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Introduction


This anthology is a double celebration, firstly, of six brilliant Portuguese women writers and, secondly, of the short story form, at which they all excel. Relatively few books are translated into English – the famous three per cent of all books published – and even fewer of those are books written by women. Still fewer are collections of short stories, which most publishers steer well clear of, claiming that readers want novels. What these writers all embrace and embody is the concise perfection of the short story, which is the closest thing we still have to oral culture: a tale that can be told in a matter of minutes and one that, at its best, encapsulates a whole life in a few pages.


The six authors in this anthology represent some of Portugal’s finest writers from this century and the last. They also happen to be six of my favourite authors. Some have been translated before, others have not. It is therefore, a great pleasure, to introduce those who have not to an English-reading public.


While these six writers are all very different, there are connecting threads. All have a keen sense of political injustice and repression. ‘The Silence’ by Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen reveals how political oppression (in this case Salazar’s regime) soils the whole of society and our own personal peace. Maria Judite de Carvalho’s story, ‘So Many People, Mariana’, paints an ironic portrait of bourgeois Lisbon life and of a society poisoned by the hypocrisy of the fascist government of the time. Agustina Bessa-Luís’s ‘Green Philosophy’ is, among other things, a searing depiction of abject poverty. ‘The Familiar Stranger’ and ‘The Road to Emmaus’ are oblique revisitings of Bible stories, both seamed with a subtle criticism of our own self-absorbed age.


Another preoccupation is, inevitably, the position of women in society. Maria Judite Carvalho shows us the gradual isolation of a woman who fails to conform to what society expects of women. Teolinda Gersão shows us women in all kinds of situations and at different ages. Hélia Correia, meanwhile, describes women in a way which is both familiar and bizarre, often with the fates or the furies in attendance, but her female characters are always circumscribed by society’s expectations.


The writing is never heavily moralistic or ploddingly realistic. All of the authors have an awareness of the comic element present in any human tragedy, and many of the stories take wing into the realms of fantasy. Agustina Bessa-Luís’s stories have a fantastical, almost delirious tone, often heading off into very strange territory indeed; Teolinda Gersão’s stories have an infallible nose for the fantastical elements present in everyday lives; and Lídia Jorge brilliantly recreates a child’s naturally hyperreal view of the world, in which adults are too absorbed in their own lives to notice a small child’s anguish.


Obsession is another connecting thread. The protagonist of ‘The Bird Hypothesis’ is irrationally obsessed with proving a theory put forward by Borges in one of his stories. The woman in ‘The Red Fox Fur Coat’ can think of nothing but that eponymous coat. The father in ‘The Age of Splendour’ can think only of his Latin and his rhinitis, while his little girl is obsessed with the precious gift she has made for him. The favourite uncle in ‘The Instrumentalina’ thinks only of his bicycle; while the ailing young man in ‘The Conch Shell’ is being driven mad by a particular tune being tunelessly picked out on the piano upstairs.


Most importantly of all, every one of the stories is, in my view, a real original, a perfect gem of a short story.





Margaret Jull Costa




The Translators


Jennifer Alexander is a translator, proofreader and writer, based in Fife, Scotland. She studied German and Scandinavian Languages at the University of Edinburgh, and has lived in Brazil, adding Portuguese to the mix. She translates mainly from Portuguese and Danish and particularly enjoys literary and creative translations. She also interprets between Portuguese and English in health and social settings.





Elenice Barbosa de Araujo is a freelance translator from Brazil based in São Paulo. In her 16 years as a professional translator, editor and proofreader, she has translated fiction and non-fiction books, as well as magazine articles for many publishing houses. She teaches Translation Practice as a visiting teacher at the Department of Post Graduation and Continuing Studies (Cogeae) at PUC-SP.





Sally Bolton grew up in East Yorkshire and went on to study Spanish and Portuguese at Merton College, Oxford, graduating in 2017. Her interest in languages was fostered by a love for travel, and she has enjoyed living and working in Portugal, Costa Rica and Brazil.





Clara Buxton is a writer and translator. Having graduated from Cambridge University with a degree in Modern Languages, specialising in Spanish, Portuguese and Russian, she now works from her home in the Norfolk countryside that she shares with her family and two naughty sprocker spaniels.





