










The House in the Dark


Part allegory, part fable, The House In The Dark was written in secret during the German occupation of Norway, and gives a stirring picture of how a society struggled to stay united under the strain of being watched by their invaders.


TARJEI VESAAS was born on a farm in the small village of Vinje in Telemark, an isolated mountainous district of southern Norway, in 1897 and, having little taste for travel and an abiding love of his native countryside, died there in 1970 aged seventy-two. A modernist who wrote, against literary convention, in Nynorsk rather than the Danish-influenced literary language Bokmål, he is regarded as one of Norway’s greatest twentieth-century writers. The author of more than twenty-five novels, five books of poetry, plus plays and short stories, he was three times a Nobel Prize candidate, although he never won the laureate. He did, however, receive Scandinavia’s most important literary award, the Nordic Council Literature Prize. He first began writing in the 1920s, but he did not gain international recognition until the mid-1960s when Peter Owen first published his books in translation; since then they have appeared in many languages. Doris Lessing described The Ice Palace as a ‘truly beautiful book … poetic, delicate, unique, unforgettable, extra ordinary’. The other work of fiction which, together with this novel, is generally regarded as his best is The Birds. At the time of his death he was considered Scandinavia’s leading writer, and to this day coachloads of his fans go on pilgrimage to his farmhouse home.
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In Memory of Stig





TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD


The House in the Dark was written in Norway during the Second World War in unusual circumstances. Tarjei Vesaas had already recorded his interpretation of the unleashing of violence on the world in 1939 in his novel The Seed, published in 1940.1 By 1945 no one doubted that the war would soon be over, but in Occupied Norway there was much uncertainty as to how it would end. In her memoirs of her life with Vesaas,2 Halldis Moren Vesaas, herself a poet and writer, relates the details of the novel’s composition and the effect on her husband and herself of the news of the ending of hostilities:


‘Tarjei, who was always inclined to imagine the worst, believed that the final struggle in Norway would be severe, and did not doubt that he would be taking part in it himself. That winter and spring of 1945 he worked more steadily than he had ever done before, or would do later. Normally he never worked at night, but now I used to wake in the small hours and see the light of his desk lamp still shining under the study door…. As usual he made little reference to what he was doing. But I understood that it must be something important.


‘One Sunday in early spring we invited our local vicar, Christen Raustøl, to come over. When the children had been put to bed that evening, Tarjei went up to his room and brought down a few pages of manuscript which he began reading to us. He seldom used to read aloud from anything he was working on, so this was a little out of the ordinary.


‘And what he read to us was out of the ordinary. It was the chapter from The House in the Dark that describes the meeting between the Resistance leader, Stig, and the clergyman, “the man who holds this extraordinary and impossible office”. I don’t think we said a word when he had finished. I don’t suppose we were able to find any…. We sat mute, moved, full of wonder. What we had heard was taken directly from the days, the dark night, through which we were living, and yet it touched on timeless problems. And how could the writer know all this?…Who are you, after all, you whom I should know so well?


‘Later he brought me the completed manuscript to read. At that time it was called The Pointer on the Wall.


‘I sat alone, reading. He kept away. For once I had not a single alteration to suggest…. Never before, when reading one of Tarjei’s manuscripts, had I felt so strongly that I was holding something exceptional in my hands. Nor something so dangerous. “This is more dangerous to have about the house than the radio,” I said.


‘And out of the house it went immediately. He made a solid zinc box for it, and buried it among the trees above the lake. Afterwards he took me there and showed me where he had hidden it, so that I should be able to find it again if he himself were gone when the time came to have it published.


*


‘And then, May 7th: the News. We ran out of doors, laughing and crying, found the flag and hoisted it. People from the farms further down the hills were working out in the fields. They straightened up and stood stock still. On the farms higher up they had no radio and could not see the flag. We wrote notes and sent the children off with them, then put the radio on the living-room table and turned it on full blast in front of the open window….


‘Of course we had to get together, everyone in the district. We had the largest living-room. The children ran off again with more messages telling people to come. And come they did, old and young: the smallest was eight months old. We listened to the jubilation in Sweden broadcast over the radio, we sang, Tarjei and I took out and read our hidden writings that no longer needed to be concealed. It was daylight on May 8th before we broke up. After a few hours it was again time to switch on the radio and open the window, so that those who were back at work in the fields could keep in touch with what was happening. And the very first thing that did happen was one of the most moving – Olav Midttun’s familiar voice: “This is the Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation…”


‘All of it incredible, and all of it true. People gathered, for church services and at home. One party out at Åmot ended up at the doctor’s house, where we were offered an unaccustomed drink: real coffee. Both of us felt quite drunk as we cycled unsteadily home in the chill of the early morning, Tarjei singing so that the mountainsides re-echoed.’


