to empty the whole thing,’ Liv said.
‘I know. I'm looking for something.’
‘An envelope's fairly flat.’
‘It could have slipped behind something.’
Bram had written an address on the back of his job sheet. Els wanted to keep it with the kitchen bill, but the large envelope of papers wasn't in the sideboard. Now half the crockery was on the table, and Liv was holding a coffee jug with nowhere to put it. The worktop was full. Beside the breadboard were two drawers they'd taken out, containing pencils, batteries and a loose handle.
She put the jug on the floor beside her chair.
‘I'll walk into that,’ Els said.
Liv picked it up.
‘Here.’ Els moved a canister. ‘The envelope matters to you too. You can see what's already been done to the kitchen.’
‘I believe you about the kitchen.’
‘That's not what I meant.’
She didn't sound angry, but she let the flap of the sideboard fall harder than it needed to. Liv put the jug in the circle Els had cleared on the table. Through the window she saw a man and a dog waiting by the empty cycle rack. The dog sniffed, sat down, stood again. A woman came out of the shop next door with a pack of kitchen rolls under her arm. She said something to the man. He shook his head, then opened the bag hanging from his handlebars after all.
Liv wanted to be outside. She wanted to be able to forget a pack of kitchen rolls without it affecting whether she could leave someone alone.
‘Where shall I put this?’ she asked.
She was still holding Bram's sheet.
‘Leave it on the table.’
As Els stepped back, Liv's own voice came from among the cups.
‘Don't close it. Then we won't know where it ends.’
Liv stood still. The voice was quiet, lower than the one she heard when she spoke, with that hesitation before the last word. For a moment the table seemed to be in the wrong place, too far to the right, as though she were looking at their things in someone else's sitting room.
Els turned at once. She pulled a folded tea towel off a small black device and pressed a button with her thumb.
The voice stopped.
Now Liv could see the speaker holes, the row of buttons, the little lit screen. A portable recorder. Older and wider than her own, with a silver strip along the side where the lettering had worn away. A lead ran to a socket behind the curtains.
Els unplugged it.
‘I'd left it on.’
In her head, Liv heard the faint zip that came later in the file. Only then did she realise playback had stopped. Here downstairs, the real fridge started up. A short hum, a click against the worktop. A sound that belonged to this kitchen. It didn't make those few seconds any less unpleasant.
‘What were you playing?’
Els laid the lead on top of the device. ‘What you sent me.’
‘You've copied it onto there.’
‘I can't hear it properly on my phone.’
Liv looked at the little screen. A filename ending in numbers, a bar halfway across. Beside the recorder was a cable with a different plug at each end. No earphones. Els had been sitting at the table with it in front of her.
‘How long have you been doing this?’
Els drew the tea towel towards her and folded it again. ‘I've had it for years. For appointments. When the kitchen was being done, I recorded the conversations. Otherwise I'd have forgotten half of it before the men had left.’
‘That's not what I asked.’
‘You're asking as though I've taken something from you.’
Els moved the coffee jug back to the floor beside Liv's chair so she could get at the drawer. Liv put down the job sheet. It stuck to a drop of coffee and came up with her fingers. She let go.
‘We agreed you wouldn't sit here listening on your own.’
‘I wasn't listening. I was looking for the envelope.’
‘It was playing.’
‘Yes. Still.’
The word hung between them. Els took a canister off the table and put it on the wrong shelf. She noticed, took it out again and stood holding it.
Liv wanted to pick up the recorder. Not to listen, she told herself. Just to see how often the file had been played. But the device probably wouldn't tell her. She didn't know the model. Even if there was a counter, it wouldn't explain what Els had done with it.
She put her hands in her cardigan pockets.
‘Have you been listening upstairs too?’
Els looked towards the window.
‘Els.’
‘Yes.’
‘On your own?’
‘There wasn't anyone else.’
The man with the bicycle lifted his dog into the crate on the front. The dog was too big for it; one front paw hung over the edge for a while. Liv watched the man tuck it gently back inside and stroke the dog's head. She watched for so long that Els said, ‘You don't have to keep looking at me.’
‘I'm not.’
‘That's what I mean.’
Liv sat down. There wasn't much space between her chair and the sideboard. She edged forward, knocked the coffee jug with her knee and held her breath until it stopped wobbling.
‘What are you hoping to hear?’
Els put down the canister. ‘I don't know.’
‘Something more than what's on it?’
‘Perhaps that I heard it wrong.’
Liv looked at the dark screen.
‘By playing it again?’
‘You do it too.’
She had no answer ready. She'd played the file more than once at home, on different days, sometimes after deciding she'd finished with it for the day. She hadn't had a new question each time. She'd wanted to ask the same one again.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have.’
‘There you are, then.’
‘That's why we made the agreement.’
Els pulled out a chair but didn't sit. ‘I haven't been waiting for you to leave so I can do things behind your back. I couldn't sleep. At Roos's I hear her walking upstairs and keep thinking she's about to call me. Then I think: why would she? She doesn't need to call me. I'm in her house, she lives there, I'm the one who—’
She bit her lip and rubbed two fingers beneath her nose.
Liv waited.
‘At least here I know what the sounds are,’ Els said.
They both looked at the recorder.
Els gave a short, joyless laugh. ‘Yes. Stupid thing to say.’
‘I know what you mean.’
‘You don't have to say that.’
Liv heard a car pull in by the kerb. A door, footsteps, the bell of the shop next door. She could follow it without looking up. That was what Els meant: finding her way through the world by its little sounds. The fridge. Someone searching for a key at the bottom of a bag. Roos kicking off her shoes against a kitchen cupboard.
‘Have you recorded anything new?’ Liv asked.
‘A few times.’
‘And?’
‘Nothing I've thought you ought to hear.’
‘Leave it, then.’
Els looked up.
Liv was tempted to take it back. A few recordings needn't mean a whole afternoon. She could take them with her, listen on the way, rule something out. She knew how to reduce noise beneath speech, how to bring out a quiet breath. She also knew how, after ten listens, someone could turn the same noise into an answer. Switching on the recorder at this table would help neither of them.
‘Really,’ she said. ‘Leave it alone.’
‘You think I'm making it up.’
‘No.’
‘Then surely you want to know—’
‘What I want right now is not to be the only person who has to decide what something means. Not again.’
Her own vehemence surprised her. Els drew her hand back from the recorder, though she hadn't touched it.
‘I didn't ask you to.’
‘You have it playing while I'm here.’
‘I didn't know you'd be back so soon.’
They fell silent.
Liv rubbed her forehead. ‘That came out wrong.’
‘A bit.’
‘I'm not saying you tricked me into this.’
At last Els sat down. She pulled the nearest drawer towards her and began putting back the batteries that had rolled out. Two large, three small, one with an illegible label. At the last one she stopped.
‘That's flat. Why do I keep it?’
‘Because it hasn't got “flat” written on it.’
Els set it aside. The reply was so small and ordinary that Liv almost cried.
She pushed back her chair and went to the worktop for water. A tile by the tap was cracked, an old crack with dirt in its finest line. She'd only noticed it today. She wondered how much she'd missed in this house by watching something else.
‘I'll come and help tomorrow,’ she said. ‘As we agreed with Bram.’
Els nodded without looking up.
‘In daylight. With the rest of you here. But I'm not staying tonight. And I'm not sitting anywhere waiting to hear whether something happens.’
‘I didn't ask you to.’
‘I'm saying it because sometimes I need reminding too.’
She drank. The water was lukewarm; she'd turned the hot tap a little as well. She shut it off and filled her glass again.
‘What about that?’ Els asked.
The recorder lay among the canisters, black and unobtrusive now its screen was dark.
‘Put it in your bag. Switched off. Take it to Roos's or wherever you want to keep it. Don't set it up upstairs.’
‘It's mine.’
‘Yes.’
‘I could throw it out.’
‘You don't need to.’
‘You're looking at it as though it's poisonous.’
Liv looked down at the glass. ‘My own reaction frightened me. I heard my voice and for a moment I didn't know where I was. It was a recording, on this table. And I didn't know.’
Els slowly straightened the lead. She didn't coil it tightly, just laid it in a curve, the way you might lay out a shoelace. Then she tucked it beneath the recorder.
‘I'll take it with me.’
‘Thank you.’
Els looked at her. ‘You don't need to thank me for putting my own things away.’
‘All right.’
They were both tired. It showed in everything: the canisters on the table, the reply given too quickly, the jug on the floor. But it was still afternoon. The shop next door was open. Tomorrow Bram would bring tools for a problem he knew how to deal with. Liv could help him clear the beds without putting on headphones again.
Els took the flat battery to the tray by the front door. Two coins and a screw lay on its rim. She picked out the screw and put it on the windowsill.
‘If you want to go, go,’ she said.
‘I'd like to clear this up first.’
‘Then don't leave the coffee jug on the floor.’
Liv picked it up. This time she found room in the cupboard beside the cooker. Els put back the canisters, in a different order: wide ones behind, narrow ones in front. One wouldn't fit. She turned it, tried again, then handed it to Liv.
‘That can go in the breakfast room.’
Liv carried it along the hall, past the smell of cleaning fluid and a coat that wouldn't dry. She put it on the long table and paused beside a chair. Its smooth wood was cool under her hand. She could account for every sound. It didn't reassure her, but it gave her time to breathe normally again.
When she came back, Els had found the envelope. It had slipped beneath the removable insert in the bottom drawer, which was too small for it.
‘See?’ She held it up. ‘Sometimes you do have to take everything out.’
She added Bram's sheet. On the front, Liv saw a date from nine years ago in blue ink, and the name of the company that had done the kitchen. Els smoothed down the flap and put the envelope on the shelf she'd cleared.
The recorder stayed on the table. Els didn't cover it with the tea towel again.
Before Work Begins
Roos brought a loaf that was darker on one side than the other. She put it on the kitchen breadboard, cut herself a piece of crust and ate it with her coat still on.
‘Officially, this can't be sold,’ she said. ‘Before you ask how much you owe me again.’
Els made room beside the board.
‘It hasn't been dropped?’
‘No. I wouldn't have brought it if it had.’
‘Last time you only mentioned the missing corner afterwards.’
‘Off the crust. You were there.’
Liv looked from one to the other. Roos had a white mark near her ear, probably flour, and her jumper was inside out beneath her open coat. Els pointed.
‘I know,’ Roos said. ‘It's comfortable this way.’
She hung her coat over a chair and put her bag underneath. The knife crunched through the dark crust, exposing a pale, soft centre. Els took out a plate, Roos fetched two more, and without anyone announcing a meal there were three places at the kitchen table.
It was nearly dark outside. In the window Liv could see the lamp above the table and the doorway behind her. The old recorder was still on the table, its lead wrapped round it. Els had put a packet of napkins beside it. Once Roos sat down, Liv didn't look at it again.
‘Bram's coming tomorrow afternoon,’ Els said. ‘I've spoken to him.’
Roos finished chewing. ‘I can be here at one. But I'm not lugging furniture down the stairs. I've said that.’
‘I know.’
‘I'm saying it again because there's always one more little thing.’
Els poured the tea. ‘You can put things away when they come downstairs. Or make tea. Or leave when you've had enough.’
‘Is that last one a job too?’
‘For you it is.’
Roos smiled. She pulled up her sleeve before it reached the butter and bent over her plate.
Liv realised how much she'd missed simply being alongside a conversation. Nothing to edit, no one to ask to repeat a name. Crust stuck to her back teeth. She put more butter on a second slice and asked Roos how early she had to start in the morning.
‘Five.’
‘We'd better not stay too long, then.’
‘I do eat at home, you know. Even when there are other people there.’
‘I didn't mean—’
‘I know. Everyone says it. All my life, people have started asking at nine whether I ought to be in bed.’
Els turned her cup by the handle. ‘She's going home herself in a bit.’
Roos looked up. ‘Wasn't that the plan?’
‘Yes,’ Liv said.
A small silence, just long enough to hear the bread knife land on the board.