Sinead Crehan is currently attending University College Cork, taking her undergraduate degree in World Languages, with Portuguese and Chinese as her main subjects. She first took an interest in the Portuguese language while doing a summer course at the University of Lisbon and hopes to pursue translation as a future career upon graduating.





Christine Fernandes has worked as a journalist and as a book editor for a higher education institute. An MA graduate in Area Studies from the University of London, she studied the politics of Portugal, particularly of the First Republic. She has a Diploma in Portuguese Studies from the University of Lisbon.





Tom Gatehouse grew up in the Welsh countryside and has lived and worked in Argentina, Spain and Brazil. He now lives in London, where he works as a freelance writer, editor and translator. Currently he is working on Voices of Latin America, to be published by Latin America Bureau and Practical Action Publishing in 2018.





Margaret Jull Costa has been a literary translator for over thirty years and has translated works by writers as Eça de Queiroz, José Saramago, Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen and Ana Luísa Amaral. She has won various prizes, most recently the 2017 Best Translated Book Award for her cotranslation with Robin Patterson of the Brazilian novelist Lúcio Cardoso’s Chronicle of the Murdered House.





Annie McDermott’s translations from Spanish and Portuguese have appeared in publications such as Granta, World Literature Today, Asymptote, Two Lines and the Harvard Review, and her co-translation of Teolinda Gersão’s City of Ulysses (with Jethro Soutar) was published in 2017. In 2015, she completed a six-month mentorship with Margaret Jull Costa, focusing on translating Brazilian literature.





Felix Macpherson is a lapsed translator, current civil servant and enthusiastic follower of Portuguese cultural endeavours. He lives in London, travels to the Lusophone world whenever he can and hopes to take up translation again professionally one day.





Victor Meadowcroft grew up at the foot of the Sintra Mountains in Portugal and translates from Portuguese and Spanish. He is a graduate of the MA in Literary Translation programme at the University of East Anglia and currently working on Lisbon Tales, an anthology of Portuguese fiction set in Lisbon, in collaboration with translator Amanda Hopkinson.





Maria Reimóndez is a Galician writer and a reputed literary translator into Galician. She has received several awards and is the founder of the Galician Professional Association of Translators and Interpreters.





Hazel Robins researches Anglo-Portuguese relations, and how they are presented in 19th-century Portuguese literature, focussing on the works of Júlio Dinis. Originally from Brighton, she is a Ph.D. student at Queens’ College Cambridge, and does voluntary and amateur translation work in her spare time.




Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen


Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen – known simply as Sophia to Portuguese readers – was born in 1919 in Viana do Castelo in the north of Portugal. Brought up in a wealthy Catholic family in the Quinta do Campo (now the Botanical Garden), she remained true to her faith until her death, although she was also fiercely critical of the repressive right-wing Salazar regime. Introduced by her nanny to the joys of poetry and story-telling, Sophia published her first collection of poems in 1945 and went on to write many further collections. She became Portugal’s most acclaimed poet. Indeed, she was the first woman to be awarded Portugal’s highest literary honour, the Prémio Camões. As well as poetry, Sophia wrote children’s books, plays, essays, translations and two collections of stories: Contos exemplares (1962) and Histórias da Terra e do Mar (1984). ‘The Familiar Stranger’ comes from the first and ‘The Silence’ and ‘Saga’ from the second. ‘The Familiar Stranger’ and ‘The Silence’ reflect her religious and political concerns, while ‘Saga’ is a reimagining of her Danish great grandfather’s arrival in Oporto in the nineteenth century, a city he never left.


The translation of ‘The Silence’ is a group translation that emerged out of the week-long 2014 literary translation summer school held at the City University, London.




The Familiar Stranger


It was a late November afternoon, Autumn had yet to show its face.


The city bared its blackened stone walls. The sky was remote, desolate, the colour of cold. People pushed past one another on the pavements. Cars rushed by.


It must have been around four o’clock in the afternoon on a sunless, rainless day.


The streets were packed. I was walking briskly along the pavement. At one point, I found myself behind a shabbily dressed man carrying a fair-haired child, one of those little girls whose beauty is almost indescribable. The beauty of a summer dawn, the beauty of a single rose, the beauty of droplets of dew, all mingled with the incredible beauty of human innocence. Instinctively, I found my eyes drawn, for a moment, to the girl’s face. But the man was walking very slowly, and so I overtook him, swept along by the movement of the city. As I did, though, I turned my head to take another look at the girl.