If the circumstances of the book’s authorship were unusual, so was the form chosen by Vesaas for recording the Occupation years. Part allegory, part parable, on one level the novel describes the drab lives of the inhabitants of an enormous house that has suffered a catastrophe of supernatural dimensions; on another it depicts the struggle against the forces of darkness in poetic terms, combining biblical echoes with highly modem symbols. Yet there is sufficient realism and individual characterization, particularly of the figures on the side of the Resistance, to enable the reader to share the agony of their dangers, uncertainties and sufferings.


The House in the Dark was published in the autumn of 1945, along with many other hidden poems and prose works that saw the light of day during the first months of the peace. Now that we can look back on this period over a time-span of more than thirty years, it seems astonishing that the Norwegian experience of war could have been conveyed in such clear perspective by someone so intimately involved.


E.R.


1 Published by Peter Owen, London, 1966.


2 I Midtbös Bakkar, Aschehoug, Oslo, 1974.
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In a Bewitched House


If anyone should ask what this huge object is, heaving and cracking in the darkness, it is a bewitched house.


Here, beneath a single, gigantic, convex roof, are collected countless rooms and corridors and narrow passages, cut off from the rest of the world by dense, oppressive darkness. There are open courtyards inside this extensive house, but the darkness lies over it all like a crushing weight. If anyone were foolish enough to climb up on to the roof in an attempt to see something, he would simply feel as if his eyes had been torn out. He would come down again quickly and crawl away home.


The house is cracking. No one knows exactly why, or how it started, but it is cracking all the time. A silent storm is raging inside it: a mounting tension that is being encouraged, and suppressed too, until it splits apart.


It’s this darkness.


It came while the house was asleep, settled over it, and will not go away. It sprang up like a seething spring, so that the windows were blinded and mouths became dumb, and from out of the darkness came people who held power. They lit up the corridors with their beautiful shining arrows. Then they set about making their own house within the house, and at once the silent storm began wearing it down.


So that now the stifled house is cracking from within and quaking from top to bottom. It can be felt as soon as you put your hand on anything connected with it.


Then some of them are afraid that the house is going to fall, and remember in sadness what it has meant to them. The darkness presses down as if an enormous, heavy helmet were arching over everything.


But inside the broad corridors it is light enough. Between the rooms go broad passageways with light shining from glistening, gilded arrows that have been hung there.


Now and then people pause and look at them. In their heads is a hammering and a buzzing, and their temples are seething with this fearful pressure. They stand looking at the arrows. The long arrows are fastened horizontally along the corridor, all pointing in the same direction. They are pointing the way to something. They curve around the corners of the passageway to other shining, well-lit corridors between the countless closed doors. Further and further away the arrows beckon, towards something, towards the centre, where the darkness wells up. In flight, alive, the glittering arrows hang there, pointing the way to the centre. A man goes the rounds polishing them. It’s the kind of gold that needs polishing. Nobody stops to talk to this man.


Nobody seems to walk here. People cross the corridor on tiptoe. You will find life in the side passages, that are dark and narrow. In the arrow corridor everyone is in a hurry to get across. They look, afraid, in the direction in which the arrows are pointing.


Come, come, beckon the arrows, and their beautiful, naked forms are beguiling, but people scurry into the passages and cellars and into their cubbyholes.


Then a noise may be heard: a cry somewhere near. A choked cry comes from a neighbour: ‘They’ve just been there. He’s been taken away in the van.’ Someone is left behind calling his name in farewell. Left behind, grieving.


And they look out through the blank window, as if a streak of light must come. But it does not grow lighter at all, only more blank, more dense.


Now heart rests close against heart. The bewitched house has gone for a brief moment, has disappeared with its oppressive rooms. Now there is only you. Ourselves.


A single name is spoken: ‘Karen.’


No more. Let it be so, this little moment that we have on credit.


Other things, too, will become clear in a while, out of the strangely drifting dusk. His name. The man.


‘Yes, Stig –’ breathed rather than spoken, and then silence.


This is ours. We are from the beginning, where all things are created. We too have taken part in it.


‘Yes, Stig.’


‘Yes, Karen.’


Then the house cracks. It has been doing so all the time. But now they are aware of it again. Aware of what is happening, and what may be happening.


‘Let’s be alone together just a little bit longer,’ she begs, when she notices that his thoughts have begun circling.


He answers, ‘Of course, Karen.’


She is a part of the house. This thing that is wearing down the house is wearing her down too. He feels closer to her on account of it. He rests his large man’s hand on her body, as if it could still the waves and calm her heart a little. The cracking makes her clutch him tightly.


‘Why can’t there be an end to all this?’ she says in a moment of weakness.


