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And take me disappearing through the smoke rings of my mind Down the foggy ruins of time, far past the frozen leaves The haunted, frightened trees, out to the windy beach Far from the twisted reach of crazy sorrow


BOB DYLAN, “Mr Tambourine Man”
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Like Ashes in the Wind




[image: image]


FOR ME MY MOTHER WAS A SCENT. SHE WAS A WARMTH. A leg I clung to. A breath of something blue; a dress I remember her wearing. She fired me into the world with a bowstring, I told myself, and when I shaped my memories of her, I did not know if they were true, I simply created her as I thought a son should remember his mother.


Mamma was the one I thought of when I tested the loss inside me. Seldom Pappa. Sometimes I asked myself if he would have been like all the other fathers in the district. Men in Home Guard uniforms; in football trainers at old boys’ practice; getting up early at the weekends to volunteer at Saksum’s local association of hunters and anglers. But I let him fade away without regret. I accepted it, for many years at least, as proof that my grandfather, Bestefar, had tried his best to do everything Pappa would have done, and that he had in fact succeeded.


Bestefar used the broken tip of a Russian bayonet as a knife. It had a flame-birch handle, and that was the only real carpentering he had ever done. The top edge of the blade was dull, and he used that to scrape off rust and to bend steel wire. He kept the other side sharp enough to slice open heavy sacks of agricultural lime. A quick thrust and the white granules would trickle out of their own accord, ready for me to spread across the fields.


The sharp and the dull edges converged into a dagger-like point, and with that he would dispatch the fish we caught on Lake Saksum. He would remove the hook as the powerful trout flapped about, furious to be drowning in oxygen. Place them over the gunwale, force the tip of the blade through their skulls and boast about how broad they were. It was always then that I would raise the oars to watch the thick blood trickle down his steel blade, while thin drops of water ran down my oars.


But the drops flowed into each other. The trout bled out and became our fish from our lake.


On my first day of school I found my way to my desk and sat down. On it was a piece of card folded in half, with EDVARD HIRIFJELL in unfamiliar writing on both front and back, as though not only the teacher but I, too, had to be reminded of who I was.


I kept turning to check for Bestefar, even though I knew he was there. The other children already knew each other, so I just stared ahead at the map of Europe and the wide chalkboard, blank and green like the ocean. I turned once more, concerned that Bestefar looked twice as old as the other parents. He stood off to one side in his Icelander, and he was old like Fridtjof Nansen on the ten-kroner note. He had the same moustache and eyebrows, but the years did not weigh heavy on him, it was as though they multiplied one another and made his face look full of vigour. Because Bestefar could never get old. He told me that. That I kept him young and that he made himself young for me.


*


My mother’s and father’s faces never grew older. They lived in a photograph on the chest of drawers next to the telephone. Pappa wearing flares and a striped waistcoat, leaning against the Mercedes. Mamma crouching to pet Pelle, our farm dog. The dog looks as though it is blocking her path, as if it does not want us to leave.


Maybe animals sense these things.


I am in the back seat, waving, so the photograph must have been taken the day we left.


I try to convince myself that I remember the drive to France, the smell of the hot imitation-leather seats, trees flashing past the side windows. For a long time I thought I could remember Mamma’s distinct scent on that day, as well as their voices above the racing wind.


We still have the negative of that picture. Bestefar did not send the film for processing straight away. At first I thought it was to save money, because after this last photograph of Mamma and Pappa, Christmas Eve, midsummer net fishing and the potato harvest were still to come.


It was not obvious at the time, but I think he waited because you never know how a picture is going to turn out, not until it comes back from the lab. You have an idea, an expectation of how the subjects will settle, and within the emulsion, Mamma and Pappa would live a little longer, until the developing bath fixed them for ever.


*


I believed Bestefar when, as my tantrums came to an end, he repeated that he would tell me everything when I was “big enough”. But maybe he failed to notice how much I had grown. So I discovered the truth too early, and by then it was too late.


It was soon after the beginning of Year Three. I cycled down to the Lindstads’ farm. The door was open, I called out a greeting. The house was empty, they were probably out in the barn, so I went into the living room. A stereo and a record player stood on the dark-stained bookcase, collecting dust. Norwegian Automobile Federation road atlases, condensed novels from Reader’s Digest and a row of burgundy yearbooks, with Det Hendte in gold letters on their spines. Each contained a summary of the most significant events of that year.


It was no coincidence that I selected the one marked 1971, it was as if the yearbook wanted me to look inside; it fell open on the month of September. The pages were shiny with fingerprints. The edges of the pages were worn and there were threads of tobacco in the gutter.


Mamma and Pappa, one photograph of each of them. Two simple profiles with “(Reuters)” printed under their names. I wondered who Reuters was, and thought I ought to know since it was about my parents.


