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  Chapter one
Chapter One — January: The Settling


She had not bought a new kettle. She had meant to, that first morning, standing in the kitchen at six with the sound filling the house. Her mother's kettle. Dark blue enamel, a chip on the spout where the white showed through. It did not whistle. It screamed. A thin, rising sound that pushed against the walls and traveled up the stairwell and found her even in the bedroom if she walked away too soon. 
Three months she had been here now. Three months of making coffee with this kettle, of lifting it off the burner at the point where the sound became too much. Her mother had lifted it earlier. Marianne remembered that. Her mother had known the exact moment before the scream peaked, had removed it with a motion so practiced it was a reflex, and the sound had never reached its full pitch in her mother's kitchen. In Marianne's hands the kettle always went too far. She was always a beat behind.
She poured the water over the grounds in the French press and stood at the counter while it steeped. Outside the window the garden was January-bare. The plum tree, the fence, the neighbor's roof beyond it. The sky and the rooftops were the same grey, one thing bleeding into the other at the edges. No wind. The stillness of a Danish winter morning before the town had begun to move.
She had not unpacked her larger suitcases. They stood in the upstairs hallway, two of them, black, expensive, from a life where she traveled for conferences and returned to a house in Cambridge where someone was waiting. No one was waiting now and the suitcases stood in her mother's hallway and she was living out of one carry-on bag that sat open on the bedroom floor, her clothes folded neatly inside it as if she might leave on short notice. She might. She had not decided anything.
The coffee was ready. She pressed the plunger down and poured. The cup was her mother's. Blue, handleless, the kind you hold with both hands. Solveig had bought them in Skagen thirty years ago, a set of six, and there were still six in the cupboard because Solveig had been careful with things. Marianne took the cup to the table and sat in the chair by the window, the chair she had been sitting in every morning since she arrived. She did not think about whether it had been her mother's chair. It had. She knew it had. She sat there anyway without examining it.
The kitchen was cold. She had turned the radiator up when she arrived and it was better than the first night, when her breath had been visible in the upstairs hallway, but the house held cold in its walls, in the stone floor, in the single-glazed windows that let the draft in along their frames. She wrapped her hands around the cup and drank.
Eight-thirty. The light was arriving. Low, pale, entering from the east over the Limfjord, over the flat water and the flat land and the rooftops between here and the harbor. It would not rise much higher than this. January light in northern Jutland. It moved across the kitchen floor in a low bar and by half past three it would be gone.
She finished her coffee and rinsed the cup and put on her coat and her boots and walked to the bakery.
The town was three streets wide and five streets long. Havnegade ran parallel to the water, one street back from the harbor. The bakery was on the corner where a small lane ran down to the boat ramp. Marianne walked there every morning. It took six minutes. She had timed it once without meaning to, noticing the clock on her way out and again when she returned. Twelve minutes including the time inside.
The cold was different from what she knew. Not the sharp, dry cold of New England but something denser, something that carried the sea in it. The Limfjord was two streets away. She could not see it from the house but she could smell it when the wind came from the north, a salt-and-mud smell, tidal and old. This morning there was no wind and the cold sat over the town like a low ceiling.
She passed two people on the walk. A man in a dark jacket she did not know. A woman her age, perhaps older, who nodded and said Godmorgen and looked at her the way people here looked at her, which was with a half-second pause before they adjusted. She was her mother's daughter. She had her mother's face, longer and thinner and American in some way she could not define, but recognizably Solveig's. The town saw her mother when they looked at her. She could feel it in that pause, the tiny recalibration, the name silently corrected before anyone spoke.
The bakery was warm and smelled of cardamom and butter and the yeast-sweetness of fresh bread. Lis was behind the counter. Sixty, broad-shouldered, flour on her apron. She was cutting a kringle into slices on a board, the knife working in short even strokes, and she looked up when the bell above the door rang and said Godmorgen, Marianne without stopping the knife. Marianne had been coming every morning since October and Lis greeted her with a warmth that had grown slowly from professional to something close to personal. The warmth of a woman who had known her mother for forty years and was transferring it, one morning at a time.
