
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by John Burnside

Title Page

Epigraph

Seeing Things

The Fisherman’s House

Huldra

Notes and Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

At a critical point in her career, painter Angelika Rossdal suddenly moves to Kvaloya, a small island deep in the Arctic Circle, to dedicate herself to the solitary pursuit of her craft. With her, she brings her young daughter, Liv, who grows up isolated and unable or unwilling to make friends her own age, spending much of her time alone, or with an elderly neighbour, Kyrre Jonsson, who beguiles her with old folk tales and stories about trolls, mermaids and—crucially for the events that unfold in the summer of her eighteenth year—about the huldra, a wild spirit who appears in the form of an irresistibly beautiful girl, to lure young men to their doom.

Now twenty-eight, Liv looks back on her life and particularly to that summer when two boys drowned under mysterious circumstances in the still moonlit waters off the shores of Kvaloya. Were the deaths accidental, or were the boys, as Kyrre believes, lured to their deaths by a malevolent spirit? To begin with, Liv dismisses the old man's stories as fantasy, but as the summer continues and events take an even darker turn, she comes to believe that something supernatural is happening on the island. But is it? Or is Liv, a lonely girl who has spent her entire life in the shadow of her beautiful, gifted mother, slowly beginning to lose touch with reality?


About the Author

John Burnside has published seven works of fiction and eleven collections of poetry, including The Asylum Dance, which won the 2000 Whitbread Poetry Award. His Selected Poems was published in 2006, alongside his memoir, A Lie About My Father, which was the Saltire Scottish Book of the Year and the Scottish Arts Council Non-Fiction Book of the Year. The second volume of his memoir, Waking Up in Toytown, was published in 2010 by Jonathan Cape.
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Among friends I argue that the true inventor of painting was Narcissus, that youth who, according to the poets, was transformed into a flower. And, since painting is the flower of all the arts, this story of Narcissus is most apt. For what is painting, if not an attempt, through the discipline of art, to embrace the surface of the pool in which we are reflected?

Leon Battista Alberti, De Pictura

The study of the visible universe may be said to start with a determination to use our eyes. At the very beginning there is something which might be described as an act of faith – a belief that what our eyes have to show us is significant.

Arthur Stanley Eddington, Science and the Unseen World


Late in May 2001, about ten days after I saw him for the last time, Mats Sigfridsson was hauled out of Malangen Sound, a few miles down the coast from here. They say he must have gone into the water at Skognes, then drifted back down to the pier near Straumsbukta, not far from where he lived – and I like to think that the sea took pity on the puny child it had killed, and was in the process of carrying him home, when a fisherman caught sight of that distinctive, almost white shock of hair through the summer gloaming and, with due care and sadness and habitual skill, fetched him to shore. Later, they found a boat drifting in the Sound, halfway between Kvaløya and the shipping channel where the great cruise and cargo vessels from Tromsø glide out into the open sea. The boat, it turned out, had been securely moored half a mile from Mats’s house, which seemed to confirm that he must have stolen it – but that really was beyond explanation, for there was no less likely thief than Mats Sigfridsson, and nobody could think of a reason why this quiet, well-behaved boy would even be out on the water in the middle of the night. The whole thing was a mystery and everyone had his own theory about why Mats was in that boat, or what his intentions might have been. There were those who spoke of suicide: it was the end of the school year and, like me, Mats had just completed the exams that would decide his future – a stressful time for any eighteen-year-old – but he hadn’t left a note and there was nothing to indicate that he had been depressed in the weeks leading up to the incident. If anything, he had seemed happier than usual. Some of the adults said it was just a prank that had gone wrong, one of those acts of adolescent folly that boys get up to from time to time, for reasons of their own – but nobody who knew Mats put any credence in that theory. Some of the kids in town hinted at foul play, though none of them had even the ghost of a reason for why anyone would want to hurt a boy like Mats Sigfridsson.

As for me, I didn’t have any theories – not at the time. Mats was a classmate of mine and I had always liked him, if only from a distance. Mostly, I liked his blanched, Struwwlepeter hair and the odd half-smile he would put on when one of the teachers asked him a question he couldn’t answer. He and his brother Harald went around together all the time, like twins. People would say that they were inseparable, almost indistinguishable, in fact, though Harald was a year younger and it wasn’t that hard to tell them apart. It was an illusion, that twin-ness: an illusion that they had created, by force of will, because they wanted to be the same. For reasons only they understood, they needed to be identical. Naturally, they were together that last time I saw them: it was Grunnlovsdag and they were watching the parades on Sjøgata, two white boys in a river of Norwegian flags on the other side of the street from me, their eyes following the parade in exactly the same way, their heads turning and craning to see in unison, so it made them look mechanical, almost, like automata at an old-fashioned fairground. They always stood out and it always seemed, even in a crowd, that they were alone in their own world, a world that nobody else could enter. Only they weren’t alone that day, and they weren’t really together any more, for, where there had once been two, and only two, there were now three: Mats, Harald, and that other one. Maia. I knew who she was, of course; she had been in Harald’s class for a while, coming to school pretty much when she felt like it, before she dropped out altogether, and I could see right away that, as unlikely as it seemed, she actually was with them. That came as a surprise, but evidently it was no accident that they happened to be standing there, three where there should have been two, vanishing and reappearing in all that red and blue and white, and I remember wondering about it at the time.