It said that a Norwegian–French couple, “both domiciled in Gudbrandsdalen”, had died on September 23 while on holiday near Authuille by the Somme in northern France. They had been visiting a fenced-off First World War battlefield and had been found dead in a river. The autopsy revealed that they had been exposed to gas from an unexploded shell, and had then lost their footing and stumbled into the water.


The yearbook went on to state that there still were several million tonnes of explosives along the old front lines, and that many areas were judged impossible to clear. At least a hundred people, tourists and farmers, had been killed in recent decades by stepping on unexploded shells.


I knew this already from Bestefar’s economical explanation. The part that he had omitted came next:


“From items discovered in their car, the police established that the couple had a child with them, a three-year-old boy.” But he was nowhere to be found and a search party was organised. Dogs helped to scour the former battlefield with no success, while divers dragged the river and helicopters were deployed to widen the search.


Then I read the sentences that extinguished the child in me. It was like putting newspaper in the fireplace; the writing was still legible despite the paper catching fire, but with the lightest contact it would crumble to ashes.


“Four days later the child was found at a doctor’s surgery 120 kilometres away, in the seaside town of Le Crotoy. A police investigation yielded no answers. It was assumed that the boy had been abducted. With the exception of minor injuries, he was unharmed.”


Then the article returned to the truth I knew, that I had been adopted by my grandparents in Norway. I stared at the pages. Flipped forward to see if anything came after, flipped back to see if I had missed anything that came before. I picked out the bits of tobacco from the gutter. People had talked about me, taken out Det Hendte 1971 when the neighbours were over for coffee, recalled the time someone from the Hirifjell clan had made it into the papers.


My anger had a long way to go. Bestefar said he had told me everything he knew, so I carried my questions into the flame-birch woods opposite the farm. Why had Mamma and Pappa taken me to a place filled with unexploded shells? What were they even doing there?


The answers were gone, Mamma and Pappa were gone like ashes in the wind, and I grew up at Hirifjell.


*


Hirifjell lies on the far side of Saksum. The larger estates are on the other side of the river, where the snow melts early and the sunshine caresses the log walls and the squirearchs who live within them. It is never called the true side, occasionally the sunny side, but most often nothing at all, because only the far side needs a name for its location. Between us flows the Laugen River. The mist rising from the river is the border we must cross when we go to secondary school or shop in the village.


The far side lies in shade for most of the day. There are jokes about the people who live here, that they fire their Krags at the travelling fishmonger’s van and tie together the shoelaces of drunkards who fall asleep under the haycocks. But the point is that even if you come from an estate in Saksum, you cannot adopt Parisian habits, let alone those from Hamar. Norge Rundt has never broadcast a bulletin from Saksum. You find the same things here that you find in other villages. The agricultural cooperative, the draper’s, the post office and the general store. A road high above the village where the ambulance always gets stuck. Peeling wooden houses inhabited by people who fiddle their taxes.


Only the telephone engineers and the local agricultural officers knew that the sun actually shone all day where we lived. Because Hirifjell is situated just at the point where the hillside slopes back down. The sunny side on the inside of the far side. A garden in the woods, closed off by a gate, wherein we kept ourselves to ourselves.


*


Bestefar liked to sit up all night. I would lie on the sofa while he smoked cigarillos and rearranged his books and vinyls. Bach’s cantatas, boxes of Beethoven and Mahler symphonies conducted by Furtwängler or Klemperer. Shelves full of books, some tattered, some new. There were so many slips of paper sticking out of Andrees’ World Atlas and Meyer’s Konversations-Lexikon it looked as though new pages were growing from them.


This is where I fell asleep at night, in a haze of music occasionally interrupted by the crackle of his lighter, and, half asleep, I would hear him put down Der Spiegel and then feel his arms around me. When I peeped through half-open eyelids, the walls and ceiling were spinning, as if I were the needle of a compass, before he laid me down, straightened my arms and legs and pulled the duvet over me. Every morning his face was there; with the light in the hall shining on his stubble and his curved moustache, yellowed from smoking, he stood with a smile revealing that he had been watching me before I woke.


The only unreasonable thing he did was to refuse to let me collect the post. When it was late it messed up his routine, and every morning at eleven he would watch for the red car up by the county road. Later he switched to having a P.O. box down in the village, saying that some strangers had forced open the lock on the postbox.


Enclosing postage stamps, I sent off for catalogues for do-it-yourself speaker kits, Schou’s hunting weapons, the A.B.U. catalogue, photography equipment, fly-tying materials – I learned more from them than from any of my textbooks. My only contact with the outside world came through Bestefar, heavy envelopes on a warm car seat from his trips to the village. It was like that for an eternity until the year he returned from the annual meeting of the Association of Sheep and Goat Breeders and, out of nowhere, said that we should switch back to the postbox, it was such an effort going down to Saksum to collect everything.


