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It always rained like this on Tuesday evenings in late October. Not hard enough to be a storm. Not soft enough to ignore. The kind of rain that turned on the lights at four in the afternoon.

Emma Whitaker stood in her kitchen, phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, scrolling a takeout menu she already knew by heart. The water she'd boiled twenty minutes ago had gone cold on the burner behind her. On the small table pushed against the wall, three browser tabs waited with the patience of furniture—a half-finished Norwegian translation, an unanswered message from her sister Charlotte, the delivery app.

She moved the cursor to the cart. Added a second portion of the same dish. She didn't want a second portion. She wouldn't eat it tomorrow. But the man on the line was about to repeat the order back to her, out loud, and Emma didn't feel like saying for one. Not on a Tuesday. Not at four. Not in this rain.

"For two, ma'am?" the man said.

"Yes," Emma said. "Thanks."

She hung up. Poured the cold tea down the drain.

The studio in Battersea was quiet. A bed, a bookshelf, a window, a table. Charlotte had been here once, four years ago, and said It's cute. Her mother had never seen it.

Emma went back to the table. The Norwegian chapter was still open. The line she'd been stuck on for two days was still there, like a tooth that refused to be pulled.

"Snart hjemme," the old man murmured. And turned back to the sea.

Snart hjemme. The dictionary said it meant almost home. The dictionary was lying. The old man wasn't talking about home. The old man was looking at the sea, and that look had no equivalent in English. She'd been doing this work long enough to know that when one sentence went wrong, an entire book could be lost.

The phone buzzed. Charlotte.

She let it ring.

It buzzed again.

She let it ring.

On the third try, she answered.

"Hello."

"You're a terrible sister."

"I know."

"I mean—really. World-class."

"Got it."

"Mum's birthday is eight weeks away."

"I know when Mum's birthday is, Char."

"Then come."

Emma got up from the table, went to the window, pressed her forehead to the glass. The glass was cold. The glass was always cold. In a way, that was why she liked it.

"I'll think about it," she said.

"You said that last year."

"Year before, too."

"Em."

"Char."

There was a silence on the line. Somewhere on the other end was a child—five years old, whom Emma had met exactly twice, who hadn't recognized her the second time, who was now hitting a saucepan with a wooden spoon.

Theo, Emma thought. His birthday had been last month.

"He's been asking about you," Charlotte said. "Asked again last Sunday."

"Asked what?"

"If you'd met anyone."

Emma laughed once, joylessly. "What did you tell him?"

"I said you were doing well."

"Thanks."

"Em. I didn't mean it like—"

"I know how you meant it."

In the background, Theo shrieked with delight.

"I have to go," Charlotte said.

"I know."

"Think about it. Seriously."

"I'll think about it."

They both knew she wouldn't. They hung up.

Emma stayed at the window. The rain had thinned into mist. It was six o'clock.

The evening passed like that—the Norwegian chapter on the screen, snart hjemme still there, Emma at the table, then not at the table but at the window, then not at the window but in the kitchen. At some point the food came. She opened both portions out of habit. Took three forkfuls from one. Didn't touch the other.

At nine, Oliver called.

Oliver always called at nine.

"Em."

"Ol."

"How was your day?"

"Wet."

"Mine too. Soho's a disaster in this. Everyone running, no one actually getting anywhere."

"Sounds about right."

"How's the Norwegian book?"

"Fighting back."

"Em."

"Don't."

"I haven't said anything yet."

"You're going to."

"I was going to ask if you ate."

"I ate."

"Properly?"

"With a fork."

"On the floor?"

"...probably."

Oliver sighed. It was an old sigh—well-worn, well-loved.

"Em," he said. "I'm going to ask you something. You're going to say no. I'm going to ask again. You're going to say no again."

"Okay."

"Daniel's cousin's engagement party. Saturday."

"No."

"You don't even know who Daniel's cous—"

"No."

"Emma."

"Ol. I'm not—I'm not an engagement party person. I never was."

"You used to be."

"No, I didn't."

"You did. In 2019. I have photos."

"That was a different woman. She doesn't live here anymore."

There was a silence on the line. Then Oliver, in a voice he didn't use often:

"Em. You keep saying you want connection. But you only want it through glass. Phone glass. Screen glass. Window glass. Any glass you can put between you and a person."