It was then that I saw the man properly. I stopped in my tracks. He was extraordinarily beautiful too; he must have been about thirty, his face etched with misery, neglect, solitude. His suit, faded and green with age, revealed the outline of a body eaten away by hunger. His hair was light brown, parted in the middle, slightly on the long side. Left unshaven for many days, his beard had grown to a point. His fine cheekbones stood out in a face painstakingly sculpted by poverty. But even finer were his eyes, his pale eyes, luminous with solitude and sweetness. At the very instant I looked at him, the man tilted back his head to look up at the sky.


How to describe that gesture?


It was a remote sky, mute, the colour of cold. The man tilted back his head like someone who has reached his limit, who has nothing more to give and so instead turns outwards in search of a response: his face oozed suffering. His expression was simultaneously resigned, fearful and questioning. He was walking slowly, very slowly, keeping as close to the wall as possible. He held himself very erect, as if his whole body were straining skywards to ask that question. He was looking up at the sky, his head back. But the sky was simply plane after plane of silence.


All of this happened in a mere moment and that’s why, although I can clearly remember the man’s suit, his face and his gestures, I have no recollection of my own emotions at the time. It was as if watching the man had emptied me of all feeling.


The crowd kept passing. We were in the centre of the city. The man was alone, completely alone. Floods of people passed without even noticing him.


I alone had stopped, useless as that was. The man did not even look at me. I wanted to do something, but didn’t know what. It was as if his solitude were beyond any help I could give, as if it had wrapped itself around him, separating him from me, and it was too late for words, too late to help. It was as if my hands were tied, the way in dreams sometimes we want to do something, but can’t.


The man was walking very slowly. I was standing in the middle of the pavement, parting the sea of people moving towards me.


I felt the city rushing me on and separating me from the man. No one saw him walking slowly, very slowly, keeping close to the stone-cold wall, his head tilted back and the girl in his arms.


Now and again I still think about what I might have done. A quick decision was needed. But my soul and my hands were weighed down with indecision. I couldn’t see clearly. I could only hesitate and hang back. So I stayed there, powerless, in the middle of the pavement. The city was rushing me on, and I heard a clock chime the hour.


I remembered that someone was waiting for me and I was late. The people who were unable to see the man were starting to see me. It was impossible just to stay there.


Much as a swimmer caught in a current stops resisting and goes with the flow, I stopped resisting the movement of the city and let myself be torn away from the man by the wave of people.


But as I continued along the pavement, surrounded by heads and shoulders, the image of the man continued to float before my eyes. And a confused feeling stirred within me, a feeling of recognition, a sense that he reminded me of something or someone.


I quickly summoned up all the places I had ever lived. I rewound the film of time. The images flickered rapidly, tremulously by, but I found nothing. I tried to piece together and review all my memories of paintings, books and photographs. But the solitary image of the man remained: head back, staring up at the sky with an infinitely lonely, abandoned, questioning look on his face.


And rising up from the depths of my memory, very slowly, one by one, coaxed out by that image, came the following, unforgettable words:


‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’


At that moment, I understood why the man I had left behind was not a stranger. His image was identical to another image that had taken shape in my soul when I first read those words:


‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’


It was the very same tilt of the head, the same suffering look, the same sense of having been utterly abandoned, the same solitude.


Beyond the harsh treatment meted out to him by men, beyond the betrayals, beyond the agony of the flesh, comes the final test of the final torment: God’s silence.


And the skies above the dark cities seemed deserted and empty.


***


I turned round. I pushed against the current of that river of people. I was afraid I had lost him. There were people, more people, shoulders, heads, more shoulders. But suddenly I saw him.


He had stopped, but he still had the little girl in his arms and his eyes fixed on the sky above.


I ran, almost colliding with the other people. I was just two steps away from him. But at that exact moment, the man fell to the ground. A river of blood ran from his mouth, but his eyes still held that same look of infinite patience.


The girl had fallen with him and lay on the pavement, crying, covering her face with the skirt of her blood-stained dress.


