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Translators’ Note


Just a Mother is the fourth novel in Jacobsen’s Ingrid Barrøy series. The first, The Unseen, opens with Ingrid as a small child before the First World War. When she comes of age, she leaves the island to work for a rich family on the coast, but returns to inherit it after her parents’ death.


The second, White Shadow, is set during the German occupation of Norway in World War Two. Ingrid falls in love with Alexander, a Russian P.O.W. washed up from a bombed prisoner ship, but is subsequently raped by Henriksen, a collaborator, and ends up in hospital with amnesia. When she returns to the island, she welcomes a number of refugees from the war, who settle on Barrøy.


In the third, Eyes of the Rigel, Ingrid goes in search of Alexander, with whom she now has a child, Kaja. Her long journey merely turns up the unwelcome news that she was not the only woman he sought comfort in, though she does strike up a lasting friendship with Mariann, her “rival”.
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On a sparsely populated island any arrival at the quay, even a wretched milk boat, triggers some kind of activity. Today, the skipper leaned over the gunwale of the old fishing cutter and handed Ingrid the newspaper, as if it were a receipt for the milk churns he was hoisting aboard, slowly and painstakingly. This is what Johannes Hartvigsen will be remembered for, his laborious, ponderous manner.


But on this occasion a letter fell out of the newspaper, from Trondheim, bearing postage stamps Ingrid had never seen before, and the sender’s name and address on the back. Ingrid flushed, let the newspaper drop onto the quay and slowly set off south across the island.


She walked past the Swedes’ boathouse and the iron peg hammered into solid rock, heading towards the Lundeskjære skerries, agitated and barefoot, over boulders and warm, sea-smoothed rocks, through the parched heather and yellowing grass, holding a letter that would have to be read in solitude, there was no doubt about that, a letter from the unpredictable Mariann Vollheim, whom Ingrid had not heard from for years, and whom she had done her best to forget – to no avail, she realised with tremulous clarity.


She walked on past Love Spinney and over the rocks to Bosom Acre, for some reason still with the image of the milk-run skipper on her retinas, the sun-tanned, calloused hand of Johannes passing her the newspaper, together with a letter today, a mystery in itself, as Barrøy didn’t receive post at any time of the year apart from during the Lofoten season, and even then, only very few brief messages from the men of the island, to confirm they were still alive.


In her mind’s eye, behind the skipper she saw the oily deck in the sparkling sunlight, the port gunwale with its knife-holders and whetstones and coils of rope, beyond them the tranquil sea and the skerries and the islets where the motionless gulls made less and less noise as every new day moved the land further into autumn.


But most of all she saw the skipper’s four- or five-year-old son, Mattis, who once again was sitting on the hold hatch, the poor slavering wretch, in far too tight, ragged clothes, vomit all down his chest, three fingers in his mouth, a clumsy, shoeless boy to whom Ingrid was in the habit of addressing a few kindly words:


Hvur’s it goen, Mattis? Has tha bin sick?


In the hope of injecting some life into this apathetic creature who had been a regular fixture on the boat ever since his mother went missing one day in the early summer, for reasons no-one believed. The end of the war was too recent for there not to be some connection between the two. At any rate, no-one had taken the missing woman’s whining about the hardship and tedium in Johannes Hartvigsen’s house seriously, there had never been less hardship, and tedium was no more than a modern term for sloth. There was definitely no plausible reason for turning one’s back on husband and child and allowing oneself to be swallowed up in a city’s seething mass of humanity, and then not even to send some sign of life, there was no other possible explanation, of course it had something to do with the war.


*


Mattis’ mother was Olavia Hartvigsen, her maiden name was Storm, from a very “good” family on the landed estate in the north of the main island, an attractive girl who had manoeuvred her way confidently and graciously through her childhood and adolescent years before, in the final phase of the war, breaking with all the privileges accorded by Providence and going off to live with Johannes Hartvigsen, who was twice her age and whom not a single woman up to that time had dignified with a glance. The question was whether she had done this of her own free will. Hardly. Out of love? Not a chance. With suspicious intentions? Without a doubt.


