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*The darkness is not the absence of light.*

*It is its own kind of light.*

*You learn to see differently.*

&nbsp;
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# Chapter One: The Last Train South

The train left Oslo at eleven-fourteen and Ingrid had the car nearly to herself.

She had chosen the northernmost seat, facing forward, which was not how she usually sat on trains - she preferred to face backward, to watch the world recede rather than approach - but tonight she wanted to see what was coming, or thought she did, or at least wanted to practice the idea of that. The seat opposite was empty. The overhead rack held only her bag. Outside the window the city was doing what cities do when you leave them at night: presenting its lights in streaks, becoming abstract, becoming distance.

She opened her laptop and the architecture project came up where she'd left it: the third-floor residential units of a mixed-use development in Grønerløkka, the kind of clean, purposeful work she was good at and had been good at for nine years. She looked at the floor plan for a long moment. The kitchen layout needed adjustment - the island was blocking the sightline to the window, a small but compounding error that wasn't a problem yet but would become one the moment someone tried to live there, tried to stand at the stove and look out at the morning. She knew this because she thought carefully about how people moved through space, which was most of what architecture was, in the end. She had always found it easier to think about how other people moved through space than to notice how she herself did.

She closed the laptop.

Outside, the lights of the Oslo suburbs were thinning. Smaller houses now, spaced further apart, the orange glow of a petrol station sweeping past and gone. Then trees. Then nothing much but the dark suggestion of hills and the occasional lit window of a farmhouse crossing the frame and disappearing again. The train made its sounds: the rhythmic percussion of the track seams, the lower tone of the engine settling into its northward purpose, the small clank of something in the luggage compartment above. Ingrid rested her head against the glass and let the cold from it settle into her temple.
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She had spent three weeks in Oslo after the funeral being efficient.

Making calls. Signing forms. Forwarding mail. She had spoken to Kari's GP, to her solicitor, to the woman at the council office in Bodø who handled the paperwork for these things. She had cancelled the milk delivery that had apparently still been happening - a glass bottle, every other Tuesday, from a dairy in the next municipality, because Kari had never switched to cartons and never would. She had notified the two people in Oslo whose numbers she found in Kari's small brown address book, which was organized not alphabetically but by some principle Ingrid couldn't deduce. She had located the insurance documents, the property deed, the pension statements filed neatly in a manila envelope in the second drawer of Kari's writing table, the one piece of furniture that had always been off-limits when Ingrid was a child, the desk of adult business.

She had selected the readings for the funeral from a book she found on Kari's shelf - a collection of Norwegian lyric poetry, thin-spined, its pages going soft at the edges - with one page marked by a bus ticket from Tromsø dated 1987. She had stood at the lectern in the small church and read the words clearly, at the right pace, her voice carrying without effort to the twenty-odd people gathered in the wooden pews. The priest had thanked her afterward and said she read beautifully. She had said thank you and meant it and then felt the strangeness of meaning something like that at a moment like that.

She had been very good at all of it. She suspected that was the problem.

The compartment was quiet. The only other passengers she could see were a woman three rows forward who had fallen asleep with her forehead against the window, and an older man near the door reading a paperback with a cracked spine. Otherwise the car held only the sound of the train and the occasional muted announcement from the next carriage forward. It was past midnight. She had been awake since five-thirty because she had an early meeting and then a client call and then a last walk through her apartment to check that she'd turned everything off and locked everything and set the heat to the lower setting she used when she'd be away. She had done all of this with her usual precision, noting the confirmation from the letting agent, noting the estimated journey time, noting the weather forecast for the north.

She reached into her bag and found the small tin of almonds she'd packed in Oslo and ate them one by one, looking at the dark window and the faint reflection of the carriage that floated on its surface - the overhead lights, the rows of empty seats, her own pale face looking back.

Her phone lit up on the table. Liv.

She considered not answering. Then she pressed the button.

"I thought you'd be asleep," she said.

"Erik's snoring." Liv's voice had that particular low, deliberate quality that meant she was standing in the hallway of her Oslo apartment, the one she'd moved into with Erik three years ago, speaking quietly so as not to wake their daughter. "Where are you?"

"Somewhere north of Hamar."

"You're on the night train."

"Yes."

"You didn't have to take the night train. You could have flown tomorrow."

"I prefer the train."

"You prefer the night train in November."

"I prefer knowing what's between me and a place." Ingrid watched the dark hills outside. "If I fly, it just happens to me."

A pause. She could hear Liv deciding what kind of conversation this was going to be. Liv was her mother's niece, which made her Ingrid's second or first cousin once removed - she had never been certain - but they had grown up as cousins, spent summers at the cabin in alternating years, competed quietly and then grown into something that resembled genuine affection. Liv was three years younger, worked in property development, had a husband and a daughter and a quality of confident forward motion that Ingrid had always admired and sometimes, in her more honest moments, envied.

"Have you contacted an estate agent yet?" Liv said.

"No."

"Ingrid."

"I haven't seen the property in eleven years. I need to look at it before I make any contacts."

"You don't need to see it. We know what it is. It's a coastal property, it's-"

"It's Mormor's cabin, Liv."

A longer pause. "I know that."

"So I need to see it."

"I'm not saying it isn't hard." Liv's voice was careful. "I'm saying that being sentimental about it doesn't help either of us decide."