He replies that it will surely come to an end. But it’s bound to take time.


She is caressing his body.


‘I wish we could stay like this for ever.’


It is natural for her to talk this way in times such as these. Stig is part of a hidden, desperate struggle, and nobody knows what the coming hours will bring.


‘Don’t let’s talk about that,’ says Stig curtly.


‘I know I ought not to.’


‘If I get into hot water I’ll call for you,’ he tells her unexpectedly. She does not reply from where she is lying in the darkness.


‘Did you hear what I said?’


‘Yes. But that mustn’t happen!’ she says.


But he knows very well that she is prepared for it. She is a part of this house.


Now she is silent. It is quite dark, so he cannot see her face. As soon as she is silent she recedes into the darkness.


‘Karen.’


She is there again.


‘Yes?’


‘You must try to answer when you know I’m calling you.’


‘Yes…’ she answers hopelessly.


She starts to talk about other things.


‘Stig,’ she says with difficulty, ‘what will become of Rascal if –?’


That’s where her thoughts are. With the child Rascal asleep in his corner. Stig can only register it.


‘You’ll manage all right with Rascal,’ he answers calmly. ‘I’m not worried on that account.’


‘But…’


‘You know you will, Karen.’


She recedes into the darkness.


Stig lies there thinking about it. She is beside him, but her thoughts are with her child, as they must be. He is forced to put other matters first. The responsibility for many people and many vital tasks means he must put Karen and Rascal second. Don’t think about them. Don’t get your own affairs mixed up in it. It has become an iron law. Only in that way can the hidden struggle be continued.


She is there again.


‘I’ll try to answer,’ she says.


He replies gratefully, ‘If you do, I’ll know. And you’ll hear about it later. That you were there too.’


She does not dare ask him how. He is strange and strong beside her in the darkness.
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High and Dry


Martin is sitting at his desk. There are stamps of all colours spread out over it. Martin is supposed to be working with them, classifying them and studying them, since it is his job – but at this moment he is sitting stock-still, without even glancing at the scraps of paper.


It’s not safe enough here, he is thinking. One can’t feel safe. And I must if I’m to work.


He listens.


The thought flashes through him: The house is cracking.


Dreadful things are happening outside in secret, he knows. But why should it concern me? It’s not convenient for me. I have this work to do. I, too, wish with all my heart that we could be rid of all that has befallen us, but it’s not my job to join in a crude struggle against it. Let those who have the talent do so. I haven’t.


He listens to the cracking, to the pressure, a deep, low buzzing through the immense, bewitched house. But above all he listens to the door of his room, in case someone is tapping on it, warning him.


Three sharp taps. They can be heard on the doors now and then, sometimes here, sometimes there, a warning from the people who are active in the cellars, that you must come out and join them, that they need your help. Martin knows what it means. He knows he can expect it at any moment. Three sharp taps on the door – and then out!


I won’t, he thinks. If they tap at this door it’ll be by mistake. It has nothing to do with me. I’m too deeply involved in all this.


He looks at his stamps again.


I must work and not think about this nonsense any more. I’m wasting precious time.


But soon he is listening once more. This muffled, threatening cracking – what is it? As if the house were straining at every joint. You could imagine that out of doors it would have looked as if the house were swaying backwards and forwards, gaping cracks appearing in the foundations. As if now, now the endless tension must snap.


But it doesn’t collapse. It stands. There probably wouldn’t have been anything to see from outside, anyway. Only an immense, complex house standing there, solitary and silent.


Martin listens. No three taps on the door. But he ought to be certain they would never come, that’s the point. His thoughts go to a safer room, a room that nobody would find if they wanted to tap on his door.


Why should they try to force me like this? he thinks, getting a little angry. Obviously it’s a question of force, I’ve seen that for myself. People should leave each other alone.


He tries to silence the nagging voice with all kinds of advice, but it will not fall silent; it remains, throbbing and smarting, and he is forced, reluctantly, to think about those who are to blame.


Sometimes his mood changes. The thought of those three taps is the reason. It arouses a fascination in him for the people he is afraid of and is trying to hide from. He becomes one of their comrades.


Here we are, he thinks.


Nobody can escape this, so here we shall stay; but here we are, and there are countless rooms in this house, and we have something to do in every corner of it, prising out the people hiding away in their cubbyholes.


Listen to the three taps!


Come out!


Yes, he has been waiting for it impatiently, and he comes out. There they stand, irresolute and full of doubt. They have knocked on his door but are uncertain.


‘Come along!’ he says to them. ‘Follow me!’


‘We will,’ they say, their eyes lighting up.


‘Let’s go to the centre.’