At least that meant the flight from Johannes was not forced upon her?


With the consequence, however, that from then on the archipelago’s daily lifeline was run not only by an abandoned husband but also by his even more abandoned son, who, day in, day out, sat on the swaying deck of the cutter with three fingers in his mouth, waiting for the boat to put in at some quay or other, such as Barrøy, so that his insides could settle for a moment and one of the islanders might take pity on him with a kind word, which of course he never reciprocated, but acknowledged nonetheless, that was Ingrid’s impression, with a slight flinch, which she could see now as she trudged south carrying the puzzling letter that had nothing to do with the poor lad.


Occasionally two separate things happen concurrently and merge into one and the same wound, in one’s memory, except that you don’t realise this until it is too late. So why didn’t Ingrid pull herself together and tear open the envelope and read what Mariann had on her mind and get it over and done with?


Ingrid wasn’t ready, she carried on walking to Barrøy’s southernmost point, to the Bench, as they called it, the mighty Russian larch a storm had cast ashore at one time in her childhood, where she used to go to process her innermost thoughts, where she sat when the island threatened to become too small for her, when life threatened to come to a halt. And today, holding the letter from Mariann Vollheim, she was petrified.
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Mattis was on the face of it an ordinary lad, who had played on the beach and his father’s smallholding, in the fields and forest and snowdrifts, and had thrown his legs and arms about and laughed and cried like all other children, in no way different from them except that by and large only his parents were able to recognise him from a distance. Until he suddenly changed, from one day to the next, at a speed that only a child is capable of, towards the end of May.


The first signs of this became apparent as Johannes Hartvigsen was sitting at the boy’s bedside, when he opened his eyes and saw his father’s furrowed and bearded face, the morose expression of a man who neither knew, nor cared, what he looked like, to the sound of the rain hammering down on the rusty tin roof. Mattis used to call it thunder and did so now.


His father corrected him, once again, and repeated that the boy had never heard thunder, that it was rare in this part of the country.


That’s rain you can hear, it’s pissen down.


Mattis had to get up and put on his clothes now and board the boat with him, there would be no playing with Ole and Slutter today, that Mamma of yours has gone.


My Mamma?


Yes, your Mamma.


Where is she, Mamma?


Johannes was in no position to answer that question, and neither did he have the energy to speculate too deeply on the reasons for his wife, Olavia, leaving them. True, she had complained about Johannes being full of “gloomy thoughts”, a man with a “gloomy disposition”, which rubbed off on those around him, in other words, on her, a trait she had known nothing of before they had got married, she maintained. Johannes didn’t seem to be happy in his own home, but preferred to be as free as a bird on the open sea, she also maintained.


Johannes himself regarded this as absolute nonsense. The milk-run was no more than a mind-numbing source of income he had inherited from his father. If truth be told, Johannes thought of nothing else but Olavia and the lad, as he bustled around in that idiotic wheelhouse of his, musing on how good it would be at the end of another pointless day to dock and walk the hundred and thirty metres up to the farm, take off his gumboots and work clothes and scrub the oil from his fingers and sit down at the dining table with Olavia and Mattis, the joys of his life, there was nothing more precious to Johannes than them.


These words of course were far too grand for him, Johannes enjoyed his wife in the privacy of silence, relishing the luxurious fragrances of soap and unattainable middle-class lifestyle, her movements, her clothes, her hair and hands, particularly her hands, refined, slender and white, even after several years as a farmer’s wife, a role she knew nothing at all about, but which she had nonetheless performed with more or less the same immense thrift and scepticism as her predecessors, Johannes’ parents.


But there were no more children. And after a while Johannes began to wonder at this because relations between them were as they should between husband and wife, as far as he could judge. In addition, as the years went by, whispers had begun to circulate through the village about something being amiss in his household, rumours that eventually came to Johannes’ ears, no doubt he was the last to hear. Above all, there was the ominous question of how someone like him had managed to get his hands on the unattainable Olavia Storm, one of the few women on the main island who really could choose her mate, from the top shelf, one would imagine, and who furthermore had selected him against her parents’ wishes, so it was said. Was Johannes really her chosen one, the man she loved? Believe that if you will.


