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  A Lit Stove in an Empty House


The envelope sat on the passenger seat where I’d put it four hours ago in Helsinki. I’d taken it out once, at the petrol stop in Mikkeli, to check a figure I already knew by heart, and I hadn’t touched it since. I let the engine idle and watched a line of smoke rise from the red cottage at the end of the gravel road, straight up into the still November air. My hands stayed on the wheel long after the car had stopped moving. 
The lake behind the cottage was dark and flat. No ice at the shore yet, but the surface had that thick, waiting look it gets the night before it turns, when the wind drops and the cold has nothing left to push against. I’d grown up watching for that look. I hadn’t seen it in eighteen years, and it hadn’t changed.
I went over the property through the windscreen the way I check a medication order. Roof: intact, the red paint faded but not peeling. Chimney: drawing clean. Woodshed: stacked three rows deep, which meant someone had been splitting. Front step: swept. Kitchen window: a square of yellow light I hadn’t left on.
I turned the engine off. The quiet that came in after it was November quiet in the eastern lake country, which isn’t quiet at all. It’s the lake moving against the shore. It’s the spruce creaking as the cold gets into them. It’s your own pulse, loud, because nothing else is.
The developer’s letterhead showed through the window of the envelope. I’d read the letter six times at my kitchen table in Helsinki with a mug of tea going cold beside it. The figures were good. Laine was offering more than the cottage was worth, I’d told the estate agent yes, and all that was left was a signature and the drive home.
I got out of the car.
The cold found my wrists and my throat before I’d taken three steps. I’d dressed for Helsinki, where November means a wool coat and a scarf you can loosen on the tram. Here it came up through the soles of my boots and settled in my ankle bones. My breath hung white in front of me. I didn’t hurry.
The front door opened without a sound. Someone had oiled the hinges. I stepped in braced for the cold an empty house keeps in its floorboards, the kind that takes days of fire to chase out, and instead the air met me warm and close and smelling of birch and something savoury I couldn’t name yet.
The wood stove in the kitchen corner was lit. I could feel it from the door. A blue enamel pot sat on the hot plate with a wooden spoon laid across the lid.
My grandmother had been dead since March.
I set my bag on the bench by the door. Mummo’s boots had lived there, lined up by season, and now the bench was bare except for a pair of felt insoles I didn’t recognise. I looked at them for longer than they deserved. Then I crossed to the stove and held my hands over the iron and let the heat bite my fingers.
Footsteps on the stairs.
Tuomas Aalto came down from the upstairs room with a folded wool blanket under one arm and pale wood dust on the cuffs of his work shirt, and stopped on the bottom step with one hand on the rail.
He was taller than I remembered. That was my first thought, and it was a stupid one. He was thirty-seven, the same as me, and men don’t grow at thirty-seven. But the cottage had shrunk around him while I was gone, or I’d shrunk it in my memory, and the man at the bottom of the stairs took up more of the room than the boy I’d left on the dock.
“The stove was out,” he said.
No hello. His voice was the one he’d had at nineteen, low and spare, and I heard all eighteen years in the gap before I answered.
“I didn’t ask you to light it.”
“I know.”
He put the blanket down over the arm of the chair. It was one of the grey ones Mummo had bought the winter before she died, and the paper tag was still tucked inside the hem. She’d been saving them for a cold that hadn’t come yet, or a guest who hadn’t. Then he went to the coat hooks by the door and stood there, and it took me a moment to understand he was waiting for my coat. I shrugged out of it and handed it over without looking at his face. He hung it beside a canvas work jacket I remembered from another life and straightened the collar where it had folded under.
“The soup’s from yesterday,” he said. “I made too much.”
I lifted the lid. Potato and leek. Mummo’s pot, Mummo’s spoon, worn flat along one side from fifty years of stirring. My stomach tightened before I could tell it not to.
“I brought the paperwork,” I said.
“I figured.”
A chair scraped behind me. I knew that sound, the exact note of that chair leg on those boards, from every summer and every Christmas and every long weekend my parents had driven me up from Helsinki and left me here for weeks I counted down to all year. I knew it, and I didn’t turn round.
“The developer’s coming on Saturday,” I said. “To view it and sign. If the roads hold.”
“They’ll hold.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I live here.”
I put the lid back. The heat had reached my face and I could feel the colour coming up in my cheeks, so I kept my hands flat on the edge of the worktop, because I didn’t trust them anywhere else.
“How long have you been keeping it lit?”
He didn’t answer straight away. I heard him pour something. When I turned he was setting two mugs on the table, and he’d laid out the blue-and-white plates Mummo had bought in Savonlinna the summer I turned twelve.
“Since September,” he said. “The pipes.”
The pipes. Since September meant since the first frost, after the summer people had gone. It meant two months of crossing the yard from his workshop morning and evening to feed a stove in a house with nobody in it. It meant he’d known I would come eventually, to sign, and he’d kept the place warm for that anyway. The pipes were the reason he was going to give me. I let him have it.
I sat down and put the envelope between the plates. The paper made a small, crisp sound on the wood.
“The figure’s on page four,” I said.
He sat across from me and put both hands round his mug. Calluses across the palms, fine pale dust worked into the creases of his knuckles. Boatbuilder’s hands. The last time I’d held them they’d been a boy’s, smooth except for a blister on his thumb from a new chisel, and now they weren’t, and something low in my stomach remembered them before the rest of me had agreed to. I looked away before he could catch me at it.
“You’re selling to Laine,” he said.
“They made the best offer.”
“They’ll pull it down.”
“I know what they’ll do.”
“Four summer cabins and a shared dock.”
“I read the proposal, Tuomas.”
His face gave nothing away. A log shifted in the stove and filled the space where one of us should have said something else.
“You were upstairs,” I said.
“Airing the blankets. They’d gone damp.”
I picked up my mug. Black coffee, too hot. I held it under my chin and let the steam come up into my face, and I didn’t ask why a man airs blankets in a house he expects to be sold by Saturday.
“I’ll need to do an inventory before the viewing,” I said. “Furniture. Dishes. The sauna things.”
“The sauna’s still good.”
“I’ll need to check.”
“Check, then.”
He drank, and I watched his throat move, and then I watched myself watching it. The windows had begun to steam at the corners. Outside, the lake lay flat and dark. Inside, the fire ticked, and Tuomas Aalto sat at my grandmother’s table as though I’d only stepped out for milk.
I opened the envelope and fanned the papers between the plates. My hands did what they do at the dispensing counter, quick and exact. Cover letter. Terms. Valuation. The figure. Then the property schedule, the list of fixtures
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