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To Mr. Nijstad, as promised






PART I The Netherlands, 1961







1

ISABEL FOUND A BROKEN PIECE of ceramic under the roots of a dead gourd. Spring had brought a shock of frost, a week of wet snow, and now—at the lip of summer—the vegetable garden was shrinking into itself. The beans, the radishes, the cauliflower: browned and rotting. Isabel was on her knees, gloved hands and a stringed hat, removing the dying things. The shard nicked through her glove, pierced a little hole.

It wasn’t a wound and it didn’t bleed. Isabel took off her glove and stretched the skin of her palm tight, looking for a puncture. There was none, only a sting of pain that left quickly.

Back at the house she washed the piece and held it in watery hands. Blue flowers along the inch of a rim, the suggestion of a hare’s leg where the crockery had broken. It had once been a plate, which was part of a set—her mother’s favorite: the good chinaware, for holidays, for guests. When Mother was alive the set was kept in a glass vitrine in the dining room and no one was allowed to handle it. It had been years since her passing and the plates were still kept behind the closed doors, unused. On the rare occasion when Isabel’s brothers visited, Isabel would set the table using everyday plates and Hendrik would try to pry open the vitrine and say, “Isa, Isa, come now, what’s the point of having good things if you can’t touch them?” And Isabel would answer: “They are not for touching. They are for keeping.”

There was no explanation for the broken piece, for where it had come from and why it had been buried. None of Mother’s plates had ever gone missing. Isabel knew this and still she checked now. The set was as it had been left: a deck of plates, bowls, a little milk jug. In the middle of each one—three hares, chasing one another in a circle.

She took the piece with her on the train to Den Haag the next day, wrapped in brown paper. Hendrik’s car was parked outside the restaurant when she arrived, and he was at the wheel: windows down, smoking. Rubbing a thumb into his eye, looking like he was having a conversation with himself over something, a disagreement. His hair was longer than she liked it. She bent down and said, “Hello,” and he startled and knocked his elbow and said, “Jesus Christ, Isa.”

She got in the car next to him and kept her purse in her lap. He sighed out smoke and leaned over, kissed her three times—once on each cheek, and one more for good measure.

“You’re early,” she said.

He said, “That’s a nice hat.”

She touched it. “Yes.” She’d worried over it, leaving the house. It was bigger than what she usually wore. It had a bright-green ribbon. “How are you, then?”

“Oh, you know.” He ashed his cigarette out the window, leaned back. “Sebastian’s been talking about going home.”

Isabel touched her hat once more, her nape. She pushed a bobby pin further into place. Hendrik had called recently to tell her as much: Sebastian’s mother’s health taking a turn for the worse, Sebastian wanting to visit her. Sebastian wanting Hendrik to come with him. Isabel had not known what to say of it, and so she said nothing. And so she ignored the information and instead updated him about the state of the garden, about Neelke the maid and how she might be stealing things, about Johan’s disruptive visits that left her nonplussed, and about a recent car bill. Hendrik hung up quickly after that.

“I think I will have to go with him,” he continued, not looking at her. “I can’t let him go alone, I can’t—”

“I found this,” she interrupted, and took the wrapped package from her purse. Opened it for him, still in her palm. “Buried in the garden. Under one of the gourds.”

He considered her for a moment, confused. Then, with a quick blink, a breath, took the piece and inspected it. Turned it over. “One of Mother’s plates?”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“All right,” he said cautiously, and gave it back. On the other side of the street, a couple argued while they walked. The woman tried to hush the conversation, the man only raised his voice in response.

Isabel continued on a held breath: “I think Neelke—”

“Isabel.” Hendrik turned to face her now, cigarette still in hand. The space between them clouded with smoke. “There’s not going to be any maids left in the province if you keep on firing all of them with some imaginary ideas of—”

“Imaginary! I have been stolen from. They have—”

“Once,” he said. “That happened once, and she was so young, Isa, come on. Haven’t you been young?” She’d looked away from him and he ducked to catch her eye. He was putting on his funny voice. “Haven’t I, once?”

They were not old now. She was nearly thirty, and he was younger still. The youngest of them all. She wrapped the piece back into the paper and put it back in her purse.

“And besides,” he said. “It could’ve been in that ground a long time. Maybe Louis accidentally broke a plate once and panicked and—”

“Mother would’ve noticed,” Isabel said.

Hendrik wasn’t taking her seriously. “Well, I mean, who knows how the house was kept before we moved in.”

“What do you mean, before?”

“Before we moved in. Someone else might’ve broken a plate. There were always only five of them, no? What happened to the sixth?”

“Those are—Hendrik. Those are Mother’s plates.”

“No, no. The house came with the…” He gestured vaguely. “Crockery. Chairs.”

She had been eleven when they moved to the east of the country, and Louis—the oldest—thirteen. Hendrik was small for his age at ten, a hollow-cheeked and melancholy boy. Isabel hadn’t thought he remembered much of those early days in the house. They mostly spoke of what came before: their childhood in Amsterdam, Father before he got sick, the smell of the city in December, a toy train that went round and round.

But he was right somehow. An odd angle of a thought that hadn’t struck her before—they’d moved into a finished house, a full house. Nearly everything laid out: the sheets, the pots, the vases in the windowsills.

“But it was Mother’s…” Isabel trailed off. Their mother had loved the hare’s pattern. The house was full of it: hare figurines on sills, hares on the tiled back of the hearth.

Hendrik said, “We used to have—Oh, you remember, in Amsterdam, we had the plates with the bluebells. No, I think it belonged to—that woman Uncle Karel was married to back then, no? Didn’t she get the house ready for us?”