I had no reason, then, to suspect her of any ill will towards those boys, however. That was over a week before Mats died, and a month or more before Kyrre Opdahl started telling his crazy huldra story – so I really had no reason at all to think badly of the girl. It was just odd, her being there with those beautiful, white boys, and I remember wondering what had brought the three of them together. I didn’t suspect Maia of actual mischief, though – not then. Not on that day, and not later, when Mats died. I didn’t think she was actively malicious, I just thought that something wasn’t right about her. She was too dark, too attentive, too solid. Those boys moved through the world in their own homespun dream, and they didn’t care about anything else: they weren’t bright, they weren’t sporty, they weren’t into anything. Maybe they were a little wild, but wild like animals – horses, say – not wild like some of their classmates, kids doing crazy things to get noticed, or trying to prove that they didn’t give a shit about all those people who didn’t give a shit about them. There were a few like that at our school, makeshift rebels with no obvious cause, over-the-counter vampires and goths, but Mats and Harald didn’t belong with that crowd, and they didn’t belong with this dark, intense girl, either. So, obviously, I noticed how odd they looked as a threesome – but I didn’t think any more about it, and they soon moved on, walking off into the crowds that had gathered for the coldest and snowiest Independence Day parade in years, definitely together, three instead of two. Naturally, I had no idea that, by the time of the midsummer bonfires, both of those boys would be dead, first Mats and then, ten days later, his little brother, inexplicably drowned in water that was too still, too calm and far too indifferent to have wanted them in the first place.

I didn’t see Harald during the days that followed Mats’s death. By then, classes already seemed long done with, and we were all dispersed across the islands, waiting for results and thinking about what would come next. I didn’t go into Tromsø much, and I didn’t keep up with anybody from school. I was glad to be away from the world of classroom politics and teenage gossip, and I’d never been much for sleepovers or going out with the girls on a Saturday afternoon to look at make-up and shoes. I could imagine how painful it must have been for Harald, losing his brother like that, but I couldn’t imagine him wanting to die and, to this day, I still don’t think it was a suicide. He drowned in calm water, just as Mats had done, and that was strange, but it doesn’t mean he did it on purpose. Afterwards, Kyrre Opdahl would say – to me, and probably to anyone else who would listen – that it was because of her, because of the huldra; but that was ridiculous. There was no huldra. Something out of the ordinary had happened, but it was something that could be explained. Something psychological. There’s no proof that Harald even saw Maia during that week or so before he sneaked out of his house in the middle of the night and walked out to the shore in the gloaming, and there’s no reason to believe that she had anything to do with his going.

Still, it has to be said that something strange happened. The meadows were quiet, the sky was clear – and the water was still, just as it had been when his brother was lost, so there was no reason for Harald to die. There was no reason for any of them to die, in fact. Not Mats, not Harald; certainly not Martin Crosbie, who shouldn’t even have been here in the first place. Everybody knows this and, even though most people have explained away everything they could explain and dismissed everything they couldn’t, I know we still think about it, all of us when we are alone, going over the sequence of events in our minds and trying to explain the impossible – and I know it haunts us still; it haunts, not just me, but all of us, because none of those drownings made any sense. Nobody should have died out there, in those conditions, at that time of year. Like Mats before him, Harald vanished on a still, moonlit night when the water was utterly calm and the boat – they found the boat at Kvitberg, sitting upright not far from the shore, as if waiting for him to return – the same boat Mats had used, stolen from the same neighbour, was in perfect condition. Besides which, there was no more reason for him to have been there than there was for Mats, no reason for him to row out till he was alone on the open water and no explanation for why he ended up dead. There was no reason for any of it, in fact. Not Mats, not Harald, not Martin Crosbie. Most of all, there was no reason for Kyrre Opdahl to disappear, along with the girl he hated so much, the two of them vanishing into thin air on the path from our house to the shore, leaving nothing more than a trail of spots in the grass that might have been ash or dust. A trail that was washed away by the rain before anyone could see it – though I saw it, and I see it now in my mind’s eye, a thin trail at the edge of the meadows, melting into the quick, dark rain before I could really make out what it was. So, yes, we are all of us haunted by what happened that year, even if we don’t talk about it any more – but I am haunted more than most, because of what I saw and couldn’t tell.