A woman was ahead of her at the counter, choosing between two loaves. She was small, in a heavy coat, her hair white under a knitted cap. She pointed at the darker loaf and Lis wrapped it and they exchanged a few words Marianne could not quite follow, something about a grandchild, a visit at the weekend. The woman paid and turned and glanced at Marianne and nodded the quick nod that people here used instead of speaking to someone they recognized but did not know well. She went out and the bell rang behind her and the bakery was Marianne and Lis and the display case with its rows of pastry, the wienerbrød glossy with sugar, the rundstykker still warm enough that the glass was fogged beside them.
She bought a loaf of rugbrød and two rundstykker. Lis wrapped them in paper and handed them across the counter and said, automatically, the way you say something you have said ten thousand mornings: Tak, Solveig.
Then stopped.
Her hand was still extended, the bread between them.
Undskyld. She pulled the bread back slightly, as if she could retract the name with the motion. Tak, Marianne. Undskyld. Det var bare...
Lis shook her head. She put both hands flat on the counter and looked at the bread between them and her face did not recover as quickly as her voice had. It held the mistake for a moment longer, the wrong name still in the room.
Marianne took the bread. Det gør ikke noget, she said. Her Danish felt thick in her mouth, the vowels not quite in the right place. She had spoken Danish her whole life, to her mother on the phone, to her children in the summers they spent here, to herself sometimes in the car on long drives when no one could hear. But standing in this bakery, in this town, the language felt like a coat she had not worn in years. It fit differently. The sleeves were wrong.
She walked home. On Skolegade a man was clearing ice from his front step with a flat shovel, scraping the blade along the stone in short strokes. He looked up as she passed and raised the shovel an inch in greeting and went back to work. The plum tree was visible over the fence before she reached the gate, its bare branches dark against the grey. She let herself in and put the bread on the counter and stood for a moment in the kitchen without taking off her coat. The radiator ticked. Something in the pipes. She had been here three months and the sounds were familiar now. She would not have said they were hers.
She made a second cup of coffee and ate a rundstykke with butter and cheese, standing at the counter. She had not yet started eating at the table. It was too large for one person, the table, six chairs around it, and to sit there with her single plate felt like a concession she was not ready to make. So she ate standing. Her mother would not have approved. Her mother had believed in sitting down for meals, even alone, even when the meal was only bread and cheese. Marianne had believed in that too, once, when there was someone to sit across from.
She put the plate in the sink and went upstairs.
The study was the small room at the front of the house, overlooking the street. Her mother's desk was still there, cleared of everything except a reading lamp and a glass jar full of pencils. Marianne had put the estate folder on the desk the first day she arrived, meaning to begin. Three months later the folder was still closed. It was a manila folder with the lawyer's name on the tab, and inside it were the papers she needed to read and sign and return in order to complete the process that would make this house legally hers. The house was already hers in every practical sense. The lawyer was patient. The papers could wait.
She sat at the desk and opened the folder.
The first document was an overview of the estate. Property, savings, the small pension that had stopped at death. A valuation of the house that seemed both too low and irrelevant. The house belonged to both of them, her and Hanne, split evenly in the will, but Hanne had signed her half over to Marianne two weeks after the funeral. She had done it quickly, the way Hanne did things, with a phone call and a form and a sentence that left no room for discussion. Du tager huset. Jeg har mit liv i København. It had been generous and practical and slightly too fast, and Marianne had accepted because she did not know how to refuse a gift her sister had already packaged and sent.
She turned to the second page. A list of items requiring her signature. The property transfer confirmation. A release form for the savings account, twelve thousand kroner, less than she spent in a month in Cambridge. An inventory of the contents of the house, two pages of it, typed by someone who had walked through the rooms and recorded what they saw. Kitchen table, pine, six chairs. Bookcase, living room, approximately 340 volumes. Desk, study, 1940s. Radio, Grundig. The inventory had the particular flatness of legal description, a life translated into nouns and room names, and she read it the way she had read the property tax assessment, with her eyes moving across the words while the words refused to land.