Even before then I remember us sawing off the stock of Pappa’s shotgun and going duck hunting. It was a 16-calibre Sauer & Sohn side-by-side, given to him for his confirmation, although in all likelihood he had never used it. As I grew, we glued slivers of the severed stock back on, and when my own confirmation came the orangey-brown walnut stock was marked with thin rings, a measure of my childhood with Bestefar.


But I knew that if a spruce grew too quickly, it formed wide growth rings, and when the tree was big enough for the wind to take hold, it would snap.


All my life I had heard a whistling coming from the flame-birch woods, and one night in 1991 it grew into a wind that made me falter. Because there was something about Mamma and Pappa’s story that was still stirring, quietly, like a viper in the grass.




II
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Summer Solstice




1


THAT NIGHT DEATH RETURNED TO HIRIFJELL. IT WAS obvious who was going to be collected, because there were few to choose from. I was twenty-three years old, and when later I thought back on that summer, I realised that death is not always a cruel, unseeing killer. Sometimes it leaves the door open on the way out.


But being set free can be sheer torture. The day it happened was not the usual day of hard work and evening sun, a day that Furtwängler’s baton slowly lays to rest. The fact is, the day before Bestefar died someone painted a swastika on his car.


I had been waiting all week for a delivery from Oslo, and now the delivery slip was in the postbox. I took the shortcut to the house, racing past the stinging nettles and across the farmyard. I opened the door to the tool shed just a crack and said I had to pick up something, that I was leaving now. He straightened up at the workbench, set down the pair of pincers and said we should drop in at the agricultural cooperative.


“Why don’t we take the Star?” he said, and brushed the wood chips off his jacket. “Save you money on petrol.”


I turned and closed my eyes. So it was one of those days, when he thought it embarrassing if we drove in separate cars.


Bestefar ambled stiffly across the yard to fetch his shopping jacket. The villagers did not like it that he carried a knife, so he usually wore a hip-length jacket when we drove in.


We set off in the heavy, black Mercedes he bought new in 1965. The paint was scratched from driving along the overgrown pasture road and there were patches of rust around the lock for the boot, but it was still a car that stood out in the village. We drove slowly past the potato fields, inspecting the blossoms on either side.


We were potato farmers, Bestefar and I. Yes, we had sheep, but potato farmers was what we were. He would lose weight waiting for them to sprout, even though the fields of Hirifjell were 540 metres above sea level and insects that spread disease rarely made it this high.


Bestefar was one hell of a potato farmer, and he made one out of me, too. We supplied both seed potatoes and eating potatoes. Almond potatoes were the most lucrative, even though Ringerike were a better quality. Beate was a potato for idiots. Large and flavourless, but people had to have them. Pimpernels were what we kept for ourselves, for meal after meal. They matured late but had a firm flesh, and with their bright violet skin there was nothing more beautiful to pluck out of the soil.


The car rattled as we drove across the cattle grid, and he turned onto the county road without checking for traffic. The woods opened near the Lindstad farm and as always we studied the river.


“Laugen has gone down,” he said. “We could go fishing past the campsite.”


“Graylings won’t bite when the water is this green,” I said.


The spruce trees closed around us and the river disappeared until we reached the asphalt. We rumbled down the steep hill and I felt a flutter in my stomach, as I always did when approaching Saksum. The train station, the secondary school, the sawmill, the barns on the sunny side. The people.


Cold river air poured in through the window as we crossed the wooden bridge.


“Agricultural co-op first?” he said.


If he went in there, he would be some time. Bestefar did not go in for window-shopping, so we rarely left without a tail-heavy Mercedes and a receipt half a metre long.


“As a matter of fact,” he said. “Why don’t we pick up your package first. Let’s do that.”


*


We had just come out of the post office and I was examining my brown cardboard box when I noticed a strange falter in Bestefar’s step. When I looked up I saw the clumsy swastika sprayed in red paint on the door of his Mercedes.


That had been my exact thought. His Mercedes, now that it had a swastika. Earlier that day, and in all the years prior, I had considered the Star ours.


People were staring. They stood by the noticeboard for the athletics club with their hands in their pockets. Børre Teigen and his old lady. The Bøygard daughters. Jenny Sveen and the Hafstad boys. They were staring at something behind us, as if the post office had new roof tiles.


Thin streaks of paint trickled slowly down the car door.


One of the Hafstad boys glanced up at the corner by the draper’s. The flapping of a coat tail, someone slipping away. The only movement in a few frozen seconds on this Saturday in Saksum.


Bestefar lowered his arm in front of me like a boom.


At that point I still had a choice. The village was watching and waiting. Again I chose Bestefar. As I always had, not lacking for opportunities. I broke past his arm, dropped the package and I was off, running as I had my entire life. Swiftly past the glare of the villagers, across the road, towards the gravel playing field behind the Esso garage. I caught up with him there. A teenager running awkwardly with his arms pinned to his sides, his grey nylon jacket fluttering behind him.