That was ten summers ago. The summer of my eighteenth year; the summer my dead father appeared and then disappeared into the silence from which he’d come; the summer of spirits and secrets; the last summer when I thought of myself as one of God’s spies. A long, white summer of stories that no one could possibly believe, and stories that we all accepted, though we knew they were lies from beginning to end. The summer when the huldra came out from wherever she had been hiding and drowned three men, one by one, in the still, cold waters of Malangen. Now that everybody else has stopped talking about what happened that summer, only one story remains, and I can’t say it out loud, because it belongs to another world. I didn’t catch more than a glimpse of that world, but if I tried to talk about what I did see, the people in the town would think I was crazy, just like Kyrre Opdahl – and maybe I am because, even if I don’t believe what Kyrre said about the drownings, I know that something terrible happened, and I know that I saw what I saw, on that last day, when Kyrre and Maia vanished. People in the town would say that it was all just a series of unfortunate coincidences, because they want more than anything to explain this story away – but then, Kyrre always said that people in the town were stupid. All his life, he was surprised, and disappointed, that everyone around him took things so literally: they thought trolls were squat, crab-faced monsters that lived under bridges and ate stray goats; they thought the huldra was a pretty woman in a red dress dancing around in the meadows, waiting for a young man to beguile and destroy. People from the town didn’t believe in such things, of course they didn’t, so they made fun of the old stories, not realising that, for a true believer like Kyrre, nothing was ever that crude. But I realise; I know. In Kyrre’s house, there were shadows in the folds of every blanket, imperceptible tremors in every glass of water or bowl of cream set out on a table, infinitesimal loopholes of havoc in the fabric of reality that could spill loose and find you, as the first hint of a storm finds a rower out on the open sea. In Kyrre’s house, there were memories of real events, of long-dead farm lads and schoolgirls who went out at first light fifty years ago and came home touched – touched, for the rest of their lives – by something unnameable, a wing-beat or a gust of wind in their heads, where thought should have been. Kyrre believed in all that stuff, but it had nothing to do with monsters or fairies – and now, because of what I have seen and can’t explain, I find that I believe in it too. If I don’t want to speak about that in the town, or when I sit down to dinner with Mother and she looks at me, knowing that something has changed – something she is surprised to find she cannot put her finger on – if I don’t want to repeat Kyrre’s stories, ever, to anyone, it’s not because I am ashamed of them. It’s not even that I’m afraid that the people in town will say I am just as crazy as that old man who lost his mind and wandered off, all those years ago. As it happens, I don’t think the people in the town are stupid – at least, I don’t imagine they are any more stupid than people elsewhere. I just know that they belong to one world, and the stories belong to another. Somewhere in between, four souls were lost, and the huldra disappeared, but I couldn’t say for sure that any of them are really gone, and I keep going back to the places where I last saw them, looking for clues that must have been there, once upon a time, but which are now long gone.


SEEING THINGS


 

THE MOMENT I woke, I could tell something was wrong. I had the feeling that sometimes comes with waking, the feeling of dread that begins in a dream and then, as that night logic fails, solidifies for a moment into some dark, looming shape before it collapses into nothing but daylight and fairy-tale cliché. A phantom state, a will-o’-the-wisp, one of those tricks the mind plays on itself when it has heard too many stories. A stray thread of superstition, more real than anything else, more real and more persuasive, until you are finally awake and it becomes absurd. For a moment, I think, I really was scared and I didn’t quite know where I was. Then I heard voices downstairs and I realised that it was a Saturday morning in our grey, sunlit house above the meadows, a house that has become a metaphor over the years – a metaphor, or perhaps a talisman – for a certain way of living, a grey-painted timber house seen far and wide on gallery walls in Oslo and London and New York, in scarce and highly prized landscapes by the famously reclusive painter, Angelika Rossdal – a woman who happens to be, yet bears no actual resemblance to, my mother.

Because the voices were there, in the dining room directly below my bed, it had to be some time after eleven o’clock, when Mother’s friends – Mother’s suitors – came to the house, as they did every week, no matter what the weather, driving over from Mjelde or Kvaløysletta on fair days, or skiing cross-country when it snowed, always punctual and always bearing gifts. Packets of seeds or new plants from Harstad, who had an alpine nursery further up the shore; books and newspaper cuttings from Ryvold, our tame scholar who, like Kyrre Opdahl, spent his time collecting stories – though for what seemed, at the time, quite different reasons. Rott, who was, in some ways, Mother’s favourite among that happy band of unrequited lovers, brought confectionery and sweetmeats, or fine teas from his shop in Tromsø. They never arrived empty-handed, and they never came without a story to tell, some titbit of gossip or local news gathered during the week just passed, the details carefully memorised so they would have something to talk about over the tea and pastries. They were all good men, and I didn’t actively dislike any of them, but I avoided their company whenever I could. Individually, they were decent, or even admirable; collectively, however, they made me sad, not because their lives were worse than anyone else’s, but because they were all so in love with Mother, each in his own way, and they all so clearly expected nothing in return.

I sat up and looked at the clock on my bedside table: it was eleven fifty-five precisely, which meant that they had been there for almost an hour, and I was still in the house, when I should have been long gone. Usually, I spent Saturday mornings with Kyrre Opdahl, dreaming over a mug of coffee in his ramshackle kitchen while he worked on some ancient clock or outboard motor that nobody else could fix, sitting out by the boathouse watching the ferries and cargo ships go by on their way to Nordkapp or Russia, or maybe tidying his little summer cottage, his hytte, for the next batch of tenants – it didn’t really matter where it was, as long as it wasn’t here. I would stay out until the suitors were gone and, then, when I got home, I would pretend that the dining room had been empty all along. There would be no sign of the intruders, by then: Mother would have cleared the plates and wiped the crumbs off the table before going up to her studio to continue work on whatever she was painting and I would have the place to myself again. The hallway, the dining room, the staircase would be utterly still, preternaturally quiet. Quiet, and empty, and apparently uncontaminated.