‘Let’s go to the centre,’ they echo. ‘But you’re going first, aren’t you, Martin?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘But then you’re finished too.’


‘I’m ready for that,’ he says.


Then he hears laughter somewhere so clearly that he is struck dumb, and cringes, and speaks the truth.


‘No, no, the three taps must not come for me! The house must not see what sort of a person I am. Let them believe I am somebody.’


He drops his eyes in shame, although there is no one to see him here in private.


He has nothing particular to look back on. Thirty years. Years of study. He sits here at his desk, as he has always done, among piles of paper. There is dust on the table. Books and thick stamp albums. He has huge collections of them. And he sits here working on them, writing about them for smart magazines and periodicals. He is alone in the world. His closest relatives are gone, the others are strangers. He has a friend called Anna whom he visits now and then. He has a room in the huge house, and he has a job that permits him to stay in his room all the time. He consults enormous tomes and measures perforations and watermarks. He looks for possible faults in drawings of post horns, presidential profiles and parrots.


But who can work in such a state of unrest, when the house is cracking, when one can feel the pressure in one’s body as if one’s ears are stopped up?


It is a long time since any proper work was done at his desk. Dust is collecting on the surface.


He goes across to the blank window-pane. He leans his forehead against it but finds no coolness. Then he goes back to his chair. The stamps lie in front of him but he doesn’t touch them. He is simply listening to the house cracking. His eyes are vacant from listening.


Of course, he thinks, food. Mealtimes. It must be time for a meal. One must stick to routine.


His apartment is well organized. He goes over to the wall and opens a door. Food is laid out there on a small table. Food already prepared, a warm drink on the hot-plate, and plenty of it, at a time when many people are ransacking their homes in search of bread. There is a chair for him in there as well. He sits down on the chair and picks up his food, listening anxiously for the cracking sound and for the expected three taps. He eats only a little at a time and chews slowly, listening all the while. Then he has no more appetite, closes the door, and returns to his desk, his papers and stamps.


Ah yes, and now I must regulate my digestion, he thinks after a while.


He goes across to another wall and opens a door there too. A door to a narrow passage. He disappears down it.


Then he is back again, listening.


No, nothing.


The house is quaking in the soundless storm. It feels as if the black window-panes are bulging outwards. They do not crack, but bulge out from the pressure.


How are things in the other rooms? he thinks abruptly.


But he brushes this thought aside just as abruptly. I haven’t the time. Everyone must attend to his own business in his own room, and leave everyone else alone. That’s the solution, he tells himself. I could have gone out and told them, but what’s the use of saying anything to people like that?


He goes on listening to the cracking.


Why can’t I work in peace? All I want is to be allowed to work in peace on what interests me. I don’t demand much! If only everyone thought like that, he says, wishing someone could hear him.


Well, back to work.


His pen is lying on the desk, but when he tries to pick it up his arm seems numb and he makes a grasping movement at one side of the pen, his nails clawing in the dust on the desk, making a scraping sound.


He gives a start and looks at the scratches he has made. That was a near thing, he thinks, without knowing what he means.


But what are they doing in the other rooms?


I don’t want to be bothered with that!


His body turns cold in the midst of its feverish trembling: perhaps someone from the other rooms might come in here?


What about the door?


He jumps to his feet and inspects it. The door is strong and solid. The lock is strong and solid too, and makes a satisfactory, oily click when he turns the key in it.


He turns it, but it has already been turned twice so it will go no further.


So he sits down at the desk again. And listens.


What is this thing in the storm? It passes through you as if you were nothing but a sieve….


Time passes. Eyelids droop quietly in a corner. There is no distinction between night and day in the bewitched house. The lamps are always burning, but night droops its eyelids just the same. Martin notices this.


Ah yes, and so to bed, he thinks. The routine. He goes across to the wall and opens yet another hidden door. There is a comfortable bed in there. He goes in and undresses, takes off his clammy shirt and showers in the narrow passage, then gets into the bed in the wall, leaving the door to his room open to give himself air. Otherwise he might die.


He says: It must be night now. I’ll get to sleep and see if I feel better in the morning.


He has switched off the lamp and it is quite dark. But somewhere far, far away stars are striding across the wide plains of the sky. One knows about them. No one has been allowed to see them since the darkness seethed up and engulfed this house – but one knows they are there. One lies imagining that this soundless, powerful storm creates a mist, and in this mist the Pleiades are hanging with a slight tail following them, but perhaps they are really burning. And all the other stars are shining softly, as hazy as milk. They have done so since the storm set in above the unhappy, beautiful house. Martin lies here, and knows about it, even though not a single ray will reach him.


Let me sleep. It’s been such a long time.


Something says, What have you to sleep on?


I don’t know, he replies. But I need sleep so badly. It’s all the same to me, whatever’s happening in the other rooms.


