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  Prologue

March 4, 2019

The monitor above the bed keeps count for him. That’s the only thing Hugo Prins still likes about this room: someone – something – is keeping track of the fact that he’s still here. Beep. Beep. A blip that shoots up and falls back, up and back, three nights running now, and as long as the blip dances, he dances with it.

It’s a little after three. He doesn’t know that from a clock; the clock hangs behind his head, and turning his head costs more than it’s worth. He knows it from the hospital itself, which holds its breath around this hour. No carts in the hall. No voices. Only the hum of the machines and, somewhere far off, a door standing ajar and ticking against its own frame.

His chest feels strange. Not the pain from two days ago, which lay around his ribs like a hand and squeezed. This is different: a fluttering, as if a bird has flown in between his ribs and can’t find the way out. He lays his flat hand over it, the way his mother used to when he couldn’t sleep, and feels it going wild under his palm – too fast, too light, as if his heart suddenly belongs to somebody else.

Above his head the sound changes.

The beep becomes a tone. A held, urgent tone, and the blip on the screen – he can’t see it, but he doesn’t need to see it, he can hear it in the way the tone keeps going now – the blip isn’t a mountain anymore, it’s a shiver, the handwriting of someone shaking. Somebody’s coming, he thinks. That’s how it works here. You make a sound and somebody comes. That’s the arrangement. That’s what they’re lying here for.

He waits.

Footsteps in the hall – fast, several pairs, the drumming of people running toward something – and for a second something like relief rises in him, they’re coming, and then the drumming goes past his door and on down the hall, to a room two doors along, where somebody else is calling louder tonight than he is. Another door bangs open. Voices, short and hard and full of direction. Somebody calls a name that isn’t his.

The tone above his head holds.

And then, with no warning, it stops.

Not because things are better. Hugo knows that, with the last clear thought he will ever have – the thought of a man who ran machines his whole life and knows that a machine gone quiet is not the same as a machine that’s satisfied. Somebody took the sound away. Somewhere, at a desk he can’t see, a hand went to a button and silenced the alarm – I’ll be right back, that hand will have thought, and then that hand was needed somewhere else, with the name that called louder.

It’s all right, he wants to say. Go on. I’ll wait.

But the bird in his chest can’t find the way out, and the room is very quiet now, and the quiet is the worst of it – worse than the pain, worse than the fear – because the quiet means nobody is keeping count of whether he’s still here.

Beep, he thinks. Please. One more time.

The monitor doesn’t count along anymore.

At 3:53 a.m. somebody comes back into the room. She stands in the doorway a beat too long, her hand still on the handle, and in that beat something happens in her face that nobody sees and that she will carry with her the rest of her life. Then she does what she was trained to do. She calls for help. She starts. It’s too late, and somewhere between the second and the third compression she knows it’s too late, and she keeps going, long after going on means anything at all.

Much later, when the room is quiet again and other people have cleaned up what there is to clean up, there is one line in the system about this night. Alarm acknowledged, 03:11. User: the unit’s shared night account. Nothing else. No name. No reason.

A blip that stopped dancing, and a hand that took the sound away, and nobody who ever wrote down that those two things were the same night.
Chapter 1

Iris Havik knew the hearts of her village better than their faces.

She stood in the fog that morning at the path up to the beach, by the wooden sign that said DUINHOEF and underneath, smaller, WELCOME – the same fog that hung there every October morning, salt and thick, so that the dunes didn’t begin until ten meters out and the sea not at all – and she watched thirteen people stretching as if they knew what they were doing. Most of them didn’t. That was the nice part. They stretched the wrong muscles, breathed too high, and would go out too fast in a minute, because the first kilometer always feels like something you could keep up forever. Iris loved them the way you love something you’re responsible for.

On every wrist the same dark Apple Watch Ultra. That was Duinhoef: a village where people knew their resting heart rate down to the beat and didn’t know their neighbor’s name. They’d bought the watches to get better – faster, leaner, longer-lived – and they’d found Iris because a watch tells you what is happening but not what to do about it. That was her job. Two mornings a week the running group, the rest of the time the practice on the Vuurtorenweg, where she taught people after a heart attack to trust a heart that had let them down once. Havik – Hart & Beweging – Heart & Movement, and she’d come up with it herself, and still found it a shade too cheerful for what she actually did, which came down to one thing: paying attention. Someone had to pay attention.

“Easy on the first one,” she said, the way she said it every time. “The clock isn’t counting this morning.”