The suitors. That was my name for them, not hers: suitors, like those men in the Greek myth, come to beguile, or charm, or just outwait Penelope while her lost husband wandered the wine-dark sea trying to find his way home. Mother had read that story to me when I was a child, along with all the other classic tales of heroes and Vikings and seventh sons of seventh sons that she loved so much – and I think she was a little bemused when life began to imitate art and these men started turning up with their stories and gifts, patient men who had waited years in this subarctic settlement for someone like her to arrive. Angelika Rossdal. The renowned artist who had turned her back on the big wide world and come north to live as a recluse on this remote island, but also just happened to be the impossible beauty they had been waiting all their lives to fall hopelessly in love with. Some of the men who frequented our house over the years were married, some came to Mother’s Saturday-morning tea parties for a month or two, then drifted away, dismayed by her beauty and remoteness, but the core group – Harstad, Ryvold, Rott – came every week, no matter what, and sat hopeless and spellbound at her table, romantics of the old school, whose only real fear was that their prayers might be answered. The core group were all bachelors of one sort or another, and they were all from elsewhere, men who had chosen to live in the far north for their own reasons, whether from shyness, or some exaggerated need for quiet, or because they were escaping from some answered prayer further south. Mother did nothing to encourage them, though I have to say that she did nothing to put them off either. On the contrary, she never betrayed the least sign to anyone of what she might or might not have been feeling. She merely served her visitors tea and cakes, listening as they competed to bring stories that might win her approval, sidestepping their occasional attempts to engage her on some more intimate level and, when they left, returning to her work as if there had been no interruption. By that summer, the ritual had been going on for years – so long, in fact, that it had become a formal arrangement – and I think Mother was not only surprised by that, but also bewildered by their attentions, just as Penelope must have been when her admirers continued to wait, day after day, year after year, while she wove and then unwove her great tapestry in the light and in the dark.

And yet, considering how fascinated they were by this mysterious woman, considering how curious they were about her ideas on painting and literature and life in general, it was interesting – interesting to me, at least – that none of them ever enquired as to where I figured in the great scheme of things. She was a single woman with a teenage daughter, but nobody ever asked who my father was, or where he might be now – and that struck me as odd, even though I knew that, had they enquired, she wouldn’t have told them a thing. After all, she hadn’t even told me any more than the bare minimum. She had said, in response to repeated questioning when I was younger, that she’d met a man – whose name, she told me, was irrelevant – at a party in Oslo and they had been together for a short time; then he had moved unexpectedly to Argentina and they had fallen out of touch. According to this version of events, the man had left to pursue his own interests and she had decided, for the good of all concerned, to bring me up on her own – and though it may seem odd, I accepted her story at face value. Naturally, it bothered me for a while that she wouldn’t even tell me his name, but she was adamant about that, and once Mother decides something, nobody in the world can shift her. ‘That’s all in the past,’ she would say. ‘And besides, we’re fine as we are, aren’t we?’ And I had to admit that we were, indeed, fine as we were. Once, I overheard the suitors talking about me, saying how difficult it must be to grow up in the shadow of such a remarkable woman, and I spent a whole afternoon wondering about that, before deciding that what they had said was ridiculous. I didn’t see myself as growing up in my mother’s shadow. I was living in a world of my own making, a space that Mother had marked out and then left for me to define as I wished. She lived exactly as she chose, and I always knew that her work came first, but that only gave me the freedom to live as I chose, and to choose what came first for me – and I never once doubted that she was right. We were fine. We had the house, we had the whole island, in fact. We had enough quiet and space to live our own lives as we wanted, not somebody else’s version of how life should be, and we were more or less self-sufficient. We were perfectly able to look after ourselves and we didn’t need a thing from anyone.

It wasn’t just that Mother didn’t need other people, though; it could also be said that, because she was so involved with her work, they were more or less irrelevant to her. She didn’t ask for company, she tolerated it – and, over the years, a fixed and, to her mind, satisfactory routine had been established, allowing for a minimum of human contact with a band of men that she could quite easily control. On Saturdays, from eleven o’clock till two in the afternoon, the suitors would arrive and they would all sit in the dining room, drinking tea, eating the cakes that Mother ordered in from the store at Straumsbukta, carefully studying one another across the table – and, all the while, they would talk. Endlessly, tirelessly, almost never falling silent, taking turns or talking across one another to lay out their tales and theories and items of human interest, while Mother listened, sifting out details and fragments and shreds of random information and quietly storing it all away for later. I couldn’t stand it. Usually, I made myself scarce before they even arrived, and Mother knew why, though she didn’t mind, as long as I wasn’t too obvious. That morning, however, because I had stayed up half the night, sitting at the window and staring out for hours at the first summer gloaming, I had slept in and, now, just before noon, the suitors were nicely settled in, the tea things spread out before them, the Danish china, the sandwiches and petits fours, the wafers and chocolate biscuits and, in pride of place, the big willow-pattern plate laden with those napoleon cakes that Rott liked so much. I could picture him in my mind’s eye: Rott – horse-faced, lank-haired, always half smiling, an ageing schoolboy in a fisherman’s sweater, watching with undisguised pleasure as Mother set out her store of treats. Looking back, I realise that Mother really did love Rott, after a fashion – though not as a suitor. She kept her love a secret, of course, because she kept everything secret; that was her nature. Nevertheless, though the cakes she carefully laid out on Saturday mornings were for everyone, in reality they were intended for Rott and I am sure the others knew that. I am sure, in fact, that she intended them to know. She wanted her kindness to him to be infectious; she wanted them to love him too – because if ever a man needed to be loved, it was Rott.

Now it was noon. That morning, Kyrre Opdahl would be at the hytte, just below our domain of garden and birch woods, making things ready for his first guest of the year and wondering where I was. I had promised to help. I always helped, not just because I was fond of that foolish old man, but also for reasons of my own, and I didn’t like the idea of being late. I got out of bed and went to the window to see if his van was in the usual place, parked at the end of the track by the hytte, which is clearly visible from the upper level of our house – and at that moment, as I looked out across the meadows towards the shore, I realised that it was summer. True summer, not just white nights, the months of snow, then thaw, then snow again, finally over. Sugar snow, drift snow, dirty snow that lingers underfoot, even into the first weeks of midnight sun. Spring snow. There are people who cannot take living this far north, because of the long winter darkness, and there are others who cannot bear the endless, mind-stopping white nights of insomnia and wild imaginings, but for me, the worst time is the season of dirty snow, when the sky is bright, but the earth is still frozen underfoot, a false summer of white skies and cold earth when nothing seems to fit. We have a name for the dark time and a name for the white gloaming of high summer, but there is no name for this season, even though it happens every year, a slight, yet significant unseemliness on the land that, at its worst, amounts to a barefaced mockery, like a red dress at a funeral. That year, our unnamed season of snow and sullen light had lingered too long, but now, in what felt like an instant, it was over – and even if the change was subtle, there was no mistaking it. I opened the window. The freshness was almost overwhelming. The night before had been hard and silent; now there was a softness to the air, a new sweetness of grasses and wildflowers, and mountain water gathering in the meadows. I could hear bird calls and wind-sifted murmurs from Mother’s garden, far-sounding cries from the meadows by the old ferry dock, and a low drone from the shipping channel beyond. Common birds, meadow birds, shore birds; the faraway putter of a motorboat; an engine buzzing further up the coast, towards Mjelde. It’s always a surprise, in the first days of summer: all this noise and activity begins and yet, when you go to a window and look out, it seems there’s nothing there but space and light. This is the time when visitors start coming to Kyrre Opdahl’s summer cottage, the only other dwelling place that’s visible from our house and, that morning, the first of those visitors was about to arrive. I could see, by the van parked outside the hytte, that the old man was already at work, clearing and tidying and setting out his welcome box of coffee and tea bags and fresh bread, putting milk and some gjetost in the little fridge, checking there was gas for the stove and a stockpile of logs and kindling in the woodshed. And by now, he would be worried about me, because I wasn’t there and that old man could always find a reason to worry.

I pulled on some jeans and a sweater, then I walked out onto the landing and paused at the top of the stairs to listen. From inside my room, I hadn’t been able to make the voices out, but here, directly above the open door to the dining room, I could hear everything. I wasn’t usually much interested in their conversation, of course – but that morning was different and I lingered a minute or two, trying to figure out why. Down below, Harstad was talking, in response to something Rott had just said.

‘There’s nothing suspicious about it,’ he was saying. His voice sounded unusually sharp. Normally, he was quite soft-spoken, but then his usual topics of conversation had to do with his garden, or with some new plant he’d acquired from a friend who worked at the university. ‘Even on a fine day, the currents are treacherous. Everybody knows that.’

‘But what on earth was he doing out there in the middle of the night?’ Mother put in softly, to keep the peace. ‘In a stolen boat? All by himself?’ I could see her in my mind’s eye, looking around at the assembled company, the perfect hostess from eleven till two, when they would all leave, almost exactly to the minute. ‘You have to admit, Amund, that does seem odd.’

‘Word is, he was always a little strange,’ Harstad said. ‘A bit of a loner –’

Mother laughed at that cliché, but she didn’t pursue it. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we’ll have to wait and see. But I wouldn’t be surprised if there was more to this than meets the eye.’

There was a longish silence, though not an uncomfortable one. Silence did sometimes fall upon those Saturday gatherings, and Mother always lingered over it a while, observing the moment as if it were some unexpected blessing. She liked silence and she mistrusted those who were uncomfortable with it, which made such occasions dangerous for the likes of Rott, who seemed incapable of sitting quietly. After a few seconds, though, the quiet was broken – tactfully, and with all due ceremony – by one of the others in the room, someone who had not spoken till now. ‘Where did they find him?’ he asked, his voice only just audible. It was Ryvold. He didn’t say much, but when he did, there was always a suggestion in the words he spoke, or in the way he spoke them, that he had been lagging behind. Going at his own pace. Thinking.

There was another silence, then Harstad answered. ‘At Straumsbukta,’ he said. ‘Not far from where he lived. But they think he drifted down from somewhere up this way.’

That unaccustomed quiet descended again, then someone – I suppose it would have been Mother – got up and started moving about. There was a rattle of crockery and the sound of a kettle boiling and, though the conversation only stopped for a moment, I couldn’t make sense of what they were saying through the background noise. Still, I was a little intrigued by what I had heard – obviously, someone had drowned, and in a stolen boat, which was surprising in a place like Kvaløya – but I didn’t know, then, who they were talking about and, by itself, the story wasn’t enough to make me linger. Besides, I didn’t want to be any later than I was to see Kyrre. I could have gone down to the kitchen to fix some coffee and toast, just to listen in for a while before I made my escape – because I was curious, and the rising scent of something warm and buttery was making me hungry – but I knew Kyrre would at least have coffee on the go down at the hytte and, whatever the story was, I could be sure that he would know as much as anyone about what had happened. So I sneaked down quietly, hoping that no one would hear, and I slipped out through the front door, crossing the garden and closing the gate behind me. Then I hurried down through the stand of birch trees that Mother had planted there, between the gate and the road, and out into the sunshine, to the cool, lush meadows that led to the shore.

