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            FORBIDDEN TRUTHS — Book Four

The system that was supposed to protect children was used to steal them.

When Tom and Rosalyn find Maja Berge in A women's shelter in Bergen, they uncover

A corruption scandal that reaches into the heart of Norway's child welfare system.

A caseworker who falsified reports. Children removed from loving mothers.

And

A courtroom battle that will determine whether truth is strong enough to dismantle a decade of lies.
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PROLOGUE
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Before everything fell apart, no one saw the pattern.

No one noticed the dates repeating.

No one questioned the familiar phrasing in the reports.

No one wondered why the same kind of child disappeared from the system in the same kind of way.

The truth lay hidden in a metal filing cabinet in Bergen,

buried under eight years of signatures and silence.

Five names.

Five children.

Five families who trusted the system more than they trusted themselves.

They shouldn’t have.

When the first mother finally steps forward—

a woman who was meant to be forgotten—

it is not to reclaim her past.

It is to reclaim what was stolen.

This is the story of how everything came undone.

Of families who were never meant to meet,

pulled into the same storm by the same set of lies.

Of a single error so carefully disguised that it became a precedent.

This is the story of a truth that refused to stay buried.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Tell Me

The kitchen smelled of blueberries and cold coffee, and Tom Andersen was holding a photograph of a child he had never met.

Not a photograph, exactly. A printout — the kind that comes from a home inkjet running low on cyan, so the colors leaned toward yellow and the edges bled into the margin. Vera had printed it from a social media account she should not have found, using search skills she should not have developed, following a thread of information that should not have existed outside a government office in Rogaland.

But Vera had never met a boundary she didn't consider a suggestion.

"Tell me."

Rosalyn stood in the kitchen doorway. She wore the grey cardigan she'd bought two sizes too large because she liked the way it covered her hands, and her dark hair was still damp from the shower — coconut, the weekend kind, even though it was Thursday. She had a mug in her right hand and nothing in her left, and she was looking at Tom with the expression he had learned, across five years and three children and two addresses and one impossible life, to fear more than any other.

Not anger. Rosalyn's anger was loud and productive, a force that organized itself into spreadsheets and phone calls and lists that ended with someone doing exactly what she wanted. This was something else. This was the stillness before the calculation — the three or four seconds during which Rosalyn Hansen-Andersen took the known variables, the unknown variables, and the variables she suspected but could not yet prove, and began to build the equation that would govern the next six months of their lives.

Tom had seen it when Nina rang the doorbell with Anders in a stroller. He had seen it when Dr. Nygaard said the words "baby swap." He had seen it the night Alex counted the exits in their living room and decided — provisionally, forensically, with the caution of a six-year-old who had learned that adults were unreliable narrators — to stay.

He saw it now.

"Vera found something," Tom said. He set the printout on the kitchen island, between the fruit bowl and the stack of school notices he kept meaning to sign. "Sit down."

"I don't want to sit down."

"Rosalyn—"

"I said tell me."

Vera was standing behind him. He could feel her in the doorway to the hall, the way you feel a weather system approaching — a shift in pressure, a faint electrical charge. She was twenty-two years old and she had her mother's jaw and her mother's refusal to wait for permission, and she had driven forty minutes across Oslo at ten o'clock at night to deliver a piece of paper that would, Tom understood even as he held it, redraw the map of their family for the fourth time in three years.

"There's a girl," Tom said. "In Stavanger."

Rosalyn's mug didn't move. Her fingers didn't tighten. Nothing changed in her face except the very faintest narrowing of her eyes — a fraction of a millimeter, invisible to anyone who hadn't spent five years memorizing the distance between her lashes and the precise shade of dark that her irises turned when she was processing information too large for a single breath.

"Her name is Nora," Vera said, stepping forward. "She's six. Turned six in August."

"Vera."

"She likes horses and drawing. She hates broccoli." Vera's voice was steady in the way that only Vera's voice was steady — held together by will rather than calm, a tightrope walker's balance that could pitch in either direction. "She has Maja's face, Mamma. She has Maja's face."

The kitchen went quiet. Upstairs, through two floors and a closed door, Tom could hear the faint mechanical breathing of the humidifier in the boys' room. Alex had requested it because it sounded like the ocean, and Anders had agreed because anything Alex wanted, Anders wanted, and Jakob — who at three and a half had opinions about everything and jurisdiction over nothing — had accepted it because the elephant also needed humidity, apparently, and the elephant's needs were non-negotiable.

Three boys, sleeping. One girl, awake in a house in Stavanger with parents who believed she was biologically theirs.

And Rosalyn, standing in the kitchen with wet hair and cold coffee, doing the math.

"How did you find this?" she asked. Not to Tom. To Vera.

Vera straightened. "Social media. The mother — Nora's legal mother, whatever we're calling her — has an Instagram account. Private, but the profile picture is Nora. Eight hundred and forty-seven followers. I didn't follow her. I didn't contact her. I didn't—"

"How did you know where to look?"

"The Rogaland office was mentioned in the review meeting. Ingrid Voss said the Stavanger family had been notified. That's a city of a hundred and forty thousand people. I narrowed it by hospital birth records — Haukeland, June 2021, female — and cross-referenced with adoption and fostering registries that are technically not public but are also technically not encrypted if you know—"

"Vera."

"I'm good at finding things, Mamma."

Rosalyn set her mug down. The ceramic met the countertop with a sound that was barely a sound — a tap, a period at the end of a sentence. She picked up the printout.

Tom watched her study it. He had already studied it himself, in the car, in the driveway, for seven minutes before he could make his legs carry him inside. The girl in the photograph was dark-haired — darker than Alex, darker than Anders, with Maja Berge's coloring and a gap-toothed grin that made something in Tom's chest fold in on itself like a letter being sealed.

This was Maja's daughter. This was Alex's half-sister — or full sister, depending on answers nobody yet had. This was the child that the system had given to strangers while it took Alex from his mother and put him in four different homes over four different years, and Tom understood, in the way that understanding sometimes arrives all at once like a wave breaking, that the equation Rosalyn was building would be the most complicated one yet.

"You should have come to us first," Rosalyn said. Her voice was level and her eyes were on the photograph and her jaw was set in the exact position that Tom had learned, over five years, meant that the plan was already forming. "Before the searching. Before the printing. Before the driving across the city at ten o'clock on a school night."

"Sofia was asleep. Marcus had her."

"That is not what I mean, and you know it."

Vera lifted her chin. It was Rosalyn's chin — the same angle, the same defiance, the same absolute certainty that the right thing and the bold thing were the same thing, and that caution was just another word for delay.

"I came to you now," Vera said.

The sentence hung in the kitchen like a bridge between two arguments. Tom waited. Rosalyn waited. Even Vera, who never waited, waited.

Then Rosalyn did something Tom did not expect. She turned the printout over, set it face-down on the counter, walked to the kitchen drawer where she kept the good pens — the ones that didn't smear, the ones she used for contracts and important lists and the document she privately called "the infrastructure of not falling apart" — and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper.