"I'm not being sentimental. I'm being thorough." Ingrid set down the tin of almonds. "I need to see what repairs it needs. Whether it's structurally sound. What the realistic sale condition is. You can't price something properly without assessing it."

"You sound like a surveyor."

"I sound like an architect. Which is a similar qualification for this purpose."

"Fine." She could hear Liv almost smiling. "Just call me when you get there."

"It'll be four in the morning."

"Call me when you wake up, then. Whatever that means in November up there."

After she hung up, Ingrid sat for a while with the phone facedown on the table and listened to the train. Liv was not wrong. She was never entirely wrong. The pragmatic view was the correct view in most things: the cabin was a property, it was remote, the maintenance costs on a property that size, unoccupied for most of the year, were not small, and Ingrid's mother's share of the inheritance was clear in the documents, and the sensible thing, the adult thing, was to assess and list and sell and divide. Kari had no other children. Ingrid had no siblings. The only other family member with any claim was Liv's mother, and she had already said that whatever Ingrid and Liv decided was fine with her.

It was very clear. It was very sensible. Ingrid looked at the dark outside the window and waited to feel more certain about it.
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She slept somewhere around Trondheim, she thought, though she didn't know she'd been sleeping until she wasn't.

The dream was the cabin in summer. Not winter, which was where she was going, which was wrong, but dreams didn't accommodate itinerary. The cabin in the dream was the cabin of childhood - of July, specifically, of the visits she and her mother had made every other year until Ingrid was twelve and then less often after that, the rhythm dissolving into other priorities, school schedules, her father's work calendar, the ten thousand small accumulations of a life expanding. But before all that: July. The particular July quality of the light in that place, which came from the west in the evening and lasted until eleven at night, lying flat and gold across the water.

Kari's hands pressing bread dough. That was what the dream gave her. Just the hands, not the face - large hands, the knuckles pronounced, the skin dry and mapped with small lines. Pressing and folding, pressing and folding, the motion so practiced it had its own rhythm, its own sound against the wooden board. The smell of yeast and cardamom, because Kari put cardamom in everything - in the bread, in the coffee, in the small soft cakes she made on Sunday mornings, and Ingrid had grown up assuming this was how everyone cooked until she went to university and realized it was just Kari, that it was Kari's particular signature on everything she made.

The kitchen window in the dream was open even in July, the thin white curtain moving in the draft that came off the water. The table was set for breakfast. The light was the pale gold of eight in the morning and there were coffee cups and a blue-painted jug of milk and a plate of the cardamom cakes, and at some point in the logic of the dream Ingrid was small again, seven or eight, sitting at that table with her chin just level with its surface, watching those hands and not needing to say anything about what she was watching.

How many hours had she sat at that table? Across how many summers, how many mornings? She could not calculate it. She only knew that when she thought about Kari - which she had been doing, carefully and at a distance, for three weeks - what she got was not a face or a voice but a scene. A table and two coffee cups and the smell of cardamom and those hands, moving with the certainty of someone who had done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more, and the understanding - understood only now, decades later, from the other side of it - that being in the presence of that certainty had been, for a child, an extraordinary gift.

She woke to grey.

Not light - this far north in late November, the dawn was a loosening of darkness rather than an arrival of brightness, a slow dilution. The world outside was becoming visible in increments: first the outline of hills against a sky a shade less dark than black, then the shapes of trees, then the pale blank surface of a frozen lake passing beneath the train, its ice luminous with the faint light reflected from cloud.

She pressed her fingers against her face. The carriage had cooled and her coat had slipped from her shoulders. She pulled it back on. Checked her phone: quarter past five.

She sat up and watched the grey deepen into something that would, technically, be called morning.

—-
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The ferry terminal was a low concrete building at the water's edge.

She had collected the hire car in Bodø - a small hatchback with a reliable look to it, diesel, already cold - and driven forty minutes on the coastal road with the heater on full and her hands still stiff on the wheel. The road ran between the sea on her left and the mountains on her right, both dark, both enormous, and in the gaps where the road curved toward the water she could see the fjord flat and pewter-coloured and moving just slightly, the slow respiration of very cold seawater. She passed a petrol station with a single truck outside. She passed a cluster of houses with their lights on, ordinary life beginning in the dark. She passed a reindeer standing at the verge with extraordinary calm, regarding her headlights without alarm as she came and went.

The ferry was not full. Several trucks, their drivers already inside with coffee, and a row of cars. She drove on and parked and sat in the car for a moment after she turned off the engine. The deck was quiet. Through the windscreen she could see the loading crew moving below, their orange vests catching the dock lights. A man coiled rope in a practiced spiral. Another checked something at the stern.

She got out.

The cold was immediate, physical, like walking into another element. Not Oslo cold - Oslo cold had the softening effect of buildings and pavement and other people's warmth; this was the cold that came off open water and open sky and had nothing between itself and you, the kind that hit her face and chest and made her gasp once before her lungs reached an accommodation with it. The smell was salt and diesel and something below that, something mineral and very clean that she associated, without being able to explain why, with the idea of air that had not been breathed recently.

She stood on the deck while the crew moved around her and breathed it.

The mountains across the strait were black silhouettes, their edges cut clean against the sky. And the sky was doing something she had forgotten about - something you had to come back to remember - that particular colour that existed at this latitude, at this hour, in this season, between not-dark-enough and not-yet-light: a blue-grey that was neither and was also both, softer than night and harder than dawn, the sky holding onto something. She had tried to describe this colour to her Oslo colleagues, to her mother, to a boyfriend she'd had briefly in her late twenties who'd been curious about the north, and had never quite gotten it. You had to stand in it with your face turned upward.

The ferry moved. The gangway had been raised without ceremony, the lines cast off, and the water between the hull and the dock opened and then widened and then was simply open water on all sides. The terminal lights receded. The mountains began their slow rotation as the ferry changed course in the channel.

The smell of old rope came to her from somewhere. The metal rail under her hands was cold through her gloves.

She went inside briefly - bought coffee from a dispenser near the door, the kind that came out too hot and tasted of old plastic, but it was something to hold - and then went back out, because she found she couldn't sit down. She stood at the stern rail and watched the wake dissolve behind them into the black water, the white foam thinning and flattening until it was indistinguishable from the surface around it. There was a quality to the light that made distance difficult to judge. The far shore, where she'd come from, had already absorbed itself back into the dark mountains.

It occurred to her that she had not left Oslo since the funeral. Three weeks in the city, moving between her apartment and the office and the necessary offices and her mother's house twice and back again, the whole geography of her grief compressed into the six kilometres of the inner east side where she had spent the last four years of her life. She had thought she needed that. The familiar streets, the known coffee shop, the pattern of work that had held her together through other difficult things: the end of the relationship with Henrik, her father's surgery two years ago, the period in her late twenties when she'd been very lost in a way she still didn't fully understand and had simply worked her way out of.

Work was reliable. Work had always been reliable.

She was aware, standing at the stern rail with the cold in her face and the coffee going warm against her palm, that she had not asked herself once in three weeks whether she was all right. She had assumed she was, because she had been functioning. But functioning and all right were not the same thing, and she was trained to know the difference - she was a person who understood the gap between how a structure looked and how a structure was - and yet she had somehow applied a different standard to herself.

Eleven years since she'd been to the cabin. She had told herself it was distance, it was busy-ness, it was the difficulty of getting there from Oslo in a working week. All true. All also, she allowed now in the dark over the water, convenient.

She stayed on deck.

The crossing took twenty minutes, in the end. She stayed for all of them. The cold established itself more completely - in her face and fingers first, then working inward - and she let it, because there was something in being cold and uncomfortable and not in a hurry to fix it that felt, for the moment, like the appropriate response to where she was and why she was here. She had been managing things for three weeks. She had been efficient and organised and reliable and she had not cried at the funeral and had driven home afterward and worked for two hours and gone to sleep at a sensible time. She had been very good at all of it.

Out here on the deck in the dark and cold at five-thirty in the morning, she thought she might be willing to admit, if only to herself and only briefly, that she did not feel fine. That the sensation in her chest when she thought about the cabin - the cabin empty, Kari's reading glasses on the kitchen table, the window with its view she hadn't looked out of in eleven years - was not anxiety or reluctance or even straightforward grief. It was something more specific and harder to name. A kind of weight that had been forming for three weeks in all the space left by efficient task completion, and was going to be there when she arrived, and was not going to be resolved by an estate agent's valuation.

The ferry slowed. The far shore was becoming specific - shapes clarifying into buildings, into a dock, into the familiar arranged evidence of a settlement. She could see the coloured wooden houses that Lofoten was known for, though here they were dark, most of them, waiting for a daylight that would arrive around ten and leave again by two.

She looked at the approaching shore.

The village resolved itself slowly. Docked boats first - fishing vessels, a few smaller craft, their masts making a bare winter forest in the pre-dawn dark. Then the dock itself, the weathered planking, a crane at the end of it, a stack of crab pots. Then buildings: the low warehouse with its corrugated metal roof, the grocery she recognized from childhood as the one place in the village that had reliably had ice cream in summer. The coloured houses climbing the hillside behind. A yellow house at the water's edge with a lamp on in a downstairs window, someone already awake inside, already doing whatever morning meant for them here.

She had not been in the village in eleven years and yet here it was, doing what it had always done, running through its days without her. The thought was not sad exactly. It was just true. Places did not wait.

Something in her chest shifted slightly. Like the first movement of a jar lid when you've applied the right pressure - when you've found the grip that works and you feel the millimetre of give that tells you the seal is releasing even though it's still technically closed. Not open. But releasing.

She had no idea what she was going to do about the cabin. She had no idea, she was beginning to understand, about quite a lot of things. But she was here, and the cold was real, and the village was right in front of her coming out of the dark, and that felt, for the moment, like enough.

She gripped the rail and watched Solvær come toward her.

—-
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# Chapter Two: What Winter Does to Wood

Elias was in the workshop before five.

He didn't set an alarm anymore. His body had made its own arrangements over years of early work and they weren't in negotiation. He woke in the dark, lay still for a few minutes listening to the quality of the silence - which told him things: whether there was wind, whether there was new snow, whether the temperature had shifted in the night - and then rose and dressed and went out to the workshop behind the house without turning on a light until he was there.

