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  Chapter one

The taxi left her at the wrong address. She stood on the pavement with her suitcase and her shoulder bag and the cold already inside her coat, looking at a number that did not match the number on the paper the university had sent. The street was narrow, cobbled in the old center, dark at the edges where the streetlights did not reach. She walked fifty meters east and found the right door. 
It was a wooden house, painted the deep red she had seen on farmhouses from the train, though here the paint was older and had faded to something closer to rust. The door was heavy and unlocked, as the email had said it would be. The stairwell was unlit. She found the switch, a timer, the old kind that clicks, and the light came on, a single bulb on the landing above, and she saw the stairs.
Wooden stairs, wide, polished by decades of use. A curved banister. Halfway up, a small window that was black now and would face east in the morning. She carried the suitcase up. It was heavier than she remembered packing it, or she was more tired than she had thought. The stairs creaked in two places. She would learn later which two, and step around them at night when the building was quiet, but now she stepped on everything and the sound filled the stairwell.
The apartment door was at the top, to the left. The key was where they had said it would be, under the mat, which was the kind of trust she had not encountered in Copenhagen since the 1980s. She let herself in.
The hallway was dark. She found another switch. The light revealed a narrow passage, a coatrack with nothing on it, a small mirror she did not look into, and a door at the end that was open onto a room she could not yet see. The air smelled of cleaning fluid and, underneath that, old wood and the particular staleness of a place that has been empty for two months.
She left the suitcase in the hallway and went through to the main room.
The room was larger than she had expected. Two armchairs, facing each other, both old, both upholstered in a fabric that had once been blue. A sofa along one wall that showed its age. A writing desk under the far window. A lamp on the desk, green-shaded, already plugged in. She turned it on. The light was warm and small and did not reach the corners of the room, and the room settled around it the way rooms do when a single lamp is lit after dark.
The window was behind the desk. She went to it and looked out. It was a tall double window, two panes wide, and what she saw through it was mostly darkness. A garden below, or what she guessed was a garden from the shape of two trees against the sky, and beyond that a flatness that could be water. She opened the window an inch. The air that came in was cold and smelled of something she could not name. Not the sea, not quite the forest. Something mineral and wet. The sound of water, faint, or the memory of water. She closed the window.
She went through the other rooms. A kitchen, small, with a window facing a wall three meters away. A table for two that she would use for one. A stovetop teakettle on the stove. A radio on the counter. A bathroom, white tiles, a mirror she looked into briefly and looked away from. A bedroom at the front, with a smaller window onto the street, shuttered. A bed, made up with white sheets and a blue duvet. She touched the duvet. It was thin. She would need another blanket.
Back in the main room she stood for a moment and listened. The building was silent. Downstairs, the offices were closed. Somewhere a radiator ticked, the cast iron expanding as the heat came on, and the sound was the first domestic sound the apartment offered her and she was grateful for it.
She unpacked the shoulder bag first. Her laptop, her notebook, a pencil case, her reading glasses in their soft case, three books she had carried rather than packed in the suitcase because she did not want them handled roughly. She set the books on the writing desk. Two of her own, Climate and the Northern Margin and The Long Winter, and one of her father's, The Cistercian Granges of Jutland, 1981, with his name on the spine. Aksel Bilde. She touched the spine with her index finger, the way she always did when she placed his book on a new surface, a small gesture she did not think about.
She opened the suitcase in the bedroom and hung her coats and her three good sweaters in the wardrobe. She put her underclothes in the drawer. She set the photographs on the dresser. Her parents in the garden at Aarhus. Her daughter Sofie holding the baby in the kitchen in Nørrebro. She looked at them for a moment and then moved the angle of the one with Sofie so that it faced the bed. In the bottom of the suitcase, in a flat envelope, there was a third photograph she did not take out. She put the envelope in the bottom drawer of the dresser and closed the drawer.
In the kitchen she boiled water in the stovetop kettle. The whistle startled her. Too loud, too sudden, a sound that expected someone who was ready for it. She poured the water over a tea bag she had brought from Copenhagen, a habit she had, carrying tea bags when she traveled, because hotel tea was always wrong and she did not yet know where to buy tea in this town or what the tea here would be.
