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Liv

THE WHITE ROOM was completely dark when my dad killed my granny. I was there. Carl was there too, but they never noticed him. It was the morning of Christmas Eve and it had started snowing, but we didn’t get a proper white Christmas that year.

Back then everything was different. It was before Dad’s stuff started taking up so much space that we couldn’t get into the living room. And before Mum grew so big that she couldn’t get out of the bedroom, but it was after they had reported me dead, which got me out of going to school.

Or maybe it was earlier? I’m not very good at remembering when things happen, I get them muddled up. The first few years of your life feel like they’ll never end. The lady tells me it’s because when you try something for the first time, it makes a big impression on you, and those impressions take up a lot of space, she says.

There was definitely a lot going on in my life back then, and I was doing a lot of things for the first time. Like watching my granny die.

So anyway, our Christmas tree was hanging from the ceiling. There was nothing new about that. Dad used to hang stuff from the ceiling so he could cram as much into the living room as possibe. He’d stack our presents underneath it, so we always hoped he’d bring home a small tree.

That year the tree must have been quite small because there was room for very big presents underneath it. One of them was an amazing go-kart which Dad had built in his workshop. Mum had made red cushions for the seats. Mum and Dad always made our presents. Back then I didn’t know that other people’s children got presents bought from shops. I barely knew that other people had children or that they got presents. It never bothered us. Carl and I were just pleased to get something, and we loved Mum and Dad. It’s true there were times when Carl got a bit annoyed with them, but he could never say why.

So what was new about this Christmas was that my granny had just died. We hadn’t tried that before, and neither had she, obviously. She certainly looked a bit shell-shocked, sitting there in the green armchair, staring up at the tree, not blinking. I think she was looking at a brown paper heart I made all on my own. She taught me to weave paper hearts before she said all those things to Dad, those things which she probably shouldn’t have said.

We thought she should be with us round the tree that evening before her send-off, and she had to have her present, of course. OK, so only me and Dad thought that. And mostly me. Mum only gave in because I kept pestering her.

My granny’s feet were on the footstool, I remember, probably because I was sitting on the floor right opposite her. Her purple tights were so thin I could see her knickers through them, and her brown lace-up shoes smelled sort of sweet, like some kind of waterproofing. They were brand new and she had bought them in a shop on the mainland, she told me. She was also wearing a grey skirt, a red blouse and a scarf with white seagulls on it, clothes I found at the bottom of her case. It was me who had insisted on dressing her up nicely for Christmas. Her sitting there in her nightie would have been all wrong.

After that Christmas, no one ever sat in the green armchair again. Soon, we simply couldn’t.

It was covered in too much stuff.

As my granny couldn’t take the newspaper wrapping off her present, I was allowed to do it. At first I thought Dad had made her a go-kart too, because her present was another long wooden box on wheels, but it turned out he’d made her a coffin. With no steering wheel or red cushions. And no lid. It didn’t need a lid, he said. The only thing inside it was the pillow she’d been smothered with that morning.

When we’d put my granny in her coffin – with her head on top of the pillow this time rather than underneath it – Dad wheeled her out of the back door, around the house, past the log pile and out to the field behind the barn. Carl and I followed in the go-kart. I did the pushing, as usual, or we would have got nowhere. Mum followed behind. She always was a slowcoach.

It was pitch black, but we were used to moving about in the darkness out where we lived. The sky must have been thick with clouds that Christmas Eve because I couldn’t see a single star; we could barely make out the forest that surrounded the house and the fields. It had been windy that morning, but nothing stirred now and the earlier snow had melted. Christmas seemed to have made up its mind to be quiet and dark.

We set my granny alight using firelighters, newspaper and the extra-long matches we’d been told never to play with but Carl did anyway. We took off her shoes first, of course. They were brand new and waterproofed.

It wasn’t long before the heat forced us to step away. Soon the flames were so bright the water trough at the back of the yard emerged from the darkness and we could make out the low scrub at the edge of the wood. When I looked around, I saw my own shadow dancing on the barn wall behind me, and I could see Mum and Dad very clearly in the glow from the fire. They were holding hands.

I looked again at my burning granny with her white hair and my stomach did a somersault.

‘Does it really not hurt her?’ I asked.