She wrote for thirty seconds. Tom couldn't see the words from where he stood, but he recognized the motion: columns. Headers. The architecture of a plan being built from the foundation up.

"The Rogaland office has already notified the family," Rosalyn said, not looking up. "So they know something. They don't know what. They don't know us. They don't know Maja. They know that someone — the government, the system, a voice on the phone — has told them that their daughter may not be biologically theirs, and they are right now sitting in a house in Stavanger going through every stage of grief simultaneously."

"Yes," Tom said.

"Maja is in Bergen. Women's shelter. Eighteen months under a false name. She has requested contact with us through her advocate. She wants to know her children. Both of them."

"Yes."

"And Alex is upstairs, sleeping next to a boy who is not his biological brother, in a room with a bookshelf built by a man who raised him for three years, dreaming about a woman on a bridge with a girl he has never met."

Tom's throat closed. "Yes."

Rosalyn put the pen down. She looked at him. In the overhead light her eyes were so dark they were almost black, and the bridge pendant at her throat — the necklace she wore at every moment that mattered, the one that symbolized connection across distance — caught the light and flashed once. Tom had learned to watch that pendant. When Rosalyn touched it, she was either about to cry or about to fight, and both were equally dangerous.

"We go to Bergen first," she said. "Maja before Nora. Always the source first."

She picked up her mug, took a sip of coffee that had gone cold at least an hour ago, and walked past Vera into the hallway without touching her — which was, Tom understood, both a punishment and a mercy, because if Rosalyn touched Vera right now she would either embrace her or ground her until she was thirty, and neither response was useful at eleven o'clock on a Thursday.

Vera looked at Tom. "Is she mad?"

"She's planning."

"That's worse."

"That's better. That's always better."

Vera stood in the kitchen another moment, then picked up her coat from the back of the chair. She was small and fierce and she had his stepdaughter's stubbornness and her mother's strategic mind, and she had just handed them a grenade with the pin already out and the absolute conviction that they were the right people to hold it.

"I'll send you everything I have," she said. "The profile. The photos. The—"

"Go home, Vera. Kiss Sofia. We'll call you tomorrow."

She left. The front door closed with the soft click of someone trying not to wake three sleeping children, and Tom and Rosalyn were alone in the house with the humidifier breathing upstairs and the printout face-down on the counter and the rest of their lives rearranging itself around a six-year-old girl in Stavanger who liked horses and drawing and hated broccoli.

Tom found Rosalyn in the bathroom.

She was standing at the sink, hands on the edge, head bowed, and she was not crying. Rosalyn cried perhaps four times a year — privately, economically, and with the door locked — and this was not one of those times. This was something else. This was the moment before the tears or before the war, the hinge point where the weight of everything they had already survived met the weight of everything that was coming, and the body had to decide which direction to fall.

Tom stood behind her. Put his hands on her hips. Said nothing.

"Another one," Rosalyn whispered. "Another child."

"Yes."

"How many, Tom? How many children does this story have?"

He didn't answer. He pressed his forehead to the back of her neck, where the wet hair curled against her skin, and breathed in the coconut and the warmth and the specific scent underneath that was just Rosalyn — the scent that meant home and meant safe and meant the one person in the world who could look at an impossible equation and find, if not a solution, then at least the right set of variables.

She turned. The movement was fast — Rosalyn's speed, not gentle, not asking — and her mouth was on his and her hands were in his hair and she was pulling him toward her with a force that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with control. He knew this. He had learned the grammar of her body across five years and one marriage tested by every conceivable configuration of crisis. This — this urgent, hard, claiming thing — was Rosalyn needing to feel that something in her life was manageable.

"Here," she said against his mouth. Not a question.

"Here," he confirmed.

She pushed him back through the doorway into the bedroom. The door was still open — careless, unlike her, a measure of how far past careful she had already gone — and Tom reached behind himself to close it while she pulled his shirt over his head with both hands. Not tender. Not careful. She dragged her nails down his chest as the fabric cleared his shoulders, and the thin red lines she left behind were deliberate — Rosalyn's way of writing on him, marking the territory she already owned but needed, tonight, to claim again.

The cardigan fell from her shoulders. Underneath she wore a thin camisole — no bra, because it was nearly midnight and she'd been getting ready for bed before Vera arrived and rewrote the script — and Tom could see the dark points of her nipples pressing against the fabric, could see the way her chest rose and fell with breathing that was no longer calm and no longer calculated and no longer anything except want.

He reached for the hem of the camisole. She caught his wrists.

"No," she said. "I do it."

She pulled it over her head in one motion and stood in front of him bare from the waist up, dark hair falling wet against her shoulders, the bridge pendant catching light between her breasts. She was thirty-eight years old and she had carried a child and nursed a child and spent five years building a body that was lean and strong and knew exactly what it wanted, and right now what it wanted was control.

She pushed him. Both hands flat on his chest, hard enough that he took a step backward and then another, and the backs of his knees hit the edge of the bed but she didn't let him fall. She held him there — standing, caught between her hands and the mattress — and kissed him with her teeth on his lower lip and her tongue against his and her fingers working his belt with the focused precision of a woman who had no patience left for buckles or buttons or anything that stood between her skin and his.

The belt opened. She pushed his trousers down and wrapped her hand around him — firm, immediate, no preamble — and the sound Tom made was involuntary, a low groan that came from somewhere beneath his ribs. She stroked him with a grip that knew his rhythms better than he did, thumb circling the head where he was already wet, and she watched his face while she did it with the same expression she used when she was reading data — attentive, analytical, adjusting pressure and speed based on the information his body was feeding back to her.

"Rosalyn—"

"Not yet." She tightened her grip. Stroked him from base to tip with agonizing deliberateness. "You don't get to come yet."

She released him and stepped back. Pushed her own pajama bottoms down her hips — no underwear either, which meant she had planned this, or at least her body had planned it while her mind was still building spreadsheets — and Tom looked at her standing naked in the bedroom with the hallway light falling across her collarbones and the dark triangle between her thighs, and he thought: five years, and she still takes my breath away. Five years, and every crisis makes me want her more.

"Wall," she said.

Not the bed. The wall. Tom understood. The bed was where they were gentle with each other, where they whispered and took their time and fell asleep tangled together afterward. The wall was where they went when gentle wasn't enough — when the world had cracked open again and the only thing that could hold them together was something harder, rawer, less civilized than tenderness.

He lifted her. One hand under each thigh, her legs wrapping around his waist, her arms around his neck. She was lighter than he expected — she always was, every time, as if the force of her personality added mass that her body didn't actually carry — and he walked them three steps to the wall and pressed her back against the plaster.

The cold hit her skin and she gasped. He felt her nipples harden further against his chest, felt her thighs tighten around him, felt the wet heat of her pressed against his cock where he was caught between their bodies.

"Look at me," she said.

He looked at her. Dark eyes blown wide, pupils swallowing the iris. Wet hair against the white wall.

"We can do this," she said.

"We can do this," he said.

She reached between them. Wrapped her hand around him again, positioned him, and he felt her — slick, swollen, ready — open around the head of his cock as she tilted her hips and took him in. Not gently. She pulled him into her with her heels digging into his lower back, and the sound she made was not a moan but a declaration — a raw, throaty affirmation that this, at least, was something she could control.