That was a lie, and all of them knew it, because the clock was always counting. At the end of the run they’d stand in the parking lot and look at their wrists and read the number out to each other like report cards. But the lie was part of it, like the fog and the sign and the sea that was there and wouldn’t show itself.

“Iris.”

She turned around. Bram Selier came up the path, late as always, with the loose stride of a big man who never had to learn how to take up space. Forty-eight, wide shoulders, a face that laughed faster than it thought – the man the whole village was a little in love with. Contractor. He’d built the dormer on Iris’s neighbor’s house the year before and taken three weeks longer than agreed, and the neighbor still talked about him as if he’d saved her life. That was Bram. You couldn’t get angry at him. Anger slid off him, and somehow it ended up being your fault for trying.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I’m on time for the last five. That’s more efficient.” He tapped his watch and made a face. “It told me I slept badly last night. Thirty-four percent deep sleep or something. Like that thing knows what I need.”

“It knows exactly what you need,” Iris said. “You just don’t listen.”

He grinned, but there was something – there had been something more often these last weeks, a fraction of a second in which the laugh came up first and only then reached his face, as if there was a station along the way where it stopped for a moment. She’d seen it and pushed it aside the way you push things aside with people you love – by not looking at it a second time.

“You running today, or measuring?” he asked.

“Measuring.” She held up her phone, where fourteen small hearts were beating in a grid, fourteen names, fourteen lines that would start crawling upward in a minute and of which she alone would see which ones were going too fast. “Somebody has to protect you from yourselves.”

“You’re good at that,” Bram said.

It was an ordinary thing to say. The kind of thing people say a hundred times a day in a village where everybody likes everybody. But he said it with that half-station in it, with his eyes on her a beat too long, and Iris felt something run down her back that she couldn’t place and so pushed that aside too.

“Go run,” she said.

So he ran. He took his place at the back of the group, where he always ran – not because he couldn’t go faster, but because he liked having the overview – and then the whole knot of them moved off into the fog, fourteen people and fourteen watches and a collection of secrets of which Iris that morning knew exactly one, and that one was hers.

She watched them until the fog took them in. First the front runners, then the middle, then Bram – his wide back, the red stripe on his shoes, the arm swinging in time with his stride, and on the wrist the watch that wrote everything down. That watch would sit on that wrist for eight more days. On the ninth morning it would tell a lie so beautifully consistent that a whole village would believe it – a whole village except one woman, who knew the hearts better than the faces.

She put her phone in her coat pocket, blew into her hands against the cold, and looked at the place in the fog where Bram Selier had just disappeared as if the sea had swallowed him.
Chapter 2

The practice on the Vuurtorenweg smelled of coffee and of the eucalyptus Iris used to wipe down the treatment table, and on Thursday mornings it also smelled of Greetje Vonk, who put on perfume as if she were going to sea and meant to beat the wind. Greetje was fifty-three, had had an anterior wall infarction in March, and was sitting on the bike in the corner now with the black cuff around her upper arm and her eyes on the little screen Iris hadn’t turned on for her.

“Don’t look,” Iris said. “Pedal. I’ll look for you.”

“I want to see if I’m in the right zone.”

“You’re in the zone where you can talk to me and can’t sing. That’s the zone. We don’t need a screen for that.”

Greetje laughed and kept pedaling, and Iris sat down behind her own screen and watched what Greetje Vonk’s heart was doing. That was the work. Not the bike, not the exercises, not the pamphlets about saturated fat that nobody read – the work was this: reading the line. In the six months Greetje had been coming to her, Iris had learned her heart the way you learn a handwriting, by the strokes and the loops that were always the same. The way Greetje’s pulse shot up too fast in the first minute, as if the effort startled her, and only then settled. The way it dropped back afterward – every week since April a fraction quicker, which meant she was getting better, which meant the heart was daring again.

“Your recovery is half a minute shorter than last month,” Iris said.

“Is that good?”

“That’s very good. Your heart loves you again.”

She meant it, the way she meant everything in this room. A heart had a handwriting, and if you read it long enough nobody could forge it without you seeing. She’d explained it a hundred times to clients who thought the watch did the work. The watch only writes it down, she’d say. I read.

What she never added, and never stopped to think about, was that there was one heart in Duinhoef she never read. Her own watch lay in the top drawer of her desk, under a box of bandages and an old key, with a dead battery. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d charged it. She watched other people’s hearts with a devotion that kept her awake at night, and she looked at her own about as often as you look at the back of your own head – it was there, it did its job, and it was none of her business.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A message from Bram, with a photo of his sleep screen attached.

29% deep sleep, again. This thing is accusing me of something. What am I doing wrong, doctor?

