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This story owes its existence to the real history of the Faroe Islands during the Second World War, a chapter of the conflict too often overlooked. The British occupation of the islands brought thousands of foreign servicemen into a small, fiercely independent community, and that uneasy coexistence between ally and stranger became the seed from which this novel grew. Any errors are my own.
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The boat smelled of diesel and wet rope, and Elspeth Berg stood at the rail with her hands wrapped around the cold metal, watching the cliffs of home rise out of the fog like something she had only dreamed.

She had not let herself imagine this moment. Not on the train out of London, not on the crossing from Aberdeen, not during the two days she had spent staring at grey water from the deck of a requisitioned fishing vessel that now ferried soldiers instead of herring. She had trained herself, these past months, not to imagine anything at all. Imagining was where the trouble started. Imagining was how a person ended up on her knees in the wreckage of a building that used to have a roof, screaming a name into rubble that did not answer.

So she had not imagined this. She had simply endured the days until they arrived, one after another, the way she had learned to endure most things now, by refusing to feel the shape of them in advance.

But here it was anyway, the headland coming clear through the mist, green and black and impossibly steep, exactly as it had always been and not at all as she remembered it.

The harbor was wrong.

That was the first thought that broke through the careful blankness she had built around herself, the first crack in the calm she wore like a coat two sizes too large. The harbor was wrong. She had grown up watching her father’s boat come in past the breakwater, had counted the masts of the fishing fleet from this exact angle a thousand times as a girl, had known the shape of Tórshavn’s waterfront the way she knew the back of her own hands.

This was not that harbor.

Grey hulls crowded the water where fishing boats should have been, low and broad and bristling with guns, flags she did not recognize snapping from short masts. A destroyer sat anchored further out, vast and grey and entirely wrong against the green hills behind it, like something that had been cut from a newspaper photograph and pasted onto a child’s drawing. Men in khaki moved along the quay in numbers she could not begin to count, loading crates, shouting orders in accents that belonged to Yorkshire and Glasgow and London, not to the soft, clipped Faroese she had grown up speaking.

She had known, of course. She had read the letters, what little of them had survived the censor’s black ink. She had heard, secondhand and badly, that the British had come in the spring of 1940, that they had landed in the islands to keep the Germans from doing the same, that her home had become something called strategically vital, a phrase that meant nothing and everything at once. She had known all of this the way a person knows a fact in a newspaper, distant and unreal, something that happened to other people’s homes.

Knowing it and seeing it were not the same thing.

The boat’s engine cut back as they approached the quay, and the noise of the harbor rushed in to fill the silence, gulls and engines and men’s voices layered over each other in a din that felt, after the quiet of the crossing, almost violent. Elspeth’s hands tightened on the rail. Somewhere beneath the surface of her chest, something that had been very carefully held still for a very long time gave a single, sickening lurch.

She breathed through it. In for four counts, the way the sister in London had taught her on the ward, back before the ward was rubble too. Out for four counts. The body could not panic and breathe slowly at the same time, the sister had said, as though the body were a separate thing from the mind, a machine that could be tricked into calm. Elspeth had learned that trick well. She had learned it so well that she sometimes wondered if there was anything underneath it anymore, or if the trick had simply become the whole of her.

A soldier on the quay caught her eye, young, no older than nineteen, struggling with a crate of tinned rations that had split along one corner. He swore under his breath in an accent that put her, absurdly, in mind of a boy she had nursed in London, a boy from somewhere near Leeds who had lost his left hand and joked about it anyway, every single day, until the morning he did not wake to joke about anything at all.

She looked away from the soldier before the thought could finish forming.

The boat bumped against the quay, and the sound of ropes being thrown and caught, of orders shouted in two languages at once, of boots on wet stone, swallowed her thoughts entirely. She gathered her case, the same battered leather case she had carried to London four years ago and back again now, and stepped onto the gangway on legs that did not entirely feel like her own.

The stone of the quay was the same stone. That, at least, had not changed. She felt it through the soles of her shoes, solid and familiar, slick with the same fine rain that always seemed to be falling here, neither quite rain nor quite mist, simply the air making itself known. She had forgotten this particular dampness, the way it settled into wool and hair and skin, the way it smelled of salt and peat smoke and something green underneath, something that had no name in English.

She stood still for a moment amid the chaos of the harbor, letting that smell move through her, and for one unguarded second she felt something close to what she had expected to feel. Relief, perhaps. Or grief that had found, finally, the right place to settle.

