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  For the ones who kept the box closed, believing that was love.

And for the ones brave enough to finally open it.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgments



This novel began as a question about silence, and about what we owe the people who choose it. I am grateful to everyone who helped me sit with that question honestly rather than resolve it too quickly.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




The machine beside the bed made a sound like breathing, even when Edith’s own breath had gone quiet enough that Luzia had to watch her chest to be sure it was still moving. Green light pulsed across the wall in a rhythm that had nothing to do with anything human, counting out a number that kept dropping, then holding, then dropping again. Luzia had been watching that number for eleven hours. She had stopped believing it meant anything except that time was still passing, which was more than she could say for her grandmother.

The room smelled of antiseptic and something underneath it, something warm and slightly sour that Luzia recognized from her father’s last weeks, though she had never told anyone that she recognized it, or that she had a private, shameful name for it in her head. The smell of a body starting to let go of itself. She sat in the plastic chair they had wedged between the bed and the window, her spine curved forward, her hand resting an inch from Edith’s on the white blanket, not quite touching, the way she had been sitting for most of the night.

Her mother had gone down to find coffee twenty minutes ago and had not come back, which meant she had probably found a corner of the corridor to cry in where Luzia could not see her doing it. Hannelore had never been able to cry in front of people, not even her own daughter, not even now. Luzia understood this about her mother without particularly forgiving her for it.

They had been in this room, or one very like it, for six days. Before that there had been three weeks in the care home, and before that a slow, ordinary decline that Luzia had watched with the particular helplessness of someone who visits on weekends and therefore only sees a person in installments, each one a little smaller than the last, as if Edith were being subtracted from herself in careful, deliberate amounts. First the walks in the garden stopped. Then the newspaper on the side table went unread for longer and longer stretches, until one Sunday Luzia noticed it was still folded from the week before. Then the questions stopped, the sideways, pointed questions Edith had always used instead of conversation, and their absence had frightened Luzia more than any of the doctors explanations, because it meant that whatever engine had driven her grandmother’s curiosity for eighty three years was finally slowing down along with everything else.

Edith had been unconscious, or something close to it, for most of the evening. The nurse, a broad, quiet woman named Petra who had been kind to them in the specific efficient way of someone who did this every week, had explained it gently around ten o’clock. She said the body did this near the end, went somewhere else for long stretches and then sometimes came back, briefly, clearly, as if surfacing for air before going under again. She said not to be surprised if Edith opened her eyes and said something that made perfect sense, and not to expect it to happen more than once.

Luzia had nodded and thanked her and gone on holding her grandmother’s hand, because there was nothing else to do with her hands, and because some old animal part of her still believed that contact mattered, that warmth passed between two people through skin even when one of them could no longer feel it.

She thought about the last real conversation they had had, three weeks ago, before the hospital, when Edith was still herself enough to complain about the coffee at the care home and ask pointed questions about the man Luzia had stopped mentioning months ago. She wondered, sitting there, whether she had inherited that talent for asking sideways questions, the ones that made sources uncomfortable enough to eventually just tell her the truth to make the silence stop. She had never thought to ask Edith directly where it came from. It had never occurred to her that there might be an answer worth having.

The door opened without a knock, the way hospital doors always did, and Petra came in to check the monitors. She glanced at Luzia, not unkindly.

You should get some air, she said. I will come find you if anything changes.

I am alright, Luzia said, which was not true, but felt like the correct thing to say.

Petra did not push it. She wrote something on the chart and left again, and the room went back to its two sounds, the machine’s rhythm and the radiator ticking somewhere behind the curtain, and underneath both of those, so quiet Luzia had to hold her own breath to find it, the thin, uneven draw of Edith’s.

She must have dozed, because the next thing she registered was pressure around her wrist.

It was not gentle. That was the first thing Luzia understood, before she understood anything else, before her eyes had even properly opened in the dim light. Edith’s grip did not have the strength of a dying woman. It had the strength of someone gripping a railing on a moving train, someone who needed the hand to still be there in the next second and could not risk finding out the hard way that it was not.

Luzia sat up so fast the plastic chair scraped against the floor. Oma, she said. I am here. I am right here.

Edith’s eyes were open. Clear, entirely clear, fixed on Luzia’s face with an intensity that had no business belonging to someone whose body had spent the last two days shutting down floor by floor like an old building losing power.