Tom pressed her harder into the wall and began to move. Deep, deliberate strokes that ground his pelvis against her clit with each thrust. She was tight — always tight, but tonight more so, her body clenching around him as if trying to hold him in place, as if the physical act of keeping him inside her was a substitute for the emotional act of keeping the world from spinning.

"Harder," she breathed. "Tom. Harder."

He gave her harder. Pinned her wrists above her head with one hand — she fought it for a second, testing, then surrendered with a sound that made his vision blur — and thrust into her with the full weight of his body. The wall shook. A picture frame in the hallway rattled. Neither of them noticed.

Rosalyn wrapped her fingers around his restraining hand and squeezed, her nails digging into his knuckles. Her head fell back against the wall and her throat was exposed and vulnerable and flushed, and Tom put his mouth there — kissed the pulse point, bit down gently, then less gently when she moaned and pushed herself harder against him.

"Don't stop," she said. "Don't stop, don't stop—"

He didn't stop. He shifted the angle — tilted her hips forward, found the spot that made her breath catch and her whole body arch — and held it there, grinding into her with short, deep strokes that hit the front wall of her with merciless precision. She was getting louder. He covered her mouth with his — the children, always the children, and the humidifier could only mask so much — and swallowed her sounds while she came apart against him.

It hit her in waves. He felt it — the flutter and clench of her around his cock, the trembling in her thighs, the way her whole body went rigid and then liquid, her hands finally releasing his and gripping his shoulders instead, fingers digging in hard enough to leave bruises he would feel tomorrow. She said his name into his mouth — Tom, just Tom, stripped of everything except the shape of the vowel — and he felt her orgasm pulse through her in contractions that pulled him deeper, tighter, closer to the edge.

He held on. Thirty seconds. Forty. She was still clenching around him, the aftershocks rolling through her body, and she opened her eyes and looked at him with an expression that was raw and ruined and absolutely unguarded — the expression behind all the spreadsheets and strategies and plans, the one that was just a woman who loved a man and was terrified of the world and needed him to be here, exactly here, exactly now.

"Come," she whispered. "I want to feel you."

He came. It tore through him like a wave breaking — sudden, enormous, the kind of orgasm that emptied him completely, that left nothing behind except sensation and the sound of her breathing and the feel of her body locked around his. He buried his face in her neck and she held the back of his head and they stayed like that — pressed against the wall, trembling, still joined — until his arms began to shake and he had to move.

He carried her to the bed. Set her down. She pulled him onto her, not ready for separation, and he stayed inside her — softening, still warm — while she wrapped her arms around his back and breathed against his collarbone.

"We're going to be okay," she said.

He believed her. He always believed her. It was the single most irrational thing about him — this financial analyst's mind that could model risk and project outcomes and calculate probability to the decimal — and he surrendered to it every time, because Rosalyn's plans had a success rate that no spreadsheet could explain.

Afterward, they lay on the bed. Rosalyn was on her back with one arm above her head and the sheet across her waist and the pendant resting in the hollow of her throat, and Tom was beside her, tracing the line of her collarbone with one finger.

"Bergen," he said.

"Bergen," she confirmed. "I'll call Camilla in the morning. She can take the boys."

"All three?"

"She managed Anders' Rex situation and Jakob's elephant-sovereignty crisis simultaneously. She can manage three boys for two days."

"Maren Kvist," Tom said. "The social worker. She's the one who found Maja in the first place."

"I know who she is." Rosalyn turned her head to look at him. "Tom. This girl. Nora."

"Yes?"

"She's living with people who love her. Who believe she's theirs. Who have fed her and held her and sat with her through fevers and first days of school for six years."

"I know."

"They are about to have their world destroyed. The way ours was destroyed. The way Nina's was. The way the Gressviks' was."

"I know."

Rosalyn reached for his hand. Laced her fingers through his. Held on.

"There is no version of this where nobody bleeds," she said. "But we can choose who bleeds the least. And we start by knowing everything. Every fact. Every name. Every piece of this before we take a single step."

"Bergen first. Maja before Nora."

"Always the source first."

Tom turned his head and kissed her knuckles. Tasted salt and skin and the faintest trace of the coconut shampoo that she'd used three hours ago, in a life that already felt like it belonged to someone else.

Above them, through the ceiling, the humidifier breathed. Three boys sleeping. One girl in Stavanger, asleep in a house that was about to learn it was built on a lie. One woman in Bergen, awake in a shelter, waiting for the world to remember she existed.

And Rosalyn, lying in the dark beside him, already planning.

Tom closed his eyes. Tomorrow would be enormous. But tonight there was this: the weight of her hand in his, the warmth of her skin against his side, the soft sound of her breathing as the plan took shape behind her closed eyes — column by column, variable by variable, the architecture of the impossible rendered in the precise, stubborn, unshakeable logic of a woman who had never once looked at a crisis and decided it was too big.

The bridge pendant glinted once in the dark.

Rosalyn murmured something. Half-asleep, half-strategy. Tom caught only three words: "...flight to Bergen..."

He smiled in the dark. Of course. She was already booking tickets.

And then the kitchen light — still on, still burning over the counter where the printout lay face-down beside the cold coffee and the unsigned school notices and the blueberry stain from Saturday's pancakes that nobody had wiped because Saturday's pancakes were sacred and the stain was evidence — went out on its timer, and the house was dark, and the only sound was the humidifier and the breathing and the future, arriving whether they were ready or not.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Bergen

The flight from Oslo to Bergen took fifty-three minutes. Rosalyn spent forty-seven of them on her laptop, building a document she called "Scenario Matrix — Berge/Dahl/Andersen" with the kind of color-coded precision that made Tom want to kiss her and hide under a table in equal measure.

Column A: What they knew. Column B: What they didn't. Column C: What they needed before taking a single step. Column D — and this was the one that made Tom's chest ache — was labeled "Acceptable Losses," and it was empty.

She hadn't been able to fill it.

"You're staring," Rosalyn said, without looking up.

"You're beautiful when you're catastrophizing."

"I'm not catastrophizing. I'm modeling." She tapped the screen. "There's a difference. Catastrophizing is emotional. Modeling is strategic."

"You've color-coded the grief outcomes."

"The colors help me think."

Tom reached across the armrest and closed the laptop. Rosalyn's fingers hovered in the air for a moment, bereft, the way a pianist's might if you suddenly removed the keys.

"We're about to meet the woman who gave birth to our son," Tom said. "You can have the spreadsheet back on the flight home."

Rosalyn looked at him. The cabin light caught the dark of her eyes and the bridge pendant resting against the neckline of her blouse — black, professional, the blouse she wore to meetings where she needed to project authority without aggression. Tom understood that she had selected it with the same deliberateness she brought to everything. This was Rosalyn armoring herself in cotton and competence.

"I need to ask you something," she said. "And I need you to answer honestly."

"Always."

"When you look at Maja Berge — when we walk into that shelter and you see her for the first time — are you going to see Alex's mother? Or are you going to see the twenty-year-old girl you slept with at a conference?"