She smiled in spite of herself. You go to bed at midnight and think a beer is relaxation. Nothing wrong with your heart. Everything wrong with your evening.

Harsh. See you Saturday?

I’m measuring Saturday. You’re running.

No answer came after that, and she didn’t think about it. Bram texted all day long, with everybody, about nothing; he was the kind of man who dropped a conversation the way he dropped a tool, somewhere, to pick it up again later.

She worked through the morning. Greetje left, a man came in with a pacemaker who was more afraid of the stairs than of dying, a woman came in who’d lost three kilos and wanted to show Iris as if Iris were her mother. Around one she locked the door, ate a sandwich standing over the sink, and looked through the window at the fog that refused to lift. It stayed that kind of day. The lighthouse at the end of the road was a gray suggestion.

It wasn’t until that evening, sitting on the couch with Fenna’s school planner in her lap and the television turned down, that she saw it.

A missed call. 6:47 p.m. Bram.

She frowned. Bram didn’t call. Bram texted, or Bram turned up in your kitchen with a bag of licorice and a story – calling was for bad news and for his mother in Alkmaar. There was no voicemail. There was no message after it, no call me back when you can, no joke to make up for the missed call. Just that one line in her log: missed call, 6:47 p.m., and after that nothing.

She looked at it a beat too long, the way she looked at a curve doing something it wasn’t supposed to do.

Then she called back.

It rang. Once, twice, and on the third ring – she heard it, she was sure she heard it – the tone broke off halfway, that small hard nothing that means somebody on the other end has looked at his screen, seen your name, and pushed the call away with his thumb.

You have reached the voicemail of – 

She hung up.

She sat there with the phone in her hand and the television saying something she didn’t hear, and she tried to reason it away. He’s in a meeting. He’s under the car. His hands are full. People push calls away all day long, it means nothing, it isn’t handwriting, it’s noise.

But Bram had never pushed her away. In the year she’d known him that man had not once pushed her away, and the fraction of a second in which his laugh reached his face too late was suddenly in this as well, in those two numbers on her screen – six forty-seven – and in the silence that came after.

She laid the phone face down on the arm of the couch, the way you put something down when you don’t want it looking at you. It didn’t help. The number stayed behind her eyes – six forty-seven – and the thumb with it, the thumb that had seen her name and chosen; you can turn a phone over, you can’t turn over a thought.
Chapter 3

On Saturday the group gathered at the sign with an energy that always made Iris think of dogs seeing the leash. The fog had lifted into a high white sky with the sun behind it like a coin under milk. There were fifteen of them today. Fifteen, because Bram had brought somebody.

“This is Stijn,” Bram said, his hand on the shoulder of the boy beside him, and from the way he said it – a shade too proud, a shade too offhand – Iris knew it was his son before he said so. “My oldest. He’s been running me out of my shoes at home for a year, so I figured, let him take on some real people for once.”

“Seventeen,” Stijn said, as if denying an accusation.

He was tall and narrow the way boys are who aren’t done growing, with his father’s shoulders in outline and nothing else of him – none of Bram’s loudness, none of the space he took up. He looked at Iris and then looked away, at his shoes, at the sign, at a point in the dunes. On his wrist was the same dark Apple Watch as on all the others; half of Duinhoef ran with that same device, out here at the dune line it had almost become a uniform, and Iris registered it without thinking. One more heart to pay attention to.

“Did you fill out an intake form for him?” she asked Bram. “He’s a minor, I need a signature from you, otherwise he’s nothing in my system.”

“I’ll sign anything you hold in front of me.” Bram took the phone from her, tapped at the screen with a thick finger, scrawled something. In her system the boy came up the way guests always came up: no face, no name the others could see, a numbered profile that slid to the bottom of the list, in among the other guests. She thought nothing of it. Guests were one-time drop-ins. Half of them came once, found it too cold or too early or too much, and were never heard from again.

“Run in the back with me,” Bram told his son.

“I’m running up front,” Stijn said.

Bram laughed and let him go.

They headed into the dunes, and Iris went with them. She’d told Bram she was measuring, and she was measuring – but you can’t read a stride from a parking lot, so on Saturdays she measured from inside the group. She had the overview. The ones up front going too hard, the middle chatting, Bram in the back with his wide shoulders and the old knee he spared on the descents.

And Stijn.

The boy was up with the lead group before the first bend, and after the second he was running alone. Iris picked it up until she was beside him and looked at his legs before she looked at his screen, because legs never lie. He ran with a stride she almost never saw: long, light, perfectly even, as if there were a metronome inside him that stayed the same whether he was climbing or descending. His feet touched the ground and let it go again as if the ground were hot.