She carried the mug back to the main room and sat in one of the armchairs. The one closer to the window, the one that would become hers. The other armchair faced her, empty, and she looked at it for a moment and then looked at the desk and the window behind it and the dark beyond.
Henrik would have walked through the apartment first and opened every door and tested the taps and checked the view from each window and reported back to her while she made the tea. He would have said something about the ceilings. He noticed ceilings, the height and the molding, in every room they ever entered together, a minor fixation she had teased him about for decades. He would have said these ceilings are good, or these ceilings are original, standing in the center of this room with his head tilted back, tall enough to almost reach the fixtures, and she would have said I know, Henrik, and he would have known from the way she said it that she was glad to be here and tired from the journey and wanted to sit down.
She drank her tea. The radiator ticked. Outside, beyond the window she could not see through, the river she did not yet know was there moved in its bed in the dark.
She washed the mug and dried it and set it on the shelf beside the others. Four white mugs, the apartment's supply, the same in every furnished rental she had ever stayed in. She brushed her teeth. She changed in the bedroom with the shutter closed, though there was no one to see. She got into bed.
The sheets were cold. The duvet was thin, as she had thought. She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling she could not see and listened to the building. The radiator, ticking less now. The wind, which had come up since she arrived, pressing at the front window with a sound that was not quite a whistle and not quite a hum. And somewhere, from the direction of the back window, a sound she had not heard before. Low, rhythmic, patient. The sound of something alive or something moving that she could not identify. She lay still and listened. It was water. The river, forty meters from the garden wall, moving under the beginning of ice.
She lay in the dark in the rented bed in the foreign town and the building held her the way buildings hold the newly arrived. Loosely, without knowledge, the way you hold a coat that is not yours.
The last thing she heard before she slept was the owl. A single call from the trees on the far bank, two notes, the second lower than the first, and then silence, and then the call again, and then nothing. She did not know it was an owl. She would learn this later, from Ingeborg, who would tell her the species and the season and the territory, but tonight it was only a sound she did not recognize in a place she did not yet know, and it came twice across the water and then it stopped, and she slept.






  
  Chapter two

The bedroom shutter had a gap at the bottom edge, and through it the morning came in as a pale stripe across the floor. She woke into light she did not expect, and for a moment she did not know where she was. The ceiling was too high. The air smelled wrong. Then the building found her, the radiator ticking its way into the day, and she remembered. 
She got up and went to the kitchen and stood at the window. The view was what it had been in the dark: a wall, three meters away, the side of the neighboring building, old brick with moss in the mortar joints. No sky from this window. She filled the kettle and put it on the stove and waited for the whistle, and this time she was ready for it.
She carried her tea to the main room and went to the back window. This was the first time she saw the view in daylight and she stood there for a long time.
The garden was smaller than she had imagined. A rectangle of grass, gone to seed, with the two apple trees she had seen as shapes against the sky. They were old and unpruned, their branches reaching sideways in the way of trees that have not been tended. A few small apples, brown and soft, still clung to the lower branches. Beyond the garden the fence, low, wooden, leaning slightly. And beyond the fence the river.
It was wider than she had thought. Perhaps forty meters across, slow-moving, the color of iron in the morning light. The far bank was wooded, pine and birch, the birch already bare, the pine dark against the sky. A low ridge rose behind the trees and the sky above the ridge was white, not cloud white but the white of a northern sky in late October that has nothing in it.
She drank her tea and watched the river. A bird she did not know crossed from the far bank to the near bank in a low straight line and disappeared into the garden trees. The water moved without hurrying. The sound she had heard in the night, the low patient sound, was the same sound now, the river against its own banks, and she understood that this was what she would hear from this window for two years. This sound, and the changing of it through the seasons, the ice when it came, the thaw when it came, the silence in between.
