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      Julia unlocked the door to her mother’s cabin. She hesitated at the threshold, surprised by how nervous she suddenly felt.

      A few dust motes danced in the air, stirred up by the open door. Afternoon sunlight streamed through the two big windows in the main room, falling on the familiar couch with the denim slipcover, the old wool rug, the Franklin stove, the Douglas fir plank table her father had made as a first anniversary gift, before he decided that Julia’s mother, Annika Ross, was too crazy to live with, even though there was already a child on the way.

      The dog at Julia’s side didn’t hesitate at all. Flicka bounded into the room and began her inspection, nosing along the walls, the furniture, checking behind the stove where the mice liked to hide.

      The four-year-old black Lab was Julia’s dog now, part of her inheritance. Along with this cabin.

      The place had been empty for over a year, yet it looked as clean and tidy as if Annika had just swept it and dusted and mopped before Julia arrived.

      Her mother had warned her that it would look like this: cared for. Loved. Julia had nodded and pretended to go along, even though her mother knew she didn’t believe in any of it anymore.

      Satisfied with the front room, Flicka continued on into the two small bedrooms. Julia remained in the doorway, still surveying what had once been her home.

      She had spent exactly half of her life here, until she was fourteen. How had the two of them lived here together for so long, in such a tiny, confining space, with only books and chores and conversation to fill their time?

      Her mother had had her work, but Julia wasn’t part of that.

      It was, eventually, what drove Julia from ever wanting to come back here.

      But now, seeing it almost a decade and a half later, she felt an unexpected affection for the place. She breathed in the familiar scent of it: the pine and pitch of the wooden walls and floors; the old, cold ash in the Franklin stove; the musty flowers and herbs drying in bundles hanging by string from the ceiling for her mother to use later for cooking or her various tinctures.

      Her parents had built this cabin with their own hands. Julia’s father was a skilled and meticulous carpenter, and Annika was both a hard worker and an enthusiastic partner. He taught, she learned. Enough that even after he left them, she was able to continue improving the little house over the years.

      She added a root cellar and expanded the pantry to accommodate the bounty from her garden. She built a second bedroom so Julia could have her own, then later added a tiny bathroom with a special composting toilet so the two of them wouldn’t have to use the outhouse anymore.

      When Julia was eight she helped her mother build a wooden shower stall outside at the rear of the cabin. Until then, they bathed in a metal tub. They still had to haul up their water from the stream and heat it by the kettleful on the stove, but now they could pour it into a perforated tub on the roof of the stall and enjoy the luxury of a short but warm shower.

      It had all felt like such an adventure when Julia was young. Like Little House on the Prairie, transplanted to the mountains. Just her mother and her, living alone out in the woods.

      Although according to Julia’s mother, they were far from alone.

      It was talk like that that eventually drove Julia’s father away.

      He had imagined a different life with the tall Nordic goddess he had met at the restaurant where they both worked. Annika Ross and Gerardo Rosales had both escaped their families and their city lives in Denver to move the small Colorado ski town of Altar Peak to hide from the noise of the world.

      During the winters, when his carpentry work tapered off, Gerardo filled in as a cook at one of the upscale burger grills in town. One day Annika walked in as the new server, and by the end of her first shift, Gerardo was in love.

      By the spring, she had convinced him that even the town was too busy to live in. They should go into the mountains. Build a little cabin. Live off the land, just the two of them.

      They quickly got married and did just that.

      But Annika had left out a few important details.

      She was confident she could grow enough food for them in the garden she intended to plant. But she neglected to tell her new husband the methods she intended to use.

      Flicka was back now, apparently satisfied with her inspection of the entire house. She jumped onto the denim couch and lay with her chin propped on one of the red cushions, waiting for whatever might come next.

      Julia finally stepped all the way inside and shut the door behind her. She crossed to the couch and sank down beside Flicka and stroked the dog’s smooth black back.

      She closed her eyes and rested. It had already been a long day. Buying supplies in town, making arrangements to be driven to the trailhead, then hiking the six miles here, carrying a heavy pack.