Luzia, Edith said. Her voice was a scrape, but the shape of the word was exact, deliberate, the way she said everything.

I am here, Luzia said again, because it seemed to be the only sentence she had left.

Sit down, Edith said. Sit. There is not time for you to be frightened.

The plainness of it frightened Luzia more than anything else could have. She sat.

For a moment Edith said nothing more, and Luzia became aware of how loudly her own heart was working, a fast, uneven thing that seemed to have no relationship to the stillness of the room. Edith’s tongue moved against her dry lips, and Luzia reached for the cup of water on the tray table, holding the bent straw steady while her grandmother took a small, effortful sip.

Thank you, Edith said, when she had finished, and for one disorienting second it sounded like any other thank you, the kind she might have offered over coffee at the kitchen table.

It did not close.

Edith’s grip on her wrist did not loosen. If anything it tightened, the old fingers surprisingly strong, and Luzia understood, with a clarity that felt almost violent, that her grandmother was not simply reaching for comfort. She was holding on so that Luzia could not leave the room, could not go for the nurse, could not do anything except sit exactly where she was and listen.

I need you to hear this properly, Edith said. Not the way you hear things when you are trying to be gentle with an old woman. Properly.

Okay, Luzia said. Her own voice had gone strange and small. Okay, Oma. I am listening.

Edith’s eyes moved, just slightly, toward the window, toward the dark glass and whatever was or was not behind it, and for a moment Luzia thought she had lost her again, that whatever this was would end here, unfinished, the way so many of Edith’s sentences over the years had simply trailed off into a different subject whenever they came too close to something she did not want to say.

But Edith’s eyes came back. They found Luzia’s again, and something in them had changed, some final door standing open that had been shut, as far as Luzia knew, for the entire span of her life.

You think you know who I was, Edith said.

It was not a question. Luzia did not try to answer it as one.

I was not who you think I was, Edith said.

The machine kept counting its number down. Somewhere down the corridor a trolley wheel needed oiling, a small ordinary sound utterly indifferent to what was happening in this room.

I do not understand, Luzia said, though some part of her, some old animal part again, already did.

Edith’s grip tightened once more, a last effort, and her mouth moved and formed the shape of four more words, slowly, each one costing her something Luzia could see leaving her face as she spent it.

Find the woman in the photograph.

For a moment neither of them moved. Luzia stared at her grandmother, waiting for more, for a name, an address, anything that would turn those five words into a sentence she could act on. She opened her mouth to ask which photograph, what woman, and in the half second it took her to find the words, she watched something go out of Edith’s eyes.

It was not dramatic. There was no gasp, no arch of the back. Edith’s eyes simply stopped holding whatever it was that had been holding them open, and her grip loosened, finger by finger, until Luzia’s wrist was simply resting in an open hand instead of caught inside a closing one.

Oma, Luzia said. Oma. She said it three more times, four, her voice climbing without her permission, and she was pressing the call button now, and somewhere behind her the door was already opening, Petra’s shoes fast against the floor, and behind Petra, her mother, coffee cup still in one hand, forgotten, tilting, a thin brown stain spreading across the tile that no one would notice until much later.

Luzia did not move from the chair. She looked at the empty green window of the machine, the number gone from it entirely, replaced by a flat unbroken line the color of old grass, and she thought, with a strange, cold clarity, that she had just been handed the last assignment her grandmother would ever give her, and that unlike every other story she had ever chased, this one did not come with a single verifiable fact attached to it. Only a photograph she had not yet seen. Only a woman whose name she did not know. Only four words, and the particular, terrible certainty that Edith had not spent the last ounce of her life on an apology.

She had spent it on a warning.

Find the woman in the photograph.

She did not yet know what photograph. She did not know that within the week she would be standing in her own kitchen at two in the morning with a magnifying glass and a shoebox full of her grandmother’s things, staring at two young women in front of a low brick building she would not be able to name for three more days. She did not know that the woman standing beside her grandmother in that photograph was still alive, still breathing, still, in her own way, waiting. She did not know any of it yet.

She knew only that her grandmother, who had never in twenty eight years asked her for anything larger than a ride to the pharmacy, had used the very last clear moment of her life to ask for this. And that whatever Edith had been protecting her from, or protecting someone else with, she had decided, at the absolute end, that the protecting had to stop.

She let go when she was ready, and not one second before.