‘We've talked about tomorrow,’ Els said.
‘Good.’ Roos lifted her teabag by the string. ‘Then I don't have to go through it again.’
Liv's shoulders eased. Without meaning to, she'd been preparing to explain herself to a third person, to have someone decide who was right. Roos merely flicked a drop from the bottom of the teabag and let it fall on a saucer.
‘There's something I need out of the freezer,’ Els said. ‘Otherwise it'll still be there on Monday.’
She got up.
‘You're doing that now?’ Roos asked.
‘That's the idea.’
‘I'll come. You say “a little tub of soup” and there's enough for the street.’
They went into the utility room. Liv stayed at the table. The hall was quieter now two people were behind another door. She heard a lid, something hard scraping on ice, Roos saying, ‘There's no way this is going to shut.’ Clear words, from the utility room. Liv didn't turn. She carried on eating.
The table lamp was reflected in the recorder's dark screen. With the tea beside it, the scene might have been a photograph of a desk halfway through an afternoon's work. Liv knew how little it would take to draw her back in: press a button. Listen to one of Els's new recordings, decide there was nothing to hear, try a second because it hardly seemed worth judging only the first.
She got up to clear the plates.
A spoon with a dried rim of yoghurt lay in the sink. She held it under the tap. Laughter came briefly from the utility room. Els returned with two tubs and looked in surprise at the bread still on the board.
‘We've had enough,’ Roos said behind her.
‘For tomorrow morning.’
‘That's what I said.’
Roos was holding a half-open freezer drawer, a fan of ice still clinging underneath. She put it in the sink on top of the spoon.
‘This needs defrosting first.’
Liv moved aside. Ordinary jobs took over the kitchen. Els wrote a date on the tubs in thick marker, checked the calendar and crossed it out. Wrong day. Roos pointed silently to the right one. Liv dried the plates from the table. When the drawer began to drip in the sink, she put a towel underneath.
‘You don't need to check your room,’ Els told her. ‘We've already been up there.’
Liv looked up from the plate.
‘For your things, I mean. You were looking at the hall.’
‘My coat's out there.’
‘Oh.’
Els put the cap back on the pen. The remark had caught them both out. Liv had been looking at her coat; now she wanted to go upstairs and see whether her tripod was still by the foot of the bed. She'd put it there. She'd collect it tomorrow. She could remember it clearly, down to the strap she'd wrapped round it.
She put the plate in the cupboard and picked up the next.
After they'd eaten, Roos went round the downstairs rooms to see where things could go the following afternoon. Els held open the breakfast-room door. Most of the long table was clear. A plant had once begun leaning towards the window; someone had tied it to a bamboo cane.
‘Nothing heavy on here,’ Els said.
‘Bram can put his things on the floor.’
‘The boxes can go under the table.’
‘If anyone can still get at them.’
Liv moved a chair. Roos crouched and looked beneath the table.
‘Here. Not beside the door.’
Els nodded and went into the hall. Liv heard her go upstairs; there was still a linen cupboard up there. She came back with two clean sheets to cover the floor and table. One smelt of fabric conditioner, the other had an old crease ironed flat. They shook it out together. It caught on a corner of the table.
‘Wait, I'll take this side,’ Liv said.
She freed the cloth, drew it towards her and held it up while Roos moved the chair. Then the sheet lay straight. Els ran her hand along the edge, not to straighten it further but to feel whether the table beneath was clear.
She stopped at the hall door.
‘I don't know where I'm going to put it all tomorrow.’
‘You don't have to decide it all tomorrow,’ Roos said. ‘Get it out of the rooms where the work's being done first.’
‘I meant afterwards.’
Roos stood and brushed fluff off her trousers. ‘I know. But I don't know either.’
The answer was so plain that Els looked at her, then nodded. She took a key from the sideboard. Its label was pencilled with the name of the lock; one corner of the card had gone soft. She locked the lower door and gave it a tug.
Liv took her phone out of her pocket. Above the worktop hung a clock with large numbers; the second hand seemed to spring back a little after every tick. She hadn't noticed it for days. Now it was louder than the fridge. She checked the time on her phone to make herself move towards the door.
Mara had sent a message asking whether Liv would send the three corrected interviews tomorrow or whether she should. Liv replied that she'd deliver them herself. She added that the rest would follow later, then deleted it. Mara knew the arrangement. She only added that she'd ring on Friday about the remaining nine.
Roos put on her coat.
‘Where's your bag?’ she asked Els.
‘In the sitting room.’
Liv heard a zip as Els went in. She took her own coat off its hook. The glove she'd been looking for outside was caught in the lining. She pulled it out and put it in her pocket with the other one.
Els returned with a dark blue travel bag. She set it beside the front door. A paper tissue wrapper dangled from a side pocket.
Liv looked into the kitchen. The recorder was no longer on the table.
‘Is it in there?’ she asked.
Els looked at her, then the bag. ‘Yes.’
‘Switched off?’
‘Yes, Liv.’
Roos already had her scarf on. She looked from the bag to the kitchen and said nothing.
Liv took hold of the door handle. She wanted to believe Els. Standing there checking whether someone had packed her own recorder would be rude, too. The blue bag revealed nothing except an overfilled side pocket. Els pulled its zip a little further shut and tucked in the wrapper.
‘Come on,’ Roos said. ‘Or the soup'll have melted before we get home.’
Outside, the wind blew slantwise across the street. Els shut the front door, turned the key and put it in her coat pocket. For a moment she kept her hand on the handle. All Liv could see was her cheek, the small red patch below her ear where the scarf rubbed.
‘I'll be here after lunch tomorrow,’ Liv said.
‘I know.’
Roos carried the two tubs in a shopping bag. Its base kept hitting her knee as they walked. Els took it from her. They didn't argue. Two women who knew the street, which house had uneven paving outside it, where a loose hedge grew too far across the pavement.
Liv went the other way towards her car. At the first corner she looked back. Els and Roos were waiting at the crossing. Els said something with one hand half raised; Roos bent her head to hear. Then they walked on.
In the car, Liv had to remove a receipt from the recess beside the gearstick before she could put her phone down. She plugged in the cable. The screen asked whether she wanted to resume the last interview. A recording from the harbour project she'd played on an earlier journey. The speaker's name was at the top.
She tapped cancel.
On the drive home she put on the radio. They were talking about a road due to close for three weeks. The presenter gave the junctions twice. She missed the first, listened the second time and finally understood where the works would begin. Later someone put on a record she knew. She sang a few lines wrongly and had to cough at a tickle in her throat.
At home the light over the extractor hood was still on. She'd left it that morning. The fridge was nearly empty. She put the leftover pasta on the worktop and ate a cold forkful before taking off her coat.
When she opened her laptop later, the folder of guesthouse recordings was still at the bottom of the sidebar. One click away. She opened the three interviews for Anouk instead. She checked that each listening copy had the right accompanying text. In the second there was a misplaced colon. She removed it, read the sentence again and left the rest alone.
She didn't work all evening. At half past nine she closed the laptop, rinsed the pasta tub and drew the curtains. From the hall she could see her empty travel bag on its shelf. She left it there.
In bed she heard the neighbours talking. Her bedroom shared a wall with their sitting room. No words she could make out, only the rhythm of two voices and the occasional burst of laughter. Someone moved a chair. A door shut. She rolled onto her other side and pulled the duvet higher over her shoulder.
The three interviews were ready. On Friday she'd work out with Mara what the other nine still needed. She was allowed to say how long it would actually take, even if that was longer than she'd hoped. She didn't rehearse the conversation. After a while she realised the neighbours had gone quiet, without knowing exactly when.
Two, Five and Nine
When Liv arrived, Anouk wasn't at her desk. She was on the floor beside a cupboard of leaflet holders, her phone wedged between shoulder and ear, trying to shut a cardboard box with one hand.
‘I understand,’ she said. ‘But if it's at the school, it isn't here.’
She saw Liv, raised her free hand and pointed to a chair. Liv sat with her bag on her lap. On the desk a coffee cup stood on a sheet of paper. A brown coffee mark ran along the bottom of a photograph. Low winter light fell across a map of the coast. Small place names, a great deal of blue.
‘No, don't arrange a collection,’ Anouk said. ‘Let him look first.’
She listened. Her face relaxed.
‘Good. Let me know. Thanks.’
She put down the phone and pressed the box shut with both hands.
‘One speaker to lend out,’ she said. ‘Three people wanting it for different things. Nobody who remembers seeing it last.’
‘It wasn't left behind after the listening session?’
‘No, that one's back. It's the other one. The one labelled “the other one”.’
Liv laughed, realising how tense she'd been. She put her bag at her feet and opened it.
‘I've brought two, five and nine. They're in the folder we agreed on as well. This is the delivery we arranged, not another trial version.’
‘Good. Give me two minutes.’
Anouk got up with a hand on the cupboard. She slid the box underneath, took her coffee off the paper and inspected the brown mark.
‘My own fault.’
She put the photograph on a clear stretch of windowsill and sat at her desk. Liv took out her laptop. She'd checked the files once more that morning. Not listened all the way through; she'd done that. Names, order, three accompanying texts, where the copies were stored. A job she'd been able to finish.
Anouk opened the folder on her own computer and angled the screen towards Liv.
‘Let me check I've understood. These are the interviews we can now give people to listen to.’
‘Yes. The three listening copies. The transfers I've been working from stay as they are.’
‘We're not getting rid of those, then.’
‘No.’
‘Someone asked on Tuesday whether you could just throw away the old noise. That's why I ask.’
‘The noise and the voice aren't on separate shelves.’
Anouk smiled. ‘Shall I remember that answer?’
‘As long as it isn't the whole explanation.’
They pulled their chairs alongside each other. Anouk found the Willem Kooij passage in the second recording. Liv didn't have to tell her where it was; Anouk had a time marked in her notes. That was pleasant. Someone else knew where something belonged.
Willem's voice came from the little desktop speakers, thinner than through Liv's headphones. He hurried over one word and gave the next all the time it needed. In the background something slid across a table. He described their boat running aground in the mud that particular morning. When the interviewer broadened the question to the harbour, he answered more quickly. That wasn't what he meant.
Anouk stopped it.
‘There.’ She tapped her paper. ‘One boat, one morning. And I've managed to close the entire channel in the caption.’
‘I'm leaving his answer in.’
‘That's not what I mean. How do we word the caption? It says, “The channel was unusable at low tide”.’
Liv read it. A tidy little summary. It fitted the space and used no obscure terms. You could understand it without the recording. She could see how it had ended up there.
‘That's too definite.’
‘I thought so.’
‘We could say he's talking about choosing a route to suit the tide. Then the caption needn't decide what his answer is before we hear it.’
‘That's rather general, though.’
Liv looked at the map. Pale blue patches marked the shallows. Someone who'd sailed there would see a different map from hers.
‘What do the people coming to listen actually want to know?’ she asked.
‘How people worked here. Not just when the harbour silted up. What you actually did when you took a boat out in the morning.’
‘Put that in. “Willem Kooij on choosing a route to suit the tide.” Then his hesitation doesn't have to become an answer to a question he hasn't been asked.’
Anouk tried the sentence in the text box. A few words too long. She shortened it, read it aloud and looked at Liv.
‘Willem Kooij on his route with the tide.’
‘Could do.’
‘Sounds as though he took the tide with him.’
They tried two more versions, then returned to the first in a smaller font. Liv enjoyed the fuss. A few words someone would actually read. No sweeping objection that changed nothing about what happened next.
Anouk had another problem with the ninth recording. Someone at the listening session thought they'd heard a name in a passage Liv had left unclear. Anouk pointed to the note.
‘Two people are saying he means that person now.’
‘Did they get it from each other?’
‘Probably. I can't prove who said it first.’
‘Neither can I.’
They listened. The speaker talked quickly, turning away from the microphone, and a scraping sound swallowed the rest. Liv knew the passage so well that she had to make herself listen instead of anticipating the next word. She watched the edge of the screen.
Anouk stopped it and said the suggested name.
