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      I.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
        January.
        

      
      My father had died without knowing it.  Probably.   My feeling was that of sadness sure, but also guilt that I hadn’t been there for him or my mother.  Grief, I knew was on the horizon but had yet to make its appearance.
    

    
      I was standing outside the front doors of the community care home.  My mother had been taken in immediately after the death of my father.   She, unknown to me, had already been diagnosed with late stage dementia and was declared unable to care for herself.  This and the fact the house had burnt down with my father in it.  
    

    
      I couldn’t stand around for long and as my mother was still being settled in I would return later.  The temperature on this early January morning in mid Norway was a crunching -20.  The tips of my ears were starting to sting already from the cold and I could feel my nostril hairs freezing and thawing with each breath.  I shook my head so my hair covered my ears 
      and 
      with arm’s out for balance, shuffled penguin style down an icy path to a crossroads, where early morning traffic was moving gently and headed into town.  My breathing created misty clouds through which I moved and gathered my thoughts.  The death and the diagnosis hadn’t left me with a difficult decision to make really.  I was duty bound to care for my mother for whatever time she had left.
    

    
      
    

    
      ___
    

    
      
    

    
      
        

        His name was Arne.  Arne Nilstad.
        

                I saw him as I entered the funeral parlour.  I hadn’t warmed from my Penguin shuffle across town, if anything I was even colder and I was in a hurry to get inside.  I entered, stamping my frozen feet whilst flexing my fingers and silently cursed the fact I had no good warm clothes.  
      
    

    
              Arne had his back to me and was talking to another man behind the counter.  They both looked up at my noisy entrance.
    

    
      
                “Hello Britt!” said Arne cheerfully.  I knew Arne as a colleague of my father’s from years before when they worked in insurance together and I regarded him as a kind of uncle.   He was taller than me, with a clean shaven face- pale from the winter’s lack of sunlight and unlike me, Arne was actually dressed for the weather with winter boots and a thick coat.  I was still dressed as I had left my flat in London a day earlier, and there it had only been raining.  He beckoned me over to the counter and we shook hands.  Close up his thin hair had almost whitened and under his glasses I could see mileage in his face.
        

                “It’s nice to see you again,” he said.  “So sorry about your parents, hope you’re doing ok?”
      
    

    
      “Thanks” I said. “It's all still a shock really, I’m sure you understand.  But it’s been a long time Arne, how are you?”
    

    
      “Oh fine, fine as always,” he said, nodding.  “I was actually here to help with arranging the funeral, but now you’re back I can hand it over.” He paused and winced. “To be honest I wasn’t sure when you were going to return.”
    

    
      
        I had a flush of guilt.  In this small town, like most others, generally everybody knew everyone else.  I guess I had a somewhat flaky reputation.
        

                “Do you know how long you’ll be here with us then?” he asked.  I paused to think.  I had taken a late flight to Oslo followed by the night train to Bergen, getting off roughly halfway between the two cities.  I was feeling the effects of both travel fatigue and the stress of following events- out of my hands, on my phone.
        

                “I’m in the hotel right now,”  I said.  “Checkout is one but beyond that I just don’t know.” I paused. “They told me the house is just gone…”  Arne’s eyebrows raised, creasing his forehead with sympathetic understanding.   I was conscious that I was hunching over, blowing into my cold hands and wondering when I would feel warm again.
      
    

    
      “Right, right” he acknowledged, then looking thoughtful said,  “Look, we’re finished here for now so let’s go for coffee, hot coffee.  You look like you need it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ___
    

    
      
    

    
      
        

        With promises to return and finalise proceedings we exited the Funeral parlour back into the frigid cold.  With no breeze the billowing mists from our breaths rolled and evaporated in the stillness.  Arne suggested the cafe in the shopping centre as it was closest, and after a shorter walk than the care home to the funeral parlour we were greeted by automated sliding doors and entered to a blast of hot air mixed with the smell of fresh paint.
        

                The shopping centre was not as I remembered it, and for this January sales, modernisation had finally arrived with the signs of renovation everywhere; new hung ceiling panels, painted walls with modern lighting and outdoor benches brought indoors for effect.  The cafe Arne had suggested was placed centrally and walking through I took in the shops as a brief distraction from my thoughts.  Arne stopped for a small group of people blocking our way between a stylish clothing shop displaying the latest winter wear and a shuttered empty shop unit that was full of decorators' tools and supplies.  The group was gathered around a sheepish looking paint splattered decorator, but greeted Arne and parted, letting us through with friendly smiles and soon we were at the cafe’s counter looking at a stack of thick waffles and other baked goods.   
      
    