I have very few memories that I would be prepared to call my own. I have snapshots, sketches, fragments of stories and unfinished anecdotes, but none of them fit together and, when I try to retell them, they seem false, like something invented, or borrowed. For the first three years of my life, we lived in Oslo, but I don’t remember anything at all from that time. All I know is this island – Kvaløya, latitude seventy degrees north, far in the Arctic Circle, the place Mother chose when she decided to change everything and start her life over again. Back in Oslo, she was pretty successful and, though she wasn’t as well known as she is now, she was heading that way. At that time, she had a reputation mainly as a painter of portraits. She had a large apartment, interesting friends, professional standing – all the things she’d thought she wanted when she was growing up. Then, one day, she decided to move to the Arctic Circle. She didn’t really have a reason: she had never even been to the Arctic, and she didn’t know a soul north of Trondheim. But then maybe that was why, once she had made up her mind, she chose to come here, to a place she had never even heard of before she spread the map out on her drawing board and scanned what, at the time, must have looked like remote, empty places: long archipelagos of bird-haunted islands, the white yawn of the Finnmarksvidda, the fjords and coastal towns she knew from old paintings and children’s books. For a time, she had considered moving to Røros, where Harald Sohlberg spent much of his life. Sohlberg was then, as he is now, her favourite painter, an influence on her work that she talks about whenever she gives interviews (which she does far more often than might be considered normal for a supposed recluse). In the end, however, that probably seemed too obvious. So, instead, she chose Kvaløya, because it was far enough away from everything she knew and, if you really believe what she says in interviews, because she liked the name. There are other Kvaløyas, but this is the one she chose and, once she got here and saw this stretch of coast, and this high grey house looking out over Malangen, she knew she would never leave. I must have been with her on that first journey to our new home, but I don’t remember anything about it. I don’t remember living in Oslo either, and I don’t remember leaving. For me, it is as if I have never been anywhere else and, on the handful of trips we have made to Bergen and Oslo and, once, when I was twelve, to London, those other places didn’t seem real.

No: Kvaløya. Tromsø. Sommarøy. Hillesøy – for me, these are the real places, the home places. I picture my mother on the day she decided to come north, studying the map in her studio at the heart of the city, and I imagine her reading the names aloud to herself, like the promise of some parallel country where everything is as it has always been. There’s something different about time here, the old stories persist in the wood of the boathouses and the ferry docks, time drifts and founders in the pools of summer grass and willowherb that grow along the roadsides. All you have to do is choose the right day, the right weather, and you come upon a hidden place in the morning light where time stopped long before you were born. Or you turn off on some narrow path through the meadows and arrive at the secret country those names describe, somewhere in the sunlight of the 1960s. Of course, time still exists – it’s out there in the world where other people live, but it’s only an idea. It’s purely theoretical. Out there, in the busy world, the clocks are ticking, but we are mostly alone on our Whale Island and, whether it’s white night or winter dark, there’s not much here to betray the passing of clock-time. That was why Mother chose this particular grey house on this particular stretch of road between Mjelde and Brensholmen – she wanted not to be away from other people so much as to be unburdened of time, and the only way to do that is to live apart. The one neighbour we have on this stretch of shore, other than Kyrre Opdahl’s house, is the tiny hytte, one of those little summer dwellings people used to keep for hunting or fishing, let out now, to summer guests, but it’s not really a house, it’s just a cabin hunkered down on its own patch of grass and weeds by the shore. It’s closer to the sea than we are, almost as close as the little hut where Kyrre keeps his old boat and various leftover pieces of machinery and netting, and it seems to belong, half to the water and half to the land, just as that boathouse does.

I love the boathouse. It’s like a tabernacle: Kyrre puts as much work into it as he does into the hytte; he gives his narrow, well-weathered boat a fresh coat of red and blue paint every year, he takes the engine apart and cleans every single component and he keeps the interior of the thing spotless, but you never see him out on the water. He’s too old for that, he says – though he doesn’t look much more than fifty, and he’s as fit as a fiddle. I suppose the truth is, he’s lost the habit of doing things for pleasure. He only has time for work. He could have retired a long time ago, and nobody knows what he does with the money he earns from his various enterprises, but then, as he always says, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself if he didn’t keep busy. Sometimes he gets depressed in the winter, when it’s too cold for real work, but in the summertime he lets out this hytte and a couple of other properties further up the coast, near Brensholmen. His own house is a short walk from here, just out of sight through the birch woods, but even that is little more than a storehouse-cum-workshop, a sprawl of boxes and tools and half-constructed machines that runs from the kitchen, where he spends most of his time, along the hall and into the large spare room that looks more like a chandler’s workshop than a bedroom, threading through the ordinary details of his domestic life till it’s impossible to tell one from the other. He’s old now, so he says; but he’s as active as he ever was and, except for the few occasions when he sits down with me to drink coffee and tell me his stories, he never rests.

As busy as he is, however, he’s never too busy for Mother, and she relies on him for all manner of practical support. He supplies the logs for our stove; he helps in the garden; he mends things when they go wrong; he picks up our groceries and the art materials Mother has shipped up from Oslo or Bergen. He was the one who drove me into Tromsø every weekday, all through my school years, and I can still picture him as he was on that first morning, an immense, steady man with birdlike features and very close-cropped hair, climbing out of the driver’s seat and coming round to the back of the car to open the door with great ceremony and let me in, a shy schoolchild suddenly transformed into the Princess Royal. He was absurd, of course – he reminded me of the cockerel in a picture book I had – but I could see that he was also proud and dignified, a man with an inner life, whose sense of importance wasn’t confined to his own corner of existence, but spread out to touch the lives of everyone he met, even if they didn’t quite see the significance of the occasion. He was also my own personal storyteller, someone who charmed and frightened me, in more or less equal measure, all the time I was growing up.