“Uncle Karel was never married,” Isabel said.

“Oh, briefly. Tall. Birthmark on her cheek. Would say hello with a yodel.”

“No.”

“She was with us for a while, before Mother joined. You really don’t remember?”

She didn’t remember a woman. She didn’t remember the day of their arrival, or anyone showing them around, telling them where to go, where to sleep, why the beds were already made, already—

“Don’t obsess over this,” Hendrik said. “Isa? Don’t do that.”

She was pinching the skin on the back of her hand. She stopped. Cleared her throat, touched her hat a third time. “Well, maybe Louis knows.”

“Right,” Hendrik said, like the thought of Louis knowing anything was entertaining. “He’s bringing a girl, did he tell you?”

Louis usually brought girls to their dinners. The last time they’d had a meal with just the three of them had been accidental: Louis’s date stood him up. Isabel had thought, Good riddance, and then found that Louis—when not in the company of relative strangers—in fact had little to say to his siblings. It was a long and stilted evening. Hendrik got very drunk, first loud and then very quiet. She and Louis had had to deliver him home: Hendrik lolling in the back of Louis’s car, throwing up in the gutter outside his building. Sebastian had leaned out the window in a dressing gown and called down, Jesus, what have you two done to him?

“I reserved for three,” she told Hendrik. It was the principle of the thing, the fact that Louis yet again hadn’t told her he’d be bringing a girl. Hadn’t called her. He never called her.

“I know you did.”

“It’s bad manners.”

“Hmm,” Hendrik agreed.

“Is it the same one as last time? I didn’t like her. Her neck was too wide.”

Hendrik laughed at this. Isa hadn’t meant it as a joke. He told her, “No. He’s bringing a new one,” and Isabel tsk’d and Hendrik smiled, closed-mouthed. “The love of his life this time, I’m told.”

“Really.”

“Really.” The cigarette was finished. People were coming in and out of the restaurant, guided by a server in a buttoned suit. Hendrik said, “Shall we?”

“He’s not inside yet.”

“I know.” Hendrik rolled up the window. “But shall we?”

They went. It still took another half hour before Louis showed up, during which Hendrik smoked three more cigarettes, drank two beers, chattered idly, and then started up again about whether or not he should join Sebastian on his trip to Paris, to see the ill mother. It would be an indefinite stay. The doctors weren’t overly confident. He said this and kept eyeing Isabel in a way that felt like he knew she didn’t want to hear it and still he wanted her to tell him: to either go or not go, to give him some sort of blessing. Isabel could not. Isabel said, “You must do what you want to do.” She had a glass of water. She drank from it.

Hendrik said, “Would you be all right? If I were gone for a while?”

“Is that how you think I live? Breathlessly awaiting your next visit?”

“Isabel.”

“You’re gone now, too. You don’t live at home, might as well be in Paris, really. Might as well—” Isabel wanted to say more but stopped herself. She had never been to Paris. She knew it was far. She knew that when their mother was sick, all Hendrik had had to do was take a single train home, and that he rarely did.

Hendrik touched her arm. “Never mind,” he said. Then he picked up a new thread, a cheerful “So never mind that for now, anyway tell me something new, something exciting. Tell me how’s your man, Isa, tell me about that.”

It brought her up short. “My—what?”

“Oh, you know. Old neighbor Johan.”

A terrible kick of a feeling—as though she’d been caught in embarrassment: showing too much skin, speaking out of turn. She ignored the heat at the base of her neck and answered with a “Johan is certainly not my…”

Hendrik’s gaze drifted, refocused on the entrance: Louis had arrived. He was having a stern conversation with the maître d’, leaning too far over the front desk, gesturing his argument. His new girl stood to the side, looking embarrassed and nervous, a shaky smile stuck on tightly. She had a violently peroxided bob, a badly made dress—the bodice had been sewn too tight and the hems were messy. Her face was very red. She was pretty in a way men thought women ought to be pretty.

“Good lord,” Isabel said, and Hendrik snorted. Louis looked up just then, to nod at them in indication to the manager. Hendrik waved good-naturedly. The couple made their way over, a fourth chair in tow, and the first thing Louis said was, “They said they didn’t have enough chairs, can you believe how—”

“I reserved for three,” Isabel said. Louis sat down in a huff, arranging his dinner jacket, and his girl hovered awkwardly—did an uneasy dance with the waiter who’d come with the extra chair, his trying to get the seat pushed under her, her not understanding, fumbling.

“They’re a restaurant,” Louis said. “They should have spare chairs.”

“Hello, Louis, welcome,” Hendrik said. The table stilled a moment. Then Louis answered with a sound, a short and frustrated sound, and got back out of his chair: leaned over to kiss Isabel, shake Hendrik’s hand. He smelled strongly of cologne. His hair was slicked back. His tie done tightly against the apple of his throat.

He said, “Hello. This is Eva.”

The girl rose to shake hands. She tipped over the flower piece with her chest, said “Oh no,” and tried to right it, accidentally pulled at the tablecloth when she sat back down. All the cutlery gave a shake.

Hendrik said: “Lovely to meet you.”

“Oh, it’s so good to meet you, both of you. I’ve heard so much, and I’ve been telling Louis how I’ve been wanting to meet you, haven’t I, Louis? Haven’t I been saying how much I—”

“She has,” Louis confirmed. He was inspecting the menu.