“Who taught you to run like that?” she asked, out of breath, which annoyed her, because she coached other people’s breathing.

“Nobody.” He looked straight ahead. “My dad said I should breathe on a four count. Everything else I figured out myself.”

“Make your stride a fraction longer. Not faster – longer. Let the ground do the work.” She showed him for two strides, forty-four alongside seventeen. “There. Feel that? Your heart doesn’t have to work any harder, you just go faster.”

He did it, and he did it right the first time, and on her screen she watched his heart come down while his speed went up – young, elastic, a heart that didn’t have to learn recovery because it had never forgotten anything. She felt the small clean satisfaction she always felt when a body did what a body was supposed to do. It was a beautiful heart.

Wende was standing in the parking lot.

Iris knew her from the sidelines, because Wende never ran; Wende dropped off and picked up, in a car – cleaner than mine will ever be, Iris thought – and she stood beside it with a cup of coffee that wasn’t steaming and a coat that had never met wind. She waved when Stijn came in, a short controlled movement, and smiled at Iris over the heads of the others – a smile like the rest of Wende: exactly right, exactly long enough, and not one millimeter more. Iris nodded back and thought nothing in particular. Some people were simply smooth. That wasn’t a crime.

Bram came in last, breathing hard, hands on his knees, and when the group broke up into the usual tangle of reading out numbers and saying goodbye, he hung back with Iris. He waited until Stijn was over by his mother, out of earshot.

“Iris.” He said it quietly, and there it was again, the station, the laugh standing on the platform while the train was already moving. “There’s something I want to talk to you about sometime soon. Not here.”

She wiped her hands on her pants and looked at him. “About what?”

He wasn’t looking at her when he answered. He was looking at his watch, turning it half a turn around his wrist as if it sat too tight, and it took a beat before he said anything.

“About paying attention,” Bram said.

Then he looked up, and the laugh finally reached his face, and he jerked a thumb over his shoulder, said something about coffee and walked to the car where his wife and his son were waiting for him, and Iris stood there with a word in her hand she couldn’t place and so, as always, pushed aside.
Chapter 4

She was at her desk at eight with the first coffee and a screen full of names. Monday was the day of the monthly reports, and Iris hated Monday the way she hated paperwork: not violently, but chronically. She exported one report after another – for the family doctor, for the cardiologist in Alkmaar, for the insurer that wanted to know everything and looked at none of it.

Everything ran through her. That was the system, and it was also her pride: every client, every rehab patient, every guest who had ever run a single morning hung on one account, hers – praktijk Havik – which pulled the data off the watches and stored it and sent it on. She’d built it that way because she didn’t trust anyone else with it. If a heart anywhere in Duinhoef took a wrong beat, she wanted to be the first to see it, and the only one. She hit export, and at the bottom of every file that went out the door stood her name, small and self-evident.

She didn’t wonder about it. Why would she. It was her practice, they were her people, it was her name that belonged underneath.

One of them took her longer. The report for the boy from Saturday was still open, down at the bottom among the guests, and Iris hesitated with the cursor over it. One morning of data, that was all it was: a baseline that didn’t have to go anywhere, from a heart with nothing wrong with it. She didn’t export it; there was nobody to send it to. But she left the profile where it was, at the bottom of the list, in among the other one-time drop-ins, and left it at that. That was how she kept everything. You never knew who’d come back.

By ten she was done and had had enough of four walls. She put on her coat and walked into the village to deliver the reports to the doctor herself, which was faster than the mail and gave her the feeling she’d been outside. The way back went past the yard where Bram and Ruben had their business, a shed with a site trailer in front of it and a gate that always stood open, and normally she walked past it the way you walk past everything you see every day, without seeing it.

Today the windows of the trailer were open, and voices were coming out.

She hadn’t meant to stop. She stopped because it was Bram’s voice, and because Bram’s voice never sounded like that.

“ – then you show me, Ruben. I want to see them. All the invoices, not half of them.”

“Bram, come on, be reasonable. You’re making a mountain out of – ”

“Duinvast. Tell me you’ve never heard that name and I’ll walk away. Look at me and say it.”

A silence fell inside the trailer, the kind of silence that concedes more than an answer does, and Iris stood on the shell path with the empty folder under her arm and knew she should keep walking and didn’t. In a year she’d never heard Bram get angry at anybody. Bram didn’t get angry. That was the whole of him. Anger slid off him, and somehow it ended up being your fault for trying. And now there was something in his voice she didn’t know – not even anger, something colder, something that had been waiting.