The workshop was a low-ceilinged room that smelled of sawdust and linseed oil and the particular dry warmth of the woodstove he'd built himself from salvaged iron, a functional thing rather than a beautiful one, though he'd come to feel a kind of affection for it over the years. He lit the stove first. Opened the damper, balled newspaper, split kindling from the box beside it, a careful architecture because the kindling had to catch and hold before the heavier pieces could be added, and he'd learned patience in this from watching his father do the same thing in a different workshop twenty years ago. The paper took. The kindling took. He added the first log and closed the grate and waited a moment to confirm the draw was good.

Then he turned to the workbench.

The shelf he was making was for Margit Hauge, who ran what passed for a post office at the back of her grocery - a service she provided because the actual post office had been closed for six years and no one had come to replace it - and who had decided that her back room needed better organization, which was not untrue. He'd been asked to make three shelves with adjustable brackets, ash wood because she'd seen a photograph in a magazine, and he'd been building them in careful segments for a week, fitting the bracket slots by hand rather than with the router because the router made a slot that was technically correct but had a quality of mass production he didn't like.

He picked up the piece he'd left clamped overnight and brought it under the light.

The plane was a number four, his father's, the iron re-sharpened so many times the blade was a centimetre shorter than it had started. He'd ground and set the iron himself the night before to a specific angle for this grain, because ash was contrary - it closed up on you if the angle was wrong, the shaving curling back instead of coming off clean. He held the plane low and read the grain with his fingertips before he started. The grain ran slightly diagonal from the heartwood outward, which meant he needed to plane toward the bark side, not away from it.

He began.

The sound of planing in a quiet workshop in the dark before dawn was one of the best sounds he knew. Each stroke produced a thin curl of wood that rolled from the mouth of the plane like a thought completing itself, and the smell was the faint sweetness of fresh-cut ash, and the feel through his hands was the resistance of the wood giving way in the right direction. He worked steadily. The stove ticked and settled. Outside the workshop, there was nothing: no wind this morning, no traffic, just the deep physical stillness of polar night in a village that had gone quiet. Solvær was a small place even in summer. In winter, it contracted further, the seasonal workers gone, the summer people gone, the village settling into the two hundred-odd people who were its actual permanent population and who, Elias thought, were a different community than the summer village - quieter, more honest, more likely to know your business and say nothing about it.

He planed until the light changed, which was the only clock he needed out here.

By the time the stove had the workshop fully warm he'd done three sections of the first shelf and moved on to shaping the bracket tenons. He liked this kind of work - not inspired work, not the work he did sometimes for people who gave him latitude, a table or a cabinet where he could think about proportion and line, but the reliable work, the kind that required a steady hand and clean measurements and the satisfaction of things fitting the way things were meant to fit. He'd been a carpenter for fifteen years, since he'd left the fishing boat he'd crewed on in his early twenties, a decision he'd made in a single afternoon when he'd watched an old carpenter on the dock repair a broken hatch and had understood, with a clarity that surprised him then and didn't surprise him now, that the way wood yielded to the right tool was the most sensible transaction he'd ever witnessed.

He didn't love it, exactly. Love was the wrong word for the relationship he had with his work. It was more that he trusted it. He trusted that a well-made joint was a well-made joint and that this fact was not subject to revision. There was a lot in life that was subject to revision, and he had learned, over the years, to feel a disproportionate gratitude for the things that weren't.

He planed until the light changed, which was the only clock he needed out here.

—-
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Jonas came downstairs at quarter past seven, still wearing the look of deep affront that characterized his mornings.

He was sixteen and had been sixteen for six months and had spent most of those months treating the fact of his own existence as a personal inconvenience. Elias had grown up enough to know that this was the correct developmental response and tried not to find it funny, which was sometimes difficult. Jonas had his mother's colouring - dark blond, darker in winter - and his grandmother's eyes, pale grey and direct, and he had Elias's habit of going very still before he said anything important, though neither of them had ever mentioned this.

"Morning," Elias said.

Jonas located the bread without speaking and put two slices in the toaster and stood watching them with the concentration of someone defusing a device. He poured orange juice for himself and did not offer any to his father, which was his right.

"Sleep okay?" Elias said.

"Yes."

"Have you got-"

"Homework, yes."

"I wasn't going to say that."

Jonas looked at him with an expression that conveyed skepticism without effort. "You were going to say homework."

"I was going to ask if you had football practice."

A pause. "Thursday."

"Today's Tuesday."

Jonas retrieved his toast. "Then no."

Elias made coffee and drank it standing at the counter. Jonas sat at the table with toast and his phone and the specific quality of performed indifference that meant he was perfectly happy and didn't want it known. This was their morning. It lasted perhaps twenty minutes before Jonas put on his coat and his backpack and said "bye" in the direction of Elias's general region of the room and left.

The door closed. Elias listened to his footsteps diminish on the path outside and then the silence resumed, which was the normal silence now, the one that had no one in it. He drank the rest of his coffee and looked at the wall for a moment.

He'd raised Jonas more or less alone for nine years, since Jonas was seven, since Marte's death had restructured everything. He'd been given a great deal of advice during those years about how to do this, most of it well-intentioned and most of it wrong, and he'd learned eventually to thank people and then do what seemed right, which was mostly this: to be present without hovering, to answer when asked, to make dinner, to show Jonas that daily life was something you kept going. He didn't know if he'd done it well. He didn't know if Jonas was all right or had found ways to be not-all-right that he was simply too reserved to show. He thought Jonas was probably fine, in the way people were fine when they'd been given enough space and enough consistency, but he also thought Jonas was carrying something he hadn't found words for yet and that Elias was not the person who would provide the words, only the kitchen table and the bad pasta and the time for them to surface eventually if Jonas decided to let them.