‘No, don’t you worry,’ Dad said. ‘She doesn’t feel a thing. She’s not here any more.’

I was standing up in the go-kart and could still see my granny in her coffin, so his answer seemed a bit strange. Then again, I always believed whatever Dad said with all my heart. He knew everything. It was him who told me that you don’t feel pain in the dark. The fish at the bottom of the sea, say, they didn’t feel it when they bit on our hooks, and the rabbits didn’t feel a thing when they got caught in our traps at night. ‘Darkness takes the pain away,’ Dad always said. ‘And we only ever take the rabbits we need.’ Which was why good people like us only went hunting at night.

Besides, the fact that my granny didn’t utter a sound as she burned was all the proof I needed. She was always one to cry foul if she got hurt or if something didn’t go her way. I’ve never heard anyone scream as loud as her that morning when a crate of tinned tuna came down on her head. She could get really cross.

She was still smouldering when we checked on her the next morning. Or checked on what was left of her, I guess I should say, because there wasn’t a lot. A part of me was sad that she was gone because living with her was nice sometimes. Her pancakes were yummy.

When I popped by later that day there was nothing left but a bit of dark soil and singed grass. Dad said he’d cleared up and buried her. He never told me where.

Later, I often wondered if Dad did the right thing when he smothered her with that pillow. But he insisted that he had. Otherwise, things would have got much worse.

And my granny didn’t protest when he did it. She just flopped about on the bed a bit until she was completely dead – a bit like a fish choking on air in the bottom of our dinghy. That was why we bashed them on their heads – so they wouldn’t suffer. After all, none of us is meant to suffer.

Luckily, it was completely dark in my granny’s bedroom early that morning on Christmas Eve, so being killed couldn’t possibly have hurt her – or that was what I thought at the time. Anyway, it was quick because Dad pushed down hard. Selling Christmas trees, carrying planks, lugging things around and making furniture makes you strong. Perhaps even I could have done it; he always said that I was really strong for my age, especially for a girl.

★

We lived on the Head, a small island beyond a bigger one. We were the only people living there, and we managed all on our own.

The Head was connected to the main island by a narrow strip of land known as the Neck. Like I said, I’m not good with times and dates, but Dad used to say it took just under half an hour if you walked fast to get from our house and across the Neck to the nearest clump of houses, and then fifteen minutes to reach Korsted, the biggest town on the island. I thought Korsted was huge, but my granny told me it was very small compared to the towns on the mainland. The thought of so many people in one place frightened me. I didn’t feel safe around strangers. You never could tell with them, Dad always said. And you should never let yourself be taken in by their smiles.

The one good thing about the people down on the main island was that they had everything we needed.

Seeing as Dad didn’t like leaving the Head at night very much now, it was mostly me who fetched things for us. Dad taught me how to do it a long time ago. But I preferred it before, when we went out together.

The two of us used to set off in the pickup truck, usually in the middle of the night when other people were fast asleep. We always found a good place to hide the truck, then we would sneak around and find things in barns and outhouses and sometimes in living rooms and kitchens and other places. Once, we crept into the bedroom of a woman who was so drunk we were able to take her duvet. Afterwards I wondered what she thought when she woke up and found it was gone. Dad told me he saw her in Korsted high street the next day. She looked a bit confused, but who could blame her? It was a goose-down duvet; she’d been left a lot of money, he said. Perhaps she thought it just flew away?

Mum got the goose-down duvet and I took her old duvet – one Dad had traded for a very fine meat press earlier that year. It was filled with duck down. A few months later we got the meat press back from the barber; he was never meant to keep it. The barber and his wife were asleep on the second floor, and the kitchen, where the meat press was, was on the ground floor. They hadn’t even locked the back door. It was easy peasy lemon squeezy. Back then I believed that the barber was completely OK with us turning up and taking our things – or his things, or whoever’s they were. His wife always reeked something awful; you could smell her all the way down in the kitchen. If I was the barber, I’d have wanted someone to take her rather than the meat press. Dad said the smell was perfume.

Mum’s duck-down duvet reeked of the barber’s wife for a long time, but when it was handed down to me it smelled mostly of Mum, thank God, not really of perfume any more and definitely not of duck. But Mum’s new goose-down duvet stank of alcohol. Mum never drank anything stronger than coffee with cream, and at the end she drank only water from the pump; but I’ll get to that part later.

