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‘Come quickly,’ she whispered. ‘Do come quickly . . .’

She stood just behind the boathouse door, her hands working deep in the pockets of her apron. What if someone was with him? It had happened before. Who would guess that a stroll down to the shore was anything more than that. They might imagine he wanted company. So if someone else was with him and discovered her there, she’d explain it away by saying she’d come to fetch cool fjord water to cover the fresh herrings. She’d brought a bucket with that very excuse in mind.

The heat inside the boathouse was static; stripes of sunlight struck in through the gaps between the planks and there were short green tufts of grass between the stones where the sun ran its course. More than anything, she wanted to undress now and wade out into the fjord, its waters still touched with winter; feel the coarse sand beneath the soles of her feet and the tangled kelp caressing her legs and thighs. She’d have liked to forget him for a time, forget him and feel an even more intense delight when she remembered him again.

‘Come on . . . Please . . .’

The boathouse door stood ajar so she could see what was happening. The six-oared boat lay outside, hauled up obliquely on the shore. The bow was in the water, small waves lapped at the tarred prow. Oystercatchers chased each other across the water’s surface, black and white dots intersected with bright red lines, giddy with the sun and the sudden heat. Everyone talked about the heat, about the way these warm springs had come with peace. Two years of peace in the country and suddenly the heat had returned. The fields were green with shooting corn and seed potatoes, the trees and fruit bushes were in full bud and even the trees the Germans had brought were growing like mad. The spring the Germans had come and occupied the country was so cold that ice had filled the innermost arms of the fjord until well into May.

She still savoured the feeling of peace and wondered how long it would be before she’d accept it as natural, as one was supposed to. But perhaps her delight also sprang from something else, from him. The man she’d met in that summer of peace. Well, not exactly met . . . She’d always known who he was of course, she’d even made polite conversation with him on various occasions. He was in and out of all the farms, like most of their neighbours. Then suddenly, one summer evening at Snarli, as they sat out near the farm after a day’s peat cutting, damp and tired from the heat and the work, he’d come sauntering over the fields from Neshov, and she knew right away he was coming for her. Her very body sensed it – that every inch of her was under his scrutiny: her throat, the damp curls against her forehead, the arms propping her up in the grass, the legs that she knew emerged sleek and brown from her shoes, pointing straight towards him. Someone fetched a jug of beer; the beer made her laugh. He laughed too, trying to share his laughter with the others mostly, but his gaze always returned to her in the end, making her beautiful, and when she felt the hem of her dress slip imperceptibly over her knees to where the hills of her thighs began, she let it ride up a bit more, and a bit more, and parted her legs a fraction, as her laughter increased, and she felt such a throbbing ache settle in the small of her back that she almost had to cry out.

She walked home and he was standing in the copse waiting; she touched his skin with the palms of her hands and met his gaze, and she knew that from then on everything would be different. Not just peacetime and the coming of adulthood during the war years, but that the world was new, they were standing here creating it, the two of them together, the trees and the ground were new, the fjord below, the summer sky above with its swooping swallows, as he bowed his neck in the absolute certainty that she would meet his lips.

The monstrosity of the thing hadn’t crossed her mind for a moment.

He was coming! Alone, thank heavens.

She gasped and felt herself begin to quiver, the skin of her legs goose-pimpling in the static heat, her mouth dry. He swung his arms, his brow shone clear and brown as he stared down at his clogs, planning his steps along the uneven stone path. Beneath the coarse working clothes he was hers, beneath the smell of hard work lay her scents, she wanted to lick his eyes until they had room only for her, even though she knew they did already. She belonged at Neshov now, she’d remain there, he’d arranged things so that she’d stay there forever. And occasionally they got away and came down here, or to the hay barn or went into the forest, away from the thin bedroom walls that had so many ears.

His clogs crunched over sun-dried seaweed. He halted outside the boathouse.

‘Anna?’ he called quietly at the dark crack in the door.

‘I’m here,’ she whispered and gave the door a little push.


PART I


1

WHEN THE PHONE rang at half-past ten on a Sunday evening, he knew what it was about, of course. He picked up the remote control and turned down the volume, it was a news report about al-Qaida.

‘Hello, Margido Neshov speaking.’

I hope it’s some old pensioner who’s died in their bed and not a road traffic accident, he thought.

It turned out to be neither, but a young boy who’d hanged himself. His father, Lars Kotum, was on the phone. Margido knew where the Kotums’ large farm was on the Byneset headland.

In the background he could hear loud wailing: piercing, primitive. Sounds he was so familiar with: a mother’s cries. He asked the father if he’d been in touch with the police and the doctor. No, he’d just phoned Margido straight away, he knew who Margido was, and what business he was in.

‘I think you’ll need to phone the police and the doctor, too. Or would you rather I did it?’

‘He hasn’t just hanged himself . . . normally. It’s more that he’s . . . strangled himself. It’s terrible. Ring them, please. And come. Just come.’

He drove the Citroën rather than the hearse. The police could arrange an ambulance from St Olav’s.

He phoned from his mobile with the car’s heater full blast on the windscreen; he had to shout to be heard above the noise of the fan. It was the third Sunday in Advent and there was a heavy frost outside. He got hold of both the police sergeant and the doctor. Sunday evenings were always quiet. But on this cold, quiet night one farmyard would soon be humming with cars; the people in the neighbouring farms would press their faces to the windows and wonder what was going on. They would see an ambulance, the police car, the doctor’s car and a white Citroën CX estate that some of them might recognise. They would see lights in the farm’s windows much later than usual, but they wouldn’t risk ringing so late; instead they would lie awake far into the night and talk quietly in the dark about what could have happened there and to whom, and feel a secret, shameful relief that it hadn’t been them.

The father met him at the door. The sergeant and the doctor had already arrived; they’d had a shorter distance to travel. They sat in the kitchen, coffee cups in front of them, with the mother, open-mouthed, her gaze desolate and dry-eyed. Margido introduced himself, even though he was aware that she knew him. But they’d never shaken hands before.

‘Imagine you having to come here. You. For him,’ she said. The voice was flat, and a bit hoarse.

Electric Advent candles stood on the window sill facing the farmyard. The sergeant got up and led Margido to the bedroom. The doctor went out on to the steps when her mobile rang. A yellow paper star with a bulb inside it hung in a small window giving on to the corridor, the electric light shone out through the holes in the paper, which was light yellow in the middle of the star, turning to deep orange at the points. The father remained in the kitchen. He began to stare out of the window, making no attempt to reach out to the boy’s mother, who just sat there, suddenly apathetic, with her hands in her lap, her feet on the floor, breathing. The cups on the table in front of her, the time of day, the bills on the shelf, the cows in their stalls, her husband at the window, the weather and the frost, her Christmas baking, the days that would come entirely of their own accord. She sat there, simply amazed by the fact that she was still breathing, that her lungs were working automatically. She didn’t yet know sorrow, but sat there genuinely surprised that the clock was still ticking.

Margido just observed it all. What would he know about losing a son – he, who didn’t even know what it was like to have one? Besides, he couldn’t permit himself to feel too much. His job was to monitor how the bereaved manifested their feelings, so that he could help them face all the practical details. He tried to express his sympathy and sorrow, which he concealed behind this facade of professionalism, by always doing exactly what the bereaved wanted and expected of him.

He wasn’t prepared for the sight, even though the boy’s father had said it wasn’t an ordinary hanging. The father had obviously imagined a rope from a beam, an up-ended chair on the floor beneath, a corpse turning gently on its own axis, or suspended completely motionless. The classic scenario, the one everyone has seen in films, in all its details, with the exception of the urine that usually runs down the trouser legs and forms a small pool on the floor. But this wasn’t the scene now; the boy wasn’t hanging high and loose. He was kneeling forward on his bed, wearing only a pair of wine-red boxer shorts. The rope was tied to the bedpost and reached diagonally to his neck. His face was pale blue, his eyes wide open, his tongue dry and swollen between the lips. The sergeant had closed the door behind them, and now he said, ‘He could have changed his mind right up to the end.’

Margido nodded, without shifting his gaze from the corpse.

‘How long have you been in the business?’ the sergeant asked.

‘Nearly thirty years.’

‘Have you ever seen anything like it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you seen anything worse?’

‘Perhaps a girl from a door once. She wasn’t far enough off the ground, she’d raised her knees to her chest.’

‘Christ. That’s some determination.’

‘They’re determined all right. Can’t see any other way out. They’re probably too young to see any other way out, poor devils.’

It was a lie. He’d never seen that precise variant of suicide before, but he had to exude a certain cynical calm. He worked best like that, when he could operate in peace in his role as a professional expert and nothing more. In fact, people often expected a higher degree of professional detachment from him than, for example, from a policeman. They probably thought that as he came into contact with death on a daily basis, he wasn’t affected by it. On several occasions he’d helped police and ambulance personnel pick up body parts from roads after car accidents. They’d been offered crisis counselling afterwards, but not him.

He studied the boy. Although the sight shocked him, he also felt a macabre sense of respect for a youth who simply leant forward on his bed, resting his weight on his knees and thighs, letting the rope squeeze his arteries and nerve centres, and waited for the darkness. And when that darkness began to come, first as red spots in front of his eyes, he didn’t put his hands down on the mattress in front of him to take the strain off his neck. No. He’d managed not to. He’d made up his mind.

‘I’ve read about a kind of sex game,’ whispered the sergeant, shifting his weight uneasily.

Margido glanced quickly at him, then back at the corpse.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said.

‘Something about almost throttling yourself, before you . . .’

‘He’s got his pants on.’