“So you two have known each other for—” Hendrik started, and Eva jumped back in with an “Oh, a little while but it feels like forever, doesn’t it, Louis? I always say, I always say how it’s only been a few months but I’m sure we must’ve known each other in a past life because I’m so certain we’re—”

“Shall we order?” Isabel said, waving down a passing waiter. Louis had kept them waiting. She wasn’t used to eating so late in the evening, was hungry, all the more irritated for it.

Eva, caught midbreath, kept her smile intact. She turned even redder. “All the same,” she said, and then trailed off, didn’t finish her thought. When it was her turn to order she fussed and said she’d never heard of half the words on the menu, and leaned into Louis and said, “Oh, but you order, darling. You’re always so smart about these things anyway.”

They went with the scallops. When the food arrived Eva asked what scallops were, and Louis meant to answer just as Hendrik jumped in and said, “Oh, but guess.”

Eva seemed caught out but then guessed, quietly: a potato of some sort?

No one said anything a moment, and then Hendrik jostled as though he’d been kicked under the table. He put his elbows on the table and asked Eva what it was that she did—if she studied, or worked, or lounged happily about all day—and Eva, in reply, cycled through a new flush, took her time in answering: putting down her cutlery, wiping her hands on her napkin, draining the last of her glass. It was her second, Isabel noted, or third. “Well,” Eva said. And, “Well, you see—” And then a tumble of words: “Oh, must we talk work? So boring.”

Isabel looked away, out the window. It was only the reflection of the restaurant, echoed back at them in muted shadows. She said, “You don’t seem the type who can afford to be bored of it.”

Louis said her name once, a dagger: “Isabel.”

Isabel met his gaze and offered no apology.

Louis said, “Eva is being humble. Aren’t you?” He didn’t wait for Eva to reply, answered for her: “Eva was a typist for Van Dongen. She stopped, recently, when ah, an… ah—”

“An aunt,” Eva supplied.

“An aunt, yes, you see, passed on a sum of money—”

“Yes,” said Eva, breathless.

“So this clever girl here is quite self-sufficient, Isabel. I don’t care to think about what you were implying.”

Isabel retreated into a sharp silence. The conversation continued—stopped and stuttered. Hendrik pushed at the tension, teased in a way that went over Eva’s head. Louis clearly noted it, then ignored it: with every irritation he turned to Eva and immediately went soft with a wet-eyed look, an easing of the mouth. Isabel thought the expression made him look stupid. Louis had also brought a girl to their mother’s funeral, years ago. She was in all the pictures now, and no one remembered her name. Not even Louis, the one time Isabel asked him. She’d been making an album.

When they were leaving the restaurant, Isabel excused herself to the bathroom. She hadn’t had much wine—it always made her heavy-headed, mean—but the little bit she’d had, in the humid evening, settled over her like a fever. She wet a paper towel, pressed it to her neck.

Eva came in right then. Isabel threw away the towel. Eva didn’t go into any of the cubicles: she leaned back against the counter, clumsy. She was drunker than Isabel. The crooked hemming of her dress showed even more like this. The lights gleaned brightly off the yolky shine of her hair. Isabel thought she could almost smell the peroxide.

“Tonight was lovely,” Eva said.

“Mm,” Isabel said, washing her hands.

“I really have been wanting to meet you, you know. You most of all. Louis has told me so much. You live in the old family home, right? In the house where you three grew—”

“I did not invite you here tonight.”

Eva was caught in a breath, mouth moving a moment. There was a sheen of sweat under the line of her collar. Isabel was annoyed by the very act of looking at her right then. Annoyed by the tight seams of her dress, the dark roots of her hair, the painted eyebrows. How humiliating, she thought, to have a bad performance show so plainly.

Then Eva laughed. A single, humorless laugh. “Well!” she said. “Don’t you speak your mind!”

Isabel dried her hands. “I don’t mean to be rude.” This was a lie. “But you will be gone soon.” She made sure it came through clearly: “He will be bored of you, and I’ll never hear of you again.”

It didn’t have the desired effect. “Oh,” Eva said. She tilted her head. “We’ll see.” It wasn’t the same voice she’d used before, not the same voice that laughed nervously over every exchange, not the same voice that apologized—oh sorry, oh I’m so silly I’m sorry—when knocking over a glass, scraping a knife too loudly on the plate.

Isabel looked at her and caught a flash of something in her expression—a fissure, something, but it was gone very quickly and immediately Isabel couldn’t say whether she’d imagined it. If it had been there at all.

Isabel made to leave. Eva didn’t move from her perch, watched her go, gaze steady. Keen. Outside on the street it was hot and wet all at once, a misty drizzle in the air. The sea pushed into the streets, the smell of salt. Louis asked, “Where is Eva?” And Isabel said, “Am I responsible for her now?”

Hendrik hooked his arm into hers. She held on. Louis said, “You were terrible tonight. You were terrible to her.”

“Oh, pooh,” Hendrik said.

Louis took a step closer, trying not to raise his voice. “What will it take to get you two to—”

But then Eva joined them again. She was fixing her hat. It was very red. Her lipstick had been redone. It was noticeable now, how short she was in comparison: the three of them were all tall, all narrow. “What did I miss?” she said, and the voice was back again: higher than before, lilting. She seemed to think it made her softer. It didn’t, Isabel thought. It didn’t at all.

Louis sweetened at her presence and turned from them. “Nothing,” he said. “What could possibly happen without you around?”

She liked that. Went peach-cheeked, leaned into him, then quickly insisted the night could not yet be over—it couldn’t possibly be over! “Come over for drinks, oh please, oh, you must!”