Emma didn't answer.

In that moment—as it happened—she was leaning against the window, her forehead on the cold pane, the phone pressed to her ear, the second untouched plate going cold on the counter. She was standing inside the sentence Oliver had just said.

"I have to go," she said.

"Em—"

"Goodnight, Ol."

She hung up.

She stayed at the window a long time. Across the courtyard, in a flat she'd never been inside, someone had hung up string lights—two months early. She could see them blinking through the rain. Yellow, yellow, yellow.

Four stories below, a couple walked along the sidewalk. Hand in hand, laughing at something. The man slipped on a wet leaf, the woman caught his arm, and they laughed harder.

Emma watched them until they turned the corner.

Then she pulled the curtains.

She turned away from the window. The flat looked smaller than it had at four. The second portion was still on the counter.

She scraped it into the trash.

She went back to the table, opened the Norwegian chapter, and stared at the words snart hjemme until they stopped meaning anything.

It was nine fifty-three.

There was no way she could have known—no way to know—that in forty-eight hours she would type those two words to a stranger, and the stranger would answer, and her life would begin, very softly, to come apart.

She didn't know yet.

She just sat at the table, looking at the words.
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When she woke, she realized she'd fallen asleep with her head beside the words snart hjemme. Her neck hurt. The laptop was in sleep mode. Her mouth was dry. The teacup, half-drunk, was still on the table—except what was inside was no longer tea, just a cold brown liquid pretending.

It was six twenty-seven.

This always happened. In her early twenties Emma had called it being a natural early riser, the way someone might call a limp a quirky walk. By thirty she'd understood: it wasn't waking. It was her body refusing to be unconscious past a certain hour. An alarm built out of waiting for something to start.

She got up. Stood beside the table. Dragged the cursor across the screen. The laptop woke. Snart hjemme was still there. The dictionary was still lying.

She went to the kitchen. Made fresh tea, didn't wash the old cup. She'd wash it later. She looked out the window—gray, no rain, fog. Battersea fog had a particular quality; it never quite closed the street, never quite opened it. It held you somewhere in between.

She drank the tea standing up. At the counter. Her back to the window.

She picked up the phone.

There was a message from Charlotte, sent at 6:14. Charlotte had been awake thirteen minutes before her.

Em. I know you'll read this at the crack of dawn because you're you. Mum had a scan yesterday. Results are clear. But she called me after, and her voice was doing the thing. I went back and forth on whether to tell you. I'm telling you.

Emma read it twice. Then she set the phone down on the counter.

She took three steps back. Counter to counter, one end of the flat to the other—four and a half meters—toward the window.

Four and a half meters was the size of her life.

She stopped at the window. The fog hadn't moved.

Her mother had had a scan. Her mother hadn't told her. The results were clear. Her voice had been doing the thing.

She tried to put the sentences in order of importance. Which one mattered most? Results are clear, or her voice was doing the thing, or I went back and forth on whether to tell you?

It was the last one. I went back and forth. Because going back and forth meant Charlotte had thought Emma might not want to know. Charlotte had genuinely considered the possibility that Emma had become the kind of sister who didn't want to be told her own mother had had a scan.

That was worse than anything Emma told herself in the dark.

Last night, on the phone, she had told Charlotte she would think about the birthday. They had both known she wouldn't. Think about it was the polite version of no. It had been the polite version for seven years.

But I went back and forth on whether to tell you was a different sentence. It said: I have started to plan around your absence. It said: we have begun to keep things from you.

Emma walked back to the counter. Picked up the phone. Typed:

Thank you for telling me.

She read it. It was correct, and it was small, and it would not be enough. Charlotte would receive it and feel, briefly, relieved—and then the relief would harden into the next assumption: Em is being polite again. Em won't come.

So she typed, without letting herself think:

I'll come for her birthday.

She hit send.

Three seconds later, Charlotte replied:

!!!

Then:

Em are you serious

Emma looked at the laptop, still open. Looked at the Norwegian chapter, still unfinished. Looked at the calendar, eight weeks out. She could do it. Or she couldn't.

I'm serious.

I'm calling Mum, Charlotte wrote. Right now.

Eat breakfast first, Emma wrote.

No. This first.