‘Yes. You’re right, of course. It was only an idea. Well, the whole thing’s quite clear. No suspicion of anything . . . criminal. He left a note, too. Only a few words, an apology. The parents were at a party given by a couple of newly-weds. The boy knew he had several hours. He should have been there too. He was their youngest child. They’ve got two girls. One is studying some mumbo-jumbo in Trondheim, the older one is at agricultural college, luckily. But this one here . . . Yngve, was still at home, didn’t really know what he wanted to do. I’d often see him cycling down to the estuary at Gaulosen with a telescope slung over his shoulder, going bird-watching; a hell of a lot of birds stop off there to rest, you know. But it must have been a bit of a trial for his dad to have a bird-watcher for a son, what with all the things that need doing on a farm, even though it wasn’t Yngve who’d be taking over. But to hang yourself, on your knees! Bugger me, that’s hardly the sort of thing a normal person would go round doing . . .’

Margido fetched the receptacle for special waste from his car. The ambulance hadn’t arrived yet. The doctor was sitting in the kitchen with the boy’s parents. He heard their voices as he passed the open door on his way back: sentences with few words and long gaps between them. The doctor entered the bedroom shortly after him and closed the door behind her.

‘We’ll have to cut him loose,’ said the sergeant. The doctor had managed to borrow a pair of household scissors with orange plastic handles, which she held out to the sergeant. He snipped. The body fell to the duvet. Margido untied the stump of rope from the bedpost.

‘The ambulance will be here any minute,’ said the sergeant. ‘You’ll fix the rest tomorrow? At the hospital?’

‘Of course,’ answered Margido.

‘Well, I certainly can’t do any more for this patient,’ said the doctor.

Margido winced at the lack of feeling in her words. She was a woman after all, even though she was a doctor. And yet she talked as if she found adolescents dead on their beds every day. He was relieved when she went back to the kitchen.

He heard the ambulance out in the farmyard; he went into the hall, caught the driver’s eye from the front door and nodded. Margido wanted the body to be on the stretcher before the mother or father came. It was better that way. It was more like an accident; something neither of them could be responsible for.

‘I’d like to have been able to tidy him up. It’s awful to send him off like this, with the rope still round his neck,’ said Margido quietly.

‘Can’t do that with suicide,’ the sergeant said. ‘Even though it’s a clear-cut case.’

The ambulance crew managed to manoeuvre the stretcher into place and cover it with a black body bag. The two young men were only a few years older than the boy on the bed. They pulled on disposable gloves and got hold of the boy under the arms and around the ankles, counted softly to three, and took him over on to the plastic in one quick lift, before folding the plastic tightly around him. The vacant mattress wasn’t a pretty sight.

‘I’ve got the container,’ Margido said. ‘Can I at least remove the sheet? So his parents won’t have to look at it?’

‘Yes, go on,’ said the sergeant.

He also managed to fold up the duvet and lay it over the large wet patch on the mattress before the boy’s mother arrived. The mattress would be thrown out anyway, they always were, but there would be more emotion and anxiety for him to deal with the more the bereaved saw. It was often the small things that brought the tragedy home to close relatives, confronting them with reality, tipping them over into hysteria. It might be anything: a half finished cup of tea on a bedside table, a grubby teddy bear on the floor, or a thermos and sandwich tin handed back after an accident at work.

‘What have you done to him?!’ his mother screamed. ‘Packed him up in plastic? But he won’t be able . . . he won’t be able to breathe! I want to see him!’

‘Not now,’ said the sergeant. ‘But tomorrow, once Margido has . . .’

‘No, I want to see him now!’

‘Let me tidy him up first,’ said Margido.

The boy’s mother hurled herself at the stretcher and began to tear at the body bag. This was the moment her husband should have come. But he didn’t. The ambulance driver had to take her by the shoulders and restrain her.

‘Take it easy now, we’ll just . . .’

‘HE CAN’T BREATHE! YNGVE! My little boy . . .’

At last her husband came. He took charge of the sobbing woman and stared fixedly at the stretcher’s shiny black load that contained his only son. It was as if all the energy in the room was directed at the sight, the grotesque fact that the bedroom’s former occupant lay swathed here like this, larger and more dominant than he’d ever been in life.

‘But why . . .?’ he began. ‘I thought we’d be able to see him before he went. I didn’t realise . . . I thought Margido would . . .’

‘There’ll have to be a post-mortem,’ said the sergeant, looking down at the floor. ‘It’s standard procedure with suicide.’

‘But why? There isn’t any doubt that he did it himself, is there?!’

The boy’s father sounded hoarse and strained from the effort of controlling himself, while the mother hung helpless in his arms and wept silently with closed eyes.

‘It’s not that I’ve any doubts about that,’ said the sergeant, clearing his throat and shifting his weight to the other foot.

‘Can’t I refuse? Refuse to let our son be cut up?’

The mother started, but didn’t open her eyes, the tears just went on trickling down her cheeks.

The police sergeant looked straight at the boy’s father and said, ‘All right, then. We won’t insist on a post-mortem. It’ll be all right, Lars. But you won’t be able to see him again tonight. We must let the ambulance take him away. Once Margido has seen to him . . .’