“Invoices,” she heard Ruben say, soothing, too fast. “We’ll take a calm look at them. Next week. With the bookkeeper there.”

“No. This week.”

The trailer door opened, and Iris did the only thing she could do without looking like what she was, which was a woman standing there listening: she kept walking, with a face like she’d only just arrived. Bram came out and saw her, and in the fraction before he recovered she watched all the weather cross his face – the cold, the resentment, the waiting – and then the laugh came, late, the way it always did these last weeks, and climbed over all the rest of it until the rest was gone.

“Iris! What are you doing here, snooping around?” It was a joke, and it wasn’t.

“Reports for the doctor.” She held up the empty folder as evidence. “Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” He said it too easily. Behind him, in the doorway, stood Ruben Daalder with a face doing its best at normal and not managing it. Ruben was fifty and looked like a man who slept badly and wouldn’t admit it to himself, with a belly hanging over his pants and hands that didn’t know where to be. He nodded at Iris, briefly, and disappeared back inside.

“Fight with the partner?” Iris asked, as lightly as she could.

“Bookkeeping.” Bram made a face. “The least fun part of your own business is that a moment comes when you have to figure out for yourself where the money goes. I’m a contractor, not an accountant. Anyway.” He shrugged, and the movement cost him something, she saw, as if he were shifting a weight from one shoulder to the other. “It’ll be fine. It’s always fine.”

“Bram.” She hesitated. “You called me Thursday. I called back, but – ”

“That was nothing.” That speed again, that cutting off. “I wanted you for something stupid, I don’t even remember what. Never mind.” He looked at the shed behind him and then back at her, and for a second it seemed like he wanted to say something after all – and then a van swung into the yard and honked, and the moment was gone. “I’ve got to go. Tuesday at the party, right? You won’t forget?”

“I don’t forget anything,” Iris said.

That was true; she really never forgot anything, and it wasn’t always a gift. She walked back to the practice with the word Duinvast in her head, and instead of pushing it aside she sat down behind her desk and wrote it on the edge of the monthly report still lying open. Duinvast. She didn’t know what it meant.

She underlined it twice.
Chapter 5

The party was in the garden of the beach pavilion, under the patio heaters that turned the fall air into a small warm island, and half the village was there, because half the village was anywhere there was something to celebrate and the Dune Run was coming up. The annual Dune Run: ten kilometers through the dunes, with a starting gun and a banner and pancakes for the kids at the finish and beer for everyone else. Iris hated it and went every year. That was how a village worked.

She stood with a glass of wine she wasn’t drinking and listened to the chairman of the running club, who was saying something about registrations and about the course, and she watched – because she always watched – the people instead of the speaker. Ruben, hanging on the bar and laughing too much at the jokes of somebody who wasn’t making jokes. Fenna and Stijn at the fence in the back, the two youngest people at the party, their backs to the adults and their heads bent toward each other, and Iris felt the small sting of a mother seeing her child belong somewhere she isn’t.

And Wende.

Wende stood by the coatrack with her phone in her hand, and the phone was buzzing – Iris didn’t see it, she saw it in Wende, in the way her thumb moved across the screen and her face changed a fraction, the small tightening people get at a name they don’t want to say out loud. Then Wende looked up, smiled at nobody in particular, and walked out of the garden with the phone, into the dark behind the patio heaters, where the noise of the party didn’t reach.

The phone had a red case.

Iris looked away, at the heaters burning the fall out of the air, and thought what she often thought on evenings like this: that this was a village where people knew their resting heart rate down to the beat and half of them didn’t know their neighbor’s name.

Iris registered the red case without thinking anything about it, the way she registered an irregular beat: a detail that didn’t match the rest. Wende’s things were black, gray, discreetly expensive – the car, the coat, the bag. A red case was loud. A red case was a color you chose if you wanted a phone to look like it wasn’t yours, or if you wanted to find it fast in a bag, or – but Iris didn’t think any further, because the chairman was coming to his closing words, everybody clapped, and the garden broke up into smaller groups.

She saw Wende come back out of the dark, the red phone gone, the face smooth again. She saw Ruben order a third glass at the bar and empty it in two swallows. She saw Fenna laugh at something Stijn said, and Stijn not laugh along but get something in his eyes that resembled a laugh – the boy handed out his face sparingly, Iris noticed, as if he were afraid of running out. She looked at them the way she looked at everybody, and then all at once there was a man beside her with a beer and the smell of somebody who’d just run hard.

“You’re not drinking,” Bram said.

“I have to drive.”

“You live three hundred meters away.”

“Exactly. Lethal.”