“To—Louis’s?” Hendrik asked. Louis had a sparse, small room in a second-floor apartment near his work. It was old and badly kept, a moldy shower, and he shared the house with a suspicious little man with a heavy brow and rimmed glasses. But the rent was covered by his engineering company, and Louis was often abroad. Isabel never came by for anything other than to pick him up, drop him off.

“Oh, it was a dreary place, wasn’t it? But I’ve helped him redecorate, haven’t I, darling? And it’s really very lovely now, oh, you should come by, if only to see.”

“You’ve helped Louis redecorate.” Hendrik said it like a punch line. Eva didn’t notice, only confirmed enthusiastically. Isabel didn’t want to go. The night had gone on for long enough. She said as much, claiming train times, and how dark it was getting, but then Hendrik leaned in and whispered a wry Oh come on don’t you want to see her decorations?

It was decided: they would go. One drink, only the one. “Oh, of course only one,” Hendrik said.

It was a short walk down the boulevard. Louis lived nearby. There was no reason for him and his girl to have been late to the restaurant, no reason other than not having left the house on time, and why would they not leave on time? An answer came to Isabel, a sharp, unpleasant answer—a flash of an image, of a bed. The things people did alone in rooms together. She looked away from it physically: turned her face to the sea. The setting sun was a distant spill of light behind a blanket of gray. The sea pushed in and in, roiling and then pulling away, roiling.

Then Eva paused, fell into step beside her, said she needed a moment away from “the boys”—some sort of conspiratorial word. Isabel scowled at it. They walked onto Louis’s street. The wind calmed here. Taller buildings, little gardens. Eva began a soft prattle, Isabel’s speech back at the restaurant seemingly forgotten. She was not saying anything much, just commenting on the gardens, posing her statements as questions: Weren’t the begonias blooming nicely? And shouldn’t she just love a garden of her own? It seemed like this was a question for Isabel, but it wasn’t, immediately followed up with a quick and distracted sigh of: “Oh, but I would just be terrible at it, wouldn’t I? I would just be terrible at having a garden, I’d kill just about anything I’d try to grow, I just know it.”

“Then don’t get a garden,” Isabel said. Eva pursed her lips into a hard line.

Upstairs, when they entered Louis’s room, Hendrik squeezed Isabel’s arm harshly—a message. Out loud he only said, a creak in his voice, “Oh, how lovely!”

It was gaudy. Eva had hung red gauzy fabrics from the ceiling to drape over the bed like a canopy, pulled them through to the rest of the room: over the cabinet, over the chair. There were too many carpets on the floor, overlapping. On the wall she’d installed several clumsy paintings of abstracted faces.

“Aren’t they nice?” she said. “A friend of mine painted them. A secret genius, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh,” Hendrik said, nodded excitedly, squeezed Isabel harder. “Oh, absolutely. Absolutely.”

There was not really anywhere to sit. Louis took the armchair. Hendrik and Isabel sat on the edge of the bed. Eva brought a stool from the kitchen, and then drinks, all poured in assorted glasses. They all stayed in their tightly stretched silence. Eva’s furious blush was back. Louis was flipping through a book he’d left by the chair’s leg. Then Eva said, “Music!” and went to put on a record. Too loud at first, she had to go back to lower the volume. Then, reinstalled, she began with a—

“So Louis tells me all three of you grew up in—”

“Do you live here now?” Hendrik interrupted, looking around him. “In this room? With Louis?”

“Oh, I,” she started, and Louis said, “We’re looking for a new place.” And Hendrik said, “Together?” And Louis said, “What of it, together? Of all people who are you to—”

Hendrik turned sharp. “ ‘Of all people,’ what does that mean?”

“Not so loud,” Isabel said, looking at the wall, and Louis huffed and said, “Maurice is not home, Isa, you are saved from social embarrassment,” and Isabel, not wanting to reply to the comment but still wanting to push back, said, “I don’t like that man,” at which point Eva jumped in with an “Oh really?”

They all looked at her. Isabel said, “I don’t.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“I just don’t.” Isabel wasn’t often asked to explain her likes, her dislikes. Isabel was not often asked anything at all, between the house and the shops and weekly calls with Hendrik. Who was there, to ask her anything? She said, “He acts—suspicious.”

Something glimmered in the way Eva considered her now. That flash: there it was. She was sitting up straighter, just a fraction. She said, “Suspicious how?”

“He skulks.” One time Isabel had waited for Louis in the hallway, and Maurice had stood there with her the whole time: eyes blank on a bit of the wall just above her shoulder.

“Skulks?” Eva said it like she had never heard the word before.

“Oh, who cares about Maurice,” Louis said, louder than the both of them, and Isabel blinked. Took a breath, looked away. Sat up straighter now, too. Eva went to fiddle with the music again. Her blush was gone. The back of her neck looked brown against the yellow of her hair.

When Hendrik and Isabel left, she was small and saccharine again: standing by the door, short and leaned into Louis, arm around his waist, waving, waving. Saying, “So lovely! So lovely! We’ll see you soon!”

When she’d leaned in to say goodbye to Isabel earlier, she’d briefly steadied herself with a hand to Isabel’s waist. Squeezed, quick but sure. Isabel felt the weight of that touch as they walked back down the boulevard—pressed her own hand to it. To Hendrik she said, “I don’t like her.”

Hendrik laughed very loudly. “Didn’t you, now? I hadn’t a clue.”

“No, I mean,” she began, reordered her thoughts. “No, I mean, I think—there’s something, I don’t think she’s—”

“God, the gauze,” Hendrik said, lips tight around a cigarette, trying to light it against the sea wind. Night had fallen in full. The sea hissed on the beach below. “I thought I was going to cry, oh my God, and Louis just let her—the carpets! I can’t believe it. He is never going to live this down, he is never going to—”

“Wait,” Isabel said, but it was very quiet, and carried away by the wind. Hendrik didn’t hear it. He continued on, listing moments: When she—! And did Isabel see when she—!