Emma put the phone down. She'd done it. She'd done a thing she hadn't done in seven years.

The tea on the counter had gone lukewarm.

She finished it. Washed the cup. Washed last night's cup too—the cold brown liquid pretending to be tea. Dried both. Put them back on the counter.

Then she sat down at the table. Woke the laptop. Opened chapter seven of Vinternatt.

Chapter seven was called Den lange natten—The Long Night. Henrik Aas had placed an epigraph at the top: Not every night is long. Only some.

Emma read it. Really read it, for the first time. The sentence had the word some in it. Only some. It was saying that not every night was long. It was saying that in a life, some nights were long, but not all of them. That was a hope, packaged as a fact.

She translated it in under a minute, without snagging.

The sentence settled.

She started the chapter. It was a scene in which a wife came home to her husband. A town up north, evening, the lights on, two plates on the table. The husband was on the phone when she walked in. On the phone, with someone else. And the husband was saying, to the person on the phone, snart hjemme.

Emma paused.

Snart hjemme. To someone else. On the phone.

This was the form of the idiom she'd been trying to crack for two days—not the old man's look out to sea, but close. Snart hjemme: when you said it to a person, you weren't saying I'm coming home. You were saying I'm coming to you. You were not the address. The home was the other person.

The old man wasn't talking about home when he looked at the sea because the home was a person. Maybe a dead person. Maybe a person who had never existed. Maybe just the sea.

Emma didn't translate the line.

Instead she got up, made a second cup of tea, abandoned it halfway, picked up the phone.

She hadn't been able to get past chapter seven for two days because she didn't understand one phrase. And she hadn't been able to ask Birgit, because Birgit had gotten married last autumn, and Emma hadn't gone to the wedding, and the silence between them was now nine months old.

She opened her contacts. Scrolled to B. Birgit Holm. The number was still there. She hadn't deleted it. She hadn't been able to dial it, either.

She tapped the name. Tapped Messages. A new conversation opened, blank, the cursor blinking.

She typed:

Quick translation check—'snart hjemme' said to someone, on the phone—is it 'almost home,' or something deeper? Publisher's waiting. — Em

Her finger hovered over Send.

She thought about the wedding. She thought about Birgit's mother, who had once called Emma the daughter who came from outside. She thought about the nine months.

She tapped Send anyway.

The screen, for one second, said delivered.

Then, half a second later, a small red exclamation mark appeared beside the message. Beneath it, in gray:

Not delivered. Number no longer in service.

Emma stared at the screen.

Birgit had changed her number. Of course she had. The wedding had been nine months ago. She had probably changed her name, too. She had probably started over in the specific way women do when they marry, and Emma had not been there for any of it.

She held the phone in her hand and felt, briefly, the temperature of her own absence.

Then—because she had already gathered the courage for the message, and the courage had nowhere else to go—she pulled up her recent calls, found the old log from a year ago, the last time she had spoken to Birgit, copied the number.

But the number she copied wasn't Birgit's primary line. It was an older one. A landline from Birgit's family flat in Oslo, a number Birgit's mother used to answer in Norwegian and switch to English when she heard Emma's voice.

Emma looked at the number on the screen.

It would not reach Birgit.

She didn't think. She pasted it into a new message. Pasted in the same question. Sent it before she could revise.

Quick translation check—'snart hjemme' said to someone, on the phone—is it 'almost home,' or something deeper? Publisher's waiting. — Em

The screen said delivered.

It was nine seventeen. Wednesday morning. Fog outside. Battersea. Charlotte was probably on the phone with their mother right now.

Emma put the phone down.

She went back to the laptop. Looked at chapter seven. The husband was saying snart hjemme to the person on the phone, and the wife had walked in, and there were two plates on the table, and Emma was supposed to translate the line.

She didn't.

She put her hands on the keyboard. She waited.

When she noticed she was waiting, she laughed once, quietly, to herself—because she didn't know what she was waiting for, but she was waiting. She looked at the clock on the laptop. Nine nineteen.

Two minutes since she'd sent the message.

The number had been a landline a year ago. By now it was probably disconnected, or owned by someone else, or belonged to a small Oslo dentist's office that received translation queries from English strangers at strange hours of the morning. The message would not be answered. Life would go on.