She pulled the writing desk six inches closer to the window. It had been set back, against the wall, in the position of someone who did not want to be distracted by the view. She wanted to be distracted by the view. She wanted the river in the corner of her eye while she worked.
She walked to the library at nine. The route was simple. Down the stairs, left on the quiet street, past a bakery that was open and smelled of cardamom, past a small square with a bare-branched linden tree and a bench no one was sitting on, and then the library, a stone building from the 1880s with wide steps and a wooden door that was heavier than any library door she had encountered. She pulled it open and went in.
The smell was the first thing. Paper, old paper, the kind of smell that has layers in it. Dust, binding glue, the particular sweetness of pages that have been closed for decades. Underneath that, heating oil and floor wax and the faint mineral scent of a stone building that does not fully warm. Margrete had spent most of her adult life in rooms that smelled like this. She stood in the entrance hall and breathed it in and something in her chest, some small tight thing she had been carrying since Copenhagen, loosened by a fraction.
The front desk was to the left. A woman was standing behind it, sorting through a stack of returns. She was tall, narrow, white-haired, and she looked up when Margrete came in with an expression that was not a smile and not a frown but something between them, the expression of a person assessing whether the arrival will require effort.
"Margrete Bilde," Margrete said. "I'm the fellow from Copenhagen. I wrote to Eva Karlsson about the archive."
The woman set down the book she was holding. "You wrote to Eva. Eva told me. I am Ingeborg Lindqvist." She came around the desk and extended her hand. Her handshake was firm, dry, brief. "Eva is in Umeå today. She asked me to show you the building."
"You work here?"
"I used to work here. Now I come in when I feel like it, which is most mornings." She said this without irony, stating a fact. "Come. I will show you the rooms."
The library was not large. Ingeborg walked her through it in twenty minutes, moving at a pace that did not allow for lingering. The main reading room, with tall windows on the north side that let in a flat grey light and six wooden tables with green-shaded lamps that matched the one in Margrete's apartment. The reference section, well-organized, labeled in a careful hand that Margrete would later learn was Ingeborg's. The local history shelves, four cases along the east wall, with parish records and land surveys and town council minutes going back to the 1780s. A small office that had been set aside for Margrete, with a desk, a lamp, a shelf, and a window that looked onto a courtyard. Ingeborg had put a nameplate on the door. Prof. M. Bilde. The nameplate was handwritten, in the same careful hand as the reference labels.
"Thank you," Margrete said, looking at the nameplate. "You did not need to do that."
"It helps people know who is in the room," Ingeborg said. This was, Margrete would learn, how Ingeborg dismissed thanks. By stating the practical reason for what she had done.
Ingeborg led her down a corridor to the back of the building. The corridor was narrow and the ceiling was lower here and the smell of old paper grew stronger. At the end of the corridor was a door, closed, with a sign that read Magasin. Ingeborg took a key from her pocket.
"This is the archive," she said. She unlocked the door and turned on the light.
The room was not what Margrete had expected. She had expected shelves, filing cabinets, the organized storage of a municipal collection. What she saw was closer to an attic. The room was large, perhaps eight meters by six, with a low ceiling and no windows. The walls were lined with metal shelving, and the shelving was full, but not in any order she could recognize. Cardboard boxes, labeled and unlabeled, stood on the shelves and on the floor and on a long wooden table in the center of the room. Stacks of unbound papers, some tied with string, some held together with rubber bands that had dried and cracked. A row of leather-bound ledgers on the highest shelf, too high to reach without the stepladder that leaned against the far wall. And in the back corner, on a shelf of its own, a wooden chest with a ribbon around it, the ribbon faded to a color that was no longer identifiable.
Margrete stood in the doorway and looked.
"The parish records from before 1780 are in those boxes," Ingeborg said, pointing to the left wall. "The Lindahl donation is most of the right wall. The Karlsson chest is in the back corner. It has not been opened since 1982."
"Why not?"
"Bergström was the librarian then. The material was in an older dialect he could not read. He put it on the shelf and did not go back to it."
"Could he not have asked someone?"