He laughed, and it was almost his old laugh, almost without the station, and she felt something in her chest come loose that she hadn’t known was tight. She’d been worried about him since Monday, about the cold in his voice at the trailer, and now here he stood with a beer and fog in his hair and it was just Bram.

“Saturday,” he said.

“What about Saturday.”

“The Dune Run. The race. You measure, I fail to beat my time from last year, we have a drink afterward.” He said it lightly, but he set his beer glass down on the high-top as he said it, with both hands, as if he needed them for something. “A real drink, I mean. You and me. Not with the group. I want to tell you something.”

There it was again. The station. But this time the train didn’t just stop – this time something got off, she saw it in his eyes, something heavy, something he’d been carrying around a while and had decided had to come off.

“You’re scaring me, Bram.”

“Don’t be scared.” He shook his head, and for a second he put his hand on her arm, which he never did, because Bram touched everybody except her, she only noticed that now, in a whole year he had never touched her. “It’s nothing frightening. It’s something old. Something from a long time ago that I tried to discuss with the wrong people, and with you I want to do it right. Calmly. Just the two of us.” He took his hand away. “Saturday. Promise?”

Iris looked at him, at the big warm loud man who suddenly wasn’t loud, and she felt the question coming up – what, Bram, what from a long time ago – and she didn’t ask it, because that wasn’t how it worked between people who loved each other in a village: you gave somebody until Saturday, you let him bring it the way he wanted to bring it.

“Promise,” she said.

“Good.” He picked his beer back up, and the relief that went over him was so visible it almost made her laugh – as if he’d moved the heaviest stone in the world just by putting a date on it. “Good. Then it’s a plan.”

At the back of the garden Wende came out of the dark, the red phone nowhere to be seen, and she walked over to her husband and hooked her arm through his and said something that made Bram laugh, and from a distance they were the happiest couple in Duinhoef.

Iris raised the glass she wasn’t drinking and thought: four more days, and then I’ll know.

She didn’t know. She would never know, not from him, because the Saturday Bram Selier promised her would come without Bram Selier in it, and the only thing he had left to tell her he would tell her in numbers, on a screen, in a handwriting she would learn to read far too late.
Chapter 6

Her phone rang at seven minutes to seven, which never meant anything good, and Iris set down her second coffee by the window where the lighthouse should have been and wasn’t. The fog that Thursday morning was the thickest of the month – she would know that later because other people said so and because there was an archive somewhere that kept track of such things – and the lighthouse at the end of the road had dissolved into it completely, erased.

“Iris.” It was Marleen, from the group, and Marleen was crying or had just finished crying, and Iris heard the difference right away. “Iris, you have to come. On the route. At post twenty-three. There’s – oh God, Iris, it’s Bram, I think it’s Bram, and there’s a man with a dog who says he can’t feel anything anymore, and you know about hearts, please come – ”

Iris hung up before Marleen had finished. She pulled her coat on over her pajamas, put her feet in the first shoes she saw, called something up the stairs where Fenna was still asleep, and ran out of the house into the fog.

She knew the route in the dark and she knew it in the fog and she ran it faster than she had ever allowed herself, past the path up to the beach, past the sign, onto the shell path that crunched under her feet, into the dunes that didn’t begin until ten meters out and gave away nothing beyond that. Her own heart was pounding in her throat and she paid it no attention. In her whole life she had never once paid attention to her own heart.

At marker post 23 – one of the numbered posts that count their way up the Dutch coast, the way you tell somebody in the dunes where you are – where the path curved around the shoulder of a dune, a small group of people stood the way people stand around something they can’t handle: a half circle, at a distance, as if it were catching. A man with a wet Labrador on a leash. Marleen with her hands over her mouth. And on the ground, half on the path and half in the marram grass, somebody lay on his back with his arms at his sides, and Iris knew before she saw him, she knew from the shoes.

The red stripe on the shoes.

She dropped to her knees beside him, and the routine took over, the old routine from before the practice, from the night shifts, from a lifetime ago – two fingers to the neck, ear to the mouth, look-listen-feel – and there was nothing. No pulse under her fingers, no breath against her cheek, no warmth in the skin she touched. His face was Bram’s face and it wasn’t; it was missing everything that made it Bram – the movement, the laugh that came too late – and what was left was only material, cold material in the fog, and the cold told her something she didn’t want to hear and so pushed away for now.

She started anyway. She put her hands on his chest, on the place where she had taught Greetje Vonk and a hundred others to trust the heart again, and she pushed, and she counted, and on the very first compression she knew what her hands always knew before the rest of her did: that it was too late, that it had been too late before she knelt, and that she would keep going anyway, because going on was the only thing she could do.