Emma knew this.

She got up anyway. Opened the window.

The fog hadn't moved, but when her neck loosened, when the cold air came in, the flat looked—for one second—a little bigger.

She stood at the window. The phone, on the table, was silent.

There might be no reply.

But she had told her mother that morning that she would come for her birthday. And the epigraph of chapter seven said Not every night is long. Only some. And the fog was outside, but here, at the window, the cold air was coming in.

Something had shifted.

She didn't know what yet.

The phone buzzed.
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She didn't pick it up.

Not at first. She looked at it across the room—face down on the table, exactly where she'd left it—and her first thought wasn't who is it. Her first thought was I have to remember this. The seconds before. The flat at nine nineteen, the window open, the fog outside, the cold air on her neck. The phone, still face down. Whatever was coming next belonged to a different version of the morning, and she wanted to hold the current one a moment longer.

It was a sentence she would think about often, later. Often enough to wonder if she'd actually had the thought in the moment, or if she'd built it afterward, the way people sometimes furnish the rooms of their memories.

Either way, she walked to the table.

Picked up the phone.

The message preview said Unknown number. The first line was:

Hello — wrong number, I think, but —

She tapped it open.

Hello — wrong number, I think, but I've been staring at "snart hjemme" for ten minutes trying to figure out who you are. To answer your question: it's neither. It's not "almost home" and it's not exactly "I'm coming to you." It's the thing you say when home is a person and you're on your way back to them. Could be a wife. Could be a dog. Could be a place you used to live and don't anymore. There's a Norwegian word for the feeling underneath — "lengsel." It carries longing in it. No clean English for that one either.

Hope you find the right Birgit.

— Martin

Emma read it once.

Read it twice.

Then she sat down on the kitchen floor, with her back against the cabinets, and read it a third time.

She didn't know why she sat on the floor. It wasn't a decision. Her legs had simply stopped wanting to hold her up, and the floor was there.

The message had three parts. The first part was funny—wrong number, I think, but. The second part was the answer. The actual answer. The one she'd needed for two days. The one Birgit, even if Emma had reached her, might not have given so cleanly. And the third part was the signature.

Martin.

She read the second part again. Home is a person, and you're on your way back to them. That was the line. That was what Aas had written. The old man looking at the sea—he wasn't going home. He was on his way back to a person who was not there anymore. The home and the absence were the same thing.

It was a translator's gift, that paragraph. The kind of explanation Emma would have paid to receive. And it had come from a stranger.

From the kitchen floor, she could see one corner of the laptop screen. Vinternatt, chapter seven, still open. The cursor blinking patiently at the line she hadn't translated.

She got up.

Walked to the table.

Sat down.

Translated the line.

It took her four minutes. The Turkish she wrote was not neredeyse evde. It was yakında sende olacağım—I'll be with you soon. With sende. In your place. It wasn't a clean translation. It carried, in the grammar itself, the weight the original had carried. The reader would feel it, even if they couldn't name it.

She read what she'd written.

It was right.

For the first time in two days, the chapter could move.

She kept going. The wife came in. Saw the two plates. Heard the husband say snart hjemme into the phone. The husband didn't see her. The wife stood in the doorway and did not move. Aas described, in two sentences, the way the wife's hand stayed on the doorframe—not in shock, but in the specific posture of a woman discovering she has been the second plate at the table for years.

Emma translated for an hour. She didn't drink any tea. She didn't look at her phone. When she did finally look at the clock on the laptop, it was ten thirty-two.

She had not answered Martin.

That was the next thought. Not who is Martin. Not where is Martin. Just—I haven't answered him.

She picked up the phone.

She read the message again, because she could.

She thought about the right thing to say to a stranger who had given her a paragraph she needed and signed it with a name. Thank you was correct, but small. I owe you a drink was too much, and not true—she didn't owe him anything, and she didn't drink with strangers. That helped more than you know was honest but oversharing. Every option was wrong in a different direction.

She typed:

Thank you. That was exactly the answer. You may have saved a book. — Emma

She read it. Deleted exactly. Read it again. Put exactly back. Tapped Send.

She set the phone down.

Made tea. The third cup of the morning. This one she actually drank.

She was sitting at the table, two paragraphs into the next page of Vinternatt, when the phone buzzed again.