One sound fitted. Another wasn't there, to Liv's ears. She knew how easily a few repetitions might make her hear that one too.
‘I can't put a name to that,’ she said.
‘Not even in a footnote?’
‘Then the name's there. People will read it before they've heard him.’
Anouk struck through her note. One line, without tearing the paper.
‘We'll leave it unresolved, then.’
Liv looked at her. She'd prepared for a longer discussion, for disappointment that her equipment hadn't solved everything.
Anouk noticed. ‘What?’
‘Nothing. I thought you'd be disappointed.’
‘I am.’ She put down her pen. ‘But I don't need everything to depend on that one name.’
Liv let that settle. She looked at the damp edge of the photograph on the windowsill. An ordinary harbour photograph, a man looking away from the camera. She wanted to tell Anouk about the guesthouse, more than the practical reason her week had gone wrong. The table, the recorder, Els saying at least she knew what the sounds were there.
‘Everything else all right?’ Anouk asked.
Liv didn't want to launch into an account of it. She wanted to close her laptop without spending the rest of the morning talking about the guesthouse.
‘It's been a difficult week,’ she said. ‘I'm helping someone with her house this afternoon. I'll be home tomorrow.’
‘And the rest of the interviews?’
The question she'd come prepared to answer honestly.
Liv told her how long she and Mara needed for the remaining nine. She hadn't left a spare day in which she might somehow catch up, or counted any evening twice. Tomorrow they'd work out the order together, then she'd send Anouk a brief confirmation.
Anouk opened her diary. She went back to their first arrangement, checked a note and turned forward again.
‘That's later than I'd hoped.’
‘Yes.’
‘I can use these three. I can start with them. But I don't want two different collections and nobody knowing which one's final.’
‘There'll be one complete delivery. These three will be in it in the same form. If any text changes, I'll tell you.’
‘You won't just overwrite the file.’
‘No.’
Anouk wrote it down. Liv did the same. The disappointment was easier to bear now she hadn't immediately offered an impossible earlier date. She still felt guilty as she closed her laptop.
‘You don't have to look like that,’ Anouk said. ‘I'd rather you told me what you're going to do.’
‘I'm trying not to look like that.’
‘Well, it's not working.’
They both laughed. Anouk retrieved the damaged photograph. It was nearly dry, the edge buckled.
‘It's only a print for the leaflet folder. I'll make another.’
Liv put on her coat. In the hall a man approached with a speaker under his arm. A strip of tape labelled “other” hung from the handle. He turned sideways to get past her.
‘They've been looking for that,’ she said.
‘I put it back yesterday.’
He looked at Anouk's closed door, sighed and knocked.
Outside it was brighter than Liv expected. The clouds had parted. She took a detour before returning to her car, buying two filled rolls and a bottle of water from a little shop. At the till she asked for a bag. The woman pointed to a roll beneath the counter. Liv tore one off and pulled it shut crookedly, leaving the ends of the rolls sticking out.
She ate the first on a bench by the car park. Too much mustard for her taste. She drank some water, checked the time and rang Mara.
‘Tell me you haven't moved everything again,’ Mara said.
‘Not again.’
‘Really?’
Liv told her about the delivery. Two, five and nine, the two captions, the whole collection still to come. Mara asked about a decision in the fifth interview. Liv could answer without opening her laptop. Then she lowered her roll onto its bag.
‘You were right. I couldn't just invent an extra half-day somewhere.’
‘I know. Glad you know it too, though.’
A child called in the background. Mara covered the phone and said something Liv couldn't catch. Then she was back.
‘We'll talk on Friday. I have to go. You're still helping this afternoon?’
‘Yes. In daylight. Four of us.’
‘And afterwards?’
‘Home.’
‘Good.’
Liv turned off the screen. She finished the roll and wiped the mustard from her fingers with a napkin that had come torn out of the dispenser.
On the way to the guesthouse she passed the sign she'd used to find the turning on her first visit. Its lettering was faded on one side, clear from the other. She knew where she was going now. Yet it felt different driving into the street without considering where she'd sleep that night.
Bram was by his van, its rear doors open. When she got out, he looked up and laid a pair of work gloves on the edge.
‘You're on time.’
‘Roos here already?’
‘Inside.’
‘And Els?’
‘Her too. We'll take it steadily. Need to make some room first.’
Liv took her bag and the second roll. Bram pointed to the water bottle she'd left on the seat.
‘I'd take that.’
She opened the car again. No missed calls on her phone. She put it in her trouser pocket, picked up the water and walked to the front door with Bram.
With the Door Open
Roos stood in the breakfast room with sticky tape attached to her thumb. She'd torn off a narrow strip to fasten a loose corner of the sheet, but now it was stuck to itself and her sleeve.
‘Coffee's over there,’ she told Liv. ‘Pour it over my hands and this might come off.’
Liv put her roll on the table and helped peel the tape from Roos's thumb. Els came out of the kitchen carrying a laundry basket. Clean towels, a checked cloth, two cushions with matching flat hollows in the middle.
‘Those couldn't stay upstairs,’ she said.
‘That was the idea,’ Roos said. ‘Bringing things down.’
‘I'm only saying.’
Bram put his bag against the wall, out of the way. He took off his coat and pulled down the back of his jumper. Liv caught a glimpse of pale skin above his waistband. Strange how firmly a body placed someone in a room. Here he was, with fluff on his back and cold hands. She hadn't had to check.
He pointed towards the hall.
‘Anything going out goes straight through. Don't put it down at the foot of the stairs.’
Els looked at the washing basket. ‘Not this.’
‘Right. That can go here, then.’
He waited for her to put it down. There was no haste in his instructions, which helped. Roos fetched the coffee and asked who wanted some. Bram took a cup, so did Liv. Els said no, then came back with her own mug.
They drank standing up. Roos told them about a customer who'd insisted it was Tuesday that morning, even after she'd shown him the newspaper. Bram said she should have waited until he returned on Friday to complain his bread was stale. Els laughed into her mug.
Liv thought of Anouk behind her desk. It seemed like a different day. She'd done real work; the files were there, the comments dealt with. The afternoon light didn't reach as far into this house. Across the hall the stairs were dark, despite the light above.
Bram put down his cup.
‘Seven first. Then I'll clear some space in eight. I don't want to stand waiting on the stairs with something in my hands.’
The three of them went up. Roos stayed downstairs to receive things that could go straight onto the table without lifting. She'd left the breakfast-room window ajar and secured the door so every draught wouldn't shut it. Outside, someone unlocked a bicycle.
Els held open the door to seven. Liv saw the bed, the small table, the place where she'd left her things. The air smelt of a radiator that hadn't been on for a while. The blanket was folded back at the foot of the bed.
She took her slim folder of work notes from the table. The fishermen's names were on the top sheet, with a question mark beside one line. A boat's name. She remembered writing it here, her elbow against the wall, street noise below her.
‘This is mine.’
‘That's why I left it,’ Els said.
Bram lifted the chair away from the wall and set it on the landing. Liv put the folder in her bag.
‘We don't need to take the bed downstairs,’ he said. ‘Just move it away from the wall in a bit. We'll do that together.’
Els went to the wardrobe. Two blankets and a pile of hangers were still at the top. She carried the blankets to Bram at the door. He held them in both hands in front of his face and said he couldn't see. Els pulled the top one down.
‘You could always have smaller arms.’
‘Couldn't carry as much, then.’
They passed the things downstairs. Roos remarked on the amount of washing an empty house could still produce. Els said it wasn't washing if it was clean. No voice answered from somewhere else; the remark went no further than the stairs.
Once the wardrobe was clear enough, Els looked inside. A dark patch marked a shelf where a bottle had leaked. She rubbed it with her thumb.
‘Never could get that out.’
‘It's in the wood,’ Bram said.
‘Yes, I knew that at the time. People still see it, though.’
Liv hadn't noticed it. She'd hardly used the wardrobe on arrival, leaving most things in her bag. Now she saw the brackets, the shelf a little too short, leaving a gap at one end. Els shut the door carefully so the catch would engage.
Bram went into eight and came out with the separate chair with the woven seat. He carried it upside down, legs angled away from the ceiling. He turned it on the landing. One leg caught briefly in his jumper. He put it down before freeing the wool.
Liv held her hands half out. He looked at them.
‘I've got it. I'll tell you if I need to hand it over.’
She lowered her arms.
They went downstairs in single file: Bram with the chair, Els carrying a rolled cloth behind him, Liv with two empty drawers that seemed to belong nowhere. Downstairs Els showed her where to put them. Perhaps the little chest would come down later too; she wasn't even sure she wanted to keep it.
‘I'll leave them here for now,’ Liv said.
‘Not by the door.’
‘Here.’
Roos nudged a nearly empty box aside with her foot. A few plastic pine needles lay in the bottom, a broken red ribbon, the price tag from something bought years ago. Liv picked up the tag and put it with the rubbish on the kitchen table. Roos had her hands full with the cloth Els had rolled into too large a bundle.
‘The three Christmas boxes are down,’ Els told Bram. ‘And the ironing board. I don't want you thinking tomorrow we haven't done anything.’
‘I can see that.’
He took the chair outside. Street sounds came in through the open front door. A boy cycled past with a bag tapping against his back wheel. Across the road a van parked; the driver stayed at the wheel talking on his phone.
Els leaned against the sideboard, arms folded as though she didn't know what else to do with them, rather than in anger.
‘I got it all upstairs myself,’ she said.
Liv looked at her.
‘Not today. Back then. One thing at a time. There was always room somewhere.’
‘You didn't have to get it all out in one afternoon then, either.’
‘No.’
Els smoothed a fold in the sheet with her foot. ‘It looks as though I'm packing it in.’
Liv said nothing. She'd been about to tell her they were only clearing two rooms. But Els could count. She lived downstairs, among the things coming down.
Roos put the rolled cloth on the table.
‘You don't have to decide today what you want back. If all this stays here, at least you won't get bored.’
Els snorted. ‘I could do with being bored.’
Bram returned with a dark streak down the outside of his trousers. He checked his phone, put it away and stopped at the stairs.
‘We'll deal with that lot upstairs in a bit, with room round us. Some awkward angles in there.’
‘I'll just take the cloth off them,’ Els said.
‘Fine. Don't pull at anything that won't separate.’
He picked up his bag as he spoke. Els nodded. They weren't discussing anything extraordinary, just the chairs that had stood in an awkward stack upstairs for years, pushed together to make room for one more thing beside them.
Liv went upstairs with him. The landing window was dulled by the winter air outside. Eight was open. Against the right-hand wall, the missing boxes had left a paler rectangle and a strip of dust along the skirting. The ironing board had gone. The remaining chairs were still against the wall, different backs rising above each other. A broad, dark frame stuck out at the bottom. One rubber foot had worked half loose.
Bram looked underneath, put his foot beside the stack without pushing it and said they'd need to separate the chairs in the open part of the room, not in the doorway.
The window across the room was shut. Els went to open it. The handle wouldn't turn at first. She pulled it back, tried again and pushed the window outwards. Cold air entered. An empty flowerpot lay on its side in the courtyard. Liv could see part of the cover over the back entrance and the bare branches of a plant against the wall.
‘Some air,’ Els said.
Liv joined her. Below them, Roos came through the back door. She shaded her eyes and looked up, asking if there was anything else up there she could take.
‘Plenty,’ Els said.
‘That's not what I mean. I'm not climbing the drainpipe.’
‘Someone'll be down in a minute.’
Roos gave a thumbs-up and went inside. Liv looked at the distance from the window to the paving below. You could hear each other, but to see someone outside you had to lean over the sill. Cold caught her neck and she stepped back.
The wooden case was beside the door. She didn't need to go over to know where its brass lever was. She'd seen Els's wrist resting there, her fingers at the edge, that first night they'd stood here together. Now daylight lay in a broad stripe across the painted wall. The door cast its shadow over the case itself.
Liv turned to Bram.
‘I'm nearly packed. Just need to fold the tripod.’