Dad was brilliant at easing open doors and windows. His dad had taught him, he told me. I never met Grandad, but I know that his name was Silas. Dad taught me too and I practised like mad in his workshop on some of the doors and windows we found. There were plenty at the junkyard down on the main island, and we piled up as many as we could on the back of the pickup truck. I can’t understand why people would throw out things like that. You can always repair them – and you can open and close them and play with them.

We avoided houses that had new doors because they were difficult to open if people decided to lock them. Luckily there weren’t many of them around. And if we couldn’t get inside the house, there was usually a barn or an outhouse, and we’d find something to take there. Once we took a pig. We were short of a pig, and the farmer had so many he couldn’t possibly eat all of them himself. I remember wondering why it didn’t squeal; it wasn’t even scared when Dad picked it up. But then again, he did have a way with animals. All animals. He was also very good at killing them so they didn’t feel a thing. It was just another way of being kind to animals, he said.

When the time came for me to go off on my own, I didn’t feel very confident to begin with. Especially because it very nearly went wrong on my last trip with Dad. We found a couple of long, rusty iron girders on the roadside and slid them up on the bed of the pickup truck, but when we drove around a corner in some village one of them hit a wall and made a huge racket. The lights came on in a few houses, but at the last minute Dad turned down a dirt track and we hid behind a hedge so no one saw us. The next day we lugged the iron girders upstairs; we could just about fit them along the corridor. You needed to watch your step after that, or you’d stub your toe on them.

There was another time where we were nearly caught, but that was my fault. I stepped on a hubcap in the plumber’s garage by accident. I hid in a corner and held my breath when I heard the plumber open the door. If his cat hadn’t jumped on him right then, he’d have turned on the light and spotted me. Instead he snapped at the cat: ‘Is that you making all that noise? Get in here.’

When I came out of the garage, Dad was ashen-faced. He was waiting round the back and heard everything, but he didn’t know about the cat.

But I soon found out there were some advantages to going off without Dad. I was smaller and faster, and I’d learned to move as quiet as a mouse. I walked or ran because I wasn’t big enough to drive the pickup truck and I didn’t like riding my bike. And I was much better at seeing in the dark than Dad. ‘You need to be like the owl,’ he often said, and I was, though I couldn’t fly or turn my head round the back of my neck, even though I practised really hard, till I realized I’d never be any good at it. Carl tried as well, of course he did. He had a little more success.

Mum didn’t say very much. I don’t think she really wanted us to go out at night, but she liked the things we came back with. Especially the food from the pub kitchen.

★

One of the first things I remember from life on the Head is the smell of fresh resin: the funny tickling in my nose, the sticky feeling in the palm of my hand and Dad’s calming voice telling me about the sap inside the tree. It was a strange sap, he said, because it could protect against attack, heal wounds and preserve small dead animals for ever and ever. I remember seeing an ant crawl up the bark of a tree, find a way around the gooey, golden drops and disappear inside a crack, only to come out again a bit further up. Upwards and onwards.

Later I would whisper to the bleeding trees that their wounds would soon heal because resin was their healer and protector. The trees were my friends.

And the ants were our mutual acquaintances. They were always there, small, steely creatures finding a way. Up the trees, down the trees, through the grass, across the yard, through the kitchen, up into the cupboard, down into the honey, through the living room, back home to the anthill. Usually they were dragging food or something that seemed useless – and sometimes a dead fellow ant.

I’m not sure if other people would call the trees behind our house a real forest. How many trees does it take to make a forest? But to Carl and me it was a forest, an enormous one. No, it was more than that. It was a never-ending world of smells and sounds and life which melted somewhere far away into a landscape of singing larks and heather and lyme grass that then merged into the sand, that merged into the water, that continued into an endless sea.

But it was some time before I found out about the heather and the sea. In the beginning there was just the tree; this one bleeding tree and the clever ant that avoided the sticky gold that could have suffocated it.

Later I noticed other trees: the spruces bending their fan-shaped branches towards the earth as if they wanted to hear what it was whispering to them. Spruces always seemed so sad, and though some of them grew incredibly tall, they continued to reach longingly down to the place from which they’d grown. Pines were completely different. They were dense and strong with their bristling needles and bursting cones, and I often got the feeling that they couldn’t care less about the earth. I’m sure they were gazing at the sky and, who knows, they might happily fly away, if they could find a way of taking off from the forest floor. Though I like to think they would come back eventually. After all, they belonged on the Head, just like me.