EPILOGUE

The archive was quieter in autumn than Luzia remembered it being in the height of summer, when she had first come here two years ago with a photograph and no idea what she was holding. Now the reading room held only one other visitor, an elderly man bent over a ledger three tables away, and the light through the tall windows had gone thin and gold in the particular way it did in October, the kind of light that made everything look already like a memory of itself.

She had the article with her, the final proof, folded once in her bag though she had read it so many times she no longer needed to. It had not run in the paper she worked for. It had run somewhere smaller, somewhere that understood the difference between a story that needed telling and a story that needed telling carefully, and it had not named Ottilie, and it had not named the man who had spent months trying to find her before Luzia did, and some readers had written to say the piece felt unfinished because of that, and Luzia had learned to live with being misunderstood in exactly that specific way.

She had learned other things too. She had learned that her mother could apologize, eventually, in her own halting fashion, over a kitchen table rather than a hospital bed, and that an apology delivered late was still an apology. She had learned that Ottilie’s silence, once Luzia finally understood the shape of it, had never been the silence of someone hiding what she had done. It had been the silence of someone protecting the one person who had once, at real cost to herself, done something decent in an indecent place, and had spent the rest of her life paying quietly for that decency in ways Luzia had needed a full two years to understand.

She thought of Edith less as a stranger now than she had in those first raw months, and less as a saint than she had, briefly and foolishly, allowed herself to hope. She thought of her as a woman who had made one choice inside an impossible system, and had then spent seventy years unable to decide whether that choice made her better or simply luckier than the people around her who had made none. Luzia had stopped needing an answer to that question. It had taken her a long time to stop needing it, and she understood now that the not needing was itself a kind of answer.

She rose from the table and gathered the last of her things, the pen, the notebook she barely used for note taking anymore and used instead, she had noticed lately, mostly for the shape of her own thinking. Outside the archive the street was full of ordinary October business, a woman walking a small dog, two students arguing amiably over a folded map, a delivery van idling with its hazard lights blinking. Luzia stood on the steps for a moment and let the ordinariness of it settle over her, the specific, unremarkable miracle of a Tuesday afternoon in which nothing was at stake.

She had visited the memorial site once more before writing the final draft, alone, in the last week of summer, and had stood a long time in front of the low brick building that was no longer mysterious to her, that she could now have described in her sleep down to the number of windows and the particular grey of the mortar between the bricks. She had taken the photograph out of her coat pocket, the same one Edith had left her, worn soft now at the corners from two years of handling, and she had held it up, absurdly, as if the two women standing in the frame might somehow recognize the building behind them, might understand that someone had finally come looking, seventy years after the fact, and had found not the story she expected but a harder, truer one.

She still kept the photograph in her wallet. She had stopped needing to look at it every day, which felt, some mornings, like its own small betrayal, and other mornings like the most honest kind of healing there was. Grief did not stay sharp forever. It softened into something you carried rather than something that carried you, and Luzia had come to understand that this was not forgetting. It was only what remained once the last of the fear had gone out of it.

Ottilie had died the previous winter, quietly, in her own bed, with a nurse she had grown fond of sitting beside her and no one else in the room, which was, Luzia thought, exactly the ending Ottilie would have chosen for herself if anyone had thought to ask. She had left Luzia a single box. Inside it were more letters, an old ration card, and a note in handwriting gone shaky with age that said only, you did what she asked. That is enough. Do not go looking for more than that.

Luzia had taken the advice, mostly. She had stopped digging the moment the digging stopped serving the truth and started serving only her own need to have every question answered, and she understood now that this was the real shape of the choice Edith had handed her that last night in the hospital room. Not simply whether to publish. Whether to know when enough truth had been told, and to have the discipline to stop there, and to let the rest belong to the dead.

She walked down the archive steps into the gold October light, and she did not look back at the building behind her, because there was nothing left inside it that she needed. Somewhere behind her, in a drawer in her flat, the photograph’s original sat framed now instead of hidden, two young women standing in front of a low brick building, not smiling, not confessing, only standing, the way people stand when a photograph is being taken and they do not yet know what the day after tomorrow will ask of them.