Sleep does not come. He listens to everything he hears and for everything he dreads hearing. He gets up again and switches on the light. Perhaps the outer door is not locked after all and someone might come in? He goes over and tests it.


It is locked as much as it can be locked. As far as human ability can stretch, he says to himself, using those very words. He can feel quite safe. All his wants are supplied in the walls around him; he need never go out through the door.


He listens, standing in his nightshirt in the middle of the floor, listens to the rooms he cannot see, where they are suffering. He knows about them, but what can he do about it? He is here and must work.


We are many souls here, he thinks, using the old-fashioned expression. Perhaps someone is dying at this moment, he thinks reluctantly, as if he will be blamed for that too. He knows very well that there are many who die. Suddenly he links them with the softly shining stars in the storm, the stars that no one can see. Idiotic, but the picture forms itself. Then he is suddenly frightened by an icy thought: Perhaps this night thy soul shall be required of thee.


He had been about to go back to bed, but this terrifying notion leads him to test the well-oiled, efficient locks yet again, while it continues to plague him.


What’s happening in the other rooms now? he wonders. It will never let him rest. I have said it’s none of my business! What in the world has it got to do with me? I can’t stand people who meddle in the affairs of others!


He feels the urge to kick a chair and does so, and the chair overturns. It hurts his toes, but it gives him sufficient strength to go to bed and turn off the light. To lie with the lights burning reminds him of illness.


At the moment when the light clicks off he thinks he hears a cry. Far away, and weak. There must be several walls between him and the sound. No, it was here.


He sits up.


‘Anyone here?’ he asks, and listens, beads of sweat forming. No, there’s nobody here, nobody can get in. He listens but no more sounds come.


Deep down he realizes that it was only word from the centre, from the black weight in the middle of the house, from someone under torture because he joined the struggle. Now he has been caught and taken to the centre, and will be tried.


Martin wipes it away as if he had a damp cloth in his hand and it was chalked up on a blackboard. I know nothing about this. It’s just a lot of rumours. We don’t know for certain what’s happening.


He listens. No more cries. Only that solitary one. From someone being tortured. And which had reached him through wall upon wall in the terror-stricken, helpless house.


It did come from there, however impossible it may seem, and you know it, Martin!


No, he replies, sick and tired, but alarmed. He has turned the light on yet again.


Anna, he thinks. A comforting, calming name to cling to when one cannot find rest.


He is in such a state that he feels he must see her immediately. He will have to go to her, however much he dislikes stepping outside the door.


The idea chivvies him. He gets up and puts on his clothes. His feet are slightly numb when he puts his full weight on them. It’s because of the storm.


Better go to Anna, he thinks, twisting open the many well-oiled bolts.


And then he is out in the bewitched house. There are passageways and doors in every direction. The dark side passages and the broad, empty corridors, brightly illuminated and furnished with pointing gilded arrows along the walls. The arrows are long and beautiful, and point inwards towards the centre. A heavy black roof arches above it all. Everything is hidden and everything is on guard. However quietly Martin may move, someone will hear him, and narrow cracks or silent peep-holes will open in the doors.


At that moment a choked cry comes from somewhere. Martin catches his breath. Somebody in front of him has heard it as well, and he too catches his breath. The two of them are standing beside a glaring lamp and their eyes meet fleetingly. The doomed cry is mirrored in them. They are too embarrassed to talk about it. If one of them had asked ‘Did you hear anything?’ the other would not have answered him. They have chosen to keep their distance.


A door opens and a head emerges.


‘Anything the matter?’


‘No,’ they reply, blindly.


The face in the doorway disappears; the door closes quietly; the well-oiled bolts slide back. That’s what this house is like. Martin walks on quickly. From one door that seems to be tight shut he can feel piercing eyes watching him. I ought to be inside, he thinks. This is no house for walking about in.


At the crossway the gilded arrows are pointing towards an inner core. But it is not in this corridor. The arrows merely point round another corner further on. And they do not end there either. Nobody sees where they end, they just point inwards. Nobody goes there, unless he has arrows on his clothes. All the others keep to the side passages. All kinds of activity go on in the side passages, muffled and camouflaged, but there.


Martin bumps into a man who is walking in the direction of the arrows and does not wish to be seen, for he halts, shamefaced, as if he does not know the way.


‘Are you familiar with this part?’ he asks, looking away.


‘No,’ says Martin.


‘No, I’m quite confused, I’ve lost my way,’ says the man. ‘But I’m sure it’s here,’ he adds suddenly and walks away, this time in a completely different direction from the one he was following when Martin bumped into him – when he had been going straight towards the centre.


Nobody goes towards the centre.