Glad I could help. What's the book?

She stared at the message for a long moment.

The polite thing—the safe thing—was to answer briefly and let the conversation end. She had what she needed. He had been kind. They could both close the tab.

Instead she wrote:

Henrik Aas. Vinternatt. I'm translating it into Turkish. It comes out next autumn.

She hit Send before she could revise.

The reply came in under a minute.

You're kidding.

Then, before she could answer:

Aas used to come to my parents' hotel. He'd sit at the back table with a notebook and a glass of water and write for four hours without looking up. My father used to put the lamp on for him without being asked.

Emma read it.

She put the phone face down on the table. Then she picked it up again. Then she put it down. Then she picked it up.

Where is your parents' hotel, she wrote.

A pause. Longer this time. Long enough that she opened Vinternatt and pretended to read a sentence she had already translated.

The phone buzzed.

Bergen. Bryggen — the old harbor. Small place. Fourteen rooms. My father died four years ago. I run it now.

She read it twice.

She typed:

I'm sorry about your father.

She sent it. Then, before she could stop herself:

Aas describes a hotel like that in chapter four. Yellow lamps. A back table by the window. A waiter who knew not to speak.

A pause.

Then:

That's our table.

She read the line.

She read it again.

She got up from the table, walked to the window, opened it wider than she had in months. The fog had begun to lift. The air smelled, faintly, of wet stone.

Across the courtyard, the string lights blinked. Yellow, yellow, yellow.

She came back to the table.

She had not eaten breakfast. She had translated for an hour, exchanged five messages with a man named Martin whose father had served Henrik Aas at the back table of a hotel in Bergen, and—through Charlotte—answered her mother's call for the first time in nearly two years.

It was eleven oh four on a Wednesday morning.

She wrote:

I'd like to know more about that table. If that's not strange. — Em

She read it.

She did not delete Em.

She tapped Send.

The phone, this time, was silent for almost three minutes. Long enough that she almost—almost—decided she had ruined it. That she had asked the wrong stranger the wrong question, and the silence was the answer.

Then the phone buzzed.

I'll tell you about the table. But not today — I have a guest checking in at three and the table needs to be set. Tomorrow night? Ten p.m. your time? Nine here. That's when the lobby is quiet.

She read the message.

She wrote:

Tomorrow at ten. — Em

She set the phone down.

She did not go back to the chapter.

She sat at the table, hands flat on the wood, and felt, for the first time in a very long time, the specific quality of waiting that is not dread.

It was eleven oh seven.

Outside, the fog lifted another inch.
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This time she picked up the phone right away.

She'd planned not to. Before she even saw the message, she'd told herself—wait, don't grab it, let it sit, let it cool—and then she'd grabbed it anyway. Her body hadn't consulted her. Her hand had already reached for the phone, turned the screen over, opened the message.

Aas. Good choice. Vinternatt is a hard book. The funeral scene especially. I'm saying this as a reader, not a translator—I read it in Norwegian last year and cried twice in chapter eight. Good luck with it.

He'd cried twice.

A Norwegian stranger, a man she didn't know, at half past nine in the morning, was telling her he'd cried twice. I'm saying this as a reader, not a translator—that was a sentence Emma had never heard before. When people talked to her about books, they came at her as a translator. How would you render this line. What is this writer's prose like. What does this word mean in Norwegian. No one had ever told Emma they'd cried over a book.

This stranger had.

Emma set the phone back down on the table, face up. The message stayed lit, because she kept brushing the screen—not tapping it, just brushing—and then she picked it up again, read the message once more, and then once more after that.

She tried not to answer.

She went back to chapter eight. The funeral. Frozen ground. A man burying his father. This was the scene that had made him cry twice—the Henrik Aas scene that made readers cry twice—and Emma was, at this very moment, rendering it into Turkish. The man's mother stood at the head of the coffin. She did not speak. Not speaking was how women up north grieved. Not speaking was the grief. Emma translated:

His mother did not speak. She did not speak through the entire funeral. Then they came home and she still did not speak, but she served everyone tea, and serving tea was the clearest sentence a woman in mourning could say.

She read it. It was good. It sat where it should beneath Aas's Norwegian. Birgit would have liked it. Birgit hadn't answered in nine months.