“Iris.” Marleen, beside her, a hand on her back. “Iris, the ambulance is almost here. Iris.”

She kept going until the paramedics came, two shapes stepping out of the fog with bags and a stretcher, who took over with the calm efficiency of people who saw it coming before they knelt. They let her go, kindly, and hooked up their equipment, stuck on the electrodes, looked at a small screen showing a flat line, and after a while the older of the two shook his head at the younger one in the way that happens without words.

She sat back on her heels, and only then noticed she was shaking – not from grief, not yet, that came later and lasted days, but from the cold and the adrenaline and the wet grass soaking through her pajama pants. Marleen had a hand on her back and kept it there, and Iris allowed it without feeling it. Around her the fog was so thick the bystanders were shapes, not people, and the only sharp thing was the man on the ground.

Iris sat on her heels in the wet grass and looked at Bram Selier’s wrist.

The watch was still on it. The dark Apple Watch, the same as on all fifteen wrists on Saturday, and the screen had woken up from the paramedics’ movement and was showing in cool tidy letters what it always showed: a completed workout. Outdoor Run. And a time. She couldn’t quite read it from where she sat, but she heard the younger paramedic say it out loud to his colleague, who wrote it down, the way they wrote everything down.

“Watch has the workout ending at 6:12 a.m.” He squinted. “Heart rate climbs, then a spike, then it drops off. Flat at 6:12.”

6:12. Iris heard it and filed it away, in the drawer where she kept numbers that didn’t match the rest. For now it said nothing. For now there was only the fog and the flat line and the man on the ground who had wanted to tell her something on Saturday.

Saturday.

That was her first whole thought, there on her heels in the grass, while the paramedics started clearing away what there was to clear away and Marleen cried and the Labrador pulled at its leash toward the sea that was there and wouldn’t show itself. Not: how is this possible, he was healthy. Not: what am I going to tell Fenna. Her first whole thought was: he was going to tell me something Saturday, and now he’ll never tell me anything again.
Chapter 7

By midday Bram Selier had become a case.

The fog had lifted into a pale high sky, and the dunes lay there again as if nothing had happened. Iris hadn’t left. She’d gone home and woken Fenna and told her what there was to tell, and Fenna had cried and then gone quiet the way sixteen-year-olds go quiet, everything shut, and Olav had come to pick her up. And Iris had walked back to marker post 23, because she couldn’t help it, because part of her wanted to stay with him the way you stay with a patient until somebody with more authority sends you away.

She stood at a distance now, behind the red-and-white tape somebody had strung between two posts, and she watched. A medical examiner had come, a wiry woman with a case, and Bram’s family doctor, Dr. Steenhuis, who looked as if he had aged ten years that morning. They stood by the body and talked quietly, and Iris caught the scraps the wind brought her.

“ – forty-eight, no known cardiac history, but that doesn’t mean anything – ”

“ – ran every morning, big man, that asks a lot of the heart – ”

“ – the fall is consistent with a collapse, look, he went forward and then over – ”

“ – watch confirms exertion up to the moment of – ”

They both nodded at the end, that slow nod of professionals arriving at the same conclusion because the conclusion is obvious and nothing contradicts it. Natural death. Cardiac arrest while running, a forty-eight-year-old man in the fog, found at 6:40 a.m., stopped at 6:12 a.m. It fit. Everything about the picture fit, down to the last detail. And that was exactly what laid a coldness in Iris she couldn’t name at the time and couldn’t get rid of: that it fit so seamlessly, that nowhere was there a loose thread.

Wende arrived at 12:15 p.m.

She came up into the dunes in a long dark coat, and she didn’t walk the way people walk toward the place where their husband is lying dead – not stumbling, not held up, not blind. She walked upright and steady, and she stopped at the tape and looked at what lay behind it, and her face did the only thing a face can do at a moment like that without caving in: it tightened. One tear came, and Wende wiped it away with the back of her hand, and when Dr. Steenhuis came over and said something soft, she nodded.

“He ran every Thursday,” Wende said.

She said it clearly, almost practically, as if answering a question nobody had asked. Iris heard it across the ten meters. Not because the sentence was wrong, but because it was too good, too complete, as if it had been lying ready. He ran every Thursday. An explanation and an alibi in four words, offered before anyone asked. But Iris pushed the thought away, because this was grief, and grief did strange things to people, and who was she to judge how a woman loses her husband.

Then she saw the other one.