Martin watches the man go with a feeling of satisfaction. Look how human he is – one can recognize oneself. How natural he was!


Martin walks along a side passage and comes out into the arrow corridor again. There he bumps into the man a second time. He is on his way towards the centre once more. Martin has no intention of hindering him, but the man mutters an imprecation and turns, pretending to search among these doors for the right one. As if searching for the devil. Martin hurries away from him, a satisfied sigh in his heart: Look how human he is! That’s how we are when we don’t show off and try to be different and superior and condemn others.


He is seething with hatred for the people he is thinking about now. He walks faster, but before he has gone very far he is pressing up against the wall. He has heard a dragging, almost imperceptible sound from round the corner. So low, and yet as if heard by all. Something that makes you think of a huge snake slithering along. A few quiet rubber tyres are producing this unpleasant sound. It is the notorious van passing, paralysing people with its sound. It slithers round the house continually, bringing people into the centre. Nobody knows when it might not be standing outside their door.


Martin hears the slight sound and turns quickly with his face to the wall. He will not turn round. He knows what it looks like: seemingly without any people in it this van glides along. It is completely closed, like a black shadow coming to give warning of destruction and horror. He flattens himself against the wall, hears it gliding across the floor behind him and move past. Somebody who has been battling against the darkness is going to be collected. The darkness itself comes and brings him in to the great centre.


Horrible scenes come into his mind. The van glides past, along the shining arrow corridor, and turns the corner. Then nothing more is known of it. It never stops exactly where it is going to strike.


Martin shakes off the horror. There is no need for him to be afraid of it. Why should he behave in such a way as to end up in the van? His work lies in other areas. He is sorry for those who do end up there, of course, but they should have thought of that before.


He walks on. Then he meets a fellow he knows. It is past bedtime, but it does not surprise him when he encounters someone. The house is bewitched, and is subject to such pressure that people’s temples are hammering.


The glaring light falls on the face of his acquaintance. Martin can see it is still tense with anxiety.


‘What’s the matter?’ asks Martin.


‘I met the van.’


So did I, Martin was about to say, but stopped himself. Something warned him not to. He must pretend he did not meet the van and go on walking calmly. It is as if you must be guilty before you can be collected by it, otherwise you’re in a poor way.


‘Oh, where?’


His acquaintance does not point. It is dangerous to point here; you never know who may be watching you. He merely makes a movement of his head in the right direction.


Martin would rather not have met him. He does not like meeting people. He can see that the fellow is going to say something teasing now that his sudden anxiety has retreated, softening his face once more.


‘Perhaps it was on its way to you,’ he says, smiling at Martin. ‘Lucky you weren’t home.’


Martin feels a wave of heat shoot through him.


‘Perhaps so,’ he answers stiffly.


‘Well, good night,’ says his acquaintance, and goes.


Martin is left burning with guilt. Then he goes down the side passage.


How stupid people are!


I’ll never know how to take them.


One should never bother one’s head with what they say, but still….


He hurries along to Anna’s room, which is here in this side passage. Someone rushes past him, his face distorted by the storm. He rushes past without a sound, he looks hunted. Martin shakes it off and knocks calmly, but with trembling fingers, on Anna’s door.


He knocks in the way they have agreed upon, so that she does not call out. He waits for a moment, then hears footsteps crossing the floor. She turns the key and opens the door.


She is beautiful, and in her long nightgown she is even more so, but he does not notice. Not now. Woman’s fragrance meets him, but he does not embrace her. He just stands uneasily in front of her.


‘Can you hear it cracking?’ he asks.


‘What are you doing here?’ is all she replies. ‘What’s come over you, Martin?’


She has the fragrance of a young woman. She is his woman. His hands treasure the memory of her body.


‘You must surely hear it all, you too!’ he says.


The storm is raging through the house. Through this room. Anna is so tired she is ready to drop because of this endless strain and all that comes with it. Yet she is fragrant. There are riches still in reserve. She only stares at Martin without answering.


‘What is it, Anna?’ he asks at last, already beginning to regret that he came here so blindly.


‘I ought to ask you that,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you.’


He regrets this encounter, but now he is forced to say: ‘How do I strike you, then?’


‘Are you afraid?’ The words are out almost before she is aware of it or means to utter them. For she understands him so well that she knows she has guessed right.


She adds quickly: ‘No, I didn’t mean it, but still…it’s as if something…’


‘Yes, you did mean it!’ he says, blazing. ‘I don’t know what you expect.’


‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ he begins again when she says nothing, simply goes on standing in front of him in her long gown.


She just looks. What does she want? The question snarls inside him. But she simply stands looking at him searchingly. Searching and disheartened.


What do you expect of me? he thinks, and curses her because she seems so bloodthirsty.