Then a soldier nearly walked into her, muttered an apology without looking up from the clipboard in his hands, and the moment closed over as quickly as it had opened.

She made her way along the quay, weaving between crates and coiled rope and men who did not move out of her way so much as simply fail to notice she was there. Above the harbor, where she remembered a row of fishermen’s drying racks strung with split cod, pale and stiff in the wind, there was now a long low building she did not recognize, corrugated tin roofed, flying a Union flag that hung limp in the damp air. Further along, where the old customs house had stood for as long as she could remember, a sentry post had been built, manned by a soldier who watched the quay with the particular boredom of someone whose job was mostly waiting.

Nothing fit. It was as though someone had taken the town she carried in her memory and overlaid it, badly, with a photograph of somewhere else, and the two images would not quite align no matter how she turned her head.

A lorry rumbled past close enough that she had to step back against a stack of crates, and the man driving it lifted two fingers off the wheel in something between a wave and a salute, the universal gesture of men who did not know each other’s names but worked the same impossible hours in the same impossible place. She did not know if the gesture was meant for her or for someone behind her, and she did not turn to find out.

She thought, with the kind of distant clarity that came to her now only in moments like this, that she should feel something larger than this. Anger, perhaps, at the soldiers crowding her father’s harbor. Or wonder, at how thoroughly a small grey town at the edge of the world had been swept into a war it had never asked to join. She had read, once, in a paper smuggled through with the post, that there were more British and American servicemen on these islands now than there were Faroese men of fighting age left to fish the water around them. She had not quite believed it until this moment, standing on stone she had known her whole life, surrounded by a thousand strangers in uniform who had more claim to this harbor today than she did.

But she did not feel anger, or wonder, or anything so large as either. She felt, instead, the same flat grey calm that had carried her through the months since the bombing, the same careful distance from her own life that let her dress herself in the mornings, eat what was put in front of her, answer when she was spoken to, without any of it quite reaching the part of her that used to feel things all the way through. It was not peace. She had stopped mistaking it for peace somewhere around the third week, when a colleague had remarked, not unkindly, that she seemed remarkably composed for a woman who had lost so much, and Elspeth had understood, with a small cold shock, that composure was not the same thing as having survived something. It was only the shape grief took when there was no safe place left to put it down.

She found her trunk among the unloaded cargo, set apart from crates of ammunition and sacks of mail by a harassed young rating who seemed faintly scandalized that a civilian woman’s luggage had been allowed onto a military transport at all. She thanked him. He did not quite meet her eyes, the way men in uniform so often did not meet the eyes of women who looked, she suspected, exactly as tired and strange as she felt.

It was while she stood there, waiting for someone to tell her where she might find transport up to the village, that she saw the boats.

They were drawn up along the far end of the quay, away from the military vessels, half a dozen small fishing craft with their nets folded and their paint peeling, looking, in the shadow of the grey destroyer further out, almost apologetic for existing. She recognized two of them. She had grown up watching those particular hulls come in past the breakwater at dusk, had known the men who owned them by the sound of their engines alone, long before she could see their faces. One of the boats had belonged to her father’s neighbor, a man named Hjalmar who had taught her to bait a line before she could properly write her own name.

She did not see Hjalmar among the men working the quay. She did not see anyone she recognized at all, only strangers in uniform and a handful of local men loading crates with the particular careful blankness of people doing work they had not chosen and could not refuse.

Something in her chest tightened at the sight of those small boats, crowded to the margins of their own harbor. It was not grief exactly, not the same grief that lived in the rubble of London, but something adjacent to it, a smaller, quieter cousin. This had been her home. It still was, in the way a photograph is still a photograph even after the colors have faded and the corners have curled. But she understood, standing there with her trunk at her feet and the rain settling into her hair, that she had not come back to the place she left. She had come back to whatever this place had become in her absence, and she did not yet know if there was room left in it for the woman she used to be, let alone the woman she had become since.

A voice called her name, uncertain at first, then with more confidence as the man drew closer through the crowd. She turned and saw a boy, perhaps fifteen, wearing his father’s coat several sizes too large, waving at her with the particular eagerness of someone who has been sent to do a job and is anxious to do it well.