Kyrre’s hytte is down by the beach, across the road and the meadow beyond, but it’s clearly visible from my bedroom window and from the landing where I would sit back then, keeping watch on the Sound and on the comings and goings of Kyrre’s tenants. It’s just a few feet from the waterline, when the tide is high and a summer guest can stand on the lawn to watch the terns as they hover above the shallow water, waiting for the glint of silver that will send them diving into the wash, like tiny lightning bolts, flashing in and out of the lit waves and returning with a sliver of a fish clasped tightly in their beaks. I call the hytte a dwelling place, not a house, because it’s so simple: a living room with a stove and a picture window looking out across the Sound, a tiny kitchen, two plain bedrooms furnished with bunks and narrow wardrobes at the back, where the shadows and the rain-scent of the meadows are always present, even on the finest days. According to Kyrre’s brochure, this hytte can sleep two adults and up to three children but, quite often, the summer guests are solitaries, men, for the most part, who have come north looking for quiet. Mostly, they are Norwegians, but occasionally there will be an Englishman or a German and, three years ago, through a long wet July, a Canadian philosopher sat at the window facing the Sound, listening to the rain bouncing off the roof and thinking about Kierkegaard. Or so Mother said. She had encountered him in a downpour one afternoon, while she was out on one of her solitary rambles, and she had invited him to tea but, to her great amusement, he had politely explained that he was too busy.

Mother doesn’t make a habit of inviting Kyrre’s guests round for tea, though, and she was probably glad when he declined her offer. It would have been a novel experience for her, of course: to be refused. Usually she was the one who did the refusing. Declined, refused, denied, withdrawn – these are the words that best describe her relations with the outside world, not just in her work, but in her personal life as well. She refuses to become an art celebrity, just as surely as she refuses the suitors, and yet, no matter how final these refusals are, it only brings her more critical success, and higher prices for her paintings. That surprised her at first, I think, because I know that her withdrawal wasn’t calculated, but it wasn’t long before she saw that she could use it to her advantage. And the truth is, nobody would ever deny that her remoteness – the mythic seclusion, the supreme integrity – is central to her artistic success. I know, now, that the suitors who came to our house back then were aware that it was precisely the impossibility of winning her heart that drew them back, week in, week out, year after year. They admired her painting, just as they admired her beauty – but what they admired most was her gift for refusal. A gift that would be mistaken for a pose, perhaps, were it not for the fact that, more than anything else, it is herself that she refuses – and that, above all, has always been her secret. That is her power. To turn away from the busy world is interesting, up to a point – and she didn’t become the artist she is today until she left Oslo and committed what many people considered professional suicide – but to refuse oneself is exemplary. To become nothing, to remove yourself from the frame – that is the highest form of art. Mother was always aware of this and the discipline of it extended into everything in her life – even into her dealings with Kyrre’s summer guests. She has always played a part, but the part she plays is her true self. You only have to know her work to understand that.

Throughout my teenage years, however, I made a hobby of Kyrre’s guests. Some I befriended, and I spent an occasional long afternoon in the room that faces the Sound, or on the tiny lawn that sits between the hytte and the beach, listening to their stories over coffee or bottles of Solo, but the majority I chose to observe in silence, watching from afar as they enjoyed the Arctic landscape, or the solitude they had come here to find. Watching – or, as Kyrre would have it, spying – which was probably fair. For several years back then, I was a spy of sorts, one of life’s observers. I would watch the summer guests from my bedroom window, tracking their movements through the binoculars Mother gave me for my thirteenth birthday and trying to work out what they were thinking. Occasionally, I’d even take photographs, using the zoom lens on my fancy camera – another birthday gift – but it never seemed prurient or intrusive and, when all’s said and done, mere watching struck me as a harmless activity, so long as the subjects had no idea that they were being observed. Every year, the guests would come and, every year, I decided which of them were interesting enough to be the subject of my observations and which would be ignored. I never bothered with the families who came from time to time and they weren’t about the place that much anyway, they just used the hytte as a base, driving back and forth to Tromsø and points north, or setting out mid-morning with picnic baskets and fishing nets for excursions to Sommarøy. I never bothered with them, or with the couples who came, thinking they’d found some empty landscape where they could be romantically alone together. No: it was the solitaries who interested me, the ones who were looking for the only miracle they could ever believe in – that miracle where time stops, or at least slows for a season, and the living, usually so haunted by clockwork, are permitted a fleeting glimpse of perceptible happiness. I liked those people as much as I liked anyone in those days and I wished them well. That was the main reason why I spied on them, I think. It was because I wanted them to be happy.

I found Kyrre Opdahl in the little shed next to the hytte, wiping cobwebs and birdshit off the deckchairs he supplied for his guests, so they could sit out at 3 a.m. and read by the midnight sun. That cliché. He knew I was there, of course, but he didn’t look up. He never did. That was a game he liked to play, pretending he hadn’t noticed that you were back, so you could both pretend you’d never gone away. A very subtle form of courtesy that was probably quite bewildering to people who didn’t know him. ‘Hey hey,’ I said. I scanned the room for something to do, but he was almost finished.

He looked up then. ‘Good afternoon,’ he murmured. His face was streaked with dust and gossamer. ‘That was good timing.’

‘Really?’

He smiled. ‘I was just about to take a break,’ he said. ‘So you’re just in time to put the kettle on.’