Only then did the crowd stop and form a circle around the man. Shoulders stronger than mine pushed me away. I was on the outside of the circle. I tried to enter it, but failed. The press of people one against the other seemed like one solid body. Taller men than I stood in front of me, blocking my view. I wanted at least to catch a glimpse. I asked nicely, I tried to push, but no one would let me through. I heard wailing, orders being shouted, a whistle being blown. Then an ambulance came. When the circle broke open, the man and the child had disappeared.


And so the crowd dispersed and I was back in the middle of the pavement, walking, carried along by the movement of the city.


***


Many years went by. The man must have died. But he is still there at our side. Walking the streets.





Translated by Sally Bolton




The Silence


It was complicated. First, she scraped the leftover food into the bin. Then she rinsed the plates and cutlery under the tap. Then she placed them one by one in a bowl of hot, soapy water and scoured them clean. Then she heated more water and poured it into the sink with two measures of detergent and again washed plates, spoons, knives and forks. Finally, she rinsed the dishes and the cutlery and left them to drain on the stone counter top.


Her hands felt rough, she was tired of being on her feet and her back ached a little.


Within herself, she felt a great sense of cleanliness, as if, instead of washing dishes, she had been washing her soul. The bare lightbulb made the white tiles gleam. Outside, a cypress tree was swaying gently in the balmy summer night.


The bread was in its basket, the clothes in their drawer, the glasses in the cupboard. The hustle and bustle and tumult of the day were over.


Peace reigned. Everything was in its place, and the day was done.


And Joana walked slowly through the house.


She opened and closed doors as she went, turning lights on and off. The rooms disappeared into darkness and emerged from darkness into light.


A sweet, unquenchable silence hung in the air.


The silence defined walls, covered tables, framed pictures. The silence carved out contours, sharpened edges, deepened spaces. Everything was palpable and alive, dense with its own reality. The silence, like a deep tremor, ran through the house.


The familiar things – the wall, the door, the mirror – each in turn showed their beauty and serenity. And the June night showed its starry, expectant face at the window.


Joana walked slowly round the room. She touched glass, whitewash, wood. Everything had long since found its place. And it was as if that place, as if the relationship between table, mirror and door, were the expression of an order that transcended the house itself.


The things seemed somehow attentive. And the woman who had washed the dishes was seeking the focus of their attention. She had always done so, but it seemed for ever out of reach.


Now the silence was even greater. Like a flower in full bloom, every petal unfurled.


And orbiting this silence were all the stars and planets, whose imperceptible movement embraced the order and silence of the house.


Joana touched the white walls and breathed gently. There lay her kingdom, there in the tranquillity of that nocturnal contemplation. Out of the order and silence of the universe a limitless freedom arose. She breathed in that freedom, it was the law of her life, the sustenance of her being.


The peace surrounding her was open and transparent. The shape of things was a calligraphy, a script. A script she recognised, but did not understand.


She crossed the living room and leaned on the sill of the open window, the pure blue moment of the night before her.


The stars were shining, distant and yet somehow intimate. And in her mind there had always been a bond between herself and the house and the stars. It was as if the weight of her consciousness were necessary to keep the constellations in balance, as if a great oneness suffused the whole universe.


And she inhabited that oneness, present and alive in the relationship between those elements, while that same ever-attentive reality sheltered her within its vast, intense presence.


She leaned out of the window and rested her arms on the cool stone sill.


A light breeze rustled the branches of the cedar trees. From the river came the hoarse cry of a ship’s horn. In the tower, the bell tolled twice. It was then that she heard the scream.


A long scream, shrill and wild. A scream that penetrated the walls, the doors, the living room, the branches of the cedar trees.


Joana turned away from the window. There was a pause. A brief, hesitant moment, still and tense. But then more screams pierced the night. There was someone out in the street, on the other side of the house. A female voice. A naked, lost, desolate voice that became more and more distorted and disfigured, until it was transformed into a howl. A hoarse, blind howl. Then the voice wavered, fell away, took on a sobbing rhythm, a mournful tone. Then it grew louder, angry, despairing, violent.


The screams sliced through the peace of the night, leaving a monstrous gash, a wound. Just as water begins to gush in through a breach in the hull of a ship, so now, terror, disorder, division and panic rushed through the wound the screams had opened, flooding the house, the night, the whole world.