The question landed in the narrow space between them like a stone dropped into still water. Tom felt the rings of it spreading — outward, widening, touching everything.

"She's not the woman from the conference," Tom said. "That was Nina."

"I know who Nina is. But Maja was pregnant at the same time. The same hospital. The same week. And you—" Rosalyn paused. Recalibrated. The jaw set. "Maja is Alex's mother. Alex's biological father is you. Which means that at some point, in some way, you and Maja—"

"No." Tom caught her hand. "Rosalyn. No. Maja and I never met. Maja's partner — whoever he was — fathered Alex. The baby swap happened at the hospital. My DNA matches Alex because the system made an error in the records, or because—" He stopped. Because the truth was that they didn't fully understand the genetics yet, and the swap had created a labyrinth of biological connections that even Dr. Nygaard had described as "unprecedented in Norwegian medical history."

"Maja is a stranger," Tom said. "She is the woman who carried Alex, and she is a stranger, and I have never touched her. You are the only woman I have touched in five years, and you are the only woman I want to touch for the next fifty."

Rosalyn studied him. The analytical gaze — the one that could parse a quarterly report or a lie with equal efficiency — moved across his face, reading him the way she read data: looking for anomalies, inconsistencies, the faintest flicker of deception.

She found nothing, because there was nothing to find.

"Okay," she said. And then, quieter: "I'm sorry. I needed to hear it."

"You never need to apologize for asking."

She opened the laptop again. But her left hand stayed on his thigh for the rest of the flight, her thumb tracing small circles through the fabric of his trousers — an absent, possessive gesture that she probably wasn't even aware of, and that Tom felt in every nerve from his knee to his spine.

•  •  •
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BERGEN MET THEM IN rain.

Not the polite, intermittent kind that Oslo occasionally produced — Bergen rain was systemic, committed, a meteorological lifestyle choice that the city had made centuries ago and saw no reason to reconsider. It fell in sheets across the terminal windows as they collected their bags, and it fell in curtains across the windshield of the taxi, and it fell in steady, percussive rhythm on the roof of the hotel where they checked in at two in the afternoon with one suitcase and the weight of every decision they hadn't yet made.

The hotel room was small and overlooked the harbor. Tom could see Bryggen through the rain — the old wooden warehouses leaning against each other like drunken friends, the same waterfront where he and Rosalyn had met six years ago at a maritime law conference that neither of them had wanted to attend. He had been newly widowed and she had been newly divorced, and they had argued about cargo liability in a coat closet, and he had looked down the front of her blouse, and she had noticed, and the rest of their lives had unfolded from that single, graceless moment of want.

"You're looking at the harbor," Rosalyn said. She was unpacking — hanging the one extra blouse she'd brought, setting her toiletry bag on the bathroom shelf with military alignment.

"I'm looking at the coat closet."

"There is no coat closet from here. It's three blocks north."

"I can see it from anywhere."

She emerged from the bathroom. She had changed — the professional blouse replaced by a simpler top, dark grey, with a neckline that exposed her collarbones and the pendant and the first suggestion of the curve of her breasts. Travel clothes. Except that Rosalyn's travel clothes still looked like they'd been selected by someone who understood the precise intersection of comfort and devastation.

"We have two hours before we meet Maren Kvist," she said. "The shelter is a fifteen-minute taxi ride."

"Two hours."

"I need to review the file Astrid Falk sent."

"You reviewed it on the plane."

"I need to review it again."

Tom crossed the room. The hotel carpet was thin under his feet and the radiator ticked against the wall and the rain kept falling outside, Bergen's permanent orchestra, the soundtrack of every significant thing that had ever happened to them.

He stopped in front of her. Close. Close enough that she had to tilt her head up to look at him, and the shift exposed the line of her throat and the tendons that tightened when she swallowed.

"You've reviewed it twice," he said. "You know every name. Every date. Every paragraph of Maren's case notes."

"Preparation is—"

"Preparation is what you do instead of feeling."

Her mouth opened. Closed. The jaw set — but differently this time, not the planning jaw, the caught jaw, the expression she wore when he landed a truth she wasn't ready for.

"We have two hours," Tom said. "And you haven't stopped since Vera walked through the door. Not to sleep. Not to eat. Not to breathe."

"I slept."

"You lay in bed with your eyes closed and reorganized the color-coding in your head. That is not sleeping."

"How do you—"

"Because I was watching you."

He reached for the hem of her top. Not fast — deliberately not fast, giving her the option, the exit, the chance to say "not now" and mean it. But Rosalyn didn't say "not now." Rosalyn's breath caught, a small sharp sound in the back of her throat, and her hands came up to rest on his forearms — not pushing away, not pulling closer. Hovering. Deciding.

"We should prepare," she whispered.

"We should feel."

"I don't want to feel. Feeling is messy."

"I know." He lifted the top over her head. She raised her arms to let him — permission granted through motion rather than words, which was how Rosalyn gave permission when her mind was still arguing with her body. Underneath she wore a black bra, simple, no lace, the kind she packed for efficiency, and Tom reached behind her and unhooked it with one hand because he had learned that particular clasp three thousand times and muscle memory was its own form of devotion.

The bra fell. Her breasts were bare and her nipples tightened in the cool air of the room, and Tom lowered his head and took one in his mouth — gentle this time, not like last night, gentle because this was not about control or desperation, this was about the two hours before the world changed again and the need to exist, together, in a body that wasn't a plan or a spreadsheet or a scenario matrix but just skin.

Rosalyn's hand came to the back of his head. Her fingers threaded through his hair and she held him against her breast and exhaled — a long, shuddering breath that carried something out of her, some coiled tension that she'd been holding since the kitchen, since the printout, since "Tell me."

"Tom," she murmured.

He kissed across her chest to the other breast. Circled the nipple with his tongue, drew it into his mouth, felt her spine arch toward him. His hands moved down her sides — fingertips tracing the curve of her waist, the jut of her hip bones, the warm skin below her navel where the fine dark hair began. He unbuttoned her trousers and slid his hand inside, cupping her over the fabric of her underwear, and found her warm and damp and sensitive enough that she made a sound — a quiet, urgent sound, a sound that meant she had stopped thinking about Maren Kvist and started thinking about this.

"On the bed," she said.

He guided her backward. She sat on the edge, then lay back, and he pulled her trousers down her legs and then her underwear — black, matching the bra, because Rosalyn's underwear always matched, even in crisis, even when nobody was supposed to see it, because order was the foundation on which she built everything else. He knelt between her thighs and looked at her: dark hair fanned on the white hotel duvet, breasts rising and falling, the pendant pooled in the hollow of her throat, her thighs parted, the glistening slick of her visible in the grey light from the rain-streaked window.

"You are the most beautiful variable I've ever tried to solve," Tom said.

"That's the worst line you've ever—" She stopped. Because his mouth was on her.

He kissed the inside of her thigh. Then the other. Then the crease where thigh met hip, where the skin was thin and sensitive and she always, always shivered. She shivered now — a tremor that ran through both legs and made her hands fist in the duvet.

He used his mouth on her the way she liked — the way he'd learned through five years of paying attention, of reading her responses the way she read data, of cataloguing every breath and sound and movement until he knew her body's language as fluently as his own. Tongue flat against her clit, then circling, then the lightest suction that made her hips lift off the bed and her hand come down to grip the back of his head.

"Right there," she breathed. "Don't you dare move."

He didn't move. He stayed exactly where she put him and worked her with his tongue while his hands held her thighs apart, thumbs stroking the sensitive inner skin, and she moved against his mouth in small, desperate rolls of her hips — rhythm building, control dissolving, the spreadsheet mind flickering out like a light being switched off one circuit at a time.

She came with her thighs clamping around his head and both hands in his hair, pulling him closer rather than pushing him away, her back arching off the bed and a moan that she tried to bite back and couldn't — a raw, helpless sound that filled the hotel room and drowned out the rain.

Tom kissed his way up her body. Stomach. Ribs. The underside of each breast. The pendant. The pulse in her throat.

"Inside me," she said. "Now."

He was still dressed from the waist down. He stood, undressed — trousers, boxers, everything — and she watched him from the bed with dark eyes that were glazed and blown and utterly without strategy. He moved over her, and she reached between them and guided him, and when he pushed inside her she made a sound that was half sigh and half sob — not pain, not sadness, but the specific relief of being full when everything else was empty.

He moved inside her with long, deep strokes. Her legs came up around his waist, ankles crossing at his lower back, and her hands moved up and down his arms and then to his face, holding him, making him look at her while they moved together.

"Stay here," she said. "Just — stay here. In this room. In this bed. For two hours, the world is this size."

He kissed her. Tasted herself on his lips and deepened the kiss, and their bodies found the rhythm they always found — not rushed, not frantic, the rhythm of two people who knew each other well enough to be efficient in their pleasure, who could build toward climax with the shared understanding of musicians playing a piece they'd rehearsed a thousand times but that still, somehow, surprised them.

"Ros," he said, and she pulled him down against her, chest to chest, and whispered in his ear — not words, exactly, but sounds, directions, the breathless vocabulary of a woman chasing release for the second time in ten minutes.

He angled his hips. Ground against her clit with each thrust. Felt her tighten around him — the flutter that meant she was close, that meant the next thirty seconds would decide everything, that meant don't change a thing, don't speed up, don't slow down, just this, exactly this.

She came again. Quieter this time — a long, rolling orgasm that rippled through her body in waves, her inner walls gripping him in rhythmic contractions that pulled his own release out of him in a rush. He pushed deep and held there, buried inside her, and she wrapped her arms around his back and held him while they both shook.

Afterward, they lay tangled on the hotel bed with the rain falling outside and the harbor grey and blurred through the window. Rosalyn was on her side, her back against his chest, his arm around her waist, his hand resting on the warm skin of her stomach.

"Fifteen minutes to get dressed," she murmured.

"Twenty."

"Fifteen. I need to fix my hair."

"Your hair is perfect."

"My hair looks like I've been having sex in a hotel room."

"Your hair looks like you've been having sex in a hotel room. That's the same thing as perfect."

She elbowed him. Gently. Then pressed back against him, and his arm tightened around her, and for a few seconds there was nothing but the rain and the warmth and the feel of her breathing against his chest.

"Tom."

"Mm."

"Maja Berge is twenty-six years old. She was twenty when they took Alex. She has been living under a false name for eighteen months in a women's shelter in a city where it rains two hundred and thirty-nine days a year."

"I know."

"She lost two children. Not one. Two. Alex and Nora."

"I know."

Rosalyn turned in his arms. Looked at him. The post-sex softness was still in her eyes, but the strategy was coming back — leaking in at the edges, the way it always did, Rosalyn's default state reasserting itself like a tide returning.

"When we walk into that room," she said, "I need you to understand something. We are not walking in as parents who lost a child. We are walking in as the people who have her child. To her, we might be the enemy. We might be the system wearing a different face."

"We're not the system."

"We benefit from the system. We have Alex. She doesn't." Rosalyn's hand rested on his chest, above his heart. "We need to walk in as two human beings who understand that she has been through something we cannot imagine. And we need to listen. Not plan. Not solve. Listen."

"I thought you were the plan person."

"I am. But this isn't a plan situation. This is a person situation."

Tom kissed her forehead. Tasted the salt of exertion and the faintest trace of the hotel shampoo that was not coconut and therefore wrong.

"Get dressed," she said. "And stop looking at me like that."

"Like what?"

"Like I'm the answer to something."

"You are. You've always been."

"That's another terrible line, Tom Andersen."

"They can't all be good."

She smiled. Small, private, gone before it fully arrived — a Rosalyn smile, the kind that acknowledged joy without surrendering to it, because surrender was for the bedroom and the rest of the world required composure.

•  •  •
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MAREN KVIST WAS WAITING for them at a coffee shop three blocks from the shelter. She was thirty-four, with short brown hair and the particular alertness of someone who spent their professional life navigating other people's crises. She wore no jewelry. Her coat was practical. Her handshake was firm in the way that social workers' handshakes were firm — not performative, but measured, calibrated to convey competence without intimidation.

"Thank you for coming," she said, as if they'd had a choice.

"Thank you for finding her," Rosalyn said.

They sat in a corner booth while the rain hammered the windows and Maren opened a folder that was thicker than Tom expected — thicker than any folder should be for a twenty-six-year-old woman, unless that woman's life had been catalogued by a system that was better at creating paperwork than protecting children.

"Maja Berge," Maren began. "Born November third, 2001. Tromso. Mother deceased — overdose, Maja was twelve. Father unknown. Ward of the state from age twelve. Three foster placements in six years, the last of which was terminated when—"

"When she aged out," Rosalyn said. Flat. Not a question.

"At eighteen. Alone. No family. No support network. No one."

Tom felt Rosalyn's hand tighten on his thigh under the table.

"She was pregnant within a year," Maren continued. "Gave birth to a boy — the child you know as Alex — at Haukeland University Hospital on June twenty-first, 2021. She was twenty years old."

"And Nora," Tom said.

Maren paused. The pause was professional — a beat of silence to mark the weight of what came next. "Maja had a second pregnancy. The father is currently unidentified. She gave birth to a girl — Nora — in the same week, same hospital. Both children were removed by Barnevernet within the first year of life. Both removals were handled by the same caseworker."

"Berit Strand," Rosalyn said. The name fell from her mouth like something rotten.

"Berit Strand. Who is currently under criminal investigation for systematic misconduct."

"Misconduct." Tom heard his own voice and didn't recognize it. "She took two children from a twenty-year-old girl who had no family, no lawyer, no support, and filed a complaint that was dismissed within forty-eight hours by the same person who submitted the removal order. That's not misconduct. That's—"

"Tom." Rosalyn's hand on his arm. Firm. Anchoring.

He stopped. Breathed. The financial analyst's mind reasserted itself — numbers, facts, variables. Not emotion. Emotion was for the hotel room.