He washed the cups.

—-
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The phone call came at half past nine, while he was back in the workshop doing finish work on the second shelf.

Margit's number on the screen. He answered and tucked the phone against his shoulder and kept his hands on the wood.

"Elias."

"Margit."

"Are you busy this week?"

"I'm finishing your shelves."

"Good. After the shelves." She had a quality of compressing conversations to their necessary elements that he appreciated. "The old Solberg place needs a look. Winter inspection, maybe more - I haven't been up there but Ragnhild says the roof moved in the November storm. The granddaughter is coming."

Elias set the sandpaper down. "Kari's granddaughter."

"Ingrid. Lives in Oslo. Architect, I think, or something like it. She'll be wanting an assessment and estimates." A pause. "She called me because she didn't know who else to call. I told her you were the person."

"When does she arrive?"

"Today, I'd think. The morning ferry, maybe. I don't know exactly." She added, as an afterthought: "She hasn't been back in a while."

He wrote down the number she gave him and said he'd call in the afternoon. After he hung up he stood for a moment in the workshop, looking at nothing in particular.

He knew what would happen when he assessed the Solberg cabin. He would find what the winter had done and he would write an honest estimate and the granddaughter from Oslo would read the number and make a face or not make a face and either say yes or say she needed to think about it, which meant no. This was a familiar sequence. He had assessed six or seven cabins for people who were inheriting or considering selling, and in most of those cases the estimate itself became the deciding factor, the number that made the emotional decision legible. Sometimes the cost of repair was the thing that gave people permission to let go of what they were already going to let go of.

He did not know which case this was going to be. He supposed it wasn't his business to know. The Solberg cabin was on the north side of the bay, above the dock - he knew the property, had known it for as long as he'd been in Solvær. Had known Kari Solberg, in the way you knew everyone in a village this size, by sight and by small interactions, by the accumulation of passed acknowledgments and unremarkable exchanges. He hadn't known she died. He'd heard it second- or third-hand from someone at the harbour last week and had thought: that's a shame, she was a good woman, I should ask Margit when the service is.

He hadn't asked. He felt now a mild, private reproach about this.

—-
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He drove out to the Solberg property in the early afternoon, in the two hours of daylight - dim, horizontal, coming from the south in a thin gold line above the mountains - that Solvær got at this time of year. Polar night was starting in less than a week. He'd been through it enough times that he no longer felt the particular psychological weight of it that visitors described, the unease, the sense of the world having closed down. But he remembered noticing it the first few years, before he'd adapted, before his body understood that darkness and absence were not the same thing.

The road to the cabin ran along the edge of the bay, the water on one side, the mountain rising steeply on the other, and in winter it was often icy in the shadow sections, the places that didn't get even the thin winter sun. He drove slowly. The snow was a first dusting, not serious yet, but it made everything provisional-looking, the landscape not yet committed to its winter state.

He pulled up in front of the cabin and sat for a moment with the engine off.

It was a good cabin. He could see that at a glance - built in the thirties or forties, he guessed, solid timber construction, small but not cramped, the proportions right. The kind of cabin that had been made for actual use, not for the idea of a cabin. What it had not had, clearly, was sufficient maintenance attention in the last several years, and the winter had found the vulnerabilities. He got out and walked the perimeter, hands in his pockets.

The roof was the most immediate problem. Several boards on the south pitch had shifted under the ice load, the kind of movement that started small and became serious in the freeze-thaw cycles of autumn. From the ground he could see the ridge had a slight sag that hadn't been in the original design. The window frame on the east side had warped - moisture, probably, getting in through the joint and freezing - and there was a section of the south wall where he could see from fifteen feet away that the exterior boards had lifted slightly from their underlying structure, which meant water infiltration, which meant he needed to open it up to find out how deep it went.

He crouched at the base of the south wall and pressed his palm against the bottom course of boards. They had the soft give of wood that had been wetter than it should have been, not rotten, not yet, but beginning the conversation with rot that led to rot if you weren't paying attention. He straightened up and looked at the line where the wall met the foundation, looking for daylight, for unevenness, for the signature of a foundation that was shifting. He found none of that.

He took his notepad out and started writing, slowly, in the precise hand that his foreman on the fishing boat had told him was wasted on a deckhand. He didn't look for what was broken first. He looked for what had held.

The framing had held. The foundation, set on rock the way the old ones were, had held. The stove chimney, from what he could see, looked sound. The east-facing wall was solid. The door, he noted when he tried it, was locked but true in its frame, which meant the foundation hadn't shifted. A lot had held. The things that needed attention were the things that needed attention on any cabin this age that had been left to a winter without attention: they were real, they were fixable, and they did not change the fundamental soundness of the structure.

He stood at the end of the small dock for a while.

The dock extended eight or ten meters over the water, which was calm today, dark as iron, the kind of calm you only got in the bay in winter when the wind dropped. The light was going fast - it was only one-thirty but the sun was already beginning its long, slow retreat behind the mountains, the quality of light going from the thin gold of midday to the blue-grey that preceded dark. He stood and looked at the water and thought about nothing in particular, which was his natural mode and which he'd stopped apologizing for at some point in his thirties.