*


Mattis had coppery brown hair, green eyes and handsome, almost feminine, features. He learned to talk fluently at an early age, was lithe and sinewy and never ill. He teethed normally, soon stopped wearing nappies and liked to explain and justify things from the time he could speak, from a young age he brushed off scoldings, without being defiant or annoying, he elegantly skated around admonitions and rules as though they didn’t exist, he was an independent, self-willed boy.


Even at the age of three he would often tell Olavia in detail what he had experienced during the day and was able to talk about what their neighbours had been doing and describe the traffic on the roads and the boats in the harbour. Olavia called him a chatterbox while Johannes smiled at many a curious observation, and the lad’s eye for unusual detail, Johannes felt genuine pride at this.


But when the boy had turned four and his flights of fancy had become even more far-fetched, his father began to feel something approaching disquiet when they were together, and on occasion this became so acute that he wondered whether he had a foreign body in his house and not a copy of himself.


Now there are many explanations for an apple falling a long way from the tree, some of which are even reassuring: for one thing, the fact that Olavia’s family had for generations had the time and money to develop a state of refinement far superior to the rest of the population.


As indeed there are also less reassuring explanations, such as the German occupying forces happening to have their quarters on the Storm family estate, or the circumstance that Olavia and her sisters had served in the officers’ mess whenever they weren’t whiling away their hours, each in their own wallpapered bedroom, waiting to be discovered, the way young ladies of their standing had sat for centuries, when there was no war.


But there had been a war. And then it was over, and people began to talk about Mattis perhaps not being Johannes’ biological son. Marrying Johannes was merely a far-sighted woman’s ploy, a woman who like so many others – even those with stronger characters than Olavia’s – had something to rue, something to rectify or hide, once peace had returned.


The rumours became no less compelling after two other women who had served in the German camp had returned to the Trading Post to resume their former activities as fishwives, in the least flattering sense of the word, two withered old biddies who sat on the milk ramp outside Markus’ shop and struck up conversations with all the passers-by, seasoning their language with impressive expletives, and who sent begging letters to the poor relief fund and sang out of tune in the church choir while waiting for the herring boats to come in and the canning factory to re-open, with nothing better to do than sit on that old ramp insinuating that truth is hardly the first word to come to mind when one claps one’s eyes on the Merchant Storm’s discredited daughter and her son Mattis.


Johannes noticed that the gossip was giving more substance to his alleged gloominess and that the situation was beginning to resemble what he had experienced during the first years after his mother’s death, when he’d had to go out with his father as a twelve-year-old, first fishing in an open færing, then on the milk-run, a fate that would now befall his son, with the striking difference that Mattis was only five.


On that first morning as an abandoned husband, walking down to the harbour with his son at his side, to do his duty on this day too, Johannes realised that, strangely, all of this was actually as he had been expecting. Olavia had been too good to be true, for him, she had been a dream, which was now shattered.


This was no easy thought to start the day with, but it was at least tolerable, Johannes felt, just as one can experience a lift by finally being given a sensible diagnosis for some mysterious ailment one has been struggling with for some time, even if it is cancer. And perhaps this paradoxical insight was the reason he didn’t immediately move heaven and earth to make enquiries about Olavia’s whereabouts, or even search for her or try to find whether she had left anything behind in writing. He knew, after only the first few minutes in the kitchen, when he saw that both her suitcase and clothes were gone, irrevocably, and the front door was ajar, that he wasn’t going to find any such message here.


Olavia not having left anything in writing obviously said something about her, and Johannes not immediately searching for such a note presumably said something about him too, and these two facts probably said all there was to say about the Hartvigsen marriage, all this was confusingly clear to him.


*


It wasn’t until four days later that Johannes started to search the house’s cubbyholes, in order to have something to do on a lazy Sunday, wondering who Olavia really was, the items she had taken might reveal something about her he didn’t know, set him on the path towards an explanation.