“Miss Berg?” he called, in Faroese, the sound of it landing on her like warm water after months of speaking English in clipped, careful sentences to people who found her accent curious. “I am to bring you up to the house. Your mother sent me.”

Elspeth nodded, finding that her voice, when she tried it, came out steadier than she expected. “Thank you. Yes. I am Elspeth Berg.”

The boy took her trunk before she could object, hefting it onto one shoulder with the easy strength of someone who had grown up working harder than his size suggested he could. He set off through the crowd at a pace that assumed she would follow, and she did, picking her way after him between crates and coiled rope and the endless khaki tide of men who did not belong here any more than the grey ships belonged in a harbor built for herring boats.

As they climbed away from the quay, the noise of the harbor began, slowly, to fall behind them, and the steep familiar lanes of the town began to reassert themselves, turf roofed houses and black tarred wood, narrow paths between gardens she remembered from childhood. Here, at least, something held its shape. She let herself breathe a little easier, only to catch sight, at the top of the lane, of a row of canvas tents pitched in what had once been the old churchyard green, and felt the brief easing in her chest tighten shut again just as quickly.

The boy glanced back at her once, as if checking that she was still there, still following, and said nothing about the tents, or the harbor, or any of the thousand small wrongnesses she had not yet found words for. He simply walked on, sure footed on a path he had clearly walked many times before, and Elspeth followed him up into the hills toward home, carrying with her the particular numbness of a woman who has trained herself, very carefully, not to feel the ground shifting beneath her feet until she has no choice left but to stand on it.
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The house looked smaller than she remembered, which was the strange trick memory played on a person who had spent four years walking the wide avenues of London. It sat low against the hillside, turf roof dark and damp with the morning’s rain, the same black timber walls she had grown up touching with her bare hand every time she walked through the door, counting the grain of the wood the way some children count stairs. Smoke rose from the chimney, thin and steady, and somewhere behind the house a dog barked twice and then fell silent.

The boy set her trunk down at the gate and would not come further, mumbling something about needing to get back before his father missed him, and then he was gone, jogging back down the lane with his father’s coat flapping loose around his knees. Elspeth stood at the gate a moment longer than she needed to, one hand resting on the cold wet wood, and made herself breathe before she lifted the latch.

The door opened before she reached it.

Her mother stood in the doorway, and for one suspended second neither of them moved. Marit Berg looked older than four years should have made her, grey threaded more thickly through hair that had once been the same dark brown as Elspeth’s own, her frame thinner inside a dress Elspeth recognized from before she had ever left for London. But her eyes were the same, pale and sharp and missing nothing, and they moved over Elspeth now with the swift, assessing look of a woman checking a thing for damage before she allowed herself to feel anything about its return.

“You came on the supply boat,” Marit said. Not a question. A fact, delivered the way she delivered most things, flat and certain, as though saying it aloud first made it safe to feel something about it second.

“There wasn’t another,” Elspeth said. “Not for civilians. Not since.”

She did not finish the sentence. She did not need to. Her mother’s face did something complicated, something that might have been the beginning of tears in another woman, but in Marit it resolved instead into a tightening at the corners of her mouth, a visible decision not to let the moment become larger than it needed to be.

“Well,” Marit said. “You’re here now.”

And then she stepped forward and took Elspeth’s face in both her hands, the way she had done when Elspeth was small and had fallen, or fought with her brothers, or come home crying over some childhood wound long since forgotten, and for one unguarded moment her mother’s composure cracked clean down the middle. “You’re here,” she said again, softer this time, and pulled Elspeth into an embrace so sudden and so fierce that the breath went out of her.

Elspeth stood inside her mother’s arms and felt, for the first time since the night the building came down around her in London, something underneath the careful blankness she carried everywhere now. It rose in her chest like water finding a crack in stone, threatening to spill over entirely, and she had to look up, hard, at the grey sky above the turf roof, and count silently, to keep it from doing so.

Her mother released her after a long moment, stepping back and looking at her again, this time without the assessing coldness, only a kind of raw relief that made her look, briefly, like someone Elspeth recognized completely.

“Come in,” Marit said. “You’ll catch your death standing in that wind. Heaven knows there’s enough of it to catch without standing about asking for it.”

Inside, the house smelled of peat smoke and drying wool and something baking, faint and sweet, and Elspeth felt her shoulders drop half an inch without deciding to let them. The main room was exactly as she remembered it, low beamed and dim, a fire banked in the hearth, her grandmother’s loom still standing in the corner where it had stood for as long as Elspeth had been alive. A row of her brothers’ boots, too many sizes between them, stood by the door, though she could not see her brothers themselves anywhere in the room.