"He could have. He did not." Ingeborg said this with the particular flatness of a woman who had worked under a man she did not respect and had waited a long time to correct his errors and was still waiting. "The Lindahl papers are partly sorted. I did what I could in the nineties when there was funding for a summer assistant. The rest is as it was when the family donated it in 1967."
Margrete stepped into the room. She touched the edge of one of the cardboard boxes on the table. The cardboard was soft with age.
"How much of this has been catalogued?"
"Perhaps a third. The parish records and the town council minutes and some of the land surveys. Everything else is in its original state."
"Original state meaning no one has read it."
"Original state meaning no one with the training to read it has looked at it carefully since it arrived in this building." Ingeborg paused. She was looking at Margrete with an expression that had shifted from the assessment of the front desk to something more considered. "That is why you are here."
Margrete looked at the room. The boxes, the ledgers, the unbound papers. Decades of material, perhaps centuries, sitting in a windowless room at the back of a library in a town of eight thousand people, uncatalogued, unread, waiting. She had seen rooms like this before, in smaller archives across Scandinavia, and she knew what they cost and what they offered. The cost was time. The offering was the possibility that something was in these boxes that no one had seen, that no scholar had touched, that had been sitting in the dark since before anyone alive was born.
She turned to Ingeborg. "I would like to start here."
"I assumed you would. I will bring you coffee." Ingeborg left the room. Her footsteps went down the corridor and Margrete heard a door open and close and then she was alone in the archive.
She stood in the quiet of it. The room had the particular silence of enclosed spaces full of paper, a silence that is not empty but layered, as though the words on all those pages were generating a sound too low to hear. She could feel the temperature, cooler than the rest of the building, the stone walls holding the autumn chill. She could smell the paper and the dust and the old leather of the ledgers and, faintly, something else, a smell of earth, of a cellar, of a place that has been closed a long time.
She took off her coat and hung it on the back of the chair at the table. She sat down. She opened her notebook and uncapped her pen. She looked at the boxes and the shelving and the chest in the back corner with its faded ribbon.
This was the work. This was what she had come for. The rest of it, the apartment, the river, the town she did not yet know, was the life around the work, and she would learn it in time, but the work was here, in this room, in these boxes, in whatever was written on the pages she had not yet touched. She was a historian. She read what the dead had left behind. She had been doing this for thirty-five years and it was the thing she knew how to do, and it was the thing that had not changed when everything else had changed, and she was grateful for it now in the way you are grateful for a skill that your hands remember when your mind has forgotten the reason for using it.
Ingeborg came back with two mugs of coffee, black, and set one on the table beside Margrete's notebook. She did not sit down. She stood for a moment and looked at Margrete sitting at the table in the archive with her pen and her notebook and her coat on the back of the chair.
"The building closes at five," she said. "I leave at four most days. If you need anything before then, I am at the front desk."
"Thank you, Ingeborg."
Ingeborg nodded. She went back down the corridor. Margrete heard her footsteps recede and then the corridor was quiet and she was alone with the boxes and the paper and the low layered silence and the coffee growing cold beside her hand.
She opened the first box.






  
  Chapter three

The days took shape. She had not expected them to, not so quickly, but by the end of the first week a rhythm had formed, the way rhythms do when a person is alone in a new place and has work to do and nothing else to structure the hours. 
She woke at 5:47. Henrik's alarm, the one he had set for the early shifts at the clinic. She had not changed it after he died. She had not changed it in the eighteen months since. She did not set an alarm of her own. She simply woke at 5:47, every morning, in every bed she had slept in since he died, and lay in the dark for the time it took to understand that the alarm was not going to sound because the phone it had lived on was in a drawer in Copenhagen and the man who had set it was in the ground. This took less time now than it had at first. In the early months it had taken most of the hour. Now it took only a moment, a small contraction in the chest, and then she was awake and the day was there.
She got up. Bathroom, face, teeth. She did not look in the small mirror in the hallway. She went to the kitchen and filled the kettle and turned on the radio. The morning news came on, Swedish, spoken at a pace she could mostly follow if she did not try too hard. She understood the weather. She understood the time. She understood enough of the political news to know it was political news. The voices filled the kitchen and that was the point of them.