The father nodded slowly.

‘Thanks. Thanks very much. They’ll have to take him away now, Turid. Come along.’

While they were busy getting the stretcher out of the house, Margido was able to take the refuse container to his own car and gather his papers. The ambulance drove slowly and unhurriedly down the drive, without sirens or flashing lights. Now all the neighbours would know that someone had died. The sergeant’s car followed.

The front door was still wide open; yellow light illuminated the snow on the steps and the ground beyond, a warm yellow light that could easily have been mistaken for cosy domestic comfort, a hot coffee pot and wood stove, normality. Margido never ceased to be amazed by contrasts. Death was a stranger everywhere, he thought, with the possible exception of a war zone. The moon hung over the wooded hillside, it was practically full, there was a faint halo around it; the shadows from the trees painted great rents in the crusted snow. He looked at them as he planned the following day. He’d have to come back here again in the morning, then he had a funeral at Strinda church at two; after that he’d have to attend to the body, so they could all view him, his sisters included. Perhaps they’d also want to pay their last respects tomorrow evening, in the hospital chapel. He’d have to liaise with his women first thing tomorrow morning. He didn’t do it all single-handed. It was always a comfort to know that Fru Gabrielsen and Fru Marstad had control over their domains. But even though there were three of them, he was always the one who did the home visits. If he hadn’t the time to do that, he always recommended another firm. The women refused to undertake such calls; they knew only too well that there was a lot more to home visits than simply putting sheets into refuse containers.

The doctor had given the mother a sedative; the father didn’t want one. It was a classic case: men tried to manage without, keep their heads clear, not break down or lose control. Instead, he paced the kitchen floor with his hands behind his back. Margido didn’t envy him the night ahead.

‘You could take a sleeping pill instead,’ said the doctor, whose mind was obviously running along the same lines as Margido’s.

‘No.’

‘I’ll leave a blister pack just in case. They’re not . . . old-fashioned sleeping pills. They’ll just help you rest in peace.’

Margido gave her a quick look, but she didn’t seem to be aware of what she’d said; neither apparently were the other two.

‘He’s not to be cremated,’ said the father, straightening his neck at his own reflection in the window pane.

‘Of course not, if you don’t want it,’ said Margido.

‘Yes,’ cried the mother. ‘I don’t want him to be buried in the black earth! Lying there and rotting and being eaten up! He must . . . he must . . .’

‘He’s not going to burn in hell if I can help it,’ the father said in an undertone. The mother fell silent and raised a hand to her eyes.

‘I don’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘Why he . . . We were only going to be away for a few hours. Why didn’t he wait so that I could speak to him, help him, help my little boy? The pain he must have . . .’

‘I think you should go up to bed now,’ said the father. She rose immediately, confused, swaying. Her husband helped her out into the hall. Margido and the doctor sat in silence, listening to the slow, trudging steps up the stairs. They looked at one another. Her face was suddenly full of a great sorrow, but she said nothing.

When the doctor had gone, he was left alone in the kitchen with the father, who finally settled on a kitchen chair, his neck bowed and his fists between his thighs. Farmer’s hands, black round the rims of his nails and in the depths of each fold and wrinkle. But his eldest girl was at agricultural college. It wasn’t the farm’s future proprietor who was on his way to the hospital’s cold storage this Sunday evening, just before Christmas. As if that were any comfort. Though the sergeant had clearly thought it was.

‘I can offer you all the help you need,’ Margido began. ‘All you and your family have to do is ask.’

‘I’ll leave it all up to you. I can’t even . . . a funeral. Burying Yngve, it’s unimaginable. It’s totally mad.’

‘Have you and your wife informed his sisters?’

The father lifted his head. ‘No.’

‘You should do that. And the rest of the family.’

‘First thing tomorrow.’

‘That’s right, one thing at a time,’ said Margido putting all his sympathy into his words, and he knew how to do it. ‘First the notice. That can come out on Tuesday.’

‘I just can’t . . .’

‘Of course. I’ll leave you a brochure that you and your wife can look at, and I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Around ten, will that be convenient?’

‘It doesn’t matter when you . . .’

‘Then I’ll come about ten.’

The father pulled the brochure towards him and opened it at random. ‘Death-notice motifs,’ he read. ‘A death-notice motif. Death-notice motif? That’s a strange term.’

‘It’s the motif at the top of the notice.’

‘I realise that. I just didn’t realise it had a . . . name. When Father died, Mother organised everything, and when Mother died, my sister dealt with it. I’ll have to . . . phone her as well. We were with her this evening, she was at the party too. We’d gone halves on a present. A linen tablecloth, I think. Made in Røros. Or . . . woven . . . at Røros. By somebody.’

‘I’m sure it was beautiful.’