Joana moved away from the window overlooking the garden, walked across the living room, the hall, the bedroom and, on the other side of the house now, leaned out of the window overlooking the street.


In the dim light, flattened against the wall on the opposite pavement, the woman was barely visible. Her wild, naked screams, now so close, filled the gloom. In her voice, earth and life had torn off their veils, their modesty, to reveal an unfathomable abyss, disorder and darkness. The screams ran up and down the street hammering on the locked doors.


It was a narrow street, wedged between drab buildings, heavy and sad. The night was leaden, the air dull, stagnant, muggy.


Stray dogs were sniffing the ground and rummaging in the rubbish bins trying to get at any leftovers, peelings perhaps or discarded bits of chicken.


The enormous, looming prison filled the whole left-hand side of the streets, its high walls punctuated by small barred windows. That was the wall the woman was leaning against. Sometimes, she would look up, exposing her face, twisted and disfigured by her screaming. By her side, the shape of a man emerged out of the shadows. It was late. People lay asleep behind locked doors and shuttered windows, and the street was deserted. The only other noise to break the silence was the occasional squeal of tyres rounding some distant corner.


The man was trying to drag the woman away and when, for a moment, her screams subsided, he would beg her to be quiet, saying:


‘Come on, let’s go.’


But she didn’t hear him. She was screaming as though she were the only person left alive in the world, as if all company and reason had deserted her and she were completely alone. Her screams ricocheted off walls, off stones, even off the dark recesses of the night. She raised her voice as if she were hauling it up from the ground itself, as if her pain and despair were burgeoning forth from the earth beneath her. She raised her voice as if she wanted to reach the farthest edges of the universe and, there, touch someone, awaken someone, demand that someone respond. She screamed against the silence.


She would sometimes go quiet for a moment and tilt her head back, as if expecting to receive an answer.


Then, again, the man would plead with her:


‘Be quiet, be quiet now. Let’s go.’


But she would start screaming again, pounding her fists on the prison wall, as if she wanted to force the stone to answer her.


She screamed as though trying to reach someone who wasn’t there, to rouse someone from sleep, to rattle a cold, indifferent conscience and even, in her crazed state, touch the heart of someone who had died.


Through the walls, the doors, the streets, she screamed into the depths of the universe, into the depths of space, into the depths of the enveloping night, into the depths of the silence.


Suddenly she stopped and, bowing her head, she buried her face in her hands. The man then covered her head with a shawl, and putting one arm about her shoulders, led her away from the wall. Together, they walked slowly down the street and around the corner.


For a while, the echo of sobbing hung in the close air of the street, along with the sound of their receding, fading footsteps. Then the silence returned.


An opaque, sinister silence, broken only by the sound of the dogs scratching and scavenging.


Joana went back into the living room. Everything, from the burning stars to the polished sheen of the table, seemed unfamiliar now. Everything was mere meaningless coincidence, all connections severed, a kingdom lost. The things were no longer hers, they were neither of her nor with her. Everything had become estranged and alien, an unrecognisable ruin.


And touching, but not feeling the glass, the wood and the whitewashed walls, Joana walked back through her house like a stranger.





Translated by Jennifer Alexander, Elenice Barbosa de Araujo, Sally Bolton, Clara Buxton, Tom Gatehouse, Margaret Jull Costa, Felix Macpherson and María Reimóndez




Saga


The island of Vig was surrounded by the grey-green North Sea, whose foaming waves swept its dark rocks. On that early afternoon filled by the ceaseless comings and goings of seabirds, the waves were slowly building, the clouds, driven by the south wind, were rushing in, and Hans could see that a storm was brewing. Not that he was afraid of the storm, indeed, with his clothes puffed out by the wind, he walked right to the very end of the promontory.


The seagulls flew about ever more restlessly, their wings taut, the impetus and tumult of the weather growing ever more violent, and the distant sky growing darker. Like a good orchestra, the storm was tuning up its instruments.


Hans was entirely focussed on the rising exaltation of that great sea song. Every ounce of his being was utterly intent, as it was when he listened to the organ in the austere Lutheran church so solemn and passionate and cold.


The better to withstand the wind, he lay down at the end of the promontory. From there, he could see, full on, the swelling waves, as if they were becoming ever denser and heavier.