‘It’s easy for you to put on a face like that!’ he says, snarling. ‘You’re safe enough.’


She only looks at him as before. Sadly. He makes no move to approach her. He takes a step backwards and she sees it. He doesn’t want her.


‘Are you going?’ she asks slowly, white from the pressure arching above her.


‘Yes, I am.’


Her hand is ready to hold him, but he evades it and goes. He believes he hears a sob behind him. Too bad. Why did she behave like that? Who could put up with it? What does she want?


He emerges once more into the stream of shining arrows. They seem alive on either side of him. There is nobody in sight, but one has the impression that someone has just been here. The stream of arrows shines golden in the distance, turns the corner, and is extinguished.


Martin follows it without hesitation down to the corner. Let me try it, just a little. It’s so easy this way. It feels safe, following the arrows.


When he reaches the corner the stream is there again, shining as far as the eye can see and turning another corner. ‘Come!’ they beckon, as is their intention.


A man comes out of a shadow as if he were standing on guard. Martin shrinks. He did not want to meet this man in this place. He knows who he is. They just call him Christopher. Why is he standing here?


Martin is forced to stop. Why was I going in this direction ? How damnable everything is! Now it’s too late to get away.


Christopher’s expression is harsh. ‘Are you going down there?’ he asks harshly, standing right in front of Martin as if to bar the way.


‘No!’ says Martin. ‘Of course not!’


‘Then I wouldn’t hang around if I were you.’


Christopher’s tone is frosty.


‘It’s so easy to lose one’s way,’ he concludes, and makes as if to go back towards the darkness again, to his dangerous watch. The shining light here is no light but seething darkness, identifiable by a faint odour. It is a light that makes your eyes smart. Christopher’s eyes are smarting; and now he is returning into the passages to warn others.


Martin is so bewildered by Christopher’s harsh words that he tries to hold him back.


‘Tell me –’ he begins.


Christopher shakes his head.


Martin sees that Christopher’s face is white with strain and tension. They all are. What is Christopher involved with? Martin is afraid of him.


‘I’ll come with you!’ he says suddenly, driven by an impulse he does not understand.


‘No,’ says Christopher, and goes for good.


‘Why not?’ asks Martin fearfully.


But Christopher merely walks away.


Martin is left in the glaring corridor. He does not attempt to follow. He is tasting the insult. It tastes bitter, and he works up his anger: What a smug fellow! Martin sends a dirty look after the retreating back. It is tired and strained as if it has borne many burdens. Christopher’s face was strained and tense too, as if after many sleepless nights. What are they up to? They ought to sleep instead.


In any case they could leave you alone, especially when you’ve done them no harm.


Martin watches Christopher go, the insult swelling inside him like a tumour.


Then he opens his eyes wide.


Christopher is walking towards the dusk, on his way to another episode in his tiring round. But now he is to go no further; his time has come. He is close to the wall, and all of a sudden Martin sees an arm shoot out from a recess. Then several arms. Christopher is dragged into the recess and disappears. The whole passageway is empty and quiet as before. It happened without a sound. The storm is raging through the house. Where is Christopher? Soon he will be inside the gliding van.


‘No, no!’ says Martin automatically, quite numb. He turns and stumbles away as quickly as he can, back to the first side passage. From there he goes into other alleyways. The arrow corridors are like a death-walk; he scurries across them and hides himself in the darkness on the other side again.


No, no, he thinks.


That was close….


If I had gone with him, as I said I would, it would have happened to me too. Because I was in his company.


He is numb.


No, no.


Never again.


Why should I ever come out here again?


A voice inside him says: You wouldn’t have gone with Christopher. If he had been willing, you would have funked it. You’re quite safe wherever you go; nothing will happen to you…. But he will not listen; the shock is hammering inside him.


That was a close thing, he thinks stubbornly.


He is not listening to the cracking or to anything else. He has arrived at the side passage that leads to his room. He will feel relieved when he slips in through the door.


No, no, he thinks. Just let me get home and shut it all out.


Everything is quiet. Nobody in sight. But he knows he is being watched now and then. He goes in great haste.


There is his door. He puts the key in the lock. Everything is oiled and nothing will squeak. He turns it back as many times as he can. His room has not been touched.


He hurries into the recesses in the walls.


That was a close thing, he thinks as he sits down. What did I want to do that for? Never again. I have other things to do.
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They Are Tunnelling Underground


The house is cracking and the darkness arches above it. Arrows glint on the wall. Always the same. The silent van slithers through the corridors. Some doomed soul cries out his small cry. It is neither day nor night.


But they are tunnelling underground.