“Where are the boys?” she asked, and heard, even as she said it, how carefully neutral she had made her own voice, as though she had learned, without meaning to, the same trick her mother used, the trick of saying a hard thing plainly so it could not grow teeth.

Marit did not look up from the kettle she was settling onto the hook above the fire. “Tróndur’s still out on the boats. Hasn’t been home since March, not properly, though he sends word when he can.” A pause, brief but noticeable, the kind of pause that meant something was being chosen and discarded before it reached the air. “Símun is in Edinburgh. Has been since the spring.”

“Edinburgh,” Elspeth repeated. “Doing what?”

“Working.” Marit’s voice had gone flat again, the careful flatness of a woman closing a door before anyone could see what was behind it. “There’s good money to be had over there now, for a man willing to do the work. He sends what he can.”

Elspeth wanted to ask what work, exactly, paid a Faroese fisherman’s son well enough to be worth crossing the open Atlantic in wartime for, with German submarines somewhere in those same waters, but something in the set of her mother’s shoulders told her the question would not be welcomed, not yet, perhaps not for some time. She filed it away instead, the way she had learned to file away so many things since London, into the part of her mind that kept count of all the questions she was not yet permitted to ask.

“And Father?” she asked instead, though she already knew the answer would be the same one that had reached her in the last letter, three months old by the time it found her in London, the ink smeared in places where the censor’s hand had passed over it.

“Still in Esbjerg,” Marit said. “Since before the Germans took Denmark. There’s no getting him out now, and no getting word to him easily either, not with the Germans holding the post over there. We hear from him perhaps once in four months, when something gets through.”

She said this the way she had said everything else, plainly, without complaint, though Elspeth caught the small tremor in her mother’s hand as she reached for the teapot, quickly stilled, quickly hidden by the business of pouring water that was not yet boiled.

“I’m sorry,” Elspeth said, and meant it more deeply than the words could carry. “I didn’t know it was this bad. The letters didn’t say.”

“The letters can’t say much of anything anymore,” Marit said. “Everything that comes through gets read first. You’ll have noticed that yourself, I expect, coming from London.”

There was something in the way she said it, something just slightly too careful, that made Elspeth look up sharply. But her mother had already turned away, busying herself at the hearth, and the moment closed over before Elspeth could ask what exactly she meant, whether she meant only the ordinary censorship of wartime post or something closer to home, something Elspeth had not yet been told.

The kitchen door opened and her aunt Bera came through it, arms full of peat for the fire, and the sight of her, broader and greyer than Elspeth remembered but otherwise entirely herself, broke the strange tension in the room just enough for Elspeth to breathe properly again. Bera dropped the peat by the hearth and crossed the room in three quick steps to seize Elspeth by both shoulders, holding her at arm’s length and looking her over with the same assessing thoroughness Marit had used at the door.

“Look at you,” Bera said. “Thin as a herring bone. What have they been feeding you over there, paper and string?”

“Rationing, mostly,” Elspeth said, and found, to her own surprise, that something like a real smile pulled at her mouth. “Though I don’t think the string would have been so very different in flavor.”

Bera laughed, short and sharp, and pulled Elspeth into a second embrace nearly as fierce as her mother’s had been. Over her aunt’s shoulder, Elspeth caught sight of her mother watching them both, and for just a moment, before Marit composed her face again, Elspeth saw something there that frightened her more than grief would have. It was not sorrow. It was vigilance, the particular tight watchfulness of a woman keeping careful guard over what got said in her own kitchen, even here, even now, with her own daughter newly home.

They settled at the long table while the kettle came properly to the boil, and the household assembled itself around her in pieces. A girl Elspeth did not recognize, perhaps fourteen, was introduced as a cousin’s daughter sent to help in the house since the British requisitioned half the able bodied men in the village for harbor work and left the women to manage everything else besides. An older man, a hired hand named Ole who had worked her father’s land since before Elspeth was born, came in briefly from the byre, nodded to her with the particular wordless respect he had always shown her, and went out again without saying more than her name.