The seagulls were flying back in to land now, and only the storm petrels hovered, stiff-winged, above the waves. To the right, the long, transparent grass, bent flat by the wind, lay its slender stems on the ground. Sombre clouds formed vast rolling rings, and the empty spaces were transfigured by the strange light, at once dark and glittering. Then, suddenly, it began to rain. Hans’ family lived in the interior of the island. There, you could only hear the sound of the sea through the distant forest and then only on stormy days.


But he often visited that small coastal village, slipping down its narrow streets to walk along by the harbour, beside the boats and the sailing ships, then across the beach and up to the far end of the promontory. There, taking great lungfuls of sea air, he could hear the undeciphered breathing of his own passion.





That day, when he returned home at nightfall, Hans had to stoop down, for at fourteen, he was almost as tall as a man and, in Vig, the doorways are very low.


It has been like that ever since the old wars when the invaders who occupied the island entered the houses, heads held high, while insisting that the islanders bowed theirs. Then the men of Vig lowered the lintels of their doors to force the victors to bow their heads too.





Sören, Hans’ father, was a tall, thin man, with eyes the colour of blue porcelain, and the same gaunt features and beautiful, sensitive hands, which, later on, his descendants would inherit, down through the generations. He had about him the same austere, cold, solemn, passionate quality of a Lutheran church. He impressed on both house and family an unspoken law of silence and reserve, in which the mind of each family member found its strength. In a way, Sören knew the risk he was running: he knew that it is in silence that one hears the tumult, and that in silence defiance grows. However, he imposed on himself and on others a discipline of responsibility and choice, within which each individual remained almost terrifyingly free. There was, though, something taciturn and anxious about Sören: he was thinking perhaps that human integrity, however perfect, could do nothing against fate. From duty done or freedom embraced, he expected neither success nor prosperity, nor even peace.


His younger brothers – Gustav and Niels – had died when the sailing boat they owned was wrecked. Sören knew the boat was a good boat, and he himself had carefully checked every rope and timber; he knew that his brothers were perfect men of the sea and that the captain into whose charge he had given the boat was skilled and competent. And yet, the boat had sunk when experience and judgement had failed to gauge precisely the force and proximity of the storm.


As soon as the wreck was confirmed by the English cargo vessel, which, two days later, picked up the scattered remains of the sailboat – the broken mast, the buoys, the overturned lifeboat – Sören sold all his boats and bought land in the interior of the island. It was said that he never again looked at the sea. It was said that, on the day of the wreck, he had physically whipped the sea.


Meanwhile, Hans sighed and, on long winter nights, when the wind was blowing from the South, he tried to hear, through the whispering fir trees, the distant, half-sensed murmur of the breaking waves. With his head full of fantasies, he wanted to be a sailor, like his uncles and grandparents, but not just to go sailing among the islands and along the Northern coasts, tracking the schools of fish through the cold waves. He wanted to travel to the South. He imagined great, lonely ocean wastes, solemn, looming promontories on the horizon, beaches where coconut palms swayed and where you could feel the hot breath of deserts. He imagined islands of blue coral, like the blue eyes of the sea. He imagined the noise, the heat, the smell of cinnamon and orange in those southern lands.


He wanted to be one of those men who, when on board ship, live in close and constant communion with amazement and awe, one of those men with a swaying gait, a face burned by a thousand suns, clothes faded and stiff with salt, a body as erect and straight as a mast, broad oarsman’s shoulders and a chest full of the wild breath of storms. One of those men who was dreamed of in his absence and whose return home, as soon as the ship was spotted in the distance, would cause all the women and children to run down to the harbour, and whose stories would be repeated and recounted and passed from mouth to mouth, from generation to generation, as if each person had experienced it personally.





Sören and Maria were having supper with their children, Hans and Cristina, beneath the circle of light from the lamp. The wooden window frames were creaking, and from the forest came the sea-loud panting of the storm. Echoes and whispers and cries slipped through the needles of the pine trees and the branches of the birches, and the distant roar of the waves rebounded against the low clouds.


‘What news did you hear in town today, Sören?’ asked Maria.


‘Bad news. The Elsineur should have reached harbour this afternoon, but there was no sign of it even at sunset. They’re going to have to sit out the storm and the night at sea.’