‘Yes. No doubt,’ said the father. He sat and rocked on his chair with the brochure in his hands. Margido knew he was searching for answers. Answers that Margido had long since given up attempting to find, even though he was constantly being asked. There was an impossibility about death that never ceased to fascinate him, but explaining it was beyond him. As far as he was concerned, the only truth lay in its rituals.

‘Could you select a . . . a death-notice motif?’ asked the father.

‘I can, of course. But it could be . . . good for both of you. To choose one yourselves. You’ll remember the funeral. Later on. So it can be important that it’s . . . right for you.’

He usually paused briefly between his words, as if he were searching for them. He felt there was nothing cynical in doing this, he knew that for those he addressed the situation was unique in all the world, unique in their lives. So he must never reel off words, let them know that this was something he said often, that he had a record inside him that played back the right words in every situation. Well, in almost every situation.

‘The sergeant told me that Yngve was very fond of birds,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Perhaps a swallow,’ said Margido. ‘At the top of the announcement.’

‘He’s mad about the swallows that nest here on the farm. He notes . . . noted in a book when they arrive from the south, the last migrants to arrive. Perhaps not until the beginning of June. And that’s late for migrating birds. He would sit for hours watching their aerobatics above the barn.’

‘Well, perhaps a swallow. For the announcement.’

‘He was so fond of wildlife. So fond. You might think that of course a farmer’s son would be fond of nature, but he was different. I don’t think much about wildlife, if you know what I mean, it’s my job. It’s everywhere around me, just there. But Yngve, he thought about how things could be different, went on about recycling and new uses for cultivated land and that farms are disappearing. I think about things like that, of course, but for him it was . . . important! I haven’t time to . . . I don’t understand why he . . . He was only seventeen. He was taking driving lessons. He’d already got a car in the barn, an old Toyota. But he didn’t take much interest in tinkering with it, he wasn’t really that sort. He probably thought it would just start up and go when he turned the ignition key the day he got his licence. And we were sitting there munching cake and drinking coffee and looking at pictures and going on about that bloody wedding, while he . . .’

‘I think perhaps you ought to try and rest a bit now, it’s late and it’ll be a long day tomorrow.’

The father stopped talking, lowered his head, looked at his hands and said quietly, ‘A swallow. It’ll be a swallow, anyway. Thanks.’

‘No need to thank me. No need at all. But remember, the tablets are here.’

‘I won’t take any. I’ve got the cows to see to early in the morning. I need to be properly awake.’

The traffic was thin. A white frost mist cloaked the inshore waters of Korsfjord; further out it was intersected by shards of moonlight. The inside of the car was icy again. When, shortly after, he reached the drive to Neshov Farm with its long alley of maples, he stared straight ahead. He knew that the windows would be dark at this time of day, only the outside lights would be on, and he’d seen those before.

He turned on the radio and drove past the turning listening to lively accordion music. Suddenly he felt strangely relaxed and vaguely elated, but couldn’t quite work out why. It was an unusual feeling. Perhaps it was relief at detecting sorrow in the doctor’s countenance.

When he arrived at the Kotums’ farm the next morning, the house was full of people. The priest from Byneset church was sitting at the kitchen table. He was known as Fosse the Priest to everyone, a more mature man of Margido’s own age. He was thin and wizened in his clothes, but with a firm, warm handshake. Margido liked him very much. He was always tidy, punctual and professional, unlike some of the other priests who nagged and bullied funeral directors’ staff, as if they, and not the bereaved, were the undertaker’s clients.

The kitchen had become the women’s domain, so the men were directed to one of the living rooms in the long, well-maintained Trøndelag farmhouse. The boy’s mother sat on a chair in the kitchen and gazed in wonder at all that was happening around her. Five women with red-rimmed eyes – including, presumably, one of the boy’s sisters and his aunt – wrestled with food, coffee, cups, plates, napkins and sugar bowls. Women were lucky like that, they always had food and dishing up to occupy them, while their husbands had to process their sorrow in idleness. It wouldn’t have been right for the father to begin outdoor work today, but his wife could prepare two gallons of waffle mixture without raising an eyebrow. If a metre of snow had fallen during the night, it would have been all right for her husband to clear it, of course, but not to do much more, and it would have been better for a neighbour to come and clear the snow for him.

The father closed the kitchen door, shutting out all the tumult and, before he’d even relinquished the door handle, turned to Margido and said, ‘A girl finished with him. On Saturday night. We didn’t even know he had one.’

He dropped into the leather sofa, his body slumping, his shoulder-blades standing out clearly through the material of his checked flannel shirt.

‘An unhappy love affair,’ he whispered. ‘Imagine him taking his own life because of an unhappy love affair. Robbing himself . . . of his whole life. Because a girl wouldn’t have him. A mere girl.’

Margido realised that no one had looked at the brochure he’d left. And now he’d brought another one with him, covering the various types of coffin. A new hurdle to be surmounted. But he needed the coffin for today’s preparation, and for the chapel in the evening.

‘When is Yngve’s eldest sister arriving?’ he asked.

‘Ingebjørg? In a few hours, I suppose.’

Margido nodded. He’d have to get an answer about the coffin.

‘You want to see him tonight? All of you?’ Margido asked.

‘I imagine so.’

‘Yes, go,’ said the priest leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. ‘The girls must see him. Or at least have the chance to see him, at all events. If they don’t want to, that’s perfectly all right. But Margido makes it all so serene. It will help, help with the grieving, help with the shock you’re all feeling, Lars.’

They sat in silence for a long time.

‘I think we should get the announcement finalised,’ Margido said.

‘A swallow,’ said the father.

Margido took a writing pad from his case. He was glad the priest was there. He helped the father to decide that our cherished son would be the only words above the name Yngve Kotum, and underneath suddenly taken from us. The priest wanted him to fetch the woman on the chair in the kitchen so that she could be part of the decision, but nothing came of it. The priest also helped Margido to get all of the names filled in, the inverted family tree under the boy’s name, his date of birth and date of death.

‘A poem. Would you like a poem?’ Margido asked.

‘A poem?’ The father looked at him in genuine perplexity.

‘Lots of people do, Lars,’ said the priest. ‘Margido’s sure to have a selection you can choose from.’

Margido pulled out the brochure. He had reproduced a number of poems his clients could look at. He opened it at the right page and handed it to the father who received it with a look full of the hostility of despair. He began scanning the text, studied each poem for a long while.

‘There’s a lot here for old people, or people who’ve been ill for a long time,’ said the father. ‘But there are one or two . . . This one, perhaps.’ He pointed to it and handed it to the priest, who took the brochure and read aloud: ‘Within our hearts we now enfold you, deep inside to keep and hold you, in our minds live peacefully, a dear and treasured memory.’

The father clasped his head in his hands and collapsed, in what was almost a sitting foetal position, his heels lifted from the floor, and high-pitched, gasping sounds came from his throat. At that moment the door opened and two women came in carrying coffee cups and plates, and a large tray of sandwiches and slices of cake. They stopped and stood there. The father pulled himself together, the noise of his swallowing was suddenly the only sound in the room.

‘Coffee is just what we need,’ said the priest and nodded, smiling, to the women, before getting up and going around the table to put an arm round the father’s shoulder. The women read the signal and laid the table rapidly, without registering his helplessness or taking responsibility for it. First they removed the woven runner and replaced it with a square tablecloth of embroidered cotton, then they laid the crockery neatly on it, the napkins folded in precise triangles, and finally the sandwiches and cakes in the middle together with the sugar bowl and cream jug.

Margido and the priest were left alone when the father had to visit the loo for a moment. No sooner had the door closed behind him than they began to hold a quiet, businesslike conversation.

‘Thursday at one o’clock,’ said the priest. ‘They want a burial.’

‘Not the mother,’ said Margido, as he noted the date and time. ‘Last night she said that . . .’

‘She wants it today,’ said the priest. ‘I’ve talked to her. Yngve’s to lie next to his paternal grandmother and grandfather. She was able to come to terms with that. Naturally the boy must be buried. He’s a farmer’s son.’

‘Can you help him with the choice of hymns and music? And phone me about it later?’

‘Of course.’

He handed the priest a sheet and said: ‘The hymns listed here are ready at the printer’s.’

The priest nodded and said: ‘And you’ll deal with this evening? They may want some prayers, not just a family viewing.’

‘I’ll have to ring St Olav’s and book the chapel. And I must get him to choose a coffin. Are you staying here?’

The priest glanced at the time and nodded.

Margido was used to the way each stage of the process elicited new spasms of sorrow. A death notice turned the unthinkable into a vaguely tangible possibility; colour photographs of different coffins increased the pain another notch. The father sat with the coffin brochure in his hands, staring at pictures as if he were looking at something totally incomprehensible.

‘They’re all beautiful,’ said the priest.

Most people pointed helplessly at the white one. The Nordica model. It was the one he had biggest stocks of in his store at Fossegrenda. But the man on the sofa surprised him.

‘This one,’ he said, and tapped the picture of a pine coffin, a Nature, in three variations: knotless varnished pine, untreated or stained.

‘Untreated,’ said the father. ‘And it’s called Nature. It’s the right one.’

Margido coughed. ‘I’ve got several in store, but they’re all in stained pine. I’d have to order the untreated one, it’ll take a couple of days.’

‘We’ll take the stained one then. Perhaps it’s nicer looking, too. Those white ones, they’re best for old people. Just like the poems.’

He tossed the brochure on the table and Margido returned it immediately to his case. ‘I’ll see to that, then,’ he said.

He was relieved that things had gone relatively smoothly and that the father hadn’t involved the entire family in the selection. Some people did that, and wanted to see price lists, make comparisons, and this always left him with an unpleasant feeling, although logically it was understandable enough. A funeral was a large expense, especially now that the Death Grant had been done away with. Some people regarded the coffin as a necessary detail, while others looked upon it as the deceased’s final home or vessel or bed. He never forgot one mother, who’d lost her three-month-old daughter in a cot death, touching the tiny coffin and saying ‘This will be your cradle from now on, my darling, this is where you’ll sleep forever, and I’ll think of you, lying in your little cradle.’