"What do we need to know before we see her?" Rosalyn asked.

Maren closed the folder. Looked at them both with the direct gaze of someone who had delivered difficult briefings before and understood that the information mattered less than the way it was received.

"Maja is afraid of institutions," Maren said. "She is afraid of adults with power. She is afraid that this meeting is a trick, or a test, or the first step in another process that will end with her losing something. Because every process in her life has ended that way."

"We're not a process," Tom said.

"You are. To her, right now, you are. You are the family that has her son. You arrive with lawyers and resources and a stable home and two incomes and — forgive me — the kind of relationship that Maja has never had and may not believe exists. You represent everything she was told she wasn't good enough to provide."

The words sat on the table between them, heavy as the rain.

"What does she want?" Rosalyn asked.

"She wants to see Alex. She wants to know he's safe. She wants to know that he is loved. And she wants someone — anyone — to acknowledge that what happened to her was wrong."

Rosalyn's jaw set. The planning jaw. The one that meant she was building a structure around something that threatened to be shapeless and overwhelming.

"Then that's where we start," Rosalyn said. "We tell her it was wrong. And we mean it."

Tom looked at his wife. The rain was in her hair — not the coconut kind, the Bergen kind, the rain that had brought them together six years ago and was now delivering them to the next impossible chapter. She was sitting in a coffee shop with a folder full of someone else's tragedy, wearing the blouse she'd selected for authority and the expression she wore for war, and she was doing the thing she always did: turning chaos into a plan. Turning impossible into merely difficult. Turning "we can't" into "here's how."

He loved her. The thought arrived without preamble, the way it always did — not as discovery but as confirmation, the daily, hourly, perpetual recognition that this woman, this infuriating, spreadsheet-making, jaw-setting, wall-sex-initiating woman, was the fixed point around which his entire disordered life rotated.

"Ready?" Maren asked.

"No," Tom said.

"Good," Maren said. "You shouldn't be."

She stood. They followed. And the rain kept falling on Bergen, indifferent and permanent, as three adults walked toward a white house behind a gate where a twenty-six-year-old woman was waiting to learn whether the world had finally sent someone worth trusting.

The shelter was a fifteen-minute walk. Tom held Rosalyn's hand the entire way. She let him.

Neither of them spoke.

There was nothing left to plan.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Maja

The shelter was a white house behind a gate that didn't look like a gate. It looked like a garden fence — wooden, low, the kind you'd find in front of any Bergen rowhouse where someone grew hydrangeas and complained about the weather. But there was a buzzer, and the buzzer required a code, and the code was entered by a woman who met them at the entrance with a lanyard and a clipboard and the careful, assessing eyes of someone whose job was to decide who got through the fence and who didn't.

Maren spoke to the woman. Names were checked. IDs were shown. Tom stood in the rain and thought about the fact that Maja Berge lived behind a fence with a code because the world she'd been given — the foster homes, the system, the men, the caseworkers — had been dangerous enough that she needed a gate between herself and all of it.

She was twenty-six. She had been behind fences of one kind or another since she was twelve.

They were led through a hallway that smelled of cleaning product and baked goods — someone in the kitchen was making something with cinnamon, and the normalcy of it, the domestic ordinariness of cinnamon in a house full of women who had run from their lives, made Tom's throat tight in a way he hadn't expected.

The room was on the second floor. Small. A window with a view of the garden — more hydrangeas, a wooden bench, a bicycle locked to a post. A table with four chairs. A plant on the windowsill that was either very healthy or plastic, and Tom couldn't tell which, and the uncertainty of it felt somehow appropriate.

Maren went in first. Then Rosalyn. Then Tom.

Maja Berge was sitting in the chair closest to the window.

She was smaller than Tom had imagined. He had built a version of her in his mind over the past weeks — assembled from Maren's briefings and Alex's drawings and the eight images his son had produced with colored pencils and obsessive precision, all showing a woman with dark hair and reaching hands and an almost-smile — and the version he'd built was larger, somehow. More substantial. A figure scaled to the enormity of what had been done to her.

The real Maja was five foot three, maybe five foot four in the shoes she wasn't wearing. She had dark hair pulled back in a ponytail — not styled, just gathered, the way you pull your hair back when you're getting through the day rather than planning for it. Dark eyes. Thin wrists. A sweater that was too large for her, grey, the sleeves pulled over her hands in the exact same way Rosalyn wore her oversized cardigan, and the coincidence of it — both women armoring themselves in extra fabric — hit Tom with a force he wasn't prepared for.

She was twenty-six years old. She had been twenty when they took Alex. A child who'd had children taken from her by other adults who'd decided she wasn't enough.

Maja's eyes moved across the three of them — Maren first (known, safe, the one person in the room who had already proven she could be trusted), then Tom, then Rosalyn. The gaze that landed on Rosalyn stayed longer. Assessing. Careful. The same forensic attention that Alex gave to new rooms — counting exits, measuring distances, reading the adults for the invisible signals that would tell him whether to stay or to run.

Tom recognized the look. He recognized it because he had seen it every day for the first three months after Alex moved in — the watchful, calibrated stillness of someone who had learned that the world was a place where things were taken from you, and the only defense was to see it coming.

His son had inherited it from his mother.

"Maja," Maren said, her voice modulated to the professional warmth she used for first meetings. "This is Tom Andersen and Rosalyn Hansen-Andersen. They're Alex's family."

The word hung in the room. Family. Tom heard the weight of it and knew that Maja heard a different weight — the word that meant "the people who have what I lost," the word that separated her from the boy she'd carried and delivered and held for eleven months before a woman named Berit Strand decided that eleven months was enough.

"Hello," Rosalyn said.

Her voice was different. Tom noticed it immediately — the Rosalyn who had been planning and color-coding and building scenario matrices since Thursday night was gone. In her place was a version of his wife he had seen only a few times before: the version that appeared when she talked to Vera about the pregnancy at sixteen, the version that appeared when she held Alex for the first time and understood that this child measured love in milligrams and doled out trust the way a miser doled out coins.

Soft. Not weak — Rosalyn would never be weak — but soft in the way that required more strength than hardness did.

"Hello," Maja said. Quiet. Her hands were in her lap, hidden inside the sleeves. Her right foot was tucked behind her left ankle. Closed posture. Defensive architecture. A body that had arranged itself for minimum exposure.

Nobody sat down. The chairs were there, the table was there, but nobody moved, because the distance between the door and the chairs was a decision, and Maja hadn't made it yet.

"Can we sit?" Rosalyn asked. Not to Maren. To Maja.

The question mattered. Tom watched Maja register it — the fact that Rosalyn had asked her, not the social worker, not the system, not the adults with authority. She had asked the person who lived in this room whether the people who did not live in this room could enter it.

Maja nodded. A small, precise movement.

They sat. Maren at the end of the table, a professional buffer. Tom and Rosalyn on one side. Maja on the other. The plant on the windowsill between them, real or fake, alive or not.

"I don't know what to say," Maja said.