There was a woman at the edge of the scene, away from the doctors, away from Wende, with her hands in the pockets of a raincoat too old for her rank. She was around fifty, small, unremarkable in a way you don’t remember, with a face that looked at everything and showed nothing. She said nothing and did nothing, and that was exactly why Iris noticed her – because everybody at that scene was doing something, and she was only watching, the way Iris herself was watching.

At some point the woman walked over to the medical examiner and asked a question. Iris didn’t hear it, but she saw the answer: the examiner frowned, gestured at the body, at the watch, and then shook her head, short and decided, with a look that said we’re not going to start on that. And from the other side a man in a good jacket came over, younger, walking as if the place belonged to him, and he put a hand on the raincoated woman’s arm and said something, and she nodded and took a step back. Called off. Iris recognized the gesture; she’d been on the receiving end of it herself, years ago, in hospital corridors. Let it rest. This one’s clear.

But the woman in the raincoat didn’t let it rest entirely. While the man walked off to talk to Wende, she stayed where she was, and she looked one more time at the body, at the watch on the wrist, with a look that snagged on something – Iris saw it, that small hitch, the way an eye sticks on something the brain hasn’t caught up with yet. Then the woman turned, and her gaze slid across the tape, across the bystanders, and rested a beat on Iris.

It wasn’t a remarkable look. She sized Iris up briefly, without judgment, and then walked off to her car. But Iris stayed where she was with the feeling that something had just been exchanged and she’d understood half of it.

She walked home when the tape came down and the dunes belonged to everybody again. There were already candles at the sign, somebody had been quick, and the sea rushed somewhere behind the fog the way the sea always rushed, unmoved. Iris stood at the sign a moment, at the word WELCOME printed smaller than DUINHOEF, and she thought about Bram standing right here on Saturday with a joke about efficiency, and she waited for the grief to come. It didn’t come. What came was something else, something small and hard and professional, that said: 6:12, and wouldn’t stop.

Later she heard the name. Bruins, somebody said, Saskia Bruins, detective, apparently she doubts everything, which is why they put her on nothing that matters.

The case closed inside forty-eight hours. Natural death, no suspicious circumstances, body released to the family. Iris heard it from Dr. Steenhuis, who delivered it as a comfort – he didn’t suffer, Iris, it went very fast – and she nodded and thanked him and believed it, those first days, she really believed it.

Only the look on the face of the woman in the raincoat stayed with her, somewhere at the back of her head, in the drawer with the number 6:12.
Chapter 8

A village in mourning suddenly knows exactly what to do. People who hadn’t known what to say to each other all week all spoke the same language over a dead man, and Iris was the only one who didn’t know the words. Casseroles arrived. Flowers arrived at the sign by the beach path, and candles that couldn’t handle the fog and got lit again every morning anyway. That Saturday’s Dune Run was canceled; nobody had to suggest it, it simply happened, you don’t hold a race on the day a village is counting its dead. A book of condolence appeared in the pavilion, and two days after they found him there came an afternoon when the whole village filed past the Seliers to shake Wende’s hand without knowing what they were saying.

Iris went because you went. She stood in line on the driveway of the big house at the dune line, among people she knew by their resting heart rate and not by their grief, and she shuffled inside to where Wende stood in the living room, in black, receiving everyone with the same controlled gratitude. She had cried, Iris could see that, or she had let it be seen; her eyes were red in exactly the right way. She took both of Iris’s hands when it was her turn.

“Iris.” She said it warmly. “You were with him. At the end. That means something to me.”

“I couldn’t do anything,” Iris said, and it was true and it hurt to say.

“Nobody could have done anything.” Wende squeezed her hands, once, and let go. “His heart. Dr. Steenhuis said it went so fast he didn’t even notice.” She said it like a gift she was handing out to everybody, the same formula, and Iris looked at her and thought: how do you keep that up, a whole afternoon, the same story, without it breaking once. She could never have done it herself. She had walked away from the place where the words fell.

Ruben was there too, and Ruben couldn’t keep it up.

He stood by the table with the coffee and the cake and looked like a man who hadn’t slept in three nights, which he may not have. When Iris spoke to him he grabbed her arm a little too hard.

“Iris. God almighty. I can’t – how is this supposed to go on.” He dropped his voice to something louder than a whisper. “The business, I mean. It was all in his head, he ran everything, and now – the clients are calling already, and the bank, and I don’t even know where he kept half the – ” He broke off, looked around, pulled himself together. “Sorry. Sorry, this isn’t the moment. I’m just wrecked.”

“Everybody is,” Iris said, and gently freed her arm.

But she remembered it, that he had talked about the bank and about things he couldn’t find, two
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