‘She’s a good ship,’ said Hans, who knew every inch of the Elsineur. ‘She can cope with some really rough weather.’


‘May God protect them,’ murmured Maria.


For the Elsineur was Vig’s best ship and the crew were all islanders, young men she had known since they were babesin-arms, or old sea-dogs she had known since she herself was a child.





However, that night, while Hans was sleeping, the Elsineur was wrecked on the black rocks at the foot of the cliffs.


Not a single man survived. The wind scattered their screams throughout the wild, clamorous darkness, their strong arms were sucked, helpless, into whirlpools, the water closed their mouths. Not even those who climbed the masts were saved, nor those who got into the lifeboats, or those who swam for the shore. The sea dismantled the hull plank by plank; masts, lifeboats and sailors were tipped overboard between the rocks and the waves.


This was the news brought from the marketplace by the morning maids.


That evening, after supper, when his wife and daughter had got up from the table, Sören remained seated and said to Hans:


‘Stay.’


Hans leaned against the big, carved cupboard just outside the circle of lamplight, half-hidden in the shadows. Outside, the weather continued to rage and the wind shook the closed doors.


‘Sit down,’ said Sören.


Hans stepped forward into the circle of light, took a chair opposite Sören and sat with eyes fixed on the white table cloth.


When the wind dropped for a moment you could hear the clink of crockery in the kitchen.


A moment passed, but it weighed as heavily as an hour. Finally, Sören spoke:


‘I wrote to Copenhagen today. Once summer is over, you’ll be going there to study. Choose your subject.’


‘I want to be a sailor,’ said Hans.


‘No. Choose something else. You could study law or medicine or engineering.’


‘I want to be the captain of a ship.’


Sören placed his hands on the table beneath the bright, white light of the lamp. Hans saw again how beautiful those hands were, beautiful and, in their austere, contained passion, imbued with authority. At that moment, though, they were shaking slightly and, as Sören spoke, he pressed them together as if in prayer.


‘Listen,’ he said. ‘This morning I went to the north end of the island where the ship was wrecked. I went with Knud to look for the bodies of his two sons. Many of the bodies had already been cast up on the beach, but they were nearly all completely disfigured from being hurled against the rocks. The beach was full of people looking for their dead. Knud could only recognise his sons by the silver ring they both wore on the third finger of the right hand. Knud cursed the sea. You will not become a sailor, Hans. Choose some other profession. I don’t want to have to curse the world I was born into or to accuse the God who created me. Think again. Promise me that you will never be a man of the sea. Give me your word.’


Hans continued to stare down at the table cloth. Slowly and quietly, he answered:


‘I can’t.’


Sören again pressed his hands together, silently got to his feet and left without closing the door. The stairs creaked under his feet. Then, from the kitchen, came the clink of crockery and a woman’s laughter.


Hans was once more standing in the gloom, leaning against the carved wooden cupboard.


Outside, the wind was furiously plucking every one of its harps.





In August, an English cargo ship named Angus arrived in Vig from Norway, ready to set off for the South. The captain had a red beard and a fearsome look about him, and had sailed as far as the China Seas. Hans fled Vig on the Angus, having enlisted as a cabin boy.





Initially, they had good weather and the ship sailed briskly along in the wind. Rolling with the ship, Hans washed down the deck, polished the brass, coiled the ropes and took great gulps of the sea’s vast breath. His ears could hear the vital force of the ship which, as it leapt the waves, constantly regained its balance on those unbalancing waters.


Then they sailed through the storms of Biscay, where the waves measured ten metres high and the water, in its coat of grey metal, became dense and heavy and brutal. Every bit of wood groaned as if it were about to be torn to pieces and you could feel the tension in the taut ropes. The waves swept over the deck, and the ship, now raised up on the crest of a wave, now plummeting heavily down, seemed, at every moment, to be on the point of being broken and wrenched apart. But Hans could feel how supple the ship was, how precisely built from end to end, and that perfect equilibrium withstood wave upon counter-wave. None of the ships Hans sailed on was ever wrecked.





They skirted the land, heading South, and late one afternoon, beneath an archway of seagulls, they crossed the narrow bar of a dark green river, its deep banks adrift with images. To the left, high up, were the ranks of houses, white, yellow and red, intermingled with dark granite.
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