Isabel thought of the quick widening of Eva’s eyes when she said, Oh really? The flare of her nostrils. The line of her spine. That pinch of goodbye at Isabel’s waist. How Louis went a little slack when Eva touched him. Don’t obsess over this, Hendrik had said earlier that night. He said it at least once every time they met. Over the phone, too, in his letters: to not obsess over money, to not obsess over the way the maid cleans the windows, to not obsess over Johan and his intentions, the way he stared, the way he put his hand to Isabel’s waist—fingers fanned out.

Isabel worried the skin on the back of her hand. Hendrik noticed, midspeech, pulled her hand away, took it in his instead. He wavered in his walk, unsteady. They were nearing his car.

“I’ll drive you,” she said.

“Noooo.” He leaned his head into her shoulder. “I’m fine!”

“I’m driving you.”

“Isa,” he said. “Your train! Your train times!”

“I’ll take the tram to the station.”

“Sister,” he said now, trying to wrap his arms around her, locking her at the elbows. She didn’t like this kind of touch, the kind that restricted, and he knew it, did it with all the purpose in the world: too heavy, too tight. Drunk. “Och, sister sister sister!” She struggled against him. He laughed some more, let her go.

She drove him home. He tried to get her to come up with him, to come say hello to Sebastian, come have a last drink to end the night. It had been so long since she’d seen Sebastian. He said this with shiny-wet eyes, said it quietly, seriously. His hold on her wrist was harsh. The light was on upstairs: Sebastian had waited up for him.

She said she would go home. Hendrik nodded and nodded and bared his teeth in an almost-smile. He promised to call. Promised to come by with Sebas at some point this summer, before they maybe left for Paris: they could stay for a few days. Swim somewhere. Take a trip somewhere. It had been so long, he repeated himself, since Isabel had seen Sebastian.

On the train back to Zwolle she took out the small packet, unwrapped it. Considered the found piece. The china was thin. Blue, white, blue. The train lights flickered with each bump in the rails. Home, when she arrived, welcomed her with relief. There you are, said the dim light in the kitchen, left on for comfort. I’ve waited up for you, said the rattle of key in the door. The hallway had kept within it a chill, but upstairs Neelke had left a few embers to burn in Isabel’s hearth. Isabel crouched and held out her hands to the heat.

She tried to recall her first night at the house, young and scared and sirens wailing at a dark distance. She tried to recall what had been there already—what things, what shapes, what vases and paintings and embroidery to the edges of which sheets. She recalled nothing. She recalled the thump of a knock and Hendrik’s cold little foot under the blankets and a feeling like a fist on the inside of her throat.

A window slammed shut across the hallway. Isabel startled and rushed toward the sound. It had come from her mother’s old room—she had aired it out earlier in the day. She had left the window open. Nothing was the matter, nothing had been broken, only a picture frame had been blown face down on the bedside table.

The photograph had been taken that first summer after the war. Her mother, reedy in a long skirt, sitting on the bench out in the garden, the two firs rising proud behind her. She sat neatly, looked straight into the lens.

Isabel put the picture back in its place and righted it.
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SUNDAY MORNING WAS SPENT AT church, the smell of varnish and old curtains. Monday morning had the sun beating down broadly, open-armed, and Isabel went to work on the garden. The lilac shrubs needed pruning and the roses needed tying in, and Isabel rooted around in the ground for other sharp objects that might be found. There was nothing but earth. Monday afternoon she paid a visit to the solicitor about her allowance, Tuesday she had an appointment with the upholsterer about the chair, on Wednesday she did the groceries she didn’t trust Neelke to do, and on Thursday she had tea at the Van den Berg household because Johan was in town—and if Isabel went to him then he would not come to her, which was how she liked it: parking by his mother’s home, saying her neat hellos, being invited for coffee before dinner. If she did not do this, Johan would take matters into his own hands. He would show up unannounced at her front door, walk himself inside with his keen eyes, and linger in the room, touching things, asking about her life. He would press close in doorways.

She did not know what to do when he did this. It made her dizzy, a little nauseated, all of it, but she had been told by Hendrik these were only nerves, and perfectly normal. At his mother’s dinner table Johan put his hot hand over Isabel’s under the table, under the fall of the tablecloth. He kept it on her knee, while his mother went on about Did Isabel hear what happened with the Huijers? The weekly help had been caught stealing, things had been disappearing for a while, but “Oh, just small things, a spoon, a plate, and then of course one morning Mother Huijers wakes up and where is her best necklace? Well, they caught the girl eventually. Tipped out her bag before she left. What do you think? A whole drawer of silver came falling out: knives and forks and—”

Johan pushed his hand up Isabel’s thigh. The fabric of her dress bunched, slid. She excused herself to the bathroom. The house was once a farm and still smelled of straw. Johan’s mother didn’t grow anything on the land but kept a lovely rose garden in the back. Isabel rearranged her dress, pinched her stockings into order. When she returned to the table, her breath was even, her hands steady.

She stayed for dinner and then the weather turned: a rumble of fast-moving clouds, wind, a young tree near the end of the pasture bending deeply. Isabel said she must get back before the rain would start. Johan’s mother didn’t approve, worried, insisted that Isabel stay longer, or stay the night—they had plenty of rooms. Johan agreed eagerly. He licked his bottom lip.

Isabel said she must get back.