‘We don’t want anything afterwards,’ said the father. ‘And no flowers.’

‘Sometimes people invite donations,’ said Margido.

‘And who should the money go to here?’ asked the father in a breathless voice that had suddenly risen in pitch. ‘The Samaritans? The Bird Watchers’ Club? The Farmers’ Union?’

‘He didn’t mean it like that, Lars,’ the priest put in calmly. ‘One might consider something like . . . the Youth Club or . . . something else people could donate money to in Yngve’s name. Instead of flowers.’

The father leant back and breathed out, as if he’d just finished a long forced march, and turned his eyes to the beams in the ceiling.

‘All right. Well, the Youth Club’s not such a bad idea. Even though he didn’t go there often, and hadn’t all that many friends. I really don’t give a damn, but let them give a few kroner to the Youth Club if they want. Put that in. Have we finished now? Let’s have some coffee. I can’t face any more.’

The coffin that had been placed on the green catafalque in the nave of Strinda church at 12.30, an hour and a half before the funeral began, was a white Nordica, transported to the church by Fru Marstad in the hearse. Both Fru Marstad and Fru Gabrielsen were strong women, otherwise Margido would have been forced to employ a man. It was heavy work getting the coffin in place. Sometimes it needed all three of them, or the verger had to be roped in to help them.

Inside the coffin lay a fifty-four-year-old woman who’d died of an asthma attack. She left a daughter of twenty-two and two ex-husbands, both of whom had been involved in the day’s preparations.

The verger lent a hand with candles and other things, and pottered in and out of the sacristy, while Margido and Fru Marstad brought in stands, cases full of assorted candlesticks and flower vases. Churches possessed none of the right paraphernalia for funerals, some even lacked a shovel.

There was a continual stream of bouquets, wreaths and decorations, which Margido appraised as they arrived and then finally put together. Symmetry was important in the displays on either side of the coffin. The bouquets on the bier had to be arranged perfectly, and he liked to place a wreath or



























































































PART II


PART III


He was working alone on the German houses; it was his turn. In the beginning everyone in Øysand, Leinstrand and Byneset wanted to pull the houses down. They were blots on the landscape, proof of the Germans’ intense desire to put down roots here in a foreign country, build and settle, pretend that they belonged. The houses had been built for off-duty German naval officers. But they were such good little houses that several people, Tallak amongst them, thought it was silly to level them. Better to get them into proper repair and find a long-term use for them. Maybe as community centres or youth clubs.

The people from the farms took it in turns to work there. At the weekends there’d often be several of them, and the laughter and gaiety would increase as the women brought food and drink during the day.

She’d already done several hours work in the potato field. The heat was making the weeds grow faster than the young potato sprouts, and the earth had to be broken up so that the water wouldn’t run off if there was rain. But Tallak had to eat, everyone knew that, and they thought it a good thing that she took it upon herself to go there.

It was some way off, but that was nothing to her. The sky was grey, though it didn’t look like rain. She had to take the road. The fields were newly ploughed and hard to walk. And anyway, it didn’t look good tramping across another farmer’s furrows.

When at last she reached the top of Bråliene, she halted, as she always did above these slopes. The mouth of the river lay wide and gaping, just as the Gaula had shaped it. The copses and thickets formed dark green blooms between the small bays the water had scoured out.

Her eyes filled with tears, but she couldn’t tell whether it was because she was going to him or because soon everything would change, and she didn’t know just how that change would happen.

She caught her breath and set off down the declivity, letting her body fall into each step, feeling that she hardly used a single muscle in her body, just allowing herself to drop, warm and lazy, down towards the German houses, towards him.

He was standing on a bench repairing the kitchen ceiling. He jumped down and ran to lock the door behind her as soon as she was inside. A row of nails protruded from his mouth, and he spat them straight on to the floor the moment the key turned with a sharp click in the lock. He took the basket from her and drew her towards him.

‘My Anna.’

Kissing Tallak was like dying. And after that death came another death, narrower and deeper, when he pulled her clothes off her, breathed in her ear telling her what she was, and why she was. This was what she lived for, this and nothing else, because she was his. And when she came to herself this time, she was sitting on the worktop. He stood there, his smile white. He stood there drinking her in with the tip of his tongue between his teeth, his head cocked. His hands were on her hips. She sat here on a German worktop in nothing but shoes and socks and as usual she never flinched from his gaze, never felt shame at her own nakedness, it was there directly before him, always when they were together. He bent his neck and lifted one of her breasts in his great hand, kissed it with lips that were so good that she’d willingly have died again.

‘Aren’t you uncomfortable there?’ he whispered at the damp breast. Her skin tautened; she tapped the heels of her shoes against the cupboard underneath.