Luzia understood, walking home through streets that had nothing more to reveal to her, that this was the only kind of ending the story had ever been going to offer. Not justice, exactly. Not mercy, exactly either. Only the particular, hard earned peace of having finally asked every question she had it in her to ask, and having learned, at last, which ones deserved an answer.
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The suit did not fit the way it had the last time Luzia wore it, though she could not have said whether it was the suit or her own body that had changed in the eighteen months since her father’s colleague’s retirement dinner, the only other occasion serious enough to require it. She stood in front of the narrow mirror in her flat at seven in the morning, adjusting the collar for the third time, and thought that grief apparently did something to the shoulders, pulled them forward in a way that made even good tailoring look borrowed.

Outside, Munich was already warm for October, the kind of unseasonable warmth that felt like an insult on a day meant for something colder. Luzia had wanted rain. She had wanted the whole ordinary theater of a funeral, grey sky, black umbrellas, the small dignified misery of standing in weather that matched the occasion, and instead she would be burying her grandmother under a sky the color of a robin’s egg, and she found this small failure of the universe more upsetting than she had any right to.

She took the tram rather than drive, because driving required a kind of attention she did not trust herself to have, and she sat by the window with her hands folded in her lap and watched the city go past in its usual indifferent rhythm, delivery vans and cyclists and a woman walking a small dog on a leash too long for the pavement, none of it slowing down or looking up to acknowledge that something enormous had happened three days ago in a hospital room on the fourth floor.

The church was one Edith had chosen herself, years ago, in the specific practical way she chose everything, close to the cemetery and small enough that it would not look empty even with a modest turnout. Luzia arrived twenty minutes early and found her mother already there, standing just inside the door in a black coat that looked new, speaking in low tones to a man Luzia did not immediately recognize, tall, silver haired, holding his hat against his chest with both hands the way men of a certain generation still did in church doorways.

Hannelore turned when she saw Luzia and something crossed her face, relief perhaps, or its opposite, gone too quickly to name.

There you are, she said, and reached out to straighten the collar Luzia had already straightened three times that morning, an old habit, the kind of small correcting gesture Hannelore had been making toward her daughter for twenty eight years without either of them ever quite discussing it. This is Herr Albrecht. He knew your grandmother from the church council.

I am very sorry for your loss, Herr Albrecht said, in the careful, rehearsed cadence of someone who had said the sentence at a great many funerals and had worn the individual meaning out of it through use, though Luzia did not hold this against him. She had said equivalent sentences herself, over the phone, to sources who had lost people in stories she was covering, and she understood now, standing in this doorway, exactly how hollow those sentences must have sounded from the other side.

Thank you, she said, and let him move on toward the guest book, and turned to find her mother already occupied with someone else, an older woman in a hat with a small dark veil who was gripping both of Hannelore’s hands and saying something Luzia could not hear over the low organ music beginning to filter out from inside the sanctuary.

She stood alone for a moment in the doorway of the church where her grandmother’s funeral was about to take place, and she thought, with the strange sideways clarity grief sometimes produced, that this was probably the last time in her life she would be entirely alone with what she knew. Once the service began, once people started arriving and taking seats and speaking to her in low, careful voices, she would have to hold her face a certain way, and that holding would take up all the space that might otherwise have gone to actually feeling anything. She had noticed this at her father’s funeral too. Grief, it turned out, required a great deal of administration.

The sanctuary filled slowly. Luzia recognized perhaps a third of the faces, women from Edith’s old apartment building, a handful of distant cousins she had not seen since childhood gatherings that had grown steadily smaller over the decades as the older generation thinned out, two men from the care home staff who had come out of what seemed like genuine affection rather than obligation. She took her seat in the front row beside her mother, and behind her the church continued to fill with the particular hush of people trying to move quietly across old wooden floors, and somewhere near the back a child was shushed twice before finally going still.

The pastor was a woman Luzia did not know, young, with a calm, unhurried way of speaking that Luzia found herself grateful for, though she could not have said exactly why. The pastor spoke about Edith in general terms, a long life, a woman of quiet faith, devoted to her family, and Luzia listened to these phrases pass over the room like weather, true in the way that weather reports were true, accurate and utterly insufficient to describe what it actually felt like to stand outside in it.

She found her mind wandering, during the eulogy, to a memory of Edith in her kitchen perhaps fifteen years ago, flour on her hands, explaining with great seriousness why the dough needed exactly this much resting time and not a minute less, and Luzia had rolled her eyes at the time, the way teenagers roll their eyes at instructions they intend to follow anyway, and she thought now that she would give almost anything to be handed that instruction again, to stand in that kitchen and be told, with absolute unearned authority, exactly how something was supposed to be done.