The rain started when she was in the car. The wipers whipped fast over the window and still she could barely see the path ahead. The debris of the storm ticked against the car. The road was muddy, and the tires slipped occasionally, but home was close. Between the trees the horizon had darkened fully.

At the house, Louis’s car was parked up the gravel path. The living room lights were on. Isabel found a newspaper in the glove compartment and used it as an umbrella. She ran and was still miserably soaked by the time she was inside. Two coats on the rack, one of which was Louis’s. A bright red hat hanging from a hook.

“Louis!” Isabel called into the house. The stairwell was dark, the hallway was dark. One hum of light came from under a closed door—through the drawing room, the dining room. The two of them were sitting at her mother’s table, Eva with a glass of sweet port, Louis gesturing around the room at the various paintings of old family members—making fun of them. Making Eva laugh.

Isabel still had the wet newspaper in hand. She was dripping on the floor. She said, “Louis.” They both noticed her then, a skipping pause—Eva’s laughter quieting, Louis’s hand still in midmotion—and then Louis was up, walking, saying:

“Ah, you’re back, great, wonderful, we’ve been waiting, see—”

“What are you doing?” Isabel asked, by which she meant, Why are you here?

Louis’s good humor faltered. He put his hand on the back of a chair. He seemed as though he’d hoped to find her in a better mood, and now had to rethink his approach. Louis only ever came to the house twice a year: Easter, and to visit their mother’s grave on the day of her passing. The cemetery was on the outskirts of Zwolle, a twenty-minute drive from the house.

Their mother died in September. It was now the end of May.

Eva said, “You have a lovely home, Isabel.” Her mouth was port-stained. The bleach made her hair frizz out of its pins. She was wearing a different dress today, just as badly made. The fabric looked like it had once been a quilt. Isabel wanted her out of the house.

“The thing is,” Louis started, and then Eva jumped in with “Darling, should I—” And Louis stilled her with a gesture, said, “No, no, just—”

“What are you talking about?” Isabel looked between the two of them. The rain clattered loudly against the windows. Louis took her by her elbow, tried to steer her toward the kitchen, and Isabel pulled away from him with an eye on Eva and said, “Don’t—just tell me what—”

“Please,” Louis said, and nodded to the kitchen door. “A moment, Isabel, just…”

She went, but wouldn’t let him touch her when he tried again. The rain cooled quickly on her skin, fabric heavy, and Louis and his girl hadn’t got any of the fireplaces going. The kitchen was colder than the rest of the house. It was several steps down, had a high ceiling for hanging game. No one hung game these days, but the rack was still in place, metal slats and a series of ropes, levers.

An old round table and a painting of the house itself over the mantelpiece. Isabel threw away the wet newspaper, went to wring out her braid over the sink. Louis gently closed the door behind them.

“So I have to go for a while, Isabel,” was how he started, hand still on the door handle. “Nelis was supposed to oversee the Brighton conference, but his wife just gave birth, he asked if anyone could go in his place and it’s a—an opportunity, you see, a big one, I don’t know how long before something like this could—”

“Fine,” she said. She didn’t care for the buildup. “Why are you here?”

“Eva,” he said, lowering his voice now. Trying to whisper.

Isabel leaned back against the sink. “No,” she said.

“She can’t stay alone in my room for all that time, can she? Sharing with Maurice? And—”

“Let her stay with friends. Let her stay with her own family.”

“She doesn’t have any.”

“No friends?” Isabel said it in the way she meant it: that Eva seemed like the kind of person to have plenty of friends, and that this, in Isabel’s view, spoke badly of her. Friendship had always seemed a distrustful thing to Isabel.

“No family,” Louis said. He was still whispering. Isabel wasn’t.

“Not my concern.”

“It’ll only be, what, a few weeks, a month at most, and you’re all alone here, Isa, all these rooms for what? All this space, for what? Why can’t she stay? And who knows, it might be good for you, no, for once, to have someone to—to get to—”

“It’s my house,” she said, and it was out and she knew she had misspoken, and Louis knew it as well, barely letting her finish the phrase to cut in with an “Is it, Isabel?” He took a step forward. “Yours?”

Isabel’s heart gave a dull thud. She looked away. Uncle Karel had promised the house to Louis, should he ever want it. The unspoken caveat was: should he ever want it for a family of his own. Isabel never had reason to worry: Louis never did seem to want for a family, never did seem to want the house at all. Had kept himself so far away from it. Isabel had developed a thought over the years and the thought was: They would allow her to stay here, her brothers. Her uncle. They had to, where else could she go? She had nothing else in this world. Nothing but these clean floors and neatly made beds. It was enough. If she could keep it, it would be enough.

She made herself stand taller. “Well, I’m the one who actually lives here, Louis, the one who keeps it in order, who cleans, who—So I get, I’m the one who gets to…” Her breath didn’t sound as steady as she intended.

Louis softened, sat down at the table. “Listen. The thing is, she really likes you, Isa. She barely stopped speaking about you since you met. You made an impression, you know. Actually, she was the one who suggested—”

“Oh, she did?”

“Don’t be like that.” He glanced at the door, went back to a whisper: “She’s very shy, you know. Don’t embarrass her about it. She’s not happy to be in this position, to have to, to… to be so reliant on—”

“She’s tricking you,” Isabel said. She hadn’t even thought the thought to herself yet. The words were out and then she had no choice but to own them as her own belief.