She turned back to the first page and looked at the valuation again. The figure was printed in a column beside the address: Solveig's house, reduced to six digits and a street name. Below it, in a smaller font, the date of the assessment. March 2023. Five months after the funeral. Someone from the municipality had come to the house while it was empty and looked at the rooms and the roof and the garden and written a number. Marianne tried to imagine this person standing in the kitchen, looking at the table with its six chairs, the counter, the blue cups in the cupboard. Assigning value. Moving on.
She closed the folder.
It was not that the papers were difficult. She had read harder documents than these. She had read insurance claims and pension settlements after her own divorce. But those papers had belonged to her own life. These belonged to her mother's death.
She pushed the chair back from the desk and stood at the window. The street was empty. A bicycle leaning against the pharmacy wall across the road, no rider in sight. A cat sitting on the low wall of the house next door, grey and still, watching something Marianne could not see. The pharmacy would close in April, someone had told her. The pharmacist retiring, no replacement. One more thing the town was losing.
She went back downstairs and put her coat on again and her boots and let herself out the front door and walked toward the harbor.
It was colder now. The temperature had dropped in the hour since her bakery walk, or perhaps it was the direction. The harbor was north of the house, and walking north meant walking toward the water, toward the open stretch where the wind came in off the Limfjord even on days when the town itself was still. Today there was wind at the harbor. She felt it as she turned the corner onto the street that ran down to the water, a flat push against her chest that smelled of salt and mud and diesel from the boats.
She passed a house with a low stone wall and a garden that had been put to bed for the winter, the beds covered with straw, the rose bushes cut back to thick stumps. A flag pole with its line clanking against the metal in the wind. She passed another house, yellow brick, the curtains drawn, a pair of boots standing on the step outside the door. Every house here had this look in January, closed and braced, the gardens bare, the lives pulled inside. She could walk the length of Havnegade in five minutes and see no one and hear nothing except the wind and the flag lines and, closer to the water, the boats.
The harbor was small. A dozen fishing boats, most of them idle this time of year. A concrete pier that ran out thirty meters into the grey water. A harbormaster's office with a faded Danish flag on a pole that moved stiffly in the wind. Marianne walked to the end of the pier and stood there.
The Limfjord opened in front of her, flat and wide and grey, the far shore a dark line against the sky. In summer, she remembered, the water could turn blue. In summer the sky lifted and the light came at a different angle and the whole fjord changed its character, became something you wanted to be near rather than something you endured. But this was January, and the water and the sky were the same grey that had become the color of her life here, if this was her life here, which she had not decided.
A man was working on one of the boats, scraping the hull with a flat blade. The sound carried across the water, a rhythmic scrape and pause. He did not look up. Marianne stood at the end of the pier with her hands in her coat pockets and watched the water. The wind pushed at her face. She stood there for a long time.
She walked back along the pier and up the street and past the harbormaster's office. A woman was coming the other way, walking a small dog on a red leash. She nodded at Marianne. Goddag. Marianne nodded back and said Goddag and her voice sounded strange to her, rusty from hours of not speaking. She had spoken perhaps twelve words since the bakery. Det gør ikke noget. Godmorgen. Now Goddag. A life measured in single words given to strangers.
She stopped at the small supermarket on Vestergade. The sign above the door read Dagli'Brugsen, the letters faded, one of the apostrophe brackets missing. Inside, the aisles were narrow and the shelves were stocked with the careful economy of a shop that served eight hundred people and knew what they bought. She picked up milk and eggs and a tin of leverpostej. The store was nearly empty. A boy stacking shelves in the back. An older woman at the register who rang up the items without speaking and gave Marianne her change and said Hej hej in the Danish way that meant both hello and goodbye and nothing in between. Marianne put the groceries in her bag and walked out.