Her mother’s hand found hers partway through the pastor’s remarks, cold and dry, and Luzia held it without looking over, and the two of them sat like that, hands joined and eyes forward, for the remainder of the service, in a silence that felt, for once, like something shared rather than something withheld.

At the graveside afterward the sky had clouded over slightly, not enough for rain but enough to soften the light, and Luzia stood at the edge of the small crowd gathered around the plot and watched the coffin lowered with the particular mechanical care of men who did this every week and had long since learned to perform the solemnity of it without being crushed by the weight of performing it so often. She thought about the last time she had seen her grandmother’s face, slack and unremarkable in the hospital bed, and she thought about the four words, which she had not told anyone yet, not even her mother, and she felt the specific loneliness of carrying information nobody else in this circle of mourners knew existed.

Frau Voss, an elderly neighbor of Edith’s who had known her for over thirty years, approached Luzia near the end of the graveside service and took both her hands in a grip surprisingly strong for someone so small and frail looking.

She was a wonderful woman, Frau Voss said. Difficult sometimes. Private. But wonderful.

Difficult how, Luzia asked, before she could stop herself, some old reflex from years of interviewing people surfacing even here, even now.

Frau Voss laughed, a short surprised sound entirely out of place at a graveside. Oh, you know. Never told you a thing more than she wanted you to know. Sharp as anything behind those eyes and gave away nothing. I asked her once, years ago, what she did during the war, just making conversation, you understand, the way old women do, and she looked at me for a long moment and then asked whether I had tried the new bakery on Lindenstrasse. I never asked again.

Luzia felt something cold move through her chest, and she must have let some of it show on her face, because Frau Voss patted her hand and said, quickly, oh, do not mind an old woman’s rambling, today of all days, and moved on to offer her condolences to Hannelore, leaving Luzia standing alone at the edge of the freshly closing grave with a small, sharp new piece of information she had not asked for and could not now unhear.

The reception was held at Hannelore’s flat, a modest gathering of perhaps thirty people crowded into rooms meant for far fewer, plates of cold cuts and pastries arranged on the dining table by a caterer Hannelore had hired for the occasion, coffee circulating in a constant low murmur of conversation that rose and fell like tide. Luzia moved through the rooms accepting condolences and offering the small automatic responses that seemed to be required, thank you, yes, she went peacefully, yes, we will miss her terribly, and felt, the entire time, as though she were watching herself perform these lines from a slight distance, some observing part of her mind still standing in the hospital room three nights ago, still hearing four words that made no sense against the version of her grandmother currently being eulogized in every corner of this flat.

She found her mother in the kitchen near the end of the afternoon, alone for the first time all day, standing at the counter with her back to the door, both hands flat against the countertop as though bracing herself against something only she could feel.

Mama, Luzia said, and Hannelore turned quickly, too quickly, wiping at her face with the back of one hand in a gesture meant to look casual and failing entirely.

I am fine, Hannelore said. Just tired. It has been a long day.

Luzia crossed the small kitchen and put a hand on her mother’s shoulder, and for a moment neither of them said anything, the sounds of the reception continuing on the other side of the closed door, laughter somewhere, the clink of a cup against a saucer, the ordinary noise of people managing their grief through small talk.

I keep thinking she is going to call, Hannelore said finally, her voice low. Sunday. She always called on Sunday, to ask what I was cooking, even though she already knew, because I cook the same three things every week and she liked to pretend she did not know that about me.

Luzia said nothing, because there was nothing useful to say to this, and because some part of her was already listening for the shape of the next thing her mother might say, the way she listened when a source was on the edge of telling her something they had not planned to tell her.

Hannelore straightened, visibly gathering herself, and reached for a cardboard box sitting on the counter beside the sink, a plain box, sealed with packing tape at some point and then opened again, the tape peeled back and reapplied in a way that suggested it had been looked into at least once already.

I want you to have this, Hannelore said, sliding the box toward Luzia across the counter. Some of her things. From the flat. I went through and took what I wanted, and there is not much left, some letters, a few photographs, some old papers, nothing valuable, but I thought you should have them. For safekeeping.

Luzia looked at the box, an ordinary cardboard box that had probably once held wine bottles or printer paper, and felt something shift in the room that had nothing to do with the contents of the box itself and everything to do with the particular way her mother would not quite meet her eyes while handing it over.