“Pardon?” Louis said, and Isabel started with a quick:

“Who is she, Louis? Who is she, where did she come from, do you even know her, how long have you known her, who’s to say she is who she says she is, that she’s not trying to—”

“Keep your voice down!” Then: “Trying to what?” He looked at her, bewildered. She didn’t know how to finish that thought, now that it had been cut off. She breathed high in her chest, and he just looked at her. The silence stretched. Then he said, “You’ve been alone for too long. You’ve not been around people for too long.”

“I’m not alone.”

“The maid doesn’t count,” he said. “Saying hello to the baker twice a week doesn’t count.”

She could feel a flush rising. There was no reply she could give that wouldn’t confirm the awful way he saw her: sometimes she went for tea at the Van den Bergs. Sometimes called with Hendrik. Small moments, too small for someone who lived with others; who went to work, who went to bars, who had girlfriends who decorated his apartment for him. Hung up gauzes for him.

“So what now?” she said. “I’m to play hotel for every girl you bring home, just because you think I’m in need of—”

“Not every girl,” he said, adding an emphasis like it meant something. Isabel looked at him, hoped he wouldn’t elaborate. He did all the same: “I like her, Isa. A lot. I think I…”

“Oh, God,” she said, and turned away, pressed the heel of her hand between her eyes. The swirling dredge of a headache. They were quiet for a while. Then Louis said:

“It won’t be that long.”

“How long?”

“Look, I have to go ahead, arrange some—It doesn’t matter. I’ll be a little while is the thing, if I do well enough and they want me to finalize the negotiations; they’ve—they’ve put an awful lot of trust in me, Isabel. A promotion could be, it could mean—”

“When,” Isabel said. “Will you be back?”

He swallowed. “July.”

“July first.”

“Isabel.”

“July first.”

“The first week of July, let’s say, yes.”

“God,” Isabel said again. A month. Even Hendrik, when he visited, never stayed longer than a few days.

Louis rose, scraped the chair back into place. The wind pushed wildly against the windows. Louis said, “You will be nice to her.”

“I will be nothing to her,” Isabel said, and when she cast him a glance he seemed tired with her. Seemed to have tired of the conversation, and her company, and then he left her. He would be staying, for the night, and would leave in the morning, make for the coast, be on the ferry before the day’s end.

Isabel stayed in the kitchen for a while longer. She lit a small fire, pulled a chair near, and sat there to dry. There were low voices in the dining room, then a giggle, then a playful hushing. Footsteps up and down the stairs. Once she had dried, Isabel went through the cupboards and the drawers and the cabinets and made sure there were no missing things. She thought, perhaps, one teaspoon had gone, but wasn’t sure anymore how many they had in the first place. She counted them: twelve. Laid all the spoons out on the table from biggest to smallest. That’s when Eva leaned into the room, hand on the doorpost, and said:

“I just wanted to say thank you. I appreciate it so much that I can stay here. You really have no idea.”

She had put on the voice again. Isabel looked up at her with an even gaze. “It wasn’t my suggestion,” she said.

“No, I know,” Eva said, and smiled like that was a good thing. A kind thing. Like she was having a conversation with a different person, someone who was nice to her. “It’s so warm in here! Lovely. What are you doing? Are you polishing the spoons, in the middle of the night?”

“No,” Isabel said, and offered no other explanation.

“Well,” Eva said. “Well. Well, good night then, Isabel. Can I call you Isa? Louis does. Like we’re sisters. We almost are, no?”

Isabel didn’t answer. She collected her spoons and put them back in the drawer, kept her back to the door. Eventually, Eva left. Did so with a soft “Well, good night,” and sounded less sure now. We’ll see about that, Eva had said at the restaurant, and she had been someone else in that moment. Someone whom Isabel could only think of indirectly, vaguely. A pinprick of a person.

She waited for the shuffling upstairs to die down, then went up herself. The corridor was shadowed, lights off, but a strip of light shone from under one door: her mother’s old room. Inside, the two lovers were talking, laughing quietly.

Isabel showered in stilted movements, had to rebraid her hair several times, got into bed, and seethed. The chimney breast from downstairs ran through her room and warmed the space just enough. Still she shook under her sheets. She stayed awake for a long time, listening to the sounds from down the hall. Once, she thought she heard a hum. Once, a gasp. She ran hot, and then cold. Eventually, the house quieted, and there was nothing to listen to but the slowing of the storm.

She woke up early, exhausted, the back of her hand pinched red.



It was Uncle Karel who had found the house for them in the winter of ’44. It was the tail end of war and a famine tore through the west of the Netherlands. The three siblings were sent ahead: on a boat heading east, huddled with other children their age—strange children, children who coughed like it was a secret, behind the lapels of their jacket. One girl showed Isabel what was in her suitcase: a doll and a pair of shoes and a fork, a plate. The foster family would feed her, she said, but they did not have enough forks. Isabel had thought it was a made-up story, and she disliked made-up stories. She had gotten angry, said, “Nonsense, who doesn’t have enough forks?” and didn’t speak to the girl for the rest of the trip.

Uncle Karel came to collect Louis, Isabel, and Hendrik at the harbor. It was freezing. They stood there a long time, outside of the car, while a German soldier held their papers in a rough-gloved grip and asked many questions. Uncle answered them all jovially, smiling, nodding.