Her voice was almost inaudible. Bergen-accented — the rounded vowels, the lilting cadence that Tom recognized from years of living in the region, from Nina's voice when she was angry and let the dialect slip, from the way the city itself seemed to shape the speech of everyone who lived there, softening consonants the way the rain softened everything else.

"You don't have to say anything," Rosalyn said. "We're here to listen. Whatever you want to tell us, whenever you're ready."

Maja looked at her hands. The sleeves shifted and Tom saw her fingers — thin, the nails bitten short, the cuticles ragged. Working hands. Young hands. Hands that had held a baby for eleven months and then held nothing.

"How is he?" Maja asked.

Two words. The most important question she had ever asked, compressed into two syllables and delivered to strangers across a table in a room that smelled of cinnamon and cleaning product.

Tom opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. The financial analyst's mind — the mind that could model quarterly projections and calculate risk-adjusted returns and present findings to boardrooms full of people who expected precision — could not find a single adequate word.

Rosalyn found them.

"He's extraordinary," she said. "He draws with a precision that makes adults uncomfortable. He knows more about dinosaurs than anyone I've ever met — specifically the Parasaurolophus, which he considers the most architecturally sophisticated creature of the Jurassic period. He counts the exits in every new room he enters. He calls Tom 'Dad.' He chose his own name."

Maja's breath caught. A small, private sound, like a stitch breaking.

"His name?" she whispered.

"He was called Oliver for a while. Then different names in different placements. When he came to us, we called him Alex — Rosalyn chose it." Tom paused. "At the end of the summer, he asked to change his legal name. He chose Alex Andersen. Our surname."

Maja's eyes closed. She sat very still for a long moment, and Tom watched the muscles in her jaw work — not Rosalyn's planning jaw, not the set determination of a woman building a strategy, but the trembling clench of someone holding themselves together through force of will alone.

"That's a good name," she said, eyes still closed. "Alex."

"He has your hands," Tom said.

Maja's eyes opened.

"The way he draws," Tom continued, and his voice was doing something he hadn't authorized — roughening, thickening, betraying the clinical distance he had planned to maintain. "The way he holds the pencil. Three fingers, very precise, the pressure exactly controlled. He draws faces. He draws—"

He stopped. Because what Alex drew was Maja. What Alex drew, eight times with obsessive precision, was a woman with dark hair and reaching hands and an almost-smile, and the woman was sitting three feet away from him and she didn't know.

"He draws you," Tom said.

Maja stared at him.

"I brought them," Rosalyn said. She reached into her bag — the leather bag she used for meetings, the one with the organized compartments and the separate pocket for pens — and produced a folder. Inside were eight sheets of paper, each one bearing a drawing in colored pencil: a woman, dark-haired, seen from different angles but always with the same gesture, always with the hands extended, always reaching for something outside the frame.

Rosalyn placed them on the table, one by one, like cards in a tarot reading. Maja's breath grew shorter with each one. By the fourth drawing, her hand was over her mouth. By the sixth, the hand was shaking. By the eighth — the one where Alex had drawn the woman standing on a bridge with a smaller figure beside her, a girl, and below the bridge a family walking toward them — Maja's composure broke.

She didn't cry the way adults cry. She cried the way children cry — sudden, gasping, without performance or self-consciousness, the sound ripping out of her as if it had been stored in her chest for six years and the paper had unlocked it. She curled forward over the table, her forehead nearly touching the drawings, and her shoulders shook, and the sound she made was not a word but a frequency — a vibration of grief and recognition and the unbearable joy of discovering that the child you lost had been looking for you the whole time.

"He remembers me?" The words came between sobs, mangled by the crying, barely intelligible. "He remembers me. He was eleven months old. He was — he can't remember. He can't—"

"He dreams about you," Tom said. His own voice was unsteady now. He could feel Rosalyn's hand on his thigh under the table, gripping hard, anchoring them both. "He told us about a woman on a bridge. Dark hair. She was reaching for him. He didn't know who she was, but he drew her. Again and again."

Maja lifted her head. Her face was wet and ruined and raw, and her eyes — dark, enormous, the eyes that Alex had inherited and turned grey-blue through whatever genetic alchemy had mixed her with Tom — looked at him with an expression that contained everything.

"They told me he wouldn't remember," she said. "Berit said — she said it was better this way. That he was too young. That he would forget me and it would be easier for everyone."

"Berit Strand was wrong about everything," Rosalyn said. The softness was gone. In its place was something colder and more precise — the voice Rosalyn used when she was no longer being kind but being accurate, and accuracy, in this moment, was the kindest thing she could offer. "She was wrong about you. She was wrong about Alex. She was wrong about every decision she made regarding your family, and she is currently under criminal investigation for systematic misconduct spanning eight years and at least four families."

Maja wiped her eyes with her sleeves. The gesture was childlike — no tissue, no practiced dabbing, just fabric across skin — and Tom thought again: she is twenty-six. She has been behind fences since she was twelve. She has never had the luxury of learning how adults compose themselves, because no adult ever taught her.

"I didn't choose this," Maja said. Her voice was steadier now, the Bergen vowels firming up around the words like a structure being rebuilt. "They said I was unfit. They said the children would be better. They said it was voluntary. I signed papers. I didn't understand what I was signing. I was twenty, I had no lawyer, I had no family, I had no one in the room who was on my side."

"We know," Rosalyn said.

"They took Alex first. November. He was eleven months. I was holding him and they came and they — there were two of them. Berit and another one. They said it was temporary. An assessment. They said I could visit. I visited twice. Then they said the visits were being suspended because I was — what was the word — 'dysregulated.' I was dysregulated because they took my son."

Tom's hands were clenched under the table. He could feel the nails pressing into his palms and he couldn't unclench them, couldn't override the rage that was building in his chest — not at Maja, not at the system in the abstract, but at Berit Strand specifically, at the woman who had sat across from this girl and used clinical language to justify the theft of a child from a mother whose only crime was being young and alone and poor.

"And Nora?" Rosalyn asked.

Maja's breath caught again. A different catch this time — not grief but something closer to shame, the particular shame of a woman who had tried and failed twice and knew how the story looked from the outside.

"I got pregnant again. After they took Alex. I know how that sounds. I know what people think — that I was irresponsible, that I should have—" She stopped. Swallowed. "I was alone. The father was someone I thought cared about me. He left. I was alone again, and I was pregnant, and I thought — I thought maybe this time. Maybe if I did everything right. Maybe if I went to every appointment, took every class, filled out every form. Maybe they'd let me keep this one."

The room was very quiet. Outside, the rain fell on the hydrangeas.

"Nora was born on June twenty-fourth," Maja said. "Three days after Alex. Same hospital. I held her for four months. Four months and six days. Then Berit came again."

"The same caseworker," Rosalyn said. Not a question. A brick being placed in a wall of evidence.

"The same caseworker. The same speech. The same papers. This time I refused to sign. I told her I wanted a lawyer. She said lawyers would make it worse. She said if I cooperated, I could have supervised visits. If I didn't, I might lose contact entirely."

"And the complaint," Tom said. "You filed a complaint."

"April 2022. I wrote it myself. Five pages. Everything I remembered — dates, names, what Berit said, what I said, what I signed. I sent it to the regional office."