Across the bay, the mountains on the south side caught the last of the thin light and held it for a minute - the snow on their upper slopes going pale gold, then pink, then fading through grey to nothing in the space of ten minutes. He watched this. He had watched it hundreds of times and it was still the thing about winter he could not become indifferent to, the precision of it, the speed.

He'd walked this dock before, he was thinking. When he was young. He had been perhaps ten or eleven when he'd found that taking the coastal path north from the village led eventually to the Solberg property, and in summer the path ended at this dock, and once or twice he'd come all the way along it and found Kari Solberg sitting on a chair at the dock's end with a book, and she'd looked up and he'd been embarrassed to have intruded and she'd said come sit, as if she'd been expecting company, and had given him bread from the basket on the dock boards - ordinary bread, nothing special, but he'd been hungry from the walk and it had been one of those pieces of bread that marked a place in memory.

He had not, he realized, thought of that in years.

He looked at the water for another minute. Then he went back to the truck and wrote up his notes in the cab with the heat running.

His phone said three-twelve. He looked at the number Margit had given him and decided the new arrival would need the afternoon to settle in and texted instead of calling, a brief introduction: his name, that he'd been out to look at the property, that he could come by tomorrow morning if that suited. He added that the work was manageable, that she needn't worry about the structure, that the cabin was fundamentally sound.

He deleted that last sentence. She hadn't asked. He was anticipating a conversation he didn't know she needed to have.

He rewrote it: his name, that he'd been out to look at the property, that he could come by tomorrow morning if that suited. He sent it and set the phone facedown on the seat.

The drive back to the village took nine minutes. He passed the bay road and the small harbour where the fishing boats were moored for winter, their hulls dark and low in the water, and he passed the grocery with its light on, and the old schoolhouse that was now a community hall, and the twenty or so houses that made up the main cluster of Solvær, and parked in front of his own house, which was a narrow white house with a red door that needed repainting in the spring, the third time he'd been meaning to repaint it.

It was fully dark. Somewhere to the north, the aurora had started - he could see the faint green movement on the underside of the cloud layer, the quality of light that wasn't quite light, shifting. He stood outside for a moment and looked at it.

Jonas would be home in an hour.

He went inside and started on dinner. He made fish soup from a piece of cod he'd had in the fridge since yesterday and some root vegetables that needed to be used, which was not a recipe but was how he cooked - by what was present, by what needed attending to. He stood at the stove and let his mind go quiet in the way it went quiet when his hands were occupied, and he thought vaguely about the Solberg cabin's south wall and what he might find when he opened it, and he thought about the bread Kari Solberg had given him on that dock long ago, the ordinary generosity of it, and he thought that whoever the granddaughter was, coming all this way alone in late November, she was doing something that deserved to be done right.

That was all. He stirred the soup. The house filled with the smell of it. Outside, the aurora moved slowly through its colours above the village like something breathing, and Elias watched it through the kitchen window while he waited for Jonas to come home.

—-
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# Chapter Three: The Cabin in November

The road narrowed two kilometres from the village and didn't widen again.

Ingrid followed it with the hire car's headlights on, though it was mid-morning and should have been light, because the sky was low and grey and the road ran between the mountain and the bay in deep shadow most of the way. She drove at the speed the road required, which was not fast, and she was grateful for that, for being made to slow down, for the road's insistence that you arrive at this place the way it intended. The last time she'd come this way she'd been in the passenger seat of her mother's car, twenty-three years old, not paying particular attention. She'd looked out the window and thought she should visit more often. She had not visited more often.

There was a text on her phone from a local carpenter - Elias Nygaard - saying he'd been out to look at the property and could come by in the morning if that suited. She'd read it twice at the ferry terminal and not replied yet. Tomorrow morning suited fine, she thought. But she didn't know what morning would feel like here, not yet. She would answer when she arrived.

She passed the small sign for the Solberg property, white paint on wood, the lettering done by hand, probably by her grandfather decades ago. The arrow pointed left, off the coastal road, up a short steep track that crested a small rise and then gave out to a flat area before the cabin where the ground was packed gravel under a thin layer of snow.

She stopped the car and sat there.

The cabin was smaller than memory. This was something she had been told about childhood places but the information hadn't quite prepared her: the thing itself, in the dimensions of the actual world, measuring out at half the scale of what you'd been carrying. White painted wood, a single chimney, four windows visible from the front - two upstairs, two down - and a covered porch with a wood rack along one side where two remaining logs sat under a dusting of snow that suggested they had been there since summer. The cabin sat on its slight rise above the dock with the air of a thing that had been here a long time and intended to go on being here.

She got out of the car and stood in the cold for a moment without moving toward the cabin. The gravel was under an inch of snow. The trees behind the property - birch, mostly, a few scrubby pines that had found their way into the exposed site - were bare, the branches holding the snow in their angles. A raven sat on the roof ridge and regarded her without alarm and then, in its own time, flew toward the water and was gone.

She had forgotten the ravens. They were everywhere up here, large and certain of themselves, doing what ravens did - assessing, departing, returning - with an air of long-standing ownership. She had been afraid of them as a child, their size and their intelligence, the way they looked directly at you. She wasn't afraid of them now. She was something closer to glad to see them, which was strange, and she noted it and moved on.