      She knew there would probably be plenty of jars of jams and pickled beets and other fruits and vegetables her mother preserved, but beyond that, she had no idea what food might still be here, unspoiled by mice or other creatures.

      She brought a small bag of dog food, a loaf of bread, a bag of coffee—she would definitely need coffee—and a few other staples to get her through the week.

      Even though her mother hadn’t been here to tend the garden this year, Julia noticed on the way in that it was as robust as ever, although definitely wilder and more overgrown. There would be enough there to harvest for a week of salads and other meals.

      But tonight, maybe just a peanut butter sandwich with one of her mother’s jams would have to do. A bowl of kibble for Flicka. Anything more complicated would require Julia to haul in firewood and get the Franklin stove going again.

      She should probably do that anyway. Even in the summer, the nights could get cold. By midnight, she and the dog would probably appreciate the warmth.

      Julia checked her watch. Almost 5:00. Even though sunset wasn’t officially until around 8:00, up this high the sun disappeared early behind the the flat-topped Altar Peak that gave the town and the ski resort their names. After that, there would be only a shadowy twilight for a while, followed by the absolute darkness of a night lit only by moon and stars.

      Julia would need to gather the candles and the oil lamps. At one point her mother had flirted with lanterns fueled by small cans of propane, but she didn’t like the constant hissing sound they made. She preferred the quiet of old-fashioned light.

      Annika had talked about maybe adding solar panels to the roof one day, and finally bringing electricity to the cabin. But it was just one more thing on a long list that would have to remain undone.

      There was no point in dwelling on any of the others.

      Julia would just have to do as much as she could over the next week. It was all the time she could get off from work. She had already run through all her vacation days and paid holidays and the personal days on top of it, trying to take care of her mother toward the end. Right now Julia’s boss was still feeling charitable. That wouldn’t last forever.

      Over the next seven days Julia would gather what she wanted from this cabin. Then she’d lock the door and leave the rest of it to nature.

      And there were her mother’s ashes to spread. Annika hadn’t specified exactly where, just up at the cabin, Someplace nice. I know you’ll do it right.

      She had asked Julia to do a few other things, too. A short but weighty list of last wishes to fulfill.

      Julia would try to do some of them. At least the ones that she believed in.

      Flicka moaned and tilted her head back, the way she did whenever Julia found the right spot behind her ears to scratch. But Julia’s hand was resting idly on the dog’s back at the moment. She had stopped petting her a while ago.

      As if to reclaim her territory, Julia scratched behind Flicka’s right ear. The dog moaned again. But an icy swish of discomfort still lingered just beneath the surface of Julia’s skin.

      It was stupid. It wasn’t real. This place was already getting to her again.

      Julia jumped off the couch and got to work.

      It wouldn’t do to think too much.
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      The harvest was more than Julia could eat in a month, but she kept plucking and piling more and more into the flat-bottomed basket. Everything looked delicious.

      Tomatoes twice the size of anything she could buy in a store. Swiss chard in gorgeous bright colors of green and yellow and red. Heads of broccoli so heavy Julia thought she might have to chop them apart with the ax from the woodpile before she could easily carry them inside.

      There were wild onions and a long row of chubby garlic that felt so satisfying to dig up from the dirt. But still the sun was lowering, and Julia had to come to her senses.

      She carried the basket from the bottom, using both hands. Her haul was too heavy to trust the handle.

      With the last half hour of yellow sunlight, she piled up and carried three armfuls of the slim pieces of wood that would keep the Franklin stove cheerfully blazing throughout the night. Then, just as her mother taught her, she chopped at least enough more to get her through the morning.

      Chopping wood and carrying up buckets of water from the stream were as constant a part of Julia’s childhood as checking email and refreshing her social media feed were now in her adult life.

      She had just that one more chore to do.

      As the sun teetered just above the peak, almost ready to slip behind it, Julia grabbed the wooden bucket from the floor just
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