She walked home by a slightly different route, one street west, past the empty shopfronts on Nørregade. Two of them had been shops when she was a child. A butcher's, a fabric store. Now they were dark, paper over the glass, the paint on the doors peeling in long strips. Between them a door she had not noticed before, freshly painted, dark red, with a hand-lettered sign in the window: Galleri, and below it the hours, Thursday to Saturday, 11-4. Someone was trying. The town was shrinking but the shrinking was not uniform. Things closed and other things, smaller, opened in the gaps. She passed a house with a lit window and through it she could see a table set for lunch, two plates, a candle burning in the middle of the day. The town was shrinking. She could see it in the windows and in the faces. Too few young people. Too many houses with neat gardens and no car in the drive and curtains that did not move. But people lived here. They set tables. They lit candles. They kept their gardens and their routines and the town held together in the way that small towns hold, not because anyone decided it should but because the ordinary motions of living, repeated daily, gave it its shape.
She passed the church. White with a red tile roof and a bell tower that she could see from the attic window of the house. The churchyard wall ran along the pavement, low, grey stone, and through the gate she could see the rows of graves, the headstones dark against the January grass. She did not go inside. She had not been inside since the funeral, which had been three years ago, the October her mother died. She had flown over for three days and flown back. Three days of faces and Danish and her sister Hanne organizing everything with an efficiency that left no room for Marianne to do anything except stand where she was told and shake the hands that were extended and say Tak, tak so many times the words lost their meaning.
The funeral had been full. The church had been full. Marianne had not expected that. She had thought her mother's life was small. An old woman living alone in a small house in a small town, her husband dead for thirty years, her children far away. But the church had been full. Women Marianne did not recognize, women her mother's age and older, filling the pews in dark coats. Some of them had looked at Marianne as she walked up the aisle and their faces had carried something she could not read. Not grief exactly. Something closer to recognition. As if they knew her, or knew something about her, or knew something she did not know about her mother.
She had not thought about that since. She thought about it now, walking past the church in the January cold.
The house was warm when she came in. Warmer than it had been this morning, the radiators doing their work in the closed rooms while she was gone. She took off her coat and her boots and stood in the hallway and the house was very quiet. The clock in the living room, its tick audible from here. The radiator. Nothing else.
She had grown up in this house. The first eighteen years. Her bedroom had been the small room at the back, upstairs, with the window overlooking the garden and the neighbor's clothesline. Hanne had the room next to it, the slightly larger one, because Marianne had chosen the small one for the view. Marianne had not minded. Her room was small and warm and from the window she could see the plum tree and beyond the fences to the rooftops of Skolegade and beyond that, if she stood on her toes and craned, a thin grey line that was the Limfjord. She had watched that line every morning for eighteen years. Then she left.
She went upstairs now and stood in the hallway between the rooms. Hanne's old room was the one she slept in. Her own childhood room her mother had turned into a sewing room years ago, a small table with a machine on it, a basket of fabric, a pin cushion in the shape of a tomato that Marianne remembered from when she was twelve. Her mother had made their clothes when they were small. Dresses for school, coats for winter, the Christmas dress that came every December, always red, always with a white collar that Solveig pressed flat with the iron.
The main bedroom was closed. Marianne opened the door and stood in the doorway and looked in. The bed was made. Her mother's reading glasses were still on the bedside table. A glass of water, long evaporated, left a white ring on the wood. Marianne had not moved anything. She had not cleaned this room or changed the sheets or opened the curtains wider than the crack her mother had left. She stood in the doorway and looked at the bed her mother had slept in for sixty years, alone for the last twenty-five of them, and she could not go in. She pulled the door closed and went back downstairs.
She went into the kitchen and put the kettle on and stood at the window while she waited. The garden was darkening already. Three-thirty and the light was going. The plum tree's branches were harder to see now, merging with the fence behind them. She made tea, not coffee. She had a rule about coffee after two, leftover from a life that required her to sleep well because other people depended on her being alert. No one depended on her being alert now but the rule persisted.