"And Berit Strand was the person assigned to review it."

Maja looked at him. The dark eyes were steady now — the crying was over, replaced by something harder and more permanent, the bedrock of anger that lives beneath grief when the grief has been going on long enough to fossilize.

"Dismissed within forty-eight hours," she said. "Two days. Five pages. Six years of my life. Dismissed."

Rosalyn's hand found Tom's under the table. She squeezed once — hard, communicating something that words couldn't carry. He squeezed back.

"I want to ask you something," Rosalyn said.

Maja waited. The defensive posture had shifted — her hands were on the table now, still inside the sleeves but visible, and her foot had moved from behind her ankle to flat on the floor. Small changes. The kind of changes Alex made when he decided, provisionally and revocably, that a room might be safe.

"What do you want?" Rosalyn asked. "Not what the system says you should want. Not what a caseworker thinks is appropriate. What do you want?"

Maja looked at the drawings on the table. Eight versions of herself, rendered in colored pencil by a six-year-old boy with grey-blue eyes and a memory that defied neuroscience. She reached out and touched the edge of the eighth drawing — the one with the bridge, the one with the girl, the one that showed a family walking toward a woman who was standing in the place where all the lines converged.

"I want to know my children," she said. "I don't want to take them. I don't want custody. I don't want to walk into their lives and tear apart what they have. I just — I want to know them. I want them to know me. I want Alex to know that the woman he draws is real, and she's alive, and she never stopped looking for him."

She paused. The next words cost her something — Tom could see it in the way she braced, the way her shoulders squared, the way she lifted her chin with the fragile defiance of someone who had been told no so many times that asking for yes felt like stepping off a cliff.

"And I want someone to say it," she said. "That what they did was wrong. That I wasn't unfit. That I was just young and alone and the system was supposed to help me, and instead it took everything I had."

The rain fell. The plant sat on the windowsill, indifferent and possibly plastic. Maren Kvist sat at the end of the table with her hands folded and her professional composure intact and her eyes — Tom noticed — glistening at the edges.

Rosalyn stood up.

She walked around the table. Maja watched her come — the wariness returning, the body tensing, the ancient reflex of a woman who had learned that approaching adults usually brought bad news.

Rosalyn sat in the empty chair beside her. Close. Close enough that their sleeves touched — Rosalyn's black cotton against Maja's grey wool. She took Maja's hand.

It was not a gesture Rosalyn made lightly. Rosalyn touched people with purpose and economy — her children, her husband, her sister, the small circle of people who had earned access to the physical space she guarded as carefully as she guarded everything else. She did not touch strangers. She did not touch case files. She did not touch variables.

She held Maja Berge's hand and looked at her and said: "What they did was wrong."

Maja's face crumbled.

"It was wrong. Every part of it. Every paper, every decision, every day they kept you from your children. You were twenty years old, and you were alone, and the people who were supposed to protect you chose to destroy you instead. And I am sorry. We are sorry. Not on behalf of the system — the system can apologize for itself, if it ever develops the capacity. We are sorry as the people who are raising your son, because we have him and you don't, and the reason you don't is not because you failed. It's because you were failed."

Maja held Rosalyn's hand in both of hers. She was shaking — fine, constant tremors that ran through her fingers and wrists and up her arms, the kind of shaking that doesn't stop when you tell it to, the kind that comes from somewhere deeper than muscles.

"He's happy?" Maja whispered. "He's really happy?"

"He is learning to be happy," Rosalyn said. "He counts exits. He tests adults. He has nightmares. But he has a brother who shares his room and a three-year-old who worships him and a father who makes blueberry-eye pancakes every Saturday and a mother — me — who will fight anyone and anything that threatens his peace. Including the system. Including the past. Including—" She paused. "Including myself, if I have to."

"Including herself," Tom confirmed from across the table. "She made a spreadsheet about it."

Maja looked at him. And then — improbably, impossibly, in a room that smelled of cinnamon and held six years of grief between its walls — she laughed.

It was a short laugh. Startled. The sound of someone discovering that their face still knew how to make it. Rosalyn smiled — the small, private smile, the one that was gone before it arrived — and Tom watched the two women sitting side by side, their hands linked across the table, and he thought: this is where it starts. Not with lawyers or custody agreements or scenario matrices. With this. Two mothers in a room, one who has everything and one who has nothing, finding the first fragile thread of connection between them.

"We're coming back," Rosalyn said. "And we're bringing a lawyer. Not to fight you — to fight for you. The same lawyer who fought for Alex, who fought for Anders, who fought every time this system tried to decide that its convenience mattered more than a child's right to be loved."

"Why?" Maja asked. The question was genuine — not suspicious, not testing, but genuinely confused, the confusion of a person who had never been offered help without a cost attached. "Why would you help me?"

Rosalyn's jaw set. The jaw that Tom had seen a thousand times and that still, every time, made him fall in love with her all over again.

"Because your son is sleeping in my house," Rosalyn said. "And he draws you every week. And he dreams about a bridge where you're waiting for him. And I refuse — I absolutely refuse — to be the reason he never finds you on the other side."

Maja held her gaze. For a long time — ten seconds, fifteen, the kind of sustained eye contact that most people break after three — the two women looked at each other across the space between their lives, and something passed between them that Tom could not name but could feel: a recognition. A negotiation. A transfer of something that wasn't trust yet but might, with time and honesty and the particular alchemy that occurs when two women decide to stop being enemies in a story that never should have had enemies in the first place, become it.

"Okay," Maja said.

It was Alex's word. The same word, the same inflection, the same cautious, provisional acceptance of a world that might — might — be offering something real.

Maren Kvist stood. The meeting was over — not because anyone said so, but because the room had reached the limit of what it could hold, and any more would flood it.

Tom shook Maja's hand at the door. Her grip was light, barely there, the handshake of someone who had not had much practice being met as an equal. But her eyes, when she looked at him, were steady.

"He has your eyes," she said.

"So they tell me."

"The grey-blue. The fjord look." She paused. "They're good eyes."

"They're better on him."

Maja almost smiled. The almost-smile from the drawings — the expression Alex had captured eight times with colored pencil, the one that lived on the border between hope and the fear of hoping. She was standing in the doorway of her room in a white house behind a fence in a city that rained two hundred and thirty-nine days a year, and she was twenty-six years old, and she had lost everything, and she was looking at the man who was raising her son as if he might be the first door in her life that opened instead of closed.

"Come back," she said. Not a request. An instruction. The first instruction she had given in years that was directed at someone with more power than she had.

"We will," Tom said.

"With the lawyer."

"With the lawyer."

She nodded. The door closed. The code was entered. The gate opened and then closed behind them, and Tom and Rosalyn stood in the Bergen rain, in the city where they'd met, in the weather that had witnessed the beginning of everything, and neither of them spoke.

Rosalyn held Tom's hand on the walk back to the hotel. Her grip was different from before — not the possessive, anchoring grip of the morning, but something quieter. Exhausted. The grip of a woman who had just given something enormous to a stranger and needed to hold onto the person who kept her full.
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