And then there were the rustling trees. They would hide between the conifers with their slim, silver trunks topped with garlands of green leaves – small, spiky hearts that tingled like music in the wind. I loved that sound so much that I would sit under a rustling tree and wait for the wind to blow. I remember how frightened I was when one day the leaves suddenly started falling and scattering on to the ground around me. I sat in a sea of lost hearts. I tried sticking them back on to the branches – the lower branches, because I wasn’t very tall – but however hard I tried, more and more leaves dropped. I didn’t know what to do until I managed to get Dad’s attention and he explained everything to me.

Ever since that day the forest became my favourite place because I had learned that everything comes back, that nothing ever goes away for good. That one colour replaces another, going from light green to dark green to flame red to golden brown to the darkest black before turning into mulch. That the earth had to eat in order to push new life into the light. That darkness replaced the light, and the light replaced the darkness. That the hearts would grow back.

Today I think Dad was happiest when he was surrounded by nature. He could breathe freely. We’ve never had as much fresh air and daylight as we had back then, and I’m sure that he got sunshine in his tummy just like me when we lay on our backs on the forest floor and watched the birds in the treetops. I knew every kind of birdsong before Mum taught me the alphabet song.

I wonder now if it was all that fresh air that kept Dad alive. That and all the light. Perhaps you can store it inside yourself to use later, just like you can keep memories in your head – and stacks of crispbread and crackers in the pantry, and umbrellas and hubcaps and record players in the kitchen, and hose clamps and nets and tinned food in the bathroom, and rolls of material and iron girders and fertilizer and petrol cans and newspapers and carpets in the corridor, and engine parts and sprung mattresses and bicycles and puppet theatres and violins and poultry feed in the living room, and towels and aquariums and sewing machines and wax candles and piles of books and biscuits in the bedroom, and a stuffed elk head in the room next to it, and cassette tapes and duvets and sand bags and foil trays and sacks of salt and paint pots and basins and teddies and children in a big old skip?

Even I can hear that it sounds weird when I say it like that, but that was how we lived. In time I learned we weren’t like other people.

Dad was definitely not like other people.

Mum knew it too. I’m about to start reading the letters she hid for me in a slim green file. ‘To Liv’, it says on it.

That’s my name. Liv.

I’m not going to read all of them at once. I don’t like the thought of them running out, so I’m only going to read one at a time. I have lots of time, that’s what the lady says.



Dear Liv

I’m putting this letter first. The others you can read in whatever order you please. I’m not sure there even is any order. But I want you to read this one first.

I’ve never had the courage to tell you all the things I wanted to and, as my voice disappeared, I lost the ability. I never lost the need to tell you, though. But I can write and you can read – I’ve made sure of that – and one day you might read my thoughts here. Should that day come, I hope that you will be old enough to understand.

I’ve already written some longer letters for you, and there are also shorter ones; some notes too, my thoughts. I’m not sure how many letters there will be in the end. Or what the end will be.

I don’t know whether to call our life a fairy tale or a horror story. Perhaps it’s a bit of both? I hope that you can see the fairy tale.

I’m hiding this file from your dad; it’s for the best. If I slip it in between the edge of the bed and the mattress, and cover it with a blanket, no one can see it, and in that way it will always be close when I have something to tell you.

It has become harder for me to reach. I’m so heavy now that I can barely turn over. And I hurt everywhere. But I won’t ever give up writing to you, my darling girl.

Please forgive me if the contents of my letters seem chaotic. But I suppose you’re used to navigating chaos so perhaps you’ll understand everything in that way that you have. Perhaps you’ll understand your dad too.

Perhaps you already do.

You need to know that I love him. You also need to know that he might kill me one day. If he does, I’ll understand that, Liv.

All my love,

Mum




Jens Horder’s Story

ONCE UPON A time Liv’s father was known as the most handsome man on the island, but over the years it grew increasingly hard to see why. Not only because his hair and beard grew wild and straggly, but also because it eventually became difficult to see him at all – not just behind the beard, but behind all the stuff piling up around him. No one had ever thought Jens would end up wreaking such havoc.

