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         The warmest day of the entire summer arrives at the start of September, an Indian summer before the rain starts and the leaves begin to fall. I’m standing high up on a slope and I can sense the autumn gathering beyond the hills. The town is as hot as a baker’s oven and everyone has left in order to cool off on the beaches to the west of the town centre. 

         There’s not a person in sight. The housing estates and parks, country roads and dry gravel paths are desolate and lifeless. I should have been at the beach as well, but I have too much harvesting to do. So does Even in the neighbouring farm. We work together on the machines and have been trudging around both day and night for the last little while in shifts, working on other people's land first. Now we just have our own land to work on. Typical, then, that the wire snapped just as Even sticks the knives in the dry, golden sea of barley. I remove the wire and drive home to weld it, but it kept snapping, and the earliest we could get a new one was tomorrow.

         I resign, exhausted, hungry, angry and way too warm. My head is boiling and sweat is streaking down my back. Even was lying half inside the old beast of a combine harvester, removing the wire again. From where I was standing, blinded by the sun, it looked like his naked torso and the machine were melting together in a kind of Cronenberg-esque dream sequence. Even is a few years older than me and evidently more patient. At least, he is ploughing forward with the ruined part in his fist, even though he doesn’t entirely know what to do with it.

         “No, for fuck’s sake. This isn’t going anywhere after all.” He throws his gloves on the ground and climbs into the front seat, rustling around behind it. “Here,” he says, throwing down a bottle of Jack Daniels. 

         “Whisky in this heat, though?” I ask, half joking, half serious.

         “Until these bloody vehicles come with a fridge to keep the beer cold, yes. I’d thought about popping it as soon as we were finished. But this isn’t whisky or bourbon, Mads. This is Gentleman Jack,” he says ceremoniously, probably meaning that it’ll do for us now. He wipes the sweat from his forehead, making it even dirtier, kicks off his shoes and pulls off his sweat-soaked socks. He scratches his head with a filthy hand and wiggles his bare toes in the grass. He grins and nudges me in the side. 

         “Now we look stupid.” 

         “Hehe, yeah.”

         I unscrew the bottle and respectfully take a generous gulp of the exclusive brown liquor. It burns like a bonfire in my throat and my stomach catches fire in a wonderful, scathing way. I feel it in my hands, down my arms, prickling beneath the skin. We haven’t eaten all day and the alcohol hits us immediately. A comfortable numbness settles over us.

         “Amazing, right?” Even raises the bottle towards the sky, drinking and swallowing until there are tears in his eyes. 

         “Mhm. If we could catch the summer and put it in a glass, concentrate the sunny days and the warmth and the people and their smiles and laughter and love so that everything could fit into a glass, then it would probably taste something like this,” I say.

         “Hehe, that’s exactly how I feel as well,” he says, relieved both over the poetry and the fact that it didn’t take much for me to forget our barley-harvesting goals. I don’t think either of us are typical for our field of work. I studied film and theatre after high school, while Even has always wanted to talk about jazz and architecture and design and opera instead of fertilisers and elk hunting. Things like this are often met with resounding silence out here in the country.

         We sit on a gentle slope, half in the shade. The bottle is passed back and forth between us and, as it the case for boys young and old, we don’t need to talk much. The river flows quietly beside us in a large S, mosquitos dance on the surface of the water and the swallows rush past like radio-controlled daggers a hundred metres in the air. 

         “This place fills me with calm,” I say after a long while. Even nods. We belong here. He has taken over his farm after his father, me after my own. Our families have come down to the river from both sides and swam and chatted and played and loved here for generations. I kissed Silje, my wife, here for the first time after a street party many years ago, when we were young and beautiful and naive. Our oldest daughter was probably conceived under the larch tree here. My grandfather taught me to swim here, and my children have learned how to swim from theirs. Even probably has similar memories from the other side of the river. 

         The whisky sharpens my senses. I can hear the phases of the moon and the gravitational pull of the Earth and solar storms while I study a speck on my hand in the light of the afternoon. ‘The hand is perhaps not clean, but the dirt is honest and deserved,’ I thought. Even looks at me, lost in his thoughts. I feel like I have wool in my head and my body is sluggish after the toil of the last few days - the heat, not enough food, annoyed by the bad luck with the combine harvester, which sits slumped like an injured dinosaur up on the hill.
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