She picked up the phone.

Opened the reply box.

She wrote a sentence, deleted it. Wrote another, deleted it.

What she wrote was this:

Which line made you cry?—deleted, because it was too forward, and asking a stranger which line had made him cry meant prolonging the conversation, and she didn't want to prolong the conversation, or so she told herself.

Thank you. — Em—deleted, because it was too shallow, and writing thank you where a man had said I cried twice meant shrinking what he'd said, and Emma didn't want to shrink what anyone said.

I'm lucky, then—I had to finish chapter eight today and I just got past where I was stuck—deleted, because it gave away too much, and Emma didn't want to give a stranger too much yet, or she did, but she was telling herself she didn't.

When the third version was gone, Emma got up from the table. Went to the kitchen. Made a fourth cup of tea.

While the tea steeped, she told herself: this has to stop.

She knew what this meant. This—the possibility of texting a stranger. This—a conversation that had begun at some odd hour of the morning, over snart hjemme, over a wrong number. This had to stop, because in Emma's life, things like this had to stop, because if they didn't, her life would change, and changed lives were places where Emma was not safe.

She didn't finish the tea. It went on cooling on the counter while Emma went back to the laptop, finished chapter eight, saved it, opened nine.

Chapter nine was a winter evening. Snow falling. A woman at a window. Henrik Aas had, again, kept his opening line lean:

Watching the snow fall was a way of grieving.

Emma translated it. Then deleted what she'd written. Then wrote it again. Watching the snow fall was a way of grieving. The line was good, but the Turkish didn't quite sit beneath the Norwegian. Maybe not a way of grieving—maybe a way of speaking the language of grief. Maybe a grammar of grief. Maybe something else.

She could ask Birgit. Birgit wasn't answering.

She could ask the stranger.

She picked up the phone.

Put it down.

Picked it up again.

She thought for a second, then began to type. But what she was going to ask this time wasn't snart hjemme. What she was going to ask was a technical translation question. If the man wasn't a translator, he wouldn't be able to answer. If he couldn't answer, the conversation would end naturally. If he could answer—if—then Emma would have spoken one more sentence with this man, and speaking one more sentence meant pulling one more brick out of seven years of silence.

She wrote:

Stuck on another line. "Watching the snow fall was a way of grieving." The Norwegian is lighter. In Turkish it goes heavy. Any ideas? — Em

Her finger waited over Send.

She read what she'd written. The Norwegian is lighter. In Turkish it goes heavy—this was a thing Emma had carried inside her for years. The Norwegian was always lighter. The Turkish was always heavier. It was translation's losing side; trying to fit the airiness of Norwegian, its gray-blue coolness, into the body of another language, and failing. Birgit would understand that. Could a stranger?

She tapped Send.

The message went through.

It was eleven seventeen.

The reply came twelve minutes later. Emma did not spend those twelve minutes counting. She would have counted, if she'd let herself, but she didn't let herself. Instead she kept translating chapter nine, and while she translated, a part of her mind was tuned to hear the phone, and she ignored the fact that it was tuned.

Interesting translation problem. "A way of grieving" goes heavy because in Turkish "to grieve" is already a heavy verb—it carries physical weight. In Norwegian "sorg" is more still, more inward. Try this: "Watching the snow fall was also a way of carrying grief." "To carry" holds less weight in Turkish—a paradox, but it's true. There's motion in it, but no mass. Or: "Watching the falling snow was a kind of grief." Shorter, quieter. Closer to Aas's tone.

Emma read the message. Once. Twice. Then on the third pass she read it aloud—to herself, in the flat, four stories up:

"Watching the snow fall was also a way of carrying grief."

Said aloud, the line settled into place. A way of carrying. Birgit might have suggested the same thing. Or Margaret Penrose—if Margaret had been translating into English—might have suggested it. The stranger was a translator. Or he wasn't a translator but thought like one. Or he was simply Norwegian and could feel how his own language sat inside another.

She didn't know which. She didn't want to ask.

She wrote:

That's better. Carry is the right word. Thank you. — Em

She sent it.

Then she went back to chapter nine, left the woman at the window, and wrote the line the way the stranger had suggested:

Watching the snow fall was also a way of carrying grief.