People on the island had always known him. That is to say, they had always known who he was. They would see him when he drove through Korsted in his ancient pickup truck. People of a certain age, and that was most people on the island, knew it was the same pickup his father had once driven, usually piled high with newly restored wooden furniture or Christmas trees for sale. And with Jens. The handsome little chap would sit in the middle of it all, bobbing along happily, his face fresh and clear.

★

His beginning was promising. Jens Horder was a much-loved child, as was his brother, Mogens, and in many ways the two boys lived a charmed life with their parents out on the Head. They were each other’s best friends, the island was their playground, and as their father showed them how to help him in his workshop, in due course it also became their place of work.

Their father, Silas, was a man of many talents, but above all he was a skilled carpenter. Doing his best was a matter of honour for him, he regarded every tree as precious, a wonder of nature, and treated each one with the greatest respect from the moment it shot up from the ground, regardless of whether it ended its life as firewood, planks, furniture or a desiccated Christmas tree. Or outlived him. Certain chosen trees were turned into beautifully decorated coffins and would thus return to the earth from which they had once grown.

Both boys inherited their father’s talent for carpentry, but that was where the similarity between them ended.

Jens was the younger. The younger, the darker and more handsome, his mother used to think, when the boys played outside and she would watch them from the kitchen window. Mogens, however, had a much brighter mind in every way, and that reassured her. It boded well for the business when the time came for the boys to take over. Else Horder had such faith in her older son’s business acumen that she was privately convinced that Mogens would one day outshine his father.

Because Silas might be a highly respected carpenter, but when it came to financial matters his talent was limited. The money came in but was soon spent on unnecessary items rather than to purchase the essentials, which should have been the main objective of his business. He was a frequent visitor to the main island’s two second-hand shops, and he had a rare talent for coming across barns full of stuff that people were keen to get rid of. Silas would invariably return with some find or other he was delighted with.

His wife rarely approved, but Silas just couldn’t help himself. Besides, he was adamant that he would find a use for whatever it was someday. It was all about having an eye for things, he insisted. For their potential. Great treasures could be found among the lowliest of objects. After all, hadn’t he made a lovely chandelier from twelve old horseshoes? Else was forced to concede that indeed he had. It was incredibly beautiful and different. He had even sold a couple of chandeliers to tourists visiting the south coast of the main island and so been able to finance the purchase of more old horseshoes.

Silas’s talent for woodwork extended beyond carpentry; he also knew how to look after wood before it came under his plane. In fact, he cared for all the trees on the Head as if he were their father. As far as his actual sons were concerned, he had shared his love and knowledge as best as he could: Jens loved the forest with all his heart and Mogens loved it with his mind. In other words, Jens would have a lump in his throat when he saw a tree being felled, while Mogens would be busy calculating its value.

Silas Horder loved his sons equally, of course. But it was possible he loved Jens a little more.

The idea of expanding the existing mixed forest with a small area of Christmas trees was the most visionary idea Silas had ever had, and certainly the most lucrative. It would enable him to supply Christmas trees and ornamental branches to the island’s permanent residents and the few people who spent Christmas in their holiday cottages, and thus make money for more treats on the Horder family’s Christmas table. That, however, happened only when Else Horder managed to keep hold of the money before Silas spent it on more junk.

They had plenty of room to plant Christmas trees because the family had all the Head to themselves. No one else appeared interested in living so remotely, even before trees and bushes began to spread out of control and suffocate the open areas where animals used to graze. However, the locals were happy to visit the Head in order to have something mended or simply for a chat, even though it was a long walk or drive up the narrow isthmus. The island’s inhabitants respected Silas. They valued his craftsmanship and found his eccentricity amusing. It was common knowledge, for instance, that he talked to his trees, and his Christmas trees were always popular; customers especially liked to hear him whisper goodbye to the tree before selling it to them. Afterwards he would rub his hands in the December cold and look a little mournful while his wife took the money.

So Silas was no ordinary man, but no one doubted his goodness, and the coffins he made were so beautiful that it was regarded as something of a privilege to be buried in one of them.