She stood in front of the cabin for a moment in the cold. The roof was visibly damaged on the south slope - she could see the boards that had shifted, even from here, the way one section had lifted and come slightly away from the ridge, which told her immediately that it had been ice, not wind, that had done it. Ice worked from beneath, forced up under the boards by the freeze-thaw cycle, patient and relentless. There was also the window frame on the east side, warped badly enough to show daylight at the corner from here. And the south wall had something happening at the base of the boards, a slight separation she would need to get closer to assess. She was noting all of this with the professional part of her brain that never fully switched off, which was both useful and, in this moment, slightly sad - the fact that her first response to her grandmother's cabin was to think about structural failure.

She told herself it was also a kind of love. To want to know what a thing actually needed.

She walked the perimeter first, slowly, hands in her pockets, the snow making a sound like compressed paper under her boots. The south wall up close confirmed what she'd seen from a distance: the bottom course of exterior boards had lifted slightly from the structure beneath, and she could feel, when she pressed her palm flat against them, the faint give that indicated moisture had gotten in and done damage to the underlying layer. Not rotten - not yet - but compromised. She would need a carpenter who knew what he was looking at to tell her how far it went.

The east window she looked at without touching. The frame had warped into a parallelogram - visible from the outside in the gap at the upper left corner, where daylight was showing through. She'd need to see the interior of the frame to know if it was the sill or the header that had moved, but she could see from here that the damage was significant, more than weather-stripping could address.

On the north face, the cabin was fine. Solid, old, the logs still tight and the paint still holding. On the north face the cabin looked the way it must have always looked, reliable and untroubled.

She noted it all. Then she went up the porch steps and took out the key.

—-
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The smell hit her before the light did.

She stepped inside and her eyes adjusted slowly from the bright grey outside to the interior dark, and before she could see anything clearly she could smell it: cold wood, old wool, something underneath that she couldn't name but recognized as the specific smell of this place and no other, the smell that was made of years of morning coffee and woodsmoke and the particular variety of dust that accumulated in old cabins in cold climates, dry and fine and not unpleasant. And something else - faint, probably imaginary, probably the projection of memory - cardamom.

She stood in the doorway.

The interior resolved itself. The low ceiling she remembered. The white-painted timber walls, which Kari had repainted every few years, and were now doing the thing old paint did: going slightly yellow in the corners, lifting at the window seals, but still the dominant colour, still doing what she'd intended, keeping the rooms as bright as small northern windows allowed. The kitchen was to the right: the same table and four chairs, the same wood-burning stove, the same shelf where Kari had kept her jars of things. The sitting room straight ahead, smaller than it felt in memory, a sofa and two armchairs and the big chair - Kari's chair - by the window that looked south across the bay.

On the kitchen table: a pair of reading glasses.

She had known, abstractly, that the cabin would have Kari's things in it. Kari had died in a hospital in Bodø, which was where they had taken her when the heart attack happened, and so the cabin itself had not been the place of her death and had not needed to be cleared in that immediate way. Ingrid's solicitor had told her nothing had been touched. She had understood this to mean papers and personal documents. She had not quite prepared for a pair of reading glasses on the kitchen table.

She went and stood beside them. Kari had worn reading glasses for as long as Ingrid could remember, on a cord around her neck when she wasn't using them, always a second or third pair somewhere in the vicinity because she was always losing them and this was a known and accommodated system. The pair on the table were the ones she'd had for the last few years - Ingrid had noticed them at Christmas two years ago, the frames a dark red tortoiseshell, slightly too wide for Kari's face.

She did not pick them up.

She stood beside them for perhaps two full minutes. The glasses were on the table with the temples folded, the way you set glasses down when you intended to pick them up again shortly. There was a book beside them - a paperback of some detective fiction, its spine broken in three places and a bookmark made from a torn envelope about a third of the way through. Kari had not finished it. Kari had been a third of the way through a detective novel when she had her heart attack, and the book had been here on this table waiting for her to come back and find out what happened, and it would wait forever now.

Ingrid looked away.

She went through the cabin room by room with her hands in her coat pockets, looking at everything and touching almost nothing. The bedroom: the same simple iron-frame bed, made, the blue-green wool blanket she'd slept under as a child folded across the foot. The calendar on the wall, still on October - a photograph of a fjord somewhere, mountains, the particular saturated colour of autumn photography. The wardrobe, half-open, the edge of a winter coat visible. The bathroom, functional and cold, the heater not running. The upstairs room where she and Liv had slept on summer visits, two single beds, a low ceiling, a window that looked straight at the mountain face across the water.

She sat on one of the upstairs beds for a moment and looked at the window.

The view from here had not changed. The mountain face across the water, the same mountain, the same face, doing what it always did: simply existing at a scale that made other concerns feel properly sized. When she was a child she had looked at this mountain from this window and had believed, with a child's simple conviction, that this was what the world was supposed to look like. Cities had come later and she had learned to love them - their density, their complexity, the satisfaction of fitting ten thousand lives into a coherent block of space - but the mountain had stayed in her, a baseline, a standard against which she measured other views without quite realising she was doing it.

She thought about the fact that the last time she'd sat in this room, she had been twenty-three and Kari had been alive and the cabin had been warm and there had been no reason to think that eleven years would pass before she returned. There was never a reason to think that. The gaps in a life opened quietly and you noticed them only from the other side.