She took the tea to the living room and sat in the chair by the bookcase. Her mother's books were still arranged the way her mother had kept them. Danish novels on the top shelf, poetry on the second, the rest in an order that was not alphabetical but seemed to follow some private logic Marianne could not decode. She had looked for a system the second day. Found none. Or found one she could not read, which amounted to the same thing. Her mother had known where every book was. The system was Solveig.
She turned on the reading lamp and picked up the novel she had been reading. A Danish writer she did not know, pulled from the third shelf. She was reading it slowly, looking up words she had forgotten or never known. Her reading Danish was better than her spoken Danish but both were rusted in places, missing the connective tissue that came from daily use. She had left Denmark at twenty-four. That was thirty-six years of English pressing down on the Danish underneath it, compacting it, forcing it into smaller rooms.
She read thirty pages without remembering any of them. Her eyes moved over the words and the words entered some part of her brain that was not the part that retained. She read a sentence about a woman standing at a window and realized she had read the same sentence ten minutes ago and had already forgotten it. The book was not bad. Her mind was not in the book.
She put it down and sat in the chair without reading. The light outside was gone. The window had become a dark mirror with her own reflection in it, the reading lamp, the chair, the bookcase behind her. Her mother's living room with Marianne in it where her mother used to be.
Anna had called two days ago. Sunday evening, which was Sunday afternoon in New York. How are you, Mom. Marianne had said she was fine. Anna had said you sound quiet. Marianne had said it is quiet here. They had talked for twenty minutes and when they hung up Marianne stood in the hallway with the phone in her hand and did not move for a long time.
She got up and made dinner. Rye bread again, with leverpostej from the tin she had bought that afternoon, and sliced cucumber, and a glass of water. She ate standing at the counter, the radio on low behind her. DR P1. A man's voice discussing something about infrastructure, a bridge somewhere in Sjælland. She kept the radio on in the evenings because it filled the house with Danish in a way that required nothing of her.
She washed her plate and her cup and dried them and put them away. She wiped the counter. She stood for a moment with the cloth in her hand, not moving. The kitchen window showed the dark outside and her own reflection inside, the overhead light making a bright room of what was really a dim one. She looked old in the glass. Older than she felt. Her mother's face looking back at her from her mother's kitchen.
She hung the cloth on the hook by the sink. The same hook her mother had used. A brass hook, slightly bent, screwed into the side of the cabinet forty years ago by her father. Her father who had been dead for thirty years. Her mother who had been dead for three. The hook remained.
She turned off the radio.
Six-fifteen. The evening stretched ahead of her in the way that evenings here stretched, long and shapeless and uninterrupted. She would read. She would go to bed by nine-thirty because there was no reason to stay up later. She would lie in the dark in the guest room and she would listen to the house cooling around her, the pipes contracting, the wood of the staircase settling in the cold, and eventually she would sleep. She slept well here, better than she expected. The bed was narrow and firm and the room was dark and the town outside was so quiet that sometimes she could hear the water. The Limfjord two streets away, moving in its bed.
A knock at the door.
She turned. The sound was precise, unhesitant. Three knocks, evenly spaced. Not the postman, who came in the mornings and who did not knock but slid things through the slot in the front door. Not the neighbor, who had come once the first week with a casserole and who had knocked tentatively, two soft taps, as if she were not sure she had the right.
Three knocks. Firm. Someone who knew how to knock on a door.
Marianne walked through the hallway. The front door had a glass panel in the upper half, frosted, and through it she could see a shape. A woman, from the height and the outline of the coat. Marianne opened the door.
A woman in her mid-seventies stood on the step. She wore a wool coat, dark green, buttoned to the throat, and she was holding something wrapped in a tea towel. Her face was familiar in the way that faces in this town were familiar to Marianne, recognizable without being placeable. A face she had seen across the church at the funeral, perhaps. Or in the bakery. Or decades ago, one of the women at her mother's table when Marianne was fifteen and came downstairs for a glass of water and found her mother sitting with someone and was told to go back up.