No one apart from Silas Horder himself and his younger son knew that the coffins were tested before they were handed over to their rightful owners. On the night that followed the completion of a coffin, the pair of them would sneak out into the workshop when Else and Mogens were fast asleep. They would lie down in the coffin, Silas first, with Jens on his stomach, enveloped in the darkness and the scent of fresh wood.

Jens knew no nicer or safer feeling. Years later, when the hours in the coffins had blurred into vague childhood memories, that feeling would remain. Darkness was a trusted friend. A loving embrace.

They would chat about the bike-shop owner or the baker or whoever had just died and would soon be occupying the coffin. Silas knew most people on the main island, or he knew someone who knew them. Not that he was a gossip. He only ever spoke well of the dead. It might be something like how the baker had always been good to his rats, or how the postmaster had had such an excess of love for his wife that he had had to share his devotion with no fewer than three other women on the main island.

Silas also confided in his younger son that for years the mayor of Korsted had hidden things around his farm which they were allowed to take, but only if they could be as quiet as mice and invisible and never talk to anyone about it afterwards, including the mayor himself. It was an amusing little game, which the mayor played with a few initiated people. After his death other people on the island carried on the game, but it was a big secret, and Jens must never say a word about it to Mogens or anyone else. Especially not his mother, who didn’t like that sort of game.

What was said in the coffin stayed in the coffin. That was the deal.

However, not everything that was put in the coffin stayed there. On the night they were testing out the baker’s coffin Jens had a sudden flash of inspiration just before he climbed on to his father. He spun around and started rummaging through a box behind the lathe.

‘What are you doing, Jens?’ his father called out from the coffin.

‘I want to put the baker’s rolling pin inside,’ Jens whispered proudly when he came back. ‘Don’t you think he’ll be pleased to have it with him in the coffin, even though the handle has cracked?’

There was a small bang when one end of the rolling pin hit the bottom of the coffin. It took a while before Silas said:

‘Naaaah, I’m not sure about that. After all, I’ve had it for some time now, Jens, and I’ve grown very fond of that rolling pin – otherwise, why do you think I’ve kept it? There’s no need to bury a perfectly good item that’s still in working order. And it can serve to remind us of the old baker. No, it’s better that it stays here with us. The baker won’t need it where he’s going.’

‘You mean in the coffin?’ Jens whispered.

‘No, I was thinking more about afterwards.’

‘Afterwards? Where’s he going afterwards?’

‘Well, that depends on whether he has been good.’

‘At baking?’

‘No, I didn’t mean at baking. It’s more about whether he treated people properly while he was alive.’

‘He once threw a piping bag at me.’

‘Did he now?’

‘Yes, because I stopped to touch the doorframe of the bakery. It was the frame you made for him last spring.’

‘And did you take the piping bag with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good boy.’

‘So where is he going?’

‘Hard to know, but that’s for nature to decide. When his body decomposes in the coffin, his soul will leave and turn into something else. Whatever he deserves to become.’

‘What might that be? A butterfly? A blade of grass? A cart for a horse?’ Jens wondered out loud. ‘A fatted pig?’ He could easily imagine the baker as a fatted pig.

‘Who knows?’

‘Might he become a baker again?’

‘I hope not.’

‘But he’ll stay on the island?’

‘Who knows?’

Jens mulled over that night’s conversation in the coffin. He found it comforting to know that not everything ended when you died. But then again he didn’t like not knowing what he would become. He would prefer to carry on living as himself. And he certainly didn’t want to be a mosquito. He would rather be an ant; at least it didn’t fly around and sting people. Or a tree that might become a fine coffin in which someone might lie and have a chat someday.

He pondered death at length, but there was one thought in particular that he wished had never occurred to him: that it wasn’t just him who was going to die. His mother and Mogens would also die at some point. As would his father. And regardless of what they became afterwards, they would no longer be his mother and Mogens and his father. He had a tummy ache for several days at the realization, and it made him wonder whether it might not be better to die before them so that he wouldn’t have to go around missing them. But then they might go around missing him and be sad about it. And if he became a tree or a horse or a scarecrow after his death, would they even notice? He couldn’t imagine anything more awful than being a scarecrow that no one recognized and was reduced to just standing there frightening the birds. And might he become a rolling pin? What if he cracked?