She got up before she could think too much more about this.

—-
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The letters were on the kitchen shelf, between a tin of teabags and a small glass vase containing dried flowers that had lost all their colour.

She almost missed them. She was standing at the shelf looking for the tin of coffee - there would be coffee, there was always coffee in this kitchen - when she saw the envelopes. A neat stack, rubber-banded, each one addressed in Kari's handwriting: *Ingrid Solberg, c/o* followed by her Oslo address. She recognised the handwriting from birthday cards, from the occasional proper letter that Kari had sent her at intervals over the years because Kari wrote letters the way some people made phone calls - as a matter of ordinary maintenance, of saying I am here and you are there and this is a conversation.

Ingrid stood very still.

She lifted the bundle off the shelf and counted them. Seven. The envelopes were sealed. They had stamps and postmarks, which meant they had been through the postal system, which meant they had been to Oslo, which meant- she turned the top one over. A post-it note on the back, in the handwriting of the woman at the post office who had been redirecting Kari's mail to Ingrid: *Not delivered - no response - returning to sender.*

Seven letters. Posted over what period? She checked the postmarks. The oldest was December of two years ago. The most recent was April, eight months before Kari's death. Spaced at intervals of two or three months, sent to the Oslo address she'd had since she was twenty-six, and-

Her mail had been on automatic forward since she'd moved eighteen months ago. The notifications went to her phone. She had set up the forward and had not thought again about whether her old address was anywhere it shouldn't have been, anywhere that might-

The realisation landed quietly and completely. Not dramatically. Just: there it was.

Seven letters, returned to sender, unopened. Not because Kari had given up. Because the post office had returned them, and Kari had kept them, and had said nothing in any phone call, had not mentioned it, had not made Ingrid feel the weight of them, and had died leaving them here on the shelf.

"Seven letters," she said, to no one. Her own voice sounded strange in the cold room.

She put the bundle back on the shelf. She did not open them.

She was aware of a sensation she couldn't immediately categorise - not guilt, exactly, and not grief in any recognizable form, but something compounded of both, an emotion that had the weight of both without quite being either. She had not known the letters existed. She had not received them. She had done nothing wrong, technically, in any sense that a clear-eyed person could fault. The address had been current when Kari first wrote; the problem was administrative and accidental and nothing in her grandmother's manner during their phone calls - which had been regular, monthly, conducted with the warmth and brevity of two people who communicated comfortably but not exhaustively - had suggested that something was going undelivered.

And yet.

The returned envelopes had come back to this shelf. Kari had kept them, had not mentioned them, had continued the phone calls as if the letters were simply another channel, a parallel conversation that would find its way eventually. Had believed, perhaps, or simply decided to act as if she believed, that patience was the right response. That Ingrid would come. That the letters would be here when she did.

She would need to think about this carefully before she opened them. She would need to be in the right state, whatever that meant, for what might be in them. She had spent three weeks being efficient and she was tired and it was not the right state.

She would wait.

—-
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She called Liv at four, which had already been dark for an hour and a half.

"How is it?" Liv said, in the cautious tone of someone who wasn't sure what answer they were prepared for.

"Structurally significant damage to the roof. Warped frame on the east window. Some moisture infiltration in the south wall - I don't know how deep yet, I'd need to open it up."

"But liveable? For now?"

"It's cold. The stove works, I tested it. The kitchen and bathroom are functional. It's draughty but not uninhabitable."

"So no hotels?"

"There's one hotel. It has six rooms and I don't want to be in it."

"Okay." A pause. "And how are you? Actually."

Ingrid looked out of the kitchen window, which showed her the water in the near-dark, just the white edge of small waves at the dock and the reflection of the single outside light she'd turned on. She was sitting in Kari's chair, because she'd walked over to it without thinking while she was on the phone and had only realized she was sitting in it when she was already there.

"She left letters for me," Ingrid said. "Seven of them. They were returned because I'd moved and forgot to update the address."

The silence on Liv's end was careful. "Letters."

"From over the last two years. I haven't read them yet."

"Are you going to?"

"Yes." She hadn't decided this until she said it. "But not yet."

"Okay," Liv said softly.

They said nothing for a moment. Outside, the bay was dark and the mountains were invisible and the single light on the dock threw a small bright circle on the water below it. Ingrid watched it. The chair was uncomfortable, the cushion worn through to the wood in places, but it was Kari's chair and it was in Kari's spot and Ingrid was staying in it.

"The carpenter texted," she said. "He's coming tomorrow morning."

"Good." Another pause. "You don't have to decide anything yet."

"I know."

"Take your time."

"I am taking my time. That's why I'm here." She said this without sharpness. It was just true.

After she hung up, the cabin settled around her. The stove was going - she'd gotten it started on the second try, crumpling the old newspaper she found in Kari's basket with some wood shavings and two of the remaining logs from the porch, and had felt an irrational amount of satisfaction when it caught, the first rush of heat that the stove gave off when new wood took, a generosity of warmth, immediate and uncomplicated - and the warmth was spreading unevenly, the kitchen and the sitting room beginning to ease, the corners still cold. She could hear the tick and settle of the firebox, the occasional rush of a log shifting, the particular sound of an old stove doing what
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