You went through it already, Luzia said. It was not quite a question.

Of course I went through it, Hannelore said, a little too quickly, a little too bright. Someone had to. There were bills to sort, accounts to close, you know how it is with these things.

And you took what you wanted, Luzia said.

A few things, yes. Nothing important. Photographs mostly, for myself. I thought you would want the rest.

Luzia looked at her mother’s face, at the particular tightness around her mouth that Luzia recognized from childhood as the specific expression Hannelore wore when she had decided, unilaterally, that a subject was closed, and something in her, some small cold clear thing, understood that whatever remained in this box had already been curated, edited, arranged by her mother’s hand into a version of Edith that Hannelore had decided was safe for Luzia to receive.

She thought of the hospital room. She thought of four words she had told no one. She thought of Frau Voss at the graveside, laughing that short, surprised laugh, never told you a thing more than she wanted you to know.

Thank you, Luzia said, and picked up the box, and it was lighter than she expected, and something inside it shifted slightly with a soft papery sound as she adjusted her grip.

Hannelore’s hand came to rest briefly on top of the box, not quite stopping her, not quite letting go either.

There is nothing in there that will surprise you, she said. It is just an old woman’s things. Letters from your grandfather, mostly. A few photographs. Do not go looking for anything more than that, Luzia. Some things are better left where they are.

The sentence hung in the kitchen for a moment, ordinary on its surface and strange underneath, the kind of thing a mother might say to comfort a grieving daughter or the kind of thing a mother might say to warn one, and Luzia could not, in that moment, tell which it was, and some part of her understood that her mother might not entirely know either.

I know, Luzia said, because it was easier to say than anything else, and she held the box a little more firmly against her side, and behind her the kitchen door opened and a cousin she barely remembered from childhood summers poked her head in to ask where the extra coffee cups were kept, and the moment closed over as quickly as it had opened, the ordinary noise of the reception flooding back in, and Hannelore turned to answer the question about coffee cups with the same bright, managing voice she had used all day, and Luzia stood for one more second in the middle of her mother’s kitchen with a box of her grandmother’s carefully selected remains held against her ribs, and she understood, without yet knowing why, that she was going to open it tonight, alone, and that whatever her mother had left inside it, curated or not, was only going to be the beginning of what she needed to find.
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The flat was quiet in the particular way it only ever got quiet after a day full of other people’s voices, a held-breath kind of silence that made Luzia aware of her own footsteps on the floorboards, the hum of the refrigerator in the next room, the distant, muffled traffic three floors below her window. She had come straight home from her mother’s after the last of the guests left, had hung the black suit carefully in the closet where it would sit unworn again for who knew how long, and had told herself she would deal with the box tomorrow, when she had slept, when she had some reserve of steadiness to spend on it.

She lasted exactly two hours before she gave up on that plan.

She found herself standing over the box around ten in the evening, still in the clothes she had changed into after the funeral, an old grey sweater and jeans that felt like a different life entirely from the one she had been living that morning, and she looked at the cardboard flaps her mother had folded shut rather than sealed, an offer of privacy that felt, in retrospect, less like consideration and more like an admission that Hannelore expected her to open it eventually and had simply wanted to control when that happened as little as possible.

She made tea first, because making tea was a way of postponing without admitting to herself that she was postponing, and she carried the cup to the small table by the window and set it down, and then she went back for the box and set that down too, and then she sat, and looked at both of them, tea going lukewarm and box unopened, for longer than she would later be willing to admit to anyone.

Find the woman in the photograph.

The words had not left her in three days. They surfaced at odd moments, in the middle of ordinary tasks, brushing her teeth, waiting for a tram, and each time they arrived they brought with them the same small cold weight, the sense of an assignment given and not yet begun. She had told no one. Not her mother, not her editor, not the two friends who had called to check on her since the funeral and to whom she had given the same flattened, manageable version of events that she suspected everyone gave after a death, fine, sad, but fine, thank you for calling.

She pulled the flaps of the box open.

The smell reached her first, something like old paper and something underneath that she recognized immediately and without warning as Edith’s smell, a specific mixture of lavender soap and the particular dry mustiness of a flat kept slightly too warm for the comfort of anyone under seventy, and Luzia had to sit very still for a moment with her hand resting flat against the top layer of the box’s contents before she trusted herself to








