The woman looked at Marianne and her face did something quick, a rearrangement. Not surprise. More like a small adjustment from whatever she had expected to see to what she was seeing.
Forstyrrer jeg? she said. Her voice was low, slightly hoarse. A smoker's voice, or a voice that had spent decades speaking against the wind.
Marianne shook her head. Nej. Nej, kom ind.
The woman stepped inside. She moved past Marianne into the hallway with a certainty that said she had been in this house before, that she knew where the hallway led and what was at the end of it. She did not wait to be directed. She walked toward the kitchen and Marianne followed, and as the woman moved through the hallway the light from the kitchen reached her and Marianne could see her more clearly. The green coat. The tea towel in her hands, wrapped around something that could have been a plate, or a tin, or a loaf of bread. Her shoes, sensible, slightly wet from the walk. Her grey hair pulled back.
The woman reached the kitchen doorway and stopped. She stood there for a moment looking in, at the table with its six chairs, at the window with its dark reflection, at the radiator and the counter and the sink. She looked at the room the way you look at a room you have not seen in a while and are checking against memory.
Then she turned back to Marianne and something moved in her face. A softening, or a giving way.
Jeg hedder Else, she said. Your mother and I. We were. She stopped. The tea towel in her hands shifted. She looked down at it and then back up, and whatever she and Solveig had been to each other stayed in the half-finished sentence, unrecoverable. She tried again, in a different direction. I brought småkager, she said. I make them every year. I made them for your mother every year.
She held out the tea towel. Under it, Marianne could see the edge of a tin. Cardamom, from the smell that was reaching her now. Sweet and warm and specific.
Marianne took the tin. Behind them the front door was still open, the January night pressing in. She reached back and pushed it closed.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two — Late January: Else's First Visit


Else hung her coat on the third hook without looking. She did not check the hooks or choose between them. Her hand went to the third hook the way a hand goes to a light switch in a room it has entered ten thousand times. She pulled the blue hat from her head and pushed it into the coat pocket and walked into the kitchen. 
She pulled out the chair nearest the window and sat and put her hands on the table in front of her and for a moment she did not speak. She looked at the room. The table, the counter, the window with its dark reflection. The reading lamp on the shelf by the door. The blue jar of sugar on the second shelf. The geranium on the windowsill, still alive, red flowers still pushing out though the leaves were yellowing at the edges and two had dropped on the sill.
You have not moved anything, she said.
Marianne said, Not yet.
Else nodded. Her hands were flat on the table, the fingers spread. Large hands, square at the knuckles, swollen at the joints. She looked at them as if noticing them for the first time.
Marianne said, I will make coffee.
She put the kettle on. The scream built and she lifted it and poured and brought two cups to the table and the French press between them. She sat across from Else. The table between them, the tin of cookies between them, the overhead light falling down.
Else opened the tin. The smell of cardamom came up immediately, warm and particular. She pushed the tin toward Marianne. I make them every year, she said. The cardamom is too much. Your mother always said so. Too much cardamom, Else. Every year for thirty years. And she ate three.
Marianne took one. It was dense and crumbled at the edge. The cardamom was very strong.
Else watched her eat it. Something moved in her face, around the mouth, a small contraction that could have been a smile beginning or a smile being prevented. She picked up her coffee and held it with both hands and drank.
Your mother ate them with the coffee, she said. Not before. She said the coffee and the cardamom together was the whole point and the cookie by itself was bare. She picked up a cookie and held it above the cup and bit into it and caught the crumbs in her palm. Like this. She brushed the crumbs from her hand onto the table and looked at the small pile they made and did not brush them away.
Marianne drank her coffee. The cup was warm in her hands.
Else looked at the window. The dark was full out there, the glass giving back the room. She shifted in the chair, pressing one hand against the side of her hip.
The walk over, she said. My hip does not like January. Henrik used to say it was because I carried the