She made tea and carried it to the main room and stood at the back window. The river was there. It was always there. She was learning its moods, the way it changed with the light and the wind and the hour. In the early morning it was dark and still, almost black, the far bank a smudge of pine against a sky that was not yet decided about its color. By midmorning, if there was sun, the water caught it and turned silver in patches. By afternoon the light was already going and the river went grey. By four it was dark and the window held only her own reflection and the green-shaded lamp behind her.
She walked to the library at nine. The route did not vary. Down the stairs, left on the street, past the bakery. She had been inside the bakery on her third morning and bought a loaf of bread and a bag of coffee beans and had exchanged a few sentences with the woman behind the counter, whose name she did not yet know and who spoke a Swedish that was faster and more local than Ingeborg's. The bread was dark, dense, good. She ate it with cheese in the mornings, standing at the kitchen counter, the way she had eaten breakfast in Copenhagen for the year and a half since Henrik was not there to sit across from her at the table.
Past the bakery, past the square with the linden tree. The linden was bare now. Its leaves had come down in the first days of November and lay in a wet mat around the base of the trunk. Past the bench where no one sat. Past a shop that sold hardware and fishing tackle and, according to its sign, hunting licenses. Past the church.
The church stopped her, the first time. She had not expected it to. She had seen hundreds of churches in Scandinavia, had entered them as a historian enters buildings, looking for the date of the stonework, the shape of the nave, the evidence of reconstruction. But this church was the one she would see every day for two years, and the first time she passed it on her walk she stopped on the pavement and looked at it and felt something she could not have explained and did not try to.
It was stone. Grey stone, the local granite, rough-cut, with a square tower that was not tall but solid, the kind of tower that was built to last and had lasted. The roof was steep, shingled, dark with age. The windows were narrow, arched, set deep in the walls. The door was wooden, iron-banded, and it was closed. A sign beside the door said the church had been built in the late fifteenth century and restored in 1743 and again in 1891. The bells in the tower had been rung since 1623.
She did not go in. She stood outside for a minute and looked at the stone and the tower and the narrow windows and then she continued to the library. She would go inside later. She would sit in the pews on a Sunday morning and listen to the bells that had been rung for four hundred years. But not yet. She was not ready for the interior of a church. She was not ready for the particular silence of a space that has been used for the same purpose for five centuries, the press of that continuity, the way it bore on the place in her chest where the contraction happened each morning at 5:47.
The library opened at nine and Ingeborg was always there before her. Margrete did not know what time Ingeborg arrived. She had tried coming at twenty to nine and Ingeborg was already at the desk, sorting, shelving, doing the quiet maintenance of a building she had tended for forty-five years. The coffee was always made. Ingeborg poured a mug for Margrete without asking whether she wanted one, and Margrete drank it without saying that she preferred tea, because the coffee was good and because the gesture was the first human exchange of the day and she did not want to complicate it with preferences.
They did not talk much in those first days. Ingeborg showed her where things were. The photocopier, old, temperamental. The catalogue drawers, wooden, organized in a system Ingeborg had designed in the 1980s and never digitized because she did not trust digital systems to outlast paper. The key to the archive room, which Ingeborg gave her on the second day and which Margrete kept on the ring with her apartment key. The bathroom, down the hall, past the children's section, the door that stuck. These were the small facts of the building and Ingeborg delivered them in the same flat efficient tone she used for everything, and Margrete received them and did not try to make conversation beyond what was offered.
She worked in the archive from nine until four or five. The first boxes were parish records from the late 1700s, well-organized, legible, the kind of material she could catalogue quickly. She made a list. She numbered the boxes. She noted the date range, the content type, the condition. This was the mechanical phase of archival work, the inventory that had to come before anything else, and she was good at it because she had been doing it for decades and because the mechanical work did not require the part of her mind that was, these days, unreliable.