Nobody knew how old Kyrre Opdahl was. He seemed to have been there for centuries, so much a part and parcel of the island that he could disappear into it at will – or that’s how I saw it, at least, when I was a little girl and he was my steady companion, driving me to school in the mornings and returning to fetch me in the afternoons, a rock-like, impassive, yet hopelessly courteous throwback to another time, old even then, his hair clipped short, his eyes a surprising, almost charcoal grey. And all my life, he had been the keeper of stories. Some people thought of him as an absurd, superstitious old man, a sad leftover from an age when, in all seriousness, people here would gather around a fire and recite tales of the huldra, who came out of the earth or the sea tides in the form of an unbearably beautiful woman in a red dress to claim any unwary man she chanced upon. Or they would frighten the children with stories that seemed almost true, stories about the fisherman far at sea who finds a baby in his nets and brings it aboard, still living, its eyes a dark mica glitter, its voice so beguiling that, even though he knows the creature means him harm, he cannot help but take it home. After a while, people didn’t tell those stories any more, but they couldn’t quite suppress them either and, occasionally, through a gap in the usual conversation, or when a couple lay sleepless in their bed, the talk would drift dangerously into strange territory – a hint here, a half-joking suggestion there, and, before they knew it, mischief had got so far in that everything would change. A man’s eye would stray, a wife would turn cold, and a word, or a look, would lead to terrible violence or abandonment. There would always be an explanation, of course – a rational explanation – but under it all, in the nerves and in the blood, that other know ledge haunted them – and people like Kyrre were the keepers of that knowledge. They were the ones who unlocked the doors to the spirits nobody believed in; they were the ones who passed through the house in the small hours, like the sleepwalker in some old vampire film, opening the windows just wide enough for the terror by night to slip through.

Not all of Kyrre’s stories were old ones, though. For people like him, there was no old time – it was all present, all continuous. What happened now, in the plain light of day, was part of an eternal mystery, a story in which the living and the dead, the mad and the sane, the substantial and the ghostly, were interchangeable – and that afternoon, as we sat drinking coffee, the story he told was both matter-of-fact and magical. The story of a boy I knew and a local tragedy as old as the earth itself, in which the names of the participants barely mattered. At the time, he didn’t know where this story would go – but as he talked, I remembered the feeling I’d had on waking, that feeling of dread that I had dismissed too readily. Something really was wrong, only I hadn’t known what. Nobody had.

He didn’t begin until we had gone through to the hytte and, even then, he must have thought he was just passing the time. ‘I suppose you heard about Mats Sigfridsson?’ he said, as he washed his hands.

I have to admit, my heart skipped a beat then. I didn’t know what had happened to Mats, but I knew someone had drowned and it wasn’t much of a leap to put the two things together. I put down the coffee pot. ‘What about him?’ I said.

Kyrre turned. ‘You haven’t heard?’ His face was calm, but I could see he was thinking, wondering how to proceed.

I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, trying to sound as neutral as possible. ‘What happened?’ I picked up the coffee pot and started to pour. After all, Mats Sigfridsson was nothing to me. He was just a boy in my class at school. He wasn’t a friend, or a boyfriend; if anything, I had always thought of him as a little odd. It alarmed me to see how, whenever he was parted from his brother, he fell into a strange, apathetic state, troubled in his soul, remote from the rest of the world, and almost frighteningly alone. It bothered me when I turned round in class and caught him staring at me, or perhaps through me, as if I were thin air. I wouldn’t want to make too much of it, but there had been times when I’d caught sight of him sitting in the back corner of a classroom, gazing out at the world with a remote, slightly puzzled air and I’d found myself thinking of him as a kindred spirit, because at least he liked the quiet, and he preferred his own company. I rarely had anything to do with him, it was true, yet there were occasions when we passed each other by with care and an odd, slightly troubled curiosity – like woodland animals, say, who meet by chance in a clearing and navigate passage, watchful, curious and, at the same time, slightly awed. I don’t know what interested me about him, and I had no good reason to believe he took the same more or less friendly interest in me. I just suspected that he was a boy who could have understood how I saw the world, if I’d ever been able to get close enough to explain.

I’m not talking about a romance here, of course. He wasn’t attracted to me, and I certainly wasn’t attracted to him. The fact is, I was never very big on attraction back then, or on any of the usual stuff people my age were supposed to obsess about. I had a couple of close calls in my mid-teens, but by that summer there was no question about it, just as there is no question of it now: no romance, no little secrets and late-night confidences over the phone, and no sex either. In truth, the whole idea of romantic love just leaves me cold. I’m not repelled by it, or anything like that. I’m not repressed or lonely or frigid, I’m just not interested. At that time, I couldn’t help thinking that it was all a trick – that love was one of the things I was supposed to want, like clean, volumised hair or a new stereo. Attraction just felt like another product they were trying to sell me – and it still does. I’ve not met him yet, is what I always say when people ask me if I have anyone special, or if I’m seeing anybody, though what I’m tempted to answer is that, surely, it’s none of their business. At such times, I wonder: how did it come about, that people feel so free to enquire into the deepest secrets of another person’s life? Have you got a special friend? Do you have a boyfriend right now? What am I supposed to say? What does anybody say? Yes, but I’m not sure if I love him, and even if I did, I’m pretty certain it won’t last. Or, No, it’s just sexual, we get together twice a week to do things to each other’s bodies, in that curious
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