‘Oh no,’ she lied, drawing his head closer to her.

‘I’ll fetch water from the well,’ he said. ‘So you can tidy yourself up a bit.’

‘Don’t go.’

He pulled free, kissed her quickly on the mouth.

‘Back soon.’

He unlocked the door, and she hurriedly dressed. Someone might come. The door was open to all and sundry. It was over for this time.

‘There’s something,’ she said. ‘Something I’ve got to say.’

‘Yes?’

They were standing outside. He had eaten the sandwiches she’d brought, drunk the cold redcurrant juice mixed with well water. They stood several yards apart, she with the empty basket in the crook of her arm so that anyone who looked at them would know why she’d come. They were easily visible from the farms round about now, and from the road.

‘I’m with child.’

He didn’t move, didn’t come towards her. He mustn’t.

‘My Anna. Let’s go in again.’

‘No! We’ll only . . . I’ve got to know what you think. We don’t talk much. We just . . .’

‘Yes, we do.’

‘But what’s he going to say, Tallak?’

‘The boy?’

‘The boy . . . he’s as old as me. And he’s my husband.’

Suddenly she had to laugh out loud. She heard what a strange and unkind laugh it was. It stopped as suddenly as it had begun, but it was so seldom she thought about it. It was second nature to her now, that everything must be secret, hidden from others, but still there was one person who knew about it, knew about it because he was complicit in it. But if children were the result, children who arrived, living beings who ran about and must never learn that . . .

‘He won’t say anything,’ said Tallak.

‘But . . .’

‘You know that he doesn’t fancy you. It’s not as if he’s going about lusting after you.’

She thought of the wedding. That extraordinary day that had felt all wrong, but at the same time so right, because she was going to Neshov. How relieved she’d been that nobody expected any great celebrations so soon after the war. Everyone had had enough to do, things were in short supply. And then, Henrik at Landstad had married Guri on the same day, and everything was plentiful there, palpable joy as well, so most people had chosen that wedding.

‘What’s the child to call him?’

‘Father,’ said Tallak.

‘Father? Will the child call him Father?’

‘It can’t call him anything else.’

She straightened her dress, felt the warmth between her legs, the warmth that lingered there after him. She hadn’t planned to speak out today. She’d planned to wait, not let anything else enter their world. There was already so much to keep track of.

‘But what about . . . her?’

‘She’s never noticed anything. Not even that her boy could never have managed to get himself a girl. Don’t worry about her.’

‘But I’m scared, Tallak.’

‘There’s no need to be. It’s too late to be scared. You belong at Neshov now.’

‘I don’t know . . .’

Suddenly he began to tug at one of the poplars. She watched him aghast.

‘What are you doing? Let go!’

He didn’t let go, and neither did the small tree, it didn’t let go of the earth. But its leaves trembled, their silvery undersides turned up towards them, resigned.

‘You see? It stands firm,’ he said. ‘It’s not been here long, but it stands quite firm. Not even Tallak Neshov can pull it out.’

He walked away from the diminutive tree. She went over to it, lifted one of its catkins on to her palm. The flower pollen dusted her hand like so many minute hopes.

‘And the people who planted them have been chased out of the country,’ he said. ‘But still those trees stand here longing for summer.’

She made no reply.

‘One day I’ll be gone, too,’ said Tallak.

‘No!’ she cried, releasing the tree and taking a step towards him, then checked herself.

‘I’m so much older than you. One day I’ll be gone, and then there’s something I want you to promise me. As you’re pregnant and everything will be very different from now on.’

She just breathed and waited, didn’t take her gaze from his face. It was rigid and earnest. His eyes were dark and didn’t meet hers.

‘You must promise me that you’ll never despise him,’ he said in a low voice. ‘It’s not the boy’s fault.’

‘Fault?’

‘Yes. It’s not his fault he’s not a farmer, that he’s got no spirit.’

‘I don’t know him,’ she whispered. ‘And I don’t know how he’ll take this.’

‘No. Who knows? He probably doesn’t know himself. But if it was left up to him, there’d be no one to inherit the farm.’

‘Why doesn’t he like girls?’ she asked boldly. She had never asked Tallak before.

He didn’t answer immediately, looked away, stood pushing at the grass with one clog.

‘That’s just the way it is. There needn’t be words for everything,’ he said at length.

‘But you didn’t take me simply because the farm needs another boy?’

‘No.’

He looked her straight in the eyes as he said it; she dropped her gaze. She so desperately wanted him to hold her at this moment.

‘Anna. You’re mine. And if the farm was heirless . . . you’d still be mine. But now it won’t be. Because you’re pregnant. But you must never despise him. You must promise me that.’

She listened to his words, let them sink in one by one, heard them. Heard them quite distinctly. She straightened, pushed the basket right into the crook of her arm and returned his look.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I promise. But in that case, you must promise that you’ll never leave me.’
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