Elspeth noticed, slowly, the way one notices a draft before identifying its source, that conversation in the house moved differently than she remembered. It used to flow easily here, her mother and aunt trading news and complaints and small cruelties of affection across the table the way water moves over familiar stones. Now it moved in shorter bursts, with longer silences between, and certain subjects, she began to realize, were simply not raised at all. No one mentioned the soldiers in the churchyard tents she had passed on the way up. No one mentioned the destroyer in the harbor, or the airfield she had heard rumor of being built somewhere out on Vágar, cutting straight through hills that had stood unbothered since the islands rose out of the sea. No one mentioned, even obliquely, what exactly Símun was doing in Edinburgh that paid so well, or why letters from a neutral nation’s own post now arrived with lines blacked out by someone else’s hand.

It was as though the household had collectively agreed, at some point during the four years of her absence, on a map of safe conversation, and had drawn the borders of that map carefully around anything that touched the occupation directly. Elspeth had spent enough time on hospital wards to recognize the shape of careful avoidance when she saw it. She had seen families do this around a dying relative, talking about the weather and the garden and anything at all except the thing actually happening in the room with them. She had not expected to come home and find her own family doing the same thing around an entire war.

“You’ll want to see your room,” Marit said, when the tea had been poured and the bread cut and the small talk of Elspeth’s journey thoroughly exhausted. “I’ve kept it as it was. There didn’t seem any reason to change it.”

“Thank you,” Elspeth said, and meant that too, though something in her chest tightened again at the thought of the room exactly as she had left it, as if she might walk through the door and find the girl she used to be still sitting there waiting, unbombed, unbroken, still certain that nursing meant bandages and fevers and not also the particular silence that followed when a building came down on people you had only just learned the names of.

She did not say any of this. She drank her tea instead, and let her aunt’s chatter fill the space around her, and watched her mother’s hands as they moved, quick and competent, around the business of feeding a household that had clearly learned to manage on less than it once had. She watched, too, the way Marit’s eyes kept finding the window, the door, the lane outside, as though some part of her mother was permanently listening for something Elspeth could not yet identify, some sound that might mean trouble arriving at the gate.

When Bera went out to see to the hens and the young cousin disappeared upstairs with an armful of mending, Elspeth found herself alone with her mother for the first time since the embrace at the door. The silence between them was not unkind, but it was not entirely comfortable either, full of things neither of them had said yet.

“You look tired,” Marit said finally, studying her daughter’s face with the same sharp attention she had given the harbor gossip earlier, the look of a woman cataloguing damage. “More than tired.”

“It was a long crossing.”

“That isn’t what I mean, and you know it isn’t.”

Elspeth turned her cup slowly on its saucer, watching the tea settle, choosing her words the way she had learned to choose them in London, carefully, so as not to say more than the listener could bear to hear. “I’m well enough, Mama. Truly. I only need time.”

Marit was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had dropped lower, pitched for the two of them alone. “There will be people here who want things from you. Now that you’re back. The British, I mean. They’ve been asking, since word came you trained as a nursing sister, whether there might be qualified women on the islands they could call on.” She paused, and something passed behind her eyes that Elspeth could not name, something between warning and apology. “I would think very carefully, Elspeth, before you say yes to anything they ask of you. Whatever it is.”

“Why?” Elspeth asked, and heard the question land harder in the quiet kitchen than she had meant it to. “What is it you’re not telling me?”

Her mother’s face closed over completely, the door shutting as plainly as if Elspeth had watched her hand turn the latch. “I’m not telling you anything, because there is nothing to tell. I only know that things are not simple here, the way they might look simple to someone just arrived from off island. That’s all I’m saying.”

“That isn’t all you’re saying. I know you, Mama. I know when you’re holding something back.”

“And I know you,” Marit said, not unkindly, but with a finality that made clear the conversation had reached its end whether Elspeth wished it to or not. “I know what London did to you, even if you won’t say the words for it yourself. I am not going to be the one who hands you more to carry, not on your first day home. Drink your tea. Rest. There will be time enough for hard questions later.”

She rose from the table before Elspeth could press further, gathering the cups with brisk, deliberate hands, and the conversation closed as surely as a door latching shut. Elspeth sat alone at the long table for a moment, listening to her mother’s footsteps cross to the basin, to the ordinary clatter of a household putting itself back together after a brief pause, and felt the question she had not been allowed to ask settle into her chest alongside all the others, heavy and unspoken, waiting for whatever later her mother had promised but had not, Elspeth noticed, actually named a date for at all.