Mother remained in Amsterdam, could not come—only children were allowed to cross. A week into their stay, Isabel, eleven years old, wrote her mother a letter:


Dear Mother,

Louis wrote to you this week but I saw his letter and it was only just a few lines of very bad penmanship and I am worried you could not read it and it was boring. House is bigger much bigger than ours in Amsterdam and we all like it very much it has three floors and we are three, which means each of us can have a floor (Hendrik says he won’t mind sleeping in the kitchen where it’s warm. It gets very cold upstairs in the night yesterday they said on the radio the temperature was –1.3). Will you be here for Christmas? Louis says I shouldn’t tell you to come because it is not allowed yet but it would be very nice if you were here for Christmas. We have found a chest of toys in the attic and Uncle Karel says it was left there by Saint Nicholas for us to have. One of the toys is a stuffed toy of a hare, which I am allowed to keep. Someone has drawn a horse on the wall behind my wardrobe. I have been trying to keep a diary as the prime minister has instructed but I run out of things to say.

The house is like this (I write this as I walk so you see exactly): you walk inside and this here is the hallway where you hang your coat and then there is a stair and two doors (study to the right, drawing room to left). The drawing room has the biggest mirror above the mantelpiece and it makes everything look 2x. The dining room is here and then there is the kitchen for which you have to go down two stairs. The kitchen is old and has very high ceilings and smells like oil which I do not like but the fireplace is very big and that is where we keep the fire because Uncle Karel says there is only enough wood for one fire but it is not a nice room. I will leave it now. We have had dinner in the dining room every evening. We had potatoes, and cauliflower, and one time meat: a piece of meat each!

The garden goes around in a big circle. Everything snowed in the night. Louis says we will play badminton there in the spring if we are still here in the spring. When will you come? I have heard 5 planes today, and saw 1. Uncle Karel said last night my face was too rough for a little girl and that I should practice in the mirror to make it nicer so I won’t end up a sour maid. Hendrik cries every night and keeps us all up. Louis gets very angry with him but I do not. There’s a girl who lives on the farm down the road who came to the house to ask for food and I said I didn’t know where the food was and she said her father died because he went into the woods and was shot in the head by a German. I said, That’s terrible! I felt bad for not giving food. Now I don’t think anyone should go into the woods. I have chosen the best room for you. It is the biggest, and looks out two snow-covered firs which is your favorite tree which you have once told me I remember which is why I chose this room for you.

Write soon, come soon!

Your daughter (Isabel)



Her mother had kept this letter with all the other ones, and Isabel’s halted and confused attempt at a wartime diary, in the locked drawer of her secretary in her bedroom. Isabel found it a year after her mother’s passing. She was twenty-two, and it was summer, and she had badly sunburnt her shins that day, having dozed off on a lounge chair in the garden. She sat by the secretary, legs chafing on the grain of the carpet, and read each letter she and her siblings had sent her mother. Hendrik had mostly written rambling, single-page requests to come and be picked up; Louis dictated the literal events of the days of the week and fantasized about joining the army, flying a plane. She read a diary entry of her own, a Tuesday in October 1945: counted all the stairs in the house and there were sixty-four. Hendrik has locked himself up in the bathroom and won’t come out and it’s a great bother.

Isabel, seated on the ground, papers in hand, had locked her jaw so firmly that the joint of it got stuck in place and she had to wrench her own mouth open with her fingers.

The war was stored in her memory unclearly, all out of order. In 1939, on a Monday, her father fell down the stairs. On Friday he had a nosebleed in a three-piece suit and was dead before month’s end. Nineteen forty-three was the year popular Vera called her shit-breath Isa, and so the rest of the class began to call her shit-breath Isa, too. In 1941 Louis got a little train for his birthday, which had an engine and went around and around and around. Bombs fell on Rotterdam. Trucks rolled over the loose bricks of the Sarphatistraat, where she and her mother got their pickles. She went to school, she walked home. Bombs fell on Amsterdam.

Their years in the east following the war were louder: chaos at the train stations, hollow-faced people wandering the streets on bare feet. Craters that filled up with rainwater, bunkers shaded green with moss. People showing up at the driveway to their new house to ask for coal, for food. Once, one cold evening when Isabel was thirteen, they were having dinner and there came a loud knock on the door that wouldn’t stop. It was 1946 and the war was over but Isabel’s mother closed all the windows in a hurry and said Go upstairs, and Isabel and her brothers had to go upstairs while the food cooled on their plates. They watched from the bedroom window as outside an upset woman banged on their doors and windows and screamed and screamed. Her shouts were unintelligible, desperate. She had a young woman with her who did nothing, who stood to the side, arms crossed, head down. Isabel had asked Louis in a whisper—What do they want? And Louis, staring out the darkened window, had said simply: Our stuff. Once, a man went to his knees and began laughing uncontrollably in the middle of a shopping street. The police came to take him away. Isabel was inside a store, watching it happen. She was fifteen when she first heard about the camps. She and some classmates were waiting in a classroom for the teacher to show up, and one of the girls said: They treat us worse than Jews here, and one of the other girls said, God, I wish they’d gas us, at least that’d be a way out.

They kept Uncle Karel’s house after the war and never went back to Amsterdam. It was better for them, Mother insisted: The green, the land. The space. Louis never forgave Mother for that, mourning all the friends he left behind in the city, and Hendrik didn’t seem to care much either way. He was an unhappy child, no matter where. Cried often, hid a lot. Isabel didn’t mind it, the move to the east. She hadn’t any friends in the city, and hadn’t any friends in the country, either. It wasn’t as bad as everyone made it out to be, all worried about her, fussing over her being alone in her room. But it was fine: she read, she took walks, she and Hendrik made up stories about the people who drove by in cars. And then Louis moved out and life got quieter, and then Hendrik ran away and life got quieter still. Rooms turned cavernous. Mother got sick. Mother passed away. Isabel, freshly in her twenties, directed several maids about the house: the sheets needed changing, the windows needed cleaning. Dinner would need to be served by six.
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