First of all, her best shoes were missing – a patent-leather pair she hadn’t even worn at their wedding, with silver buckles over the arches – which on a couple of occasions Johannes had watched her polish with an earnest expression on her face. And also a small amount of silverware she had brought with her from the Storm estate. Johannes didn’t have any silverware. And, like her shoes, Olavia’s was never used.


Now it struck him how little she had actually brought with her from her childhood home, the second youngest daughter, the first and most loved of the four girls to be married off. In addition to the shoes and the silverware, only two dresses had gone, not her intricately made toys, a yellow wooden horse, a red boat, an abacus, which for some reason Mattis had never been allowed to play with, he’s too small, Olavia would say with the same serious expression she wore when polishing her shoes and silverware.


Also missing was the suitcase that had been beside her shoe box on the top shelf of the bedroom closet and which Johannes now realised he had never seen her open. Johannes had moved it a few times, to reach his milk chits, which he kept in a small wooden box on the same shelf, thinking it was strangely heavy, but without examining it any further.


Was there anything else he hadn’t examined further or hadn’t been surprised by when perhaps he should have been?


He noticed that everything she had acquired in the course of their married life was still there. Most of her clothes hung or lay in a pile where they belonged, a wall clock and a set of kitchen scales she had shrilly insisted on having last Christmas, a framed photograph of the boy, some checked aprons Johannes had thought were too expensive but which she had bought with her own savings, how much she had Johannes had no idea, not that he was bothered. But it was probably this money that she had used to finance her flight? At any rate there was nothing missing from the cake tin they regarded as their common kitty, the same thirty-three kroner Johannes had counted the previous weekend was still there.


Also, Olavia’s way of folding towels and bed linen remained, her system with the cutlery and tablecloths and the boy’s clothes, her system in the pantry and sitting room, her standards of cleanliness. Olavia was pernickety and particular and tetchy, and Johannes had liked that. The buckets stood where they always had, from the day she first entered the house and declared they should no longer stand where they had always stood before. The same went for the washtubs, brooms and cloths hanging over various lines in the porch, her washing lines, her system.


Johannes went back down to the sitting room and saw that she had also left the two rag rugs she had brought with her, lying crosswise on the floor. Johannes had remarked on this, didn’t it look odd, two rugs crossing, didn’t that look strange?


Olavia had looked at him askance, shoved the table and chairs aside and placed the rugs next to each other so that both husband and wife could see they were too long for the room, that Johannes Hartvigsen’s house was too small for the two rugs from the Storm dynasty to be extended to their full length.


He tried not to let it bother him that the cross was still there, after all who would run off from the family home carrying two rugs?


In the years Johannes had lived alone, he had retained his mother’s habit of filling a rectangular wooden box with soil every spring and planting wild flowers in it to brighten up the porch balustrade. Olavia had immediately emptied it and consigned it to the utility shed, where Johannes stored his tools and coke and his father’s old fishing tackle. He now went to the shed and retrieved the box and put it back on the balustrade, intending to fill it with soil and flowers again. Although just a brief glance down into the gaping void made him realise that nothing would ever come of this.


*


At around mid-afternoon on this Sunday, he asked Mattis, who was sitting cross-legged on the rugs in the sitting room, if he wouldn’t like to go over and play with Slutter and Ole, he hadn’t seen his friends for close on a week, now that he had become a seafarer.


The lad said no.


Johannes couldn’t come up with anything sensible to say in reply, such as:


Why not?


Anyway, it was probably time to announce the news to the Storm family. Gudrun, from the neighbouring farm, had already been round twice asking after Olavia, with the usual scowling suspicion in her eternally grey eyes, even though she wasn’t friends with either of them. Gudrun was more like one of the fishwives on the milk ramp, who espied opportunities in both war and peace.


Johannes considered whether to write a letter and send it north with the bus the following day, but decided that he should travel in person, it was just over ten kilometres, perhaps he could borrow a horse from the Trading Post, one of the carthorses standing idle today.


But he postponed the trip for a while, paced up and down in the house a couple more times, went into the yard, gazed across the farm he should have taken much better care of – which he always thought whenever he surveyed it – but there was no time, all the while contemplating whether to take the boy along or not, until the decision made itself, he had no choice.