‘Go ahead. I'll get the things I want ready for tomorrow. There's something at the back of the van I'll be hunting for later otherwise.’
‘Not today?’ Els asked.
‘No. Make space first. Work on the wall tomorrow. As we agreed.’
‘I was only asking.’
‘I was only answering.’
He didn't smile, but he didn't sound annoyed. Els pulled the loose cover off the chair backs. Dust rose; she turned away and folded it dirty side in.
Liv took it. It weighed almost nothing, yet she held it well away from her as she went downstairs. She put it beside the washing basket. Roos was filling an empty bottle at the worktop.
‘Water for upstairs?’ Liv asked.
‘For me. I've been back and forth all afternoon.’
Liv drank from her own bottle and checked her phone. It felt as though they'd been working much longer. She could still be home before dark if she didn't wait for every last thing.
Roos saw her looking.
‘How much have you got left?’
‘Pack my bag. Then I can help if there's something small.’
‘Keep it small.’
‘I will.’
Roos tapped the bottle against her forehead. ‘Telling myself too.’
Liv threw away her empty roll bag and went upstairs again. Halfway up she met Bram coming down, his coat over one arm, tool bag in his other hand.
‘Just going to the van,’ he said. ‘I'll hear you.’
She turned sideways to let him past. Downstairs Roos asked whether he wanted more coffee. Yes, he said, in a bit.
At the top Liv saw Els in eight. One hand held an upper chair back, the other the broad section lower down. The stack had moved a little away from the right-hand wall. Not far, but a gap had opened between wood and skirting. Els stood behind the chairs, further into the room. A loose thread from her sleeve had caught on a splinter in a chair back.
‘You're caught,’ Liv said.
Els looked at her arm, freed the thread and rubbed the spot with her thumb.
‘Bloody things.’
‘Bram'll be back in a minute.’
‘I'm only lining them up for him. So he can get at them.’
She turned the top chair slightly. The wood creaked. She stopped and looked at the place where two backs interlocked.
Liv stayed in the doorway. ‘Shall I wait?’
‘Go and sort your things. I'm not carrying this anywhere.’
She let go with one hand and nodded towards seven. Liv saw the other resting loosely on a chair back, not underneath it. She crossed the landing. In her room she checked the bed for anything left behind. A pen lid. She put it in the small pocket of her bag, though she didn't know where the pen was.
The door to eight scraped over the threshold. The familiar sound, then the dull click of the latch. Els had pushed it shut. Such an ordinary sound that only later would Liv try to put it into words.
She knelt beside the tripod and released the first clamp. The metal leg slid into itself with a short noise. She held the next before opening its clamp. Outside a car crossed a manhole cover: two clunks close together. No conversation in the hall.
She laid the folded tripod beside her bag and checked the recorder case's strap wasn't doubled into its zip. Her recorder was off, its cables disconnected. She folded the lead, tucked it into the mesh pocket and zipped it halfway shut.
Downstairs
Something slid across the floor in the other room. Liv's hand rested on the case's zip. A short, hard knock, then a rattle she couldn't place. Wood on wood, she thought. She was about to get up when Els said, very close to her, ‘I'm downstairs already.’
The voice came from the wall behind the bed.
Liv looked towards it. The mattress had shifted slightly, half hiding the brass grille. The words hadn't been loud. Els telling her the coffee was ready, with no expectation of an answer.
She stood.
‘Roos?’ she called towards the stairs.
A chair moved below.
‘Yes?’
‘Is Els with you?’
‘No. She's upstairs.’
Liv was already on the landing. Eight was shut. She pressed down the handle and gave the door an ordinary push. It opened a few centimetres and stopped. Something scraped across the floor.
Els screamed.
Liv snatched back her hand as though she'd burnt it.
‘Don't push!’
Els behind the door, hoarse and breathless. Liv let go of the handle.
‘I'm here. What happened?’
‘My leg. There's something on my leg.’
Through the gap Liv saw a strip of wall, dark wood, nothing that looked like a person. She dropped to her knees, but something crossed the opening even at floor level. A chair leg, angled towards her, too close. Behind it the shadows of more legs.
‘I won't touch the door again,’ she said. ‘I'm getting help.’
She pulled out her phone and shouted for Bram so loudly her throat hurt. Roos was already on the bottom stair.
‘Eight,’ Liv said. ‘She's trapped. Don't push.’
She dialled 112. Her thumb hit the edge of the screen first and she had to try again. The phone rang. For a moment she couldn't remember the house number. It was in her diary, on the confirmation for her first stay. She looked at the front door below as she gave the street name, and remembered.
Els said something behind her. Liv couldn't listen to both her and the operator.
‘Someone's hurt, upstairs,’ she said. ‘Her leg's under some chairs. The door's blocked. We can't get to her.’
She answered the questions. Els could answer them. She was in a room on the first floor. You could reach the window from the rear courtyard, but it was high; no one had tried to climb in. No, Liv couldn't see how the leg was trapped.
Bram came in. Footsteps along the hall, then on the stairs. Liv held out her free hand, palm towards him. He stopped partway across the landing and looked at the gap.
‘Don't push,’ she repeated.
‘All right.’
He knelt beside her and called Els's name. She answered. He lowered his head towards the opening without moving anything. Liv told the operator someone who knew the room was with her now. More questions. She gave her number and confirmed where the entrance was.
The ordinary words helped her speak. Street. Floor. Answering. Leg. Can't see it. Each time she had to pause before the next.
Roos stood behind them holding the empty water bottle, looking from the phone to the gap.
‘Can I go round the back?’
Liv nodded. ‘The window's open.’
‘I'll call up. So she knows where we are.’
She went at once. Bram held a hand just above the floor without touching anything. A small movement inside. Els swore. Quiet again.
‘Els,’ he said. ‘It's Bram. I'm staying here. Help's coming.’
‘I'm on the floor.’
‘We can hear you. Can you tell us where?’
‘The far side of that lot. It's fallen. If the door opens, it comes towards me.’
Liv stared at the dark chair leg in the gap. She'd pushed. Not hard, the way she pushed a door every day without thinking. Els had screamed when she'd tried to open it.
‘I pushed,’ she said.
Bram glanced up. ‘You stopped.’
Another question on the phone. Liv answered and listened. She repeated what she knew, left the rest open. It wasn't a long call. Once it ended, she sat with the phone still at her ear for another moment.
Roos's voice came from outside, clear rather than loud or shrill, with space between the words.
‘Els? I'm at the back. By the window.’
A faint shift of cloth as Els turned. ‘I can't see you.’
‘You don't need to. I'm down below.’
‘The door—’
‘Liv and Bram are there. I'm here.’
Liv shut her eyes. Two places Els could hear them now. Neither opened the door.
Bram got up. He pointed to the stairs and told Liv quietly that he'd clear the way downstairs for the people coming, then wait out at the front. She heard him tell Els the same thing, not sending her anywhere or asking permission she couldn't give.
Liv stayed on the landing. The floor was hard beneath her knees. She sat a little straighter, back to the wall beside the door.
‘I'm still here,’ she said.
‘I can hear you.’
‘Roos is out the back. Bram's waiting for them.’
‘Yes.’
Els's breathing was uneven. Sometimes a gulp of air between breaths, then a very slow exhalation. Liv caught herself matching it and forced her mouth shut. She didn't want Els having to listen to her breathing too.
‘Does it hurt a lot?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where exactly?’
‘Liv.’
She fell silent.
‘They're coming,’ she said at last.
‘I heard.’
As sharp as Els could be at the kitchen table. The rebuke brought painful relief. Liv didn't need to tell her she was glad she could still get cross. She shifted her feet and looked at her phone.
No new message. The call was at the top of the list. The time beside it was simply when she'd rung.
A quiet sound came from seven.
Liv turned her head. The door was open, as she'd left it. She could see the side of her bag, the folded tripod on the floor. Behind them the bed and a narrow stretch of wall. She'd left nothing playing. Her recorder was off, inside its case. Her laptop was shut.
She listened a moment too long.
‘Liv?’ Els said.
‘Yes. Beside the door.’
‘Don't go.’
‘I'm staying.’
She put her phone against the wall beside her, screen up. If it rang she'd hear and see it. She looked at the wood of the door. A small white curved scratch in the bottom panel, one she hadn't noticed before. Els had said she was only straightening things up.
‘What are you doing?’ Els asked.
‘Sitting.’
‘Now, I mean.’
‘I'm sitting beside the door. My back's against the wall.’
Outside Roos said she'd opened the back door. Els didn't answer. Liv heard what sounded like speech near the wooden case, muffled through the gap, then gone. No words she could make out. She looked from the opening between door and frame to her hand on her knee.
‘I'm here,’ she said again, more quietly.
Els began to cry, not sobbing but catching her breath whenever she tried to speak. Liv bent towards the gap. She still couldn't see her.
‘I had hold of it,’ Els said. ‘I was holding it.’
‘Tell me later.’
‘I didn't let go.’
Liv put her hand against the solid part of the door. Cool wood. She couldn't press without remembering that first push.
‘You don't have to explain now.’
Els said something Liv couldn't catch. She didn't ask again. Round the back she heard Roos speak to someone, then her footsteps returned beneath the window.
‘I'm still here,’ Roos called.
Someone secured a door downstairs. Bram spoke; another voice answered. Liv got up, knees stiff, dust on her trousers. She picked up her phone and put it in her pocket. She was in the way of anyone coming past, so moved at once towards seven.
‘People are here,’ she told Els.
A man in work clothes came up, Bram behind him, someone else behind them. They looked at the door, at Liv, at the gap. She told them what she knew, briefly. When they asked where they could put their things, she pointed to the room opposite eight. Her bag was in the way. She slid it under the little table and put the tripod beside it.
The man crouched by the door and spoke to Els, giving his name. She answered more clearly now. Liv heard how low her voice was, not just behind the gap as she'd pictured it, but diagonally further into the room.
Questions followed. What had fallen, whether anything else lay on her, where the pain was, whether she could reach the window. She said no to that last one, almost apologising.
‘You don't need to,’ the man said.
Liv looked at him. He'd already taken that decision out of her hands.
Bram showed him a photograph of the chairs before. Liv didn't know when he'd taken it, probably during the inspection. Looking over his arm she saw how impossibly ordinary it was: a stack, a white wall, the corner of a Christmas box in an older photograph beside it. Nothing to warn anyone of the exact shape in which it was now jammed.
‘Earlier,’ Bram said. ‘We've taken quite a bit out since. The back window's open.’
The man nodded, asked another question and went downstairs. The other stayed at the door, talking to Els. Liv was asked to leave the landing clear. She stepped back into the room until the bed touched the backs of her legs.
A strange shock to be here again. A minute ago, or longer, she'd been about to zip the case. She looked at the wall where the voice had said Els was downstairs. Surely it couldn't have sounded as close as she remembered. Yet she remembered how casual it had been, merely saving her a needless trip down the stairs.
‘Excuse me?’
She turned at once.
One of the responders asked whether she owned the house. No. Els did. Els was behind the door. He nodded and asked her name, how she knew Els. She hesitated.
‘I'm helping here today.’
He accepted it. No questions about the recorder in her bag, why she'd been in seven, why she hadn't heard the difference at once. He wanted the back entrance and to know whether someone was waiting there. Liv pointed, gave him Roos's name and went as far as the stairs with him.
From the bottom step she could look out along the hall. The front door was open. Movement by the van, someone going round the house. A neighbour across the road had come to his doorway and stood watching with his hands in his pockets. The light was bright enough to show the crack in a paving slab.
Bram stood by the breakfast-room window talking to someone Liv didn't know. Roos was still round the back. Everyone had a task someone else could ask about.
Liv went up again and stopped before the landing. People were working and speaking by the door. She could see the face of the man keeping contact with Els. He looked into the gap, waited for an answer and said, ‘We'll help you. You don't have to get it off yourself.’
Els answered too softly for Liv to hear.
She stayed out of the way. Her phone vibrated in her trouser pocket. An ordinary notification. She didn't check. Through eight's open window she heard someone outside now, higher up, closer to the room than Roos had sounded. The next answer Els gave carried a different, clearer note.
Where You Stand
Liv heard Els say she could see someone. It sounded like a question.
‘Yes,’ a man's voice answered from inside. ‘I can see you too.’
The firefighter by the door looked up as Liv moved and pointed to where she could stand. A bag had appeared on the landing. Someone else came upstairs. They made room without colliding, a few words, a hand briefly holding someone back. Liv kept her arms by her sides. She kept wanting to take things no one was handing her.
They spoke to Els again. The voice at the window sounded different from the one through the door, but the questions were ordinary, answered by the same breathless woman on the floor. Liv couldn't see what was happening. Wood shifted. Els cried out again, then apologised.
‘You don't need to say sorry,’ someone said.
The door moved a little. Liv stepped forward without meaning to.
‘Stay there for now, please.’
She stopped. They talked, not in whispers. A chair was set down. She knew the sound: four legs not quite reaching the floor together, one, then two in quick succession. She pictured them turning the chair upstairs to get it through the door. She couldn't know whether this was that chair. Suddenly it mattered terribly, not being able to match the sound to something she'd seen.
The door opened further. A strip of floor, then the bottom of the opposite wall. A man bent over inside the room. He stepped left and Els came into view.
She sat crookedly against something Liv couldn't quite see. Hair had escaped her loose ponytail and stuck to her cheek. One leg lay at the wrong angle among the wood. Liv looked no further once she saw her face. Her mouth was open, as though she'd forgotten to shut it after answering.
‘Els.’
Els didn't turn at once.
‘I'm here. By the door.’
The man followed her gaze, spoke to her, bent towards her again. Liv could see her now. She still couldn't get to her. A frame crossed the clear stretch of floor. She stayed against the doorframe, fingers gripping its edge.
Her own voice came from the wooden case.
‘Just wait. I'll be there in a moment.’
Liv felt the words in her mouth before she heard them. Her lips hadn't moved. Her throat was dry; she'd bitten her tongue getting up. Yet the last syllable sounded like her recorded self, slightly too low, spoken by someone who'd been here all along.
Els looked at the case. Her face tightened.
‘Liv?’
‘Here.’
Liv raised a hand. Childish, she thought, but Els looked her way. A real man stood between them, dark sleeve, one hand on his knee. He glanced at the wall, then back to Els.
‘Look at me,’ he said calmly. ‘We're here already.’
Els's eyes went once more to the wood beside the door. Liv saw her hand reach a little towards it, fingers half lifted. Then she drew it back into her lap.
‘All right,’ she said, looking at the man rather than Liv. ‘Tell me what to do.’
Liv clenched her teeth. She wanted to ask whether the others had heard it. An urgent, shameful need, almost as strong as the need to keep her eyes on Els's face. Someone who'd heard it too could say later that Liv had really been standing there, the words hadn't come from her mouth.
The man at the door asked her to move back.
She moved back.
No more words came from the case. She mustn't hear the silence as an answer. People talked inside. Els counted aloud with someone, then stopped. Liv looked at the landing window, the line on the floor where she could put her feet without obstructing anyone.
Roos came upstairs, hair blown clear of her neck. She stopped beside Liv and looked through the opening.
‘They can see her now,’ Liv said.
‘Yes.’
Roos ran a hand along the cold wall. She had no coat. Liv had seen it hanging downstairs and asked whether she should fetch it.
‘In a bit.’
They stood together for a while. Roos asked nothing about the voice. Perhaps she hadn't heard it outside. Perhaps it hadn't sounded as loud as Liv remembered. The possibility seemed to open a hole beneath the ordinary work going on inside. She didn't look to see if anyone else had noticed it.
When Els was free, Liv saw it in her shoulders. Not relief: her whole body tightened briefly. She forced air through her nose and began swearing. Roos put a hand to her own mouth, then lowered it.
‘That's her,’ she said quietly.
Liv wanted to laugh. She couldn't.
They were allowed closer once there was space. Liv stepped over a chair and stopped by the wall as instructed. The chairs no longer lay as they'd fallen. Two stood apart, another was on its back. The dark crosspiece was visible, indifferent wood with a worn corner. The bottom of Els's trouser leg had been moved aside. Liv saw a red patch, then looked at her face.
‘Hi,’ she said.
Els's eyes filled. ‘I thought you'd already—’
She didn't finish. Liv knelt where she could without touching anyone.
‘I was in seven.’
Els nodded, lips trembling. Someone asked a question and she answered, her voice small again. Liv waited.
‘I should have waited,’ Els said when they could speak.
‘We'll talk about that later.’
‘I wasn't doing it alone.’
Liv felt Roos stiffen beside her.
‘I know,’ she said, though she didn't quite know what Els meant.
Els looked at her. ‘You said you'd take that side.’
Yesterday's sheet came back to Liv, her own hand beneath it, Roos moving the chair. She had said it. Not here, not now. She'd been holding the zip of her case.
‘I wasn't behind you,’ she said.
‘I know that now.’
No reproach in it. That was worse. Liv nodded and let go of Els's hand when someone needed it for an examination. Someone asked for a blanket. There was one on the washing basket downstairs. Liv fetched it, carrying it up as though it were too precious to brush against the banister.
Bram stood at the door. He'd picked up loose things from the floor to clear the way for those helping. In his hand Liv saw a small black device, a coiled lead hanging half loose. Worn silver along the side.
He nodded at the low shelf beneath the wooden case.
‘This was there.’
Liv looked. An empty space, dust, the marks of its feet. She glanced across the landing to the case in seven. Her own recorder was inside that. This was the other one, from the table, the one Els had said was in her bag.
‘Put it downstairs,’ she said.
‘With the rest?’
‘Yes. Switched off.’
Bram looked at its dark screen and gathered the lead in his other hand. He made nothing of it.
Els went for further examination. The decision was made in ordinary sentences, questions addressed to her, answers Liv didn't have to supply. She couldn't stand as though nothing had happened, the pain hadn't gone, and no one could tell exactly what was wrong in that little room. Roos asked whether she should go too. Els wanted her.
Liv went down for the blue bag. It stood beside a chair in the sitting room. She didn't need to look inside. She took both handles and carried it into the hall. Looking at the outside felt humiliating, as though she might catch the bag in a lie.
Bram put the recorder on the sideboard beside the job sheet he'd filled in. Liv asked whether he'd lock up once everyone had left. Els heard and agreed. She said where the key was, knowing at once, without searching.
Leaving was neither quick nor slow. Space to make, someone going back for something, a door that couldn't shut until the last person was through. Liv stood outside holding the bag. The neighbour across the road had gone. A damp patch marked the pavement where a flowerpot had stood. No crowd of onlookers had stayed.
Roos joined her.
‘I'm going with her. Can you drive over afterwards?’
‘Yes.’
‘Don't rush after us.’
Liv nodded. Roos looked at her a moment longer, then went.
Bram came outside as Liv walked to her car. Coat on again, dust still on his trousers.
‘I'll ring when I've locked up.’
‘Thank you.’
‘We'll talk tomorrow. I'm not doing any more to that wall today.’
‘No.’
He tapped the key against his palm and went back. Liv put the blue bag on the back seat and sat behind the wheel, hands in her lap. Then she set the route. She knew the main road, not the last turning for the entrance she needed.
There were traffic lights on the journey. Later she remembered that most oddly: having to stop, letting someone cross, waiting behind a car whose driver was slow to notice the green. Her phone was secured in its holder. A message from Bram: he'd locked up. She read the first words on the screen and looked back at the road.
At the entrance she asked where to go. Someone pointed. She carried the bag along a corridor of shining floors, coffee and soap. Roos stood at a machine holding two cups.
‘She's in there. They're still checking her over.’
Liv took a cup. The coffee was too hot. She sat beside Roos, the bag between her feet.
A television played silently in the corner. A news caption scrolled beneath a talking head. Liv looked away. Roos took a sip and grimaced.
‘Disgusting.’
‘Yes.’
‘Why do I always finish it?’
‘It's warm.’
Roos looked into the cup. ‘That must be it.’
Liv wanted to ask whether she needed groceries, whether Els could stay tomorrow, whether anything needed sorting out at the bakery. She didn't ask yet. Roos hadn't finished her coffee.
‘Sunday. With the chair,’ Liv said after a while.
Roos looked at her. ‘What about it?’
‘You thought I was ignoring you.’
‘I can't remember what I thought.’
‘I don't want to start on about that sound again.’
‘Don't, then.’
Liv nodded. This wasn't a dismissal of what had happened. This was a woman on a chair with cold coffee, her friend beyond the door. Liv pressed her knees together. Suddenly she was cold.
Later they could see Els. She'd had the examinations she needed. A doctor explained that they'd found no fracture, but the pain and swelling would take time to recover from. Els was told what she could do and when to contact them again. Roos listened, asked about stairs and requested written instructions. Liv stood at the foot of the bed, Els's coat over her arm.
Els looked at the floor.
‘I can go home, can't I?’
‘Mine tonight,’ Roos said.
‘That's not what I mean.’
‘I know.’
The doctor asked how she'd rest at home and who would be there. Els answered. She lived downstairs. She needn't go up. The guesthouse was closed for work; she could stay with her friend. Liv watched her work through her own options, reluctantly but precisely.
When the three of them were alone again, Els said she was sorry about the afternoon. Roos took her scarf out of her coat and folded it.
‘We don't have to talk about everything now.’
‘I want to say it.’
‘All right.’
Els looked from Roos to Liv. ‘I heard you. That's why I held on. I still had the top chair, it was sliding against the other one. I meant to put it back. Then you said, “Wait, I'll take this side.”’
Liv didn't nod. She waited.
‘I couldn't see you. I thought you'd be behind me in a moment. I hadn't looked at the door for a bit.’ Els pressed her lips together. ‘Then the whole lot went over. Not just that chair.’
Roos sat very still.
‘Then I heard you again. By the case. Telling me to wait.’
Liv saw again the hand lifted from the floor, the small gesture that wasn't asking for help but for another moment of lying still.
‘I could see that man,’ Els said. ‘But I could hear you. It almost felt rude to do anything else.’
She looked straight at Liv.
‘It makes no sense.’
‘You looked at him.’
‘In the end.’
A trolley rattled in the corridor. Someone laughed behind a desk. Els drew back her leg a fraction, then stopped. Saying something different didn't take the pain away.
‘Bram found the recorder,’ Liv said.
Els closed her eyes.
‘I put it there yesterday.’
‘When you went for the sheets?’
Els nodded. ‘I thought I'd take it with me afterwards.’
‘Then you told me it was in the bag.’
‘Yes.’
Liv looked at the blue bag beside the chair. She didn't need to ask why. Perhaps Els couldn't have said, just then. She only knew she'd wanted that answer and accepted it.
‘It's downstairs,’ she said. ‘Bram put it there. It's switched off.’
‘It wasn't on while I was moving the chairs.’
‘I didn't ask.’
Els folded her hands together. ‘I know.’
Roos got up. ‘We ought to get home before I have to start my next shift.’
A crooked smile. She wasn't hurrying Els to her feet. Liv picked up the coat and held it open, waiting for Els to say which arm first. An awkward business for the two of them. The lining caught on a button. Els began laughing and said they'd pull her shoulder out before they got her through the door at this rate.
Liv freed the cloth. Roos watched, one hand on the bag, ready to take it.
Outside, Liv's car was where she'd left it. She went alone to bring it closer. When she returned, the two women sat together by the exit. Roos leaned forward and said something to Els, waiting for an answer. Liv couldn't hear the words. She went over to free the coat where it was folded beneath Els.
Taken from the Wall
Els wanted to put the key in herself. Roos had offered an arm for the last few steps from car to door, but at the handle Els let go. She tried the key the wrong way up, turned it and opened the door.
Inside, she stopped.
Liv followed with the blue bag. Sideboard, coat hooks, pigeonhole for the post: everything where it belonged. Colder than yesterday. Roos shut the door and asked whether Els wanted to sit first.
‘I'd like a look.’
Not at the stairs. At the things in the breakfast room, the washing basket, the sheets covering the table. She took the back of the nearest chair and pulled it towards her.
‘Not that one,’ Roos said.
‘I can sit on this.’
‘I know. But you can rest your leg on the other one.’
Liv put down the bag and fetched the chair Roos meant from the sitting room. A little lower, with arms Els could support herself on. Els waited while they set it beside the table. She said nothing, jaw tight. Only once she was seated did she let out her breath.
Liv folded a blanket for her leg. Roos adjusted the height after looking at Els's face. They were less practised than the people who'd helped yesterday. Els had to tell them twice where it hurt.
‘It doesn't have to be perfect,’ she said.
‘No,’ Roos said. ‘But there's no need to make it uncomfortable on purpose.’
She draped the coat over a chair and put a shopping bag on the table. Bread, two apples, the papers Els had been given, a little box they'd collected that morning. Liv needn't ask which were for her. None.
Bram came in with his work jacket still fastened. He stopped at the breakfast-room door.
‘How are things?’
‘I'm getting difficult,’ Els said.
‘Bound to happen.’
She smiled briefly. He left his bag in the hall and came over. He wanted to check that she still wanted him to start, and explained that the finishing wouldn't be done that afternoon. He wouldn't leave open holes, but making good the wall and repairing the door came afterwards. Els listened, hands on the chair arms.
‘Disconnect it,’ she said.
‘We will. I'm not asking because I doubt you. I want you to know what's been done when I've finished.’
She nodded. ‘I don't want the fittings put back on the wall.’
Bram looked at her. ‘All right.’
No pretence of relief at a problem certain to be solved. Liv was grateful. Every noise from her own heating had kept her awake last night, yet she hadn't wanted another guesthouse recording for a moment. Both were possible. She was tired of it.
Roos began making coffee. Els asked whether she had somewhere else to be; in an hour, Roos said. She couldn't stay all afternoon. Els checked her phone for the time.
‘You can come back with me,’ Roos said. ‘Or Liv can bring you. But you're not staying here just because I've got work.’
Els drew the blanket back from her knee. ‘I understand.’
Liv went upstairs with Bram. She'd expected to stop on the last step again, but walked onto the landing. Eight was open. The chairs were separated along the wall. One lay on its side, a leg no longer fixed properly. Bram had shut the window before leaving yesterday. Fibres and a sliver of wood from a damaged corner lay on the floor.
She could see where Els had sat. It hadn't changed the size of the room. Somehow she'd expected it to, expected the place to tell her why it had been so terrible. Just a stretch of floor, with more room now the chairs were apart.
Bram looked at her. ‘Want to help downstairs? You needn't stay here.’
‘I'd like to see what comes out.’
He nodded. ‘Then give me space while I'm working.’
She stood by the door. The wooden case was still on the wall. The shelf below was empty. She remembered the small feet of Els's recorder in Bram's hand. Yesterday she'd thought she could never look at this part of the room without seeing the device. Now she saw a shelf with a yellowed edge.
Bram covered the floor and made room for his things. He moved the separate chairs one by one across the room. Liv helped with a light one until he said he'd manage the rest. Unhurried lifting, putting a chair down when he needed to turn, checking the floor where his bag would go.
Roos brought two coffees up on a small tray. She left it on the windowsill and looked round the room.
‘Not how it was, then.’
‘No.’
She nodded. ‘All I could see yesterday was the window, from down below.’
Liv wanted to tell her how often she'd heard her voice beneath the responders' words. She only said, ‘Els heard you.’
Roos looked at the floor. ‘Good.’
Bram began once she'd gone down. First, the ordinary sound of tools on metal. Liv's stomach tightened, but she stayed where she was. No headphones, no instrument to answer what they wanted to know. He was working on something human hands had once made and fixed in place.
A screw wouldn't turn. He stopped, chose another tool and freed it. Liv watched the edge where paint held wood to wall. A paler strip appeared beneath the painted surface. The thing that had drawn her towards it all these days came off with a small, ugly noise.
He held it for a moment, looking for somewhere to put it. Liv pointed to a clear place on the protective covering.
‘There?’
‘Yes.’
The case lay on its back, lever sticking out to one side. The metal flap was still by the spindle, with the white paint mark she'd seen that night in eight. She recognised it without touching. It wasn't any easier to look at this way.
Across the landing, the door to seven swung further open as Bram went towards it. Liv followed rather than staying with the detached case. She helped him move the bed as far as he needed, mattress pressing against her forearm, wood scraping across the floor. Then she looked at the grille behind the headboard.
Where her head had lain was just below it. In memory she'd drawn them closer together. Now she could fit her hand between the two places. Enough to make her angry with the room, herself, the casual way she'd plumped up her pillow that first evening.
She stepped aside to let Bram get at it.
The grille came free. Dust on the back, paint a little darker along one edge. Bram put it with his tools, not into her hand. Liv hadn't asked. She looked into the opening and found no unexpected depth. An ordinary dark section of tube.
Els called from downstairs, asking to be told if anything needed moving in the kitchen. Bram said he was coming. He left nothing upstairs for fingers to meddle with, putting a temporary cover in place before going down.
Roos stood by the kitchen table in her coat. Els's phone was on the chair arm. She looked up as Liv came in.
‘Are they off?’
‘The case and grille.’
‘And the flap?’
‘With them.’
Els breathed out slowly. Her expression didn't change enough for Liv to call it relief. She asked whether Liv could cut an apple. The knife was out of reach and she hadn't wanted to keep calling for it.
Liv cut it into wedges. Some were brown at one edge. She cut away the marks and pushed the plate towards Els. Roos took a piece without asking.
‘I'm going. Let me know when you'll be back. Not updates all afternoon. Just the time.’
Els nodded. ‘No building bulletin, then.’
‘Thank you.’
She bent to kiss Els, who held her sleeve for a moment. Liv turned to the worktop. She didn't hear what they said or try to. Then Roos left, the door opening and shutting, her footsteps fading towards the street.
Bram worked in the kitchen. Els sat at the table. Liv put the knife in the sink and looked at the last leaves from a shrub lying against the wet paving outside.
Above the freestanding cupboard, Bram unscrewed the existing inspection panel in the low ceiling. The accessible joint was there. The old end behind the cupboard stayed embedded in solid plaster. At the open panel he showed Liv the route he was disconnecting and the sections that would be capped separately. Later she heard him upstairs again. She only followed when he called her to look.
The work took time. There was dust. Halfway through Bram went to the van for something he'd left down there. Els needed the toilet; Liv helped her the short way along the hall, clumsily enough for Els to say she wasn't made of glass. Liv loosened her hold. They waited until Els was ready to move again.
Once she was seated, bread alone wasn't enough for lunch. Liv made sandwiches. Bram ate two with his hands above his knee, keeping crumbs off the table. He asked Els about the old chairs. She looked up at the ceiling.
‘Not the one with the broken leg.’
‘Thought not.’
‘I'll decide about the others later.’
‘Fine.’
Afternoon light moved across the windows. They played nothing back. Mara sent a message; Liv replied that she'd ring that evening. She'd have liked to talk now, outside, away from the job. But Els wanted to leave once Bram had finished the part she needed to be there for. They weren't staying until evening to listen to the house.
When Bram called Liv upstairs, he'd disconnected the reachable joints and capped the remaining sections individually. He showed her. She looked carefully, without pretending it made her a building inspector. The line from seven to the fork no longer joined the sections to eight and the kitchen. The removed pieces lay apart. The places where the fittings had been were covered; the proper finishing would follow.
He'd taken photographs for Els. Liv asked him to show her downstairs. He brought his phone.
Els examined each picture. At the first she asked which room it was. Bram pointed out the door's edge and she recognised it. At the second she said, ‘So that's not connected any more.’
‘No.’
‘And the kitchen?’
He showed her the next. She took her glasses from her bag. When she'd finished, she handed back the phone.
‘Good.’
A word that took up little space. Liv had expected more. Els picked up her phone and transferred the outstanding 495 euros. Bram already had her 150-euro deposit. That paid the agreed 645 euros; the finishing was a separate arrangement. He checked the payment, thanked her and got up to pack his things.
The old recorder lay on the sideboard. Els looked at it when Liv picked up the bag.
‘That's coming with me.’
‘Yes.’
This time Els held it herself. She looked at the dark screen, wound the lead round it and put it in the side pocket. The zip wouldn't shut. She took out the lead, folded it smaller and tried again. Liv waited.
Liv's own files were where they'd been. She'd deleted nothing. Els still had the copies she'd received; that recorder wasn't the only place the sound existed.
She helped Els into her coat. Better than yesterday, not because the pain had eased but because they asked which side was comfortable first. Bram carried the fittings outside in the container he was using for the loose pieces. Els wanted none of them. He'd dispose of them normally once he'd documented the work.
At the front door Els looked back. A full breakfast room, a house to clean, a wall to finish, the door to eight still needing repair. She said each thing aloud to Bram.
He nodded. He had job sheets with him, appointments to arrange.
Liv put the blue bag on the back seat. Els lowered herself carefully, trying not to drop into the seat. As Liv went round the car, she saw her wait with a hand on her leg until she could bear it.
She asked whether she was ready.
‘Yes,’ Els said. ‘Let's go.’
The First Evening Elsewhere
Roos had left her house key in a flowerpot, though she thought it an unsafe place herself. She'd sent a message about it with three exclamation marks, followed by another telling Liv not to put it back under the pot.
Liv found it between the soil and the inside rim. She wiped it on her trousers, unlocked the door and held it open for Els.
‘The bag first,’ Els said.
Liv put it inside and stepped aside. Els crossed the threshold slowly. Only a few steps, but Liv could see from her mouth how badly she wanted to sit down. She left the key on the hall cabinet beside a pile of newspapers that weren't hers.
A small lamp was on in the sitting room. Roos had cleared her usual chair and left a note on the seat: no glasses on the windowsill, coasters in the drawer. No explanation. Els read it and said she felt she was being treated like a house guest.
‘You are.’
‘Thank you.’
Liv helped her sit. Without discussion, they managed better than that morning. Els knew where she wanted support; Liv let go once she'd found it for herself. Then the things went through to the kitchen. Liv heard her footsteps in a house whose floors she didn't know. A board gave a little by the table. The fridge was on the other side of the room from where she'd expected.
‘There's soup,’ Els called.
‘Which soup?’
‘Yesterday's.’
Liv opened the fridge. A tub stood on the top shelf, its date badly crossed out. She took it and looked for a saucepan.
They were early. Roos was still at work and would want to eat when she got home. Liv set out three bowls, found a bag of bread in a drawer and asked if she could leave it on the table. Els answered from the sitting room. Distance and the doorway softened her voice, but Liv could understand every word.
The house wasn't making this easy for her. She jumped when the boiler started up, then was annoyed with herself for waiting on the sound until she knew what it was. An ordinary house wasn't obliged to introduce itself afresh every time.
She turned down the heat. Roos's phone charger was on the worktop. A magnet in the shape of an island held a photograph to the fridge. Roos and someone on a bench, both in coats that were too thin. Liv looked only long enough to see that it had been a good day.
Els wanted the blue bag beside her chair. Liv brought it. Els searched for her papers, took out the wrong envelope, then asked where her glasses had gone. They were on the other armrest.
‘I've been losing things all day,’ she said.
‘You're in a different place.’
‘I just can't see them.’
Liv put the glasses beside her hand. Els leafed through the papers until she found yesterday's information. She read in silence, glanced at the clock and read on.
When Roos came home, she smelt of bread and cold air. She had new socks on; one shoe squeaked as she took it off. She greeted Els, left her bag beneath the coat hooks and said the soup smelt good.
‘It's not fresh,’ Els said.
‘I'll find that out in a minute.’
She washed her hands, changed her jumper and sat down at the table. An envelope lay in her place. She pushed it under the bread without opening it.
Over dinner she asked about the work. Bram had removed the fittings, capped the connections separately; there was still finishing to be done. Els told her. Liv added something only when Roos asked about the upstairs rooms.
‘So the case has gone,’ Roos said.
‘Everything that needed to come off has come off,’ Els said.
‘Good.’
No further question. Liv realised she'd been waiting for one: had they heard anything else, did they know for certain now? Roos helped herself to another half-bowl of soup and commented on the salt.
‘It came out of a packet,’ Els said.
‘Complain to them, then.’
Els held her spoon above the bowl. ‘I didn't invent it.’
‘That's what I'm saying.’
They ate on. Liv didn't realise how hungry she was until the bread was nearly gone. She left the last piece. Roos pushed the bag towards her and said there was another half-loaf in the freezer. She'd get it out and top up the bag if that made it easier for Liv.
‘No, it's all right.’
‘Eat it, then.’
After dinner Els wanted to ring her own house. She said it so casually that Liv didn't understand at first.
‘Who are you ringing?’
‘The phone. I want to listen back to something.’
Roos was putting the bowls in the dishwasher. She looked over her shoulder.
Els saw their faces and drew her hand away from the phone. ‘My greeting. I still need to change it.’
Liv felt her face grow hot. She'd thought at once of the other sound. An empty house recording a voice while they sat here eating soup.
‘You can do that tomorrow,’ Roos said.
‘People will be ringing tomorrow.’
‘They'll still understand “temporarily closed” if you add something tomorrow.’
Els laid the phone on the table without turning it over. ‘You've spent all day answering people. I haven't. There are guests I still haven't sorted things out with.’
‘That's not what I'm saying.’
‘You're saying I can do it tomorrow.’
Roos shut the dishwasher. She stayed there, hands resting on the edge of the worktop.
‘I mean you don't have to do everything tonight.’
‘I'd like to decide that myself.’
She hadn't said it sharply. Liv looked at the empty bowl still in front of her. She could pick it up and join in with the clearing, but that would be pretending, yet again, that all they needed was to tidy up a bit more.
‘Do you want me to leave you alone?’ she asked.
Els looked up. ‘That's not the point.’
‘I don't know what the point is, then.’
‘I can tell.’
They were quiet for a while. Roos pulled out the chair beside Els and sat down again. It was an ordinary kitchen chair, with no arms, and she looked smaller on it than she had at the worktop.
‘You can stay here until Monday,’ she said. ‘You know that. Then I need the room back. I told you that before any of this happened.’
Els nodded.
‘I don't want to have to say it every day as if I'm throwing you out.’
‘I'm not asking to stay any longer.’
‘No. But I still feel awful about it.’
Liv looked at the photograph on the fridge. She didn't need to know who was coming or why the room was needed. The two women knew what they'd agreed. To Liv it had been a wall with as much space as anyone could need on the other side.
Els took hold of the table's edge. ‘I'm going home on Monday.’
Roos drew breath.
‘Not to prove anything to either of you,’ Els said. ‘I live downstairs. The wall will be closed up by then. I don't need to use the stairs. I can look after myself. If there's something I can't do, I'll arrange help. But I want my house back.’
Liv remembered her at the window of eight, one hand on the wood, the cold against her neck. She didn't want Els standing there alone again any time soon. That didn't mean she could come up with a better address for her now.
‘Bram still needs to confirm what'll be ready on Monday,’ she said.
‘I'll ask him tomorrow.’
Roos nodded slowly. ‘And if it isn't ready?’
Els looked at her phone. ‘Then I'll book somewhere for a few days. On the ground floor. I can rent a room myself.’
‘You're not here because I think you can't afford a room.’
‘I know.’
Roos looked at her. It took Els a while to meet her eyes.
‘I know,’ she said again, more softly.
Liv drew her empty bowl towards her. A streak of soup marked the rim. She left it there.
‘I can bring the shopping on Monday after work,’ she said. ‘But I'm not going to ask you every day whether you can hear anything.’
Els closed her eyes briefly.
‘I don't want that either.’
‘I think I might start doing it anyway. So I'd rather say it now.’
Roos got up to put the kettle on. She opened the lid twice because she'd forgotten to fill it the first time. Els watched her and began to laugh, carefully, one hand on her leg.
‘You're as tired as I am.’
‘Without what they did to you yesterday.’
‘Shall I read to you later?’
‘I'd be asleep after two sentences.’
Liv carried her bowl to the worktop. They hadn't resolved the conversation; there were times, rooms, things still to be confirmed. Roos reached behind her for the bowl. She took it without looking round and put it in the dishwasher.
They had tea in the sitting room. Els brought her phone and changed her greeting without ringing the guesthouse. First she wrote a sentence on paper, read it softly, crossed out the word ‘just’, then recorded it. Temporarily closed. She would contact people with existing bookings herself. New enquiries would be answered later.
She played her greeting back once. Her voice was hurried, too close to the phone. She didn't record another take.
Liv watched the device in Els's hand, keeping her own hand still on her knee. There was nothing wrong with a recorded voice. Something had happened in that house that she couldn't explain. She wasn't obliged to squash those two statements into one reassuring answer.
Roos asked which shop Els wanted her groceries from. They had a small argument about potatoes, but with more conviction than they'd managed over the offer of help. Els wanted a variety Roos always found took too long to cook. Roos said she wasn't going to spend a whole week deciding how quickly Els ought to want her potatoes done. Liv perched on the edge of her chair, eating a biscuit she didn't like because she'd already accepted it.
At nine she went home. It was dry outside. Roos walked her to the door and said she'd ring if anything needed arranging. Liv didn't ask whether Els would sleep well.
She drove with the radio off. She wasn't listening carefully; she'd had enough voices. At a red light she saw her face in the side window. She moved the rear-view mirror back to its proper angle and drove on when the light changed.
At home she put the kettle on and forgot the tea. Mara rang at the agreed time. Liv sat at the table with the phone and told her first that Els was safe at Roos's and the connections had been dealt with. Then they talked about the interviews.
Mara had made notes. There were decisions to take on the remaining nine, things she could do herself, one passage Liv still needed to handle because she'd made the first edit. They divided up the work. As they discussed the hours, Liv realised how little remained of the week in which she'd thought she could do everything alone.
‘So it'll cost me more,’ she said.
‘Yes,’ Mara said.
No softening it. No offer to finish for nothing. Liv looked at the paid roofing bill still on the corner of her desk and said she'd confirm the arrangement.
Then she told Mara what she'd heard in eight while she herself stood in the doorway. Not every noise, not the whole afternoon. Just that one thing: her voice making someone wait when people were already there to help.
For a while Mara said nothing.
‘I can't tell you what it was.’
‘I know.’
‘Do you want me to listen to anything else?’
Liv looked at the closed laptop. She had no recording of that moment.
‘No.’
‘Good.’
A voice in the background asked an ordinary question in Mara's house. She answered and came back. Liv said she was taking groceries on Monday. Mara thought it wise to leave again afterwards. Liv said that was the plan.
After the call she rinsed her empty glass. The water in the kettle had cooled. She checked the time and left it at that. Before bed she set the alarm, checked the back door was shut and switched off the light above the worktop.
She had no idea how quiet the guesthouse would be that night. She wasn't there.
The Handover
When Liv went to the heritage centre for the full handover, the speaker was on the cabinet where it belonged. It had a new label. She read it on her way in and pointed.
‘That helps.’
Anouk looked up from her computer. ‘Until someone sticks that name somewhere else.’
Mara sat by the window, a notebook on her lap. She'd come early because the next bus always made her just too late. Her bag occupied a chair, with a scarf slipping off it. Liv caught the scarf, folded it and put it back.
She'd grown used to seeing Mara on a screen. In person her hair was shorter than it looked on video, and her glasses had scratches on the frames. Liv wanted to say how good it was to see her like this, but Mara raised a hand.
‘Before we start: you've left a comment for me in number eleven.’
‘Where?’
‘In your notes. Not the public version.’
‘Oh.’
‘You can delete it. You've done what it says.’
She pushed the sheet towards Liv. In the margin was a sentence Liv could almost hear herself saying: Mara, I don't know whether to put this breath back in. She had put it back. She removed the comment and checked the sentence after it.
Then they began the handover. Not listening to all twelve interviews from start to finish again, but opening the whole collection, looking through the accompanying texts and checking that the listening versions matched the documentation. These edits hadn't replaced the original digital transfers. The physical cassettes stayed with the collection, bearing their own labels and faults.
Anouk had written down questions. Specific ones. Which version should she give a visitor? Could she play individual excerpts without playing a whole recording? What should she do if someone recognised a name they hadn't been certain enough to put in the text?
Liv answered the first two. At the third, she pushed her chair back.
‘Keep what that person tells you as an additional note. Don't treat it as something we can suddenly hear on the recording.’
Anouk looked at Mara.
‘That's where I'd start too,’ Mara said. ‘People might genuinely know something. But it's new information.’
Anouk made a note. She didn't need to check Liv's face at every answer to see whether she felt under attack. It had been different on the morning they brought in the first three interviews. Liv had seen the questions as so many small fences between her and the end of the job. Now there were people wanting to use the collection.
They listened to a passage from Willem Kooij together. In the small room his voice was still a little too large for the speakers. He described a decision that had seemed obvious to his crew at the time and needed explaining afterwards. Before he named someone, there was a silence. Liv knew that silence. She hadn't shortened it out of a fear that people might think the recording had stopped.
Anouk leant back. ‘He sounds as if he's got time now.’
‘He had,’ Mara said. ‘At that moment.’
Liv smiled. It was a compliment she didn't immediately need to qualify with everything that hadn't worked. The sound was usable, not polished smooth. There was still movement behind the voice, the edge of a room, an occasional knock she couldn't lift cleanly out from beneath a word.
For Joop van Dijk they found a different passage from last time. Joop laughed at something the interviewer thought he'd understood too quickly. The interviewer began to protest, then had to laugh himself. Anouk bent towards the computer to note the time.
‘I want to play people this.’
‘Why this bit?’ Liv asked.
‘Because they're always quoted so seriously here. As if they'd spent every voyage thinking about how it would become history.’
Mara chuckled. ‘Sounds exhausting.’
They let the excerpt finish. Liv remembered her first evening in seven, sitting at the table with her headphones askew and notes on her knees. She really had done this work there. The guesthouse couldn't reach back and take every part of those days away from her.
Anouk closed the folder and said this was what they needed. She wanted to read the overview again later without them there; if anything about using the collection was unclear, she'd ask. The work on all twelve interviews was delivered.
Liv didn't pick up her bag straight away. She looked at the desktop, the ordinary folder names, today's date. It wasn't the great rush of relief she'd imagined on bad nights. More like a surface she could finally put her hand on.
They settled the last practical details. There was still an invoice to deal with. Mara's work would come out of Liv's own fee, not a budget that had suddenly grown. Anouk knew how much extra time it had taken. She didn't need to apologise for terms they'd already agreed.
Outside, Mara stopped by the door to fasten her coat.
‘Coffee?’ she asked.
Liv checked the time.
‘You don't have to,’ Mara said. ‘My bus isn't for another forty minutes.’
They found a café with a free table beside the door. Every time someone came in, the thin draught curtain stirred. Mara picked up the menu and put it down again.
‘Even one coffee's complicated enough here.’
Liv ordered one too. When the woman behind the counter asked if they wanted anything with it, Mara said no and Liv said yes. There was apple pie. It arrived on a plate too small for the whipped cream.
‘Now I do want a bite,’ Mara said.
Liv moved the plate to the middle. ‘You shouldn't have been so principled.’
They ate with two forks. Mara talked about her other work, a job that would go ahead if someone else delivered a recording on time. Liv asked a question and got a long answer that led nowhere near the guesthouse. For the first time in days she was curious without fearing what might come after the next sentence.
Later Mara asked about Els. About Els, not the house.
‘She's walking better. Not as well as she'd like. Once she starts doing something, she keeps going too long.’
‘And you?’
‘I'm not there when she does it.’
Mara looked at her.