The line stayed on the screen. Emma looked at it, and the line now belonged somewhere else—somewhere the stranger was also inside. She did not want to think about how a sentence could belong to someone else.

The phone buzzed.

Em — is that your name, Em? Or just a signature? The wrong number is still ongoing, but maybe there's something we should fix at the start.

Emma opened the reply box.

The first thing she wrote was The wrong number isn't ongoing, I just asked about this line. She deleted it.

The second was Em is enough. She deleted it.

The third, before she typed it, she thought about for a second.

Then she wrote:

Emma. My name is Emma.

She added one more line:

You?

She sent it.

It was eleven twenty-four. Wednesday morning. The fog outside was still the same, but inside the flat—Emma didn't notice this, because noticing meant admitting it, and she wasn't ready to admit anything—inside the flat, the light had changed. Same fog. Same window. Same table. But the light fell differently.

The phone buzzed.

Martin. Bergen, Norway. Good to meet you, Emma.

Martin.

Emma didn't say the name aloud. She only repeated it inside. Martin. No surname. There was a place—Bergen, Norway. Bergen was a place Emma knew; a city that turned up in Scandinavian books, on the west coast, famous for its rain, with old wooden houses along its wharf.

Rainy. Just like London.

She didn't want to think about that.

She set the phone down on the table. Went back to the laptop. Picked up chapter nine where she'd left it—the woman at the window, the snow falling, watching the falling snow also a way of carrying grief.

Around ten—eleven thirty-five, to be exact—the doorbell rang.

Emma jumped. No one came to her door on a Wednesday morning. The post came at ten. Mrs. Kowalski offered tea on Tuesdays. Charlotte never dropped by unannounced.

The bell rang again.

Emma got up. Went to the door. Looked through the peephole.

Oliver was standing outside.

Oliver was at work on Wednesday mornings. Oliver was in his office in Soho, living his life as a brand designer, and on Wednesday mornings he wasn't even at his coffee break yet. Oliver could not be standing at Emma's door.

Emma opened the door.

"Em," Oliver said. "We need to talk."
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Chapter 5
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Emma looked at Oliver for a second, then opened the door wider.

"Come in."

Oliver came in. There were raindrops on his jacket—there was no rain outside, only fog, but Oliver must have gotten wet somewhere on the walk from Battersea station. On his face, even before he was fully through the door, was a kind of resolve, and resolve was a rare thing on Oliver's face, because Oliver hid resolve, covered it with a joke, said it's nothing, darling, and said it least when it was something.

This morning, there was no joke.

"Tea?" Emma said.

"No."

"Water?"

"Em, sit down."

Emma sat. She sat on the edge of the sofa—the edge, because sitting back meant settling in, and she didn't yet know what she'd be settling into. Oliver sat in the chair across from her. The flat was small; the distance between them was maybe two meters.

Oliver didn't speak for a moment. He looked at his hands. Then he raised his head.

"I said something to you last night."

"You did."

"I thought it was true."

"It was true."

"It could have been true, but I think now that saying it was wrong."

Emma didn't answer. The phone was beside her on the sofa, half-hidden under a cushion—Martin's last message might still be on the screen, would be there if she opened it, Martin. Bergen, Norway. Good to meet you, Emma. But Oliver hadn't seen the phone, because the phone was half-hidden, and part of Emma's mind was on Oliver right now and part of it was on the phone, and having both parts in the same room was a new thing for Emma.

"Em," Oliver said.

"Tell me."

"Daniel and I—" Oliver stopped. Took a breath. "Daniel and I are moving. To Manchester."

The two parts of Emma's mind snapped to a single point.

"When?"

"End of February."

"Why?"

"Daniel's mum is sick. Cancer. He found out three months ago. He didn't tell me for two months because he didn't want to be a burden. Then he told me. Now we've decided. He's moving to Manchester to be near her, and I'm going, because I'll be near her too."

Emma didn't answer. She wanted to—there were a thousand things to say, I'm so sorry, for Daniel, for you, for his mum—but those sentences needed a second to settle, and Oliver didn't give her the second.

"Em. I came to tell you this because—last night I talked to you about connection, and I was right, but I said it was wrong to say it because, when I said that sentence, I was leaving you too, and it was unfair for the person telling you about connection to be the one walking away."
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