At noon she ate lunch at the desk. She brought food from the apartment, bread and cheese and an apple, and she ate without stopping the work, the way she had always eaten in archives, the food a function rather than a meal. Ingeborg came down the corridor once, around noon on the third day, and saw her eating at the table and said nothing but came back ten minutes later with a glass of water and set it beside the bread. Margrete drank the water. She had not thought to bring water. She began bringing a bottle after that.
In the afternoons the light in the archive room did not change because there was no window, but the light in the reading room changed and she could feel it from down the corridor, the way the quality of the air shifted as the day outside turned. At three the reading room was still lit by the north windows. By four the lamps were on and the windows were dark. By five the building was closed and Margrete was walking home on a street that was already night.
The dark was coming. She felt it each day, the shortening, the way the light arrived later and left sooner and the hours of work between lamp and lamp grew longer. She had studied the Little Ice Age for thirty-five years. She knew the data for this latitude, the sunrise and sunset tables, the exact minutes of daylight lost each day in the weeks between the equinox and the solstice. She knew it as numbers. She had never felt it as a body. The body felt it differently than the mind understood it. The body felt the dark as a weight, a slow accumulation, and the body responded by wanting sleep earlier and food earlier and light from any source, the green-shaded lamp, the kitchen bulb, the glow of the laptop screen in the evening when she sat in the armchair and read.
She bought a second blanket at a shop near the square. She bought candles, three packs, and set them on the kitchen counter and in the main room. She did not light them yet. But she wanted them there.
The owl came on the second night and the third and every night after. Two notes from the far bank, the second lower than the first, the same call repeated two or three times and then silence. She listened for it now. She had begun to wait for it in the way you wait for a familiar sound in an unfamiliar place, and when it came she felt the small settling that recognition brings. She still did not know what kind of owl it was. She thought about asking Ingeborg but she did not ask. The question felt too personal for the stage they were at, too much an admission that she was listening to the dark from her bed at night and needed the owl to be something she could name.
On Friday of the first week she walked to the river after work. Not from the apartment, where the river was visible from the window, but from the library, taking a different route, south through streets she had not been on, past wooden houses painted red and yellow, past a petrol station and a small playground with no children in it, to a path that ran along the riverbank heading east out of the town.
The path was packed earth, narrow, with birch on one side and the river on the other. The birch were bare. The ground was hard with the first frost but not yet frozen through. She walked for twenty minutes, slowly, her hands in her coat pockets, watching the river. The water was dark and it moved the way northern rivers move in late autumn, steadily, without urgency, carrying the cold. The far bank was close enough to see the individual trees, the pine standing among the birch, the undergrowth brown and tangled. A few birds moved in the branches but she did not know their names.
She walked until the path curved away from the river and into a stand of pine and then she stopped. The pine were tall, old, their trunks straight and their canopy high. The ground under them was carpeted with needles and the air smelled of resin, sharp and cold. The light was almost gone. She stood among the pines and listened to the silence, which was not silence but the sound of moving water and moving air and the settling of a forest at the end of the day.
She had not been alone outside, in a place like this, since before Henrik died. In the last years of the marriage they had walked together on Sundays, along the coast north of Copenhagen, short walks because his knees were bad, but walks that covered the week between them, the things that needed saying, the things that did not. After the diagnosis they had still walked, shorter and shorter, until the walks were just the garden, and then just the path to the bench in the garden, and then he could not walk at all. She had not walked alone since. She had not wanted to. The walks had been theirs.
This was a different walk. A different country. A different path, in a different forest, along a different river. Henrik had never been here. He had never seen these trees or this water. There was no version of this walk that included him. She was walking in a place that was entirely hers, for the first time in more years than she could easily count, and the feeling this produced was not freedom and not grief but something between them that she stood inside for a moment, among the pines, before she turned and walked back to the town in the dark.
At the apartment she made soup. Potato and leek, from vegetables she had bought at the small shop on the square. She ate it at the kitchen table, alone, with the radio on, and then she washed the bowl and the pot and wiped the counter and went to the main room and sat in her armchair and read. She was reading