The hidden tunnelling goes right up to the hidden centre. There is a gauge on that wall over there. It is quivering. Someone comes to read it. The pointer quivers. Work is going on underground. The delicate instrument registers it. Those who read it feel a little jolt inside themselves. Anxiety spreads. But everything continues as before. It cannot stop.


A man called Stig is walking quickly through the house. Then he vanishes. Underground. This repeats itself over and over again. There is whispering in the corridor when he passes through.


Now he is on his way through again. Arrows glint on the walls and on the people he meets. He passes close by them. They do not know who is passing, each has his burdens to bear. But Stig knows all the time that beneath him, at any moment, the ground may become red-hot. Eyes are watching everyone who passes here. Watching him, and watching those he is battling against. Each from his hidden place.


But nothing happens, so far as you can see. You only feel the strain, and hear that the house is cracking.


Stig goes up and down and across and back. He is recognized by many. They give him a slight nod. He has a large briefcase under his arm, like many other people. The gilded ones he meets have them too. If a corner is sharp their briefcases sometimes nudge against each other in passing, and they mutter a quick ‘Sorry’.


‘Sorry,’ answers Stig wearily.


He is always tired. Exhausted by too many sleepless nights, too much rushing about, and from the over-heavy burden of responsibility his position demands. A tempting picture of rest hovers in front of him. Just to stretch out for as long as you like and not think about anything. But there is never time.


He thinks about Karen and Rascal as he goes to work. They have been left behind at home in their room. Karen’s eyes have become frightened. She never asks questions when Rascal is listening, only when he has gone to school or is out of earshot.


‘Is there anything special on now, Stig?’


‘No,’ he replies.


‘But there must be something,’ says Karen. ‘You’re always out on some errand. More than you used to be.’


He shrugs his shoulders.


‘Oh well – there’s always something to do, once you’ve joined them.’


‘What is it, then?’ she asks at once, beginning to feel afraid. ‘Because it’s more serious than you admit.’


‘I’ve told you it’s nothing and there’s nothing more to say,’ he replies severely, and leaves.


She is not to know anything she is not obliged to know. That is the strict order he must obey and which he knows is right. But it hurts her, and he suffers under it too. He’s not sure how much she does understand. She may have picked it up from other sources. They are simply ordered not to lay the burden of knowledge needlessly on any one so that they will not give anything away. No one knows what he may have to face when the house cracks apart.


He has told Karen this, and she bent her head and accepted it. But she was hurt, as if she were thinking: Surely he must know her? So he must realize she is to be trusted completely? She stands before him with her hurt love that demands, or at any rate expects, a tiny exception to be made this time, in these words: Since it’s you and me. What have we not shared, the two of us?


There’s nothing for it but to harden oneself. A small part of a great whole. One must follow blindly what is imposed and demanded: the conviction that this house shall stand.


She says: ‘I believe you’re mixed up in more danger than you’ll admit. I’ve heard…’


‘What have you heard?’ he says sharply, without meaning it. It is simply because he is so tense.


‘I’ve heard rumours,’ she replies, confused. ‘Nothing really. Just that you were mixed up in dangerous things.’


‘Pay no attention to what you hear,’ he says harshly.


He realizes how senseless it is for her to hear about his work through guesswork and gossip instead of being told by him straightforwardly, but it can’t be helped. In his involvement consideration for his battling comrades must be the first commandment. Every word that leaks out may mean the end for someone in this grim game.


‘Would you rather I ignored this whole struggle and everything that’s going on around us?’ he asks in order to give them both strength. ‘There are quite a few like that,’ he adds.


She has been thinking about it, he can see. The desire for Rascal’s home to remain undisturbed and orderly has certainly tempted her many a time.


But she has overcome it by now. She says: ‘No, I don’t want that. Things wouldn’t be right here at home, then, would they?’


She takes hold of him, in order to have a little of him in her hands, and says curtly: ‘You mustn’t be any different.’


But all the same he knows she wishes he would include her in his secret work.


Rascal arrives, and so he gets out of discussing this difficult topic any more. Rascal knows nothing. Father goes far into the house and works in a warehouse, that’s all Rascal knows. If he asks whether he may go too, he gets a friendly no, and he has resigned himself to it. Father has to go out at all hours of the day because the stores demand it: goods are sent at all times. Rascal has accepted this without suspicion. The big briefcase Father carries is full of papers that have to do with the warehouse. Rascal has been allowed to look inside it, so he knows. Usually the big heavy briefcase is locked so that nobody may look in.


Stig is thinking about Karen and Rascal as he walks. Such thoughts seldom leave him: It would have been better to be alone, not to have the two of them to think about and worry over, supposing anything should happen, not to have to think about what would become of them then.


Peter and Henry and John are alone in that way. They have far less to think about. They are not so tied. They needn’t be so anxious.
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