Father and son walked down to the Trading Post, they were allowed to take the oldest horse and a cart, and headed north, Johannes deaf to the lad’s continuing silence, preoccupied with speculation as to how the meeting would turn out, with in-laws he hadn’t seen for many years, except the girls, on the rare occasions they visited Olavia in Hartvika, though they had generally left by the time Johannes returned from the sea, he barely knew them.


Before they arrived at the estate, he had decided that he didn’t want his previous inaction to get in the way of things, so he said straight out to Elisabeth, the youngest daughter, who opened the door, that he had come to take Olavia home.


Elisabeth didn’t understand a word. But she guided the guests into a parlour with room for rugs of any length, where Johannes’ parents-in-law, both his own age, it is also worth mentioning, sat looking at each other across a huge, polished dining table over a cup of coffee, presumably after consuming a hearty meal. They barely looked up and merely cast furtive glances at Mattis, who stood in his bare feet beside his father, his eyes darting up and down the walls until they settled on the chandelier hanging from the ceiling.


Elisabeth knelt down, hardly able to recognise him, but said that he looked even more like his mother than she remembered from the previous winter, and added some other comments Johannes didn’t catch, absorbed as he was, assessing his father-in-law’s reaction to what he had just told them, which was that Alfred Storm’s daughter, Olavia, had disappeared, Johannes had thought she might be here, perhaps because she was bored in Hartvika or wanted to see her family again.


His father-in-law brushed aside any speculation, stood up and demanded to know exactly when Olavia had left.


Johannes noticed that the old man didn’t use the term he had used: disappeared.


Isn’t she here? he repeated.


Of course not.


Johannes told him the precise date of her disappearance.


Tuesday, then, Alfred Storm said, counting backwards in time, after which he left the room and returned with a calendar, and declared, standing beside the table like a schoolmaster, that it was as he had thought, yes, Tuesday morning at the crack of dawn a stockfish boat had left from the Trading Post bound for Bergen. In fact, half of the cargo was his, Storm even knew the fish grader, a certain Jakobsen from Tromsø, as if that had anything to do with anything, did Johannes know whether Olavia had contacted the crew on board or had known about the boat’s schedules and routes?


How should I? Johannes answered, grappling with a sneaking feeling that the news of Olavia’s disappearance didn’t appear to be earth-shattering here either, but was received more than anything else with a mixture of resigned expectation and shameful relief, as well as a fair amount of waffle, presumably designed to keep the abandoned husband in the dark.


He asked whether either of the other two had known about her escape plans. They hadn’t, his mother-in-law, Amalie, assured him, with some prolix and, to Johannes’ ears, vague turns of phrase, still sitting at the table with one slightly trembling hand in front of her mouth. Amalie was from Ålesund and made Johannes feel uneasy by dint of her dialect and that trembling hand of hers, so he asked the question once more, this time directed at Olavia’s youngest sister, did Elisabeth know anything?


No.


But at least she did appear concerned, genuinely upset, as far as Johannes could judge, even if the look she sent her parents appeared to be more entreating than accusatory, as though she realised they were hiding something, which they might disclose to her, if only this son-in-law would get out of the house. She collected herself and again laid a hand on Mattis’ head and suffused her smile with so much sophisticated pity that the lad was able to smile back.


Johannes felt that he had done what he had to do, at least neither of them seemed to blame him for their daughter’s disappearance, although he was ashamed to discover that this had been one of his motives for the visit, to ask the family for their forgiveness, which he now felt he had received, perhaps because he had shown up in person, Johannes was not a good judge of character, all that remained for him to do was say goodbye and leave.


Elisabeth accompanied the visitors outside and stood behind the gate in the white picket fence and said, come back soon, ruffled Mattis’ fringe one last time, as though they had been welcome.


*


Father and son went back home in the same charged silence as when they had arrived, Johannes in such a fog of bewilderment that it didn’t occur to him to feel annoyed that he hadn’t even been offered a cup of coffee.


They returned the horse and cart, walked home in the luminous summer evening and stood gazing in wonderment at the small farmhouse, to study it, as it were, to take in the significance of their home, this is our house.


Johannes Hartvigsen had now spent one whole Sunday piecing together the changes in this home of theirs, all so small that to anyone’s eye but his own they were probably invisible. It was only Johannes who could see that the house was no longer his and would never again be so. Or rather that was precisely what it was, it was his house, his alone, and would always remain so.


It’s Monday tomorrow, he said to Mattis, who hadn’t uttered a sound since his mother had disappeared.


So we’ll bi on t’boat worken.
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Ingrid was sitting on the Bench holding Mariann Vollheim’s letter. There was only one reason it hadn’t already been torn to pieces or thrown unread into the stove, namely the frightening hope that it might contain some news about a man both she and Mariann had fallen in love with during the last year of the war, a young, Russian P.O.W. by the name of Alexander Nizhnikov, a survivor of the Rigel disaster, who had to leave them both to save his life and who, she hoped, had managed to make his way home to the Soviet Union.


Had Mariann been able to trace him?


Mariann had inherited a large estate, she had money, a high level of education and was a teacher at the Cathedral School in Trondheim, a self-confident woman capable of dealing with most challenges, there was only one thing to do, open the letter and read it.


Ingrid opened the letter and read “Dear Ingrid”, it was as if they were friends: “I hope you won’t mind the personal tone. You see, I’ve never been closer to anyone than I was to you that strange summer four years ago, both on our Vollheim estate and at your home on Barrøy the following autumn. I can’t forget you and I don’t know why.”


That was quite an opening, Ingrid thought, embarrassed.


Mariann explained that the intimacy of her tone was a result of Ingrid having helped her overcome the loss of her two children, who had fallen through the ice on Lake Tunnsjø. Ingrid remembered their names, names which Mariann had not even been able to utter when they first met, but which now in this letter were mentioned with an unsettling ease, as though the deaths of children were something one could ever completely recover from, thought Ingrid, who herself refused to accept that time heals all wounds, time was so cruel, but this was clearly what Mariann had been able to do.


Then a possible explanation became apparent: not only did she have an “interesting job at the Cathedral School”, she had also met a new man, an engineer by the name of Olav.


Olav was described in detail, tall and slim, with blue eyes and fair hair. He was considerate and clever, had been a soldier on the right side in the war, was the same age as Mariann, and had recently inherited a sizeable house in the hills around Trondheim, where the couple now lived in very comfortable circumstances, that was what she wrote, in those very words.


Mariann described her route to school – she went on foot via a bridge across the River Nid – and the trees around the famous cathedral, which Ingrid hadn’t noticed when she was in Trondheim. Then there was something about eating habits and an orchard and a soft-fruit garden, and making juice and pickling, all carried out in a town, Mariann called these activities her “hobbies”. It was obvious that she was trying to create a sense of peace and success, to contrast as starkly as possible with everything connected with the war.


Ingrid’s shoulders sagged, but she picked up again when she read that Mariann often visited her father on the family estate by Lake Tunnsjø, so as not to drown in grief and guilt, but to see again the fields and meadows and the lake where she grew up, her own childhood, not her children’s.


Eventually there was also a request: Mariann was writing primarily (Ingrid wondered what primarily meant) to notify her (notify?) that at the age of thirty-nine she had given birth to a healthy daughter and would like to invite Ingrid to the christening, which was due to take place in nothing less than the famous cathedral she had mentioned, on the third Sunday in September.


Mariann would pay for her return journey – she had enquired about the cost – and she implored her (?) from the depths of her heart (oh, my goodness) to attend, as they had decided to christen the newborn Ingrid, after Ingrid Marie Barrøy (where had she got my middle name from?).


In short, not a single word about the man who had once brought them together, the Russian, Alexander, he was nonexistent, as forgotten as Mariann’s children.


Ingrid felt a need to sit looking around for a while. She re-read the letter and realised that the mere thought of Alexander was still enough to bring her out in a cold sweat, indeed, to take her legs away from under her.


She got up and headed north again, but her pace was too frenetic, she could feel that, so she took a hold of herself, managed to make her strides more measured, and arrived at the new quay having reached a decision she couldn’t have taken earlier that morning, but which now had been made for her.


Johannes and her cousin, Lars, were sitting on the quay chatting. Lars looked up, nodded briefly and turned back to Johannes, who sighed and said, well, he had better be moving on, the milk’ll bi spoilen.


“Where’s the laddie?” Ingrid asked.


“With the other kids,” Lars said without turning round, he had chased him ashore.


Johannes mumbled something to the same effect, got to his feet and looked around.


“He should just stay here,” Ingrid said, turning and starting to walk up to the houses as her eyes sought out the children, all eight of whom were on the beach by the boat shed, she heard their laughter and incoherent howls from Oskar. Kaja, soon to be five, was explaining something to Mattis, and at least he was nodding. The twin girls were splashing each other with water. Hans and Fredrik were up to something serious down a hole in the sand while Martin, as usual, was running from one to the other, not knowing what to do with himself. My God, Ingrid thought, what has come over me?


“What do you mean?” she heard the milk-boat skipper say behind her.


He could pick up the boy on his return trip, she called back, she was off to cook some food now.


Johannes mumbled something she didn’t catch. When she turned, up by the house, she watched him clamber aboard the cutter and start the engine. Lars was standing on the quay and passed him the single hawser that was sufficient to moor the boat in fair weather. That was the last they saw of Johannes Hartvigsen.









4


Ingrid went inside and asked Barbro to boil some water, lots of it. Walked down to the beach again and fetched Kaja and Mattis, carefully plucked the stinking rags from the new arrival, revealing a lean and bony body. The women and girls bathed him in a tub in the kitchen of the old house – it was like a baptism – led by Barbro, the most practical of them, using cloths and soap, Ingrid’s 56-year-old aunt and Barrøy’s most steadfast presence, the only islander who had never asked herself whether there were any other islands, any other worlds.


Next in line was Ingrid herself, her hands anxiously planted on her hips. Then Kaja, with envious eyes, she loved having baths. And finally Suzanne, also one of Ingrid’s daughters, or her adopted daughter, all according to how one wishes to classify people after fate has played its part. Now Suzanne looked at Mattis and said dear God, what a bag of bones, grabbed his arms and asked if she had looked like this, too, when she arrived on the island.


“Tha was as feit as a pig,” Ingrid said.


Suzanne gave a wry laugh and asked what was going to happen now, did Ingrid intend to send the lad away again with that weird father of his?


We’ll have to see, Ingrid said, he’s not ours.


Suzanne turned serious and said she couldn’t do that.


What, Ingrid said, and Suzanne looked at Barbro, who was now standing in the middle of the floor, arms crossed, as if to signify agreement.


We’ll have to see, Ingrid repeated, then asked Suzanne to go to Karvika to fetch some cast-off clothing.


Mattis said nothing, but understood when Ingrid told him to stand up, bend forward, sit down and splash with his hands. She examined his arms, scalp, back, legs and feet, but found no sores or injuries, and he shook his newly washed mop of hair every time she asked if he had any pains.


After the bath he allowed himself to be bossed around in clean clothes, at Kaja’s whim and fancy, and when dinner arrived on the table, he ate more than the others, and kept down his food as his eyes wandered back and forth between Kaja and Lars, who enjoyed eating here in their childhood home, rather than in the new house he and Felix had built in Karvika. Now Lars had a question for the silent newcomer:


How old are you?


Five, Mattis said.


Mattis’ first word on Barrøy, and it would not be forgotten. He ate slowly, meatballs in gravy with potatoes. Kaja said she was almost five. Lars shifted his eyes from the lad to Ingrid and commented between two mouthfuls that she had received a letter today, who was it from?


Mariann Vollheim, Ingrid said. Lars thought about this and then asked if it was t’ lady who’d bin here a couple o’ years back. Ingrid nodded.


They carried on eating.


Lars wanted to know what she, t’ lady, wanted.


Ingrid said she had invited her to a christening in Trondheim. Lars burst into laughter. The door opened and his wife, Selma, walked in and asked what he was doing here, didn’t he like her cooking, this wasn’t the first time.


Lars grinned and said that in the old house it was a meat day, he was fed up with fish.


It was you who said we should have fish, she said sourly, and plumped down on the log bin, covering her face with her hands, she held them up like two fans, the sign that the marital tiff was over, or deferred, then she caught sight of Mattis and asked whether the Jerry kid was going to stay here.


Ingrid frowned and checked to see if the children had heard anything. Lars continued eating in a telling silence, and Suzanne slowly lowered her knife and fork, bit her lower lip and contemplated saying something that had to be considered so carefully that it was unlikely ever to pass her lips.


Selma did not repeat the question, but got to her feet and just stood there, obviously on the lookout for some reason to leave again, placed a hand on the brass rail on the stove, peered at her fingertips and left, after announcing that the twins had been despatched to the cow barn and the boys chased down to Bosom Acre to move the calves.


Suzanne was still weighing up her plan to say something when Lars got up and for once expressed his appreciation of the food. Ingrid told Kaja to show Mattis her toys and followed Lars out of the door, on down the grassy slope, shouting at his broad shoulders that he’d better shut Selma’s gob, that word must never be repeated here.


Lars turned and said:


Which word? Jerry?


Ingrid told him to shut his mouth.


Lars casually walked on, tossed his head a few times, meaning that, yes, Ingrid may well be the lawful owner of the island, unfortunately, but without him and Felix no-one could live here, Ingrid was only the queen on paper.


Ingrid sprang at him and asked if he also called Fredrik a Jerry, Suzanne’s son.


Lars stopped, came back and stared her in the face, not entirely at ease, Ingrid knew, he was half a head shorter than her.


Say that again, will you?


Ingrid said coldly that she had just told him that word was not to be repeated.


What do you mean?


Ingrid had hoped she had given him something to think about as he had taken Fredrik under his wing from the day he arrived on the island and turned him into a Barrøyer like the rest of them. Now Fredrik always went out fishing with them between the Lofoten seasons, along with Lars’ sons, Hans and Martin. Lars didn’t have two sons, he had three.


He said:


What about that Kaja of yours?


What about that Kaja of mine?


Trying to sound nonchalant, he mumbled that Kaja must be just about the only kid here without a father.


Ingrid smiled sourly and said she had told him about Kaja’s father, the Russian prisoner of war, had he forgotten?


No.


I thought not.


What do you mean?


Ingrid told him to sit down.


What, here?


Yes, here, on the ground.


They sat down, and Ingrid said that she herself had been in some doubt about Kaja’s origins until after her daughter’s birth, when she recognised her father’s eyes, Alexander’s.


“Yes, I’ve heard,” Lars said sheepishly, focusing his gaze on the whaler Salthammer at its moorings, the island’s mainstay and debt-laden pride.


What have you heard?


You know.


No, I don’t.


He squirmed. Ingrid asked whom he had heard it from, whatever it was he knew or didn’t know.


From Suzanne.


But Suzanne knew nothing, so Ingrid asked if he had heard about the time Henriksen came to the island with a German officer and raped her, almost killing her, with the result that she lost her memory and had to spend several weeks in hospital. She had regained her memory, unfortunately, she thought in moments of weakness, fortunately, she thought in moments of strength, like now.


Henriksen? Lars asked in surprise.


Ya, Henriksen.


Suzanne said nothing about Henriksen.


Ya, Ingrid said, because she knows nothing.


She watched as an alarming flush spread across his face and into his black stubble. Lars flung out an arm in frustration and disbelief.


So, it was that Henriksen?


And repeated the name. And said:


He’s getting to be a bigwig again now.


Ingrid nodded. She had heard that, after a period of ignominious silence, the former lensmann had begun to circulate among people again, presumably hoping that so much oblivion had descended over the village that even an old Nazi could enjoy peacetime. In the early spring he had even been employed as a verger by the new pastor, a torchbearer of forgiveness and amnesia, not an important job, but at least a means of support. Henriksen hadn’t even lost his right to vote, no doubt because nobody dared to testify against him.
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