The thoughts jumbled around his head, and he had the most dreadful nightmares about being taken to the junkyard. He had once visited the junkyard on the main island with his grandfather with a pile of broken things his mother refused to look at any longer. By the time they came back, Silas had returned from the forest. It was the first time the boys had seen their father angry. His face went puce when he realized they had driven off with the stuff without his permission. It took their mother most of the afternoon to appease her husband. But eventually the two of them sat holding hands on the bench while their relieved sons kicked a ball around the yard.

Sometime later their grandfather died. To begin with, Mogens and Jens thought they were meant to be sad, but they were told that there was nothing to be sad about because their grandfather was an old man who was pretty much ready to die. Nor had they known him very well because he had lived in the southern part of the island, rarely visited the Head and barely said a word even when he was there. So it wasn’t as if he left a great void. Even so, Jens couldn’t help wondering what his grandad had hoped to become. And whether he had succeeded.

On the night his grandfather’s coffin was ready, Jens could finally get his concerns off his chest. He was lying snug and comfortable on his father’s soft tummy, with his father’s big, warm hands on his chest. Every now and then he could feel Silas’s beard on his forehead, and though it was a little scratchy, it felt nice. They breathed in unison.

‘What do you think Grandad will become?’

‘He was a nice man. I think he’ll become something good.’

‘So not a mosquito?’

‘No, I would find that hard to believe.’

‘A tree?’

‘Yes, a tree is more likely. A big, tall pine.’

‘Then we’ll have to be careful that we don’t chop him down.’

Jens could tell from the movement of his beard that his father was smiling.

‘It’s fine to chop down a tree if you value the life it has lived. As far as your grandad is concerned, he may not always have made the right decisions, but he was a good and loving person who wouldn’t say boo to a goose. We’ll remember him for that.’

Jens had visited his grandad in Sønderby a couple of times. He had no idea that he had kept geese. All he knew was that his grandad had had a small dog that followed him everywhere and could play dead on command. That was fine until one day when it didn’t get up. Ever since then it was known as the most obedient dog on the island, and Jens’s grandad stopped saying anything. Then he, too, died.

‘He wouldn’t have been mean to his dog, would he? I mean, on purpose?’ Jens asked anxiously.

‘You’re also a good person, Jens. No, your grandad never hurt a fly. And now you’ve inherited his cap. You can wear it even if it’s still a little too big for you. That’s a nice way to remember him, don’t you think?’

Jens nodded in the darkness.

‘Will I be someone’s dad one day?’ he asked out of the blue.

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘If I have a son, I’m going to call him Carl.’

‘Carl? Why Carl?’

‘The poet I chatted to down at the junkyard says his name is Carl and that he’s more than a hundred years old. He says he expects to live to two hundred.’

‘Is that what he says?’ Silas coughed.

‘Yes, if you count the rings in his face it looks about right. He has lots and lots of them.’

‘I see. Well, I’ll try to do that when I see him next. If I have enough time.’

‘And if I have a daughter, I’ll call her Liv, just like the little newborn girl we saw yesterday.’

‘It’s a beautiful name.’ Silas smiled again.

‘Yes.’

They lay for a while listening to the susurration of the trees which came in through a crack in the window. The sound was accompanied by a scent of spruce and wet moss that mixed with the aroma of the wooden coffin. Soon the honeysuckle would join in.

Silas Horder began to stir.

‘Right, I think the coffin is ready for Grandad now. Time for us to go to bed. Mind you don’t wake your brother when you go back.’

‘I’ve never done that.’

‘No, you’re right. Then again, Mogens sleeps like a log.’

That night Jens didn’t sleep a wink. He was thinking. What if a log was really a sleeping person who was too tired to become anything else?

The funeral went well, Else told them when she returned from Korsted church. Mogens and Jens had stayed on the Head with their father. Silas might be fond of coffins, but he hated funerals, and he didn’t like the boys leaving home either. It was bad enough that they sometimes had to go to school rather than help him in the workshop, in the forest or with the animals. There were plenty of things for the two of them to do. Besides, Silas didn’t have much faith in the knowledge his sons acquired at school. Sometimes he didn’t understand a word of what Mogens was talking about. Whoever heard of square roots?

It was enough to make Jens seriously doubt their education. Thankfully, both sons had a considerable talent for carpentry, Mogens probably the more so. Jens, however, had something unique about him
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