Liv picked up her cup. ‘I went on Monday. Took the shopping. She had coffee ready and a list of things I didn't need to do.’
‘Sounds good.’
‘I was offended at first.’
‘That sounds like you too.’
They laughed. Then Liv told her how ordinary sounds still sometimes made her decide too quickly where someone was. She'd hear a drawer in her own kitchen and expect a hand above the worktop, though she was home alone. Not a voice, nothing impossible; just the speed with which her mind completed a movement.
Mara listened, her fork resting on the plate.
‘What do you do then?’
‘Usually look. Sometimes I don't. If I know there's no one there, I needn't get up every time.’
Mara nodded. She didn't give the reaction a name.
‘I'm afraid I won't ever just enjoy it again,’ Liv said. ‘Listening. That everything will turn into work, or something to watch out for.’
‘It didn't just now.’
‘What?’
‘When that man at the counter forgot what he wanted. You were laughing.’
Liv looked at the counter. The man had gone. She remembered his first hesitant word and the woman offering him a choice between coffee and something he apparently knew perfectly well at any other time. She'd been listening without it needing to matter.
Mara checked her phone. Time to go. Liv got up with her and walked to the bus stop. They agreed to meet the following week without a work file between them. Mara suggested a day; Liv said yes and put it straight into her diary.
Els rang as Liv reached the car. She answered while she was still standing outside.
‘Bram's finished the door,’ Els said.
‘Does it work properly again?’
‘I can open it with one finger. Almost suspicious.’
‘Don't keep doing it with one finger just to try it.’
‘I said almost.’
Liv laughed. Els asked whether she was on her way. Liv said where she was. They hadn't arranged a time for her to come, and she wasn't going to make the whole detour automatically.
‘I'll just tell you what it looks like, then,’ Els said.
Liv sat in the driver's seat with the door open. The wind turned a scrap of paper past her shoe.
The wall in seven had been made good. There was a lighter patch because Els hadn't had the whole room painted. In eight the wooden case was gone, the wall closed up and the floor clear. The chairs she didn't want had been taken away; the others were no longer piled together. She'd put the linen cupboard against that wall, making it a room she could fetch things from without squeezing past a stack.
‘I thought you'd want to change everything,’ Liv said.
‘I can't afford that. And I want to keep that bed.’
‘It's a good bed.’
‘You hardly slept in it.’
Liv looked at the pale sky over the car park. ‘For a while on the first night.’
Els was quiet. Then she said, ‘I've got people coming again next week.’
‘You're reopening.’
‘Not all at once. But yes.’
Liv could hear how much she'd wanted to tell her to ring if anything happened. She could almost say it already: the generous promise left at the end of each day, an appointment with no time attached.
‘Do you want me to bring anything when I come?’ she asked.
‘No. Just yourself. And don't come for dinner if you haven't time to stay.’
‘I've got something in the diary.’
‘Come another day, then.’
They chose an afternoon. Els didn't need to give her a list. Liv didn't need to ask who else would be there first.
At home the roofing bill was still on her desk. She filed it with the papers that went with it. Then she entered her final hours and sent off what still needed sending. The costs hadn't shrunk. Mara would be paid; there was less left than she'd hoped. Enough remained that she needn't pretend this had been voluntary work.
The folder of original guesthouse recordings was on the drive. She checked her usual work backup without playing the files. Not opening a file for a few weeks hadn't changed it. She knew that without having to listen.
She shut down the computer. An envelope lay on the kitchen worktop: a new job she hadn't accepted yet. She picked it up, read the first page and wrote her questions on a separate sheet. Then she put everything back. She could ring tomorrow.
Eight Rooms
Els had moved the mandarins to the breakfast room. They sat in a shallow dish between a stack of saucers and a small vase holding one branch. The old bowl at reception now contained only keys that weren't in use.
‘One day you'll need one,’ Liv said.
‘Then I'll look here.’
‘And if it isn't there?’
‘Then I'll look somewhere else.’
She looked at Liv, who grinned. Els took the bag from her before she could say there was nothing heavy in it. She left it on the floor behind the counter, opened the cupboard and took out two cups.
‘Coffee's ready. I've got people coming soon. I'll need to see to them.’
‘That's fine.’
‘Just so you know, in case you've got something complicated to tell me.’
‘I haven't brought a complicated story.’
‘Good.’
Els still walked with some care. Not at every step; only when she turned did Liv notice the slight delay, the hand reaching for the tabletop before she went round her chair. She didn't ask if the leg still hurt. Els had told her on the phone and could tell her now too.
The kitchen was less crowded. The freestanding cupboard was back in place; above it you could see where the ceiling panel had been screwed back on. No device stood on the table. Liv looked once, then took the cup Els held out.
‘I did bring one thing,’ she said. ‘Not a present. Your container.’
She took the empty plastic box out of her bag. It had held food Els hadn't let her leave without. Liv had put it by her front door three times and still forgotten it.
Els took it. ‘I've been looking for that.’
‘Sorry.’
‘I've got another twelve. But I'm looking for all of them.’
She put it on a shelf without explaining where the other missing eleven might be. They drank at the kitchen table. Outside, a branch tapped against the fence; Els got up and opened the window a little further. The fresh air smelt of wet paving and something greasy from the shop next door.
Liv told her about Mara, who'd got into a lengthy discussion in a café about what counted as a small cup. She'd tried indicating the size and only been given an even smaller one. Els said some customers were still telling her after twenty years how much coffee a cup ought to hold.
‘Perhaps you should put a picture on the menu.’
‘With a ruler beside it.’
They each ate a mandarin. Liv's peel broke into pieces far too small. Els got hers off almost whole and laid it on her saucer.
The doorbell rang.
Els got up, dried her hands on a cloth and went into the hall. Liv stayed where she was. She heard a wheeled suitcase cross the threshold and a woman say she wasn't quite sure they'd come to the right place. Els asked her name and welcomed her. Someone else, a man, went back outside for something in the car.
Liv picked up her cup and looked through the kitchen doorway. A woman in a green raincoat stood at the counter with an envelope. Her glasses were pushed up on her head; she was trying to undo a zip without dropping the paper.
Els moved the bowl of old keys aside to make room. She asked how the journey had been. The woman said they'd needed the other side of the roundabout. She'd stayed here once, a long time ago, and trusted her memory.
‘Can't do that with the new roundabout,’ Els said. ‘It's in exactly the wrong place for an old memory.’
The woman laughed. The man returned with a second bag and said the car wasn't in anyone's way. Els glanced past him outside and nodded.
Liv stayed in the kitchen with her cup. She knew the conversation that came next: room, breakfast, key, where to park and where not to. She'd had it herself, her mind on the interviews and her hands still cold from the journey.
There was no need to watch over it.
She ate the last segment and put the pips beside the peel. In the hall the woman asked if she could open a window in her room. Her husband said she'd have to turn the heating down first, or she'd be cross again in the night because it was too hot.
‘I'll be hearing about that for weeks,’ the woman told Els.
‘I can imagine.’
Els walked a little way with them to point something out. Her voice softened as she passed out of sight. Liv could still hear exactly where she was because she knew the house, not because she needed to check with every word.
She got up to throw her peel away. Els came back before she'd picked up the cups.
‘Leave those. You're visiting.’
Liv held up the empty saucer.
‘That's allowed.’
They went into the breakfast room. The table was empty except for the things that would be needed at breakfast. One of the chairs brought down from upstairs stood by the window; Liv recognised the worn armrest. It stood on its own legs, with a cushion that didn't quite fit.
‘Turned out to be perfectly comfortable,’ Els said.
Liv sat in it. The back was lower than she'd expected.
‘Yes.’
‘Bram was going to take it away. I said something in time.’
‘Which ones did you get rid of?’
‘The ones I didn't want.’
Els sat opposite her. She rested her hands on the table, spread her fingers and looked at the place where the sheet had been.
‘I overdid it on Monday,’ she said.
Liv looked up.
‘Upstairs. Thought I could carry on a bit longer. Regretted it that evening.’
‘And now?’
‘Now I won't be doing that today.’
Liv nodded. No need to congratulate her. Els said she'd arranged help with the laundry for the time being. It wasn't cheap, but it saved her carrying those baskets. She did the little things she could manage herself, leaving the rest until the agreed time. Sometimes that annoyed her; sometimes she was glad of it.
‘You can feel both ways about it,’ Liv said.
Els looked at her for a second. ‘I do.’
Fair enough. Liv laughed and looked outside. A bicycle stood on its kickstand by the window, saddle wet. The rack was otherwise empty. A man with a folded newspaper under his arm was walking along the pavement towards the shop.
Els asked about Liv's new job. Liv described the material and what she'd agreed before taking it on. She hadn't accepted just because the recordings sounded bad and someone had said she was bound to get something out of them. There was an amount of work, an outcome, a time allowed for it. She explained it less tidily than she'd written it down.
Els listened and asked what happened if none of it turned out to be intelligible.
‘Then I say so.’
‘And do they pay?’
‘For the work we've agreed on. Not for a word I promise to find.’
‘Sounds a lot nicer.’
‘I think so too.’
A stair creaked overhead. The new guests were putting down their things. Something light slid across the floor, probably a suitcase. Liv didn't look at the ceiling. She did notice her attention going there; she needn't pretend it would never happen again.
Els got up when the bell rang once more. Not a guest this time, but a delivery. She signed at the door, carried the box as far as the counter and left it there. On her way back she put the little scanner the driver had forgotten beside the door. She called him back before he got into his vehicle.
‘There,’ she said. ‘Otherwise I'd have his whole afternoon to sort out.’
Liv checked her phone. She needed to leave in half an hour to make her appointment. She'd told Mara she wouldn't be late; that morning she'd already chosen somewhere for them to eat.
‘More coffee?’ Els asked.
‘Half a cup.’
‘We don't do those here.’
‘No, then.’
Els picked up the pot anyway. She poured a little into the cup and held up the rest.
‘An exception.’
They took it into the kitchen because Els needed to switch off the oven. There was bread warming for later; she needed to turn the heat off in time. Liv watched her turn the knob and check with the back of her hand whether the door was too hot to put something on its edge. A home with a business inside it. Eight rooms, one still used for storage, enough work to fill a week without anything unusual happening.
Els held the pot under the tap to rinse it. Water struck metal, harder than it had struck the glass jug they'd used the first time. Liv listened to the difference without catching herself at it. It was a sound. She knew hundreds she liked.
‘Want to look upstairs?’ Els asked.
Liv lowered her cup to the table.
Els glanced over her shoulder. ‘At how it's turned out. I thought perhaps you'd—’
‘No, it's all right.’
‘Good.’
She turned off the tap. Liv felt she'd answered too quickly, as if she'd rejected the room itself. She could still say yes, go upstairs, look at the closed wall and point to the bed. She didn't have to.
‘You've told me,’ she said. ‘That's enough.’
Els nodded and picked up the cloth.
In Liv's workroom at home, the original file was still on the same drive. The minute of rain and laptop hum, the later minute with the cart in the street, the half-minute with her own voice and that soft sound eleven seconds later: she'd kept them. Els hadn't deleted the two files she'd received either. The recorder lay switched off among her other things, put away somewhere it wasn't automatically ready to listen.
Liv hadn't checked once more whether the zip sounded the same. She knew how that second continued in her head without playing it. She didn't need to bring it into the kitchen today.
She put on her coat. Els handed her the empty plastic box.
‘That's yours,’ Liv said.
‘Oh yes.’
Els laughed and put it back on the shelf. For a moment they stood facing each other with nothing left to settle.
‘Enjoy your meal later,’ Els said.
‘You too.’
Outside, the wind had changed. Liv walked towards the car without looking up at the windows. At the corner she held a door for someone coming out of the shop next door with a crate of empty bottles. He thanked her, she said he was welcome and walked on.
Mara had sent a message saying she was already nearby. Liv replied that she was leaving and secured her phone before starting the engine. At the end of the street she waited for a cyclist. Then she turned onto the road with the restaurants.