Obviously I should have used my advantage, my speed, to pull ahead and stop him face to face. I should have taken him with my size, slowed up like a footballer after scoring.


But instead I stretched out a leg and sent him sprawling head-first into the gravel. He screamed as he fell and kept screaming when he was on the ground. I grabbed him by the jacket and spun him around.


Noddy.


In fact his name was Jan Børgum, but he nodded incessantly and talked to himself. There was dirt in the grazes on his hands and sand in his hair. Tears flowed into his bleeding nose, and pink bubbles spluttered as he sobbed. He had spray paint on his fingers and on the sleeve of his jacket, and he was clutching a piece of wax paper with the clumsy outline of a swastika.


I cursed to myself.


“Jan,” I said. “Did somebody pay you to do this?”


He gurgled something unintelligible.


“Speak clearly, Jan.”


But he could not speak clearly. I knew that.


I tried to help him up. He pulled away, fell on his backside and cried even more loudly. His trousers were torn at the knee. A pair of grey trousers, the kind old people and taxi drivers wore. Jan’s mum had been dressing him all these years. He had been two years above me in primary school and had worn the same clothes back then, when he wandered around with the special needs teacher, cross-eyed and his mouth agape. When I began secondary school, Jan did not progress to Year Nine. Jan went somewhere else.


People were coming. They gathered by the oil-change ramp at the Esso.


“Come on, Jan,” I said. “Get up.”


He sniffled and wiped the blood off his lip. Struggled to his feet. I asked if he was hurt and he nodded. I gave him some money for the ripped trousers. “Who told you to do it?” I said.


“It was in the book,” he said.


“What book?”


He mumbled something.


“If they come back, tell them I want to talk to them. Can you do that?”


“Do what?”


I brushed the dirt off his back. He stood gawping. I headed towards the Esso. The Bøygard girls turned away. Then the Hafstad boys, and finally the rest of the crowd broke up. They strolled back to their shopping and their cars and their hot refill coffee.


If only they would attack me, lay hands on me, yell at me. Then I could have responded, taken up this argument in the centre of Saksum, in the middle of a shopping day.


But how would I have responded? Besides, they were done with their staring – at the rabble who settled things amongst themselves – and now that everything was over, they had two fewer halfwits to worry about.


*


Bestefar was in the passenger seat. He said nothing, did not wind down the window. He just sat there like a wax figure in a German fighter plane, pointing at the steering wheel. He had not touched the spray paint. You did not have to be a fortune teller to know that Sverre Hirifjell would never give anyone the satisfaction of asking for a rag. Or go into the paint shop to buy Lynol while maintaining an appropriate level of anger, mumbling something about juvenile pranks. I am not even sure he knew what that meant.


I opened the car door. People at the general store were taking their time to park.


“We are not driving like this,” I said. “I’m going to wash it off. Or cover it up.”


“Drive,” he mumbled. “Straight to Hirifjell.”


My package was on the back seat. One corner was crumpled.


“Just get in and drive, dammit,” he growled. “Straight through the village. Up to Hirifjell.”


He offered no objections when I took another route. I drove down to the grain silo and took the gravel road along the river. Six kilometres longer, but nobody lived there, and the swastika faced towards the mountainside.


“It was Noddy,” I said.


But he just stared at the river, and I realised that he was fully occupied with the one thing he truly was good at: forcing himself to forget.


*


The sky behind the barn had grown dark. I strolled across the farmyard and sat on the front steps of the cottage. The Mercedes was under the barn ramp. Bestefar was inside the log house.


I have never liked seeing people mope. Almost anything can be fixed. Tobacco and coffee help. That, and putting my cards on the table. If you have a two of clubs and a three of diamonds, then fine. Today, you lost. The only grounds for complaint is if you are dealt four cards when you should have had five.


There was rain in the air and I wanted it to come. Rolling down from the hillside with a strong wind. I wanted this rain, I wanted to put on some coffee, go out to the conservatory and hear the raindrops drumming on a roof I had built with my own hands, while I sat nice and dry with my mug and a cigarette.


I went to the storehouse and pulled a tarpaulin over the circular saw. That week I had changed the gable board and rafters, now all that remained was the painting and I could do that after the weekend.


The rain was close. Good rain. I recognised its smell. Not too hard or heavy, but one that would last a long time and give the ground a good soaking. I had been planning to take the irrigator out to the north field this evening, now there was no need. Instead I kicked off my shoes and put on a pair of thick, woollen socks. While the coffee machine gurgled, I cleared the kitchen table. Wiped it down with a cloth and reached for the package.


Oslo Camera Service knew their trade so well that their reputation had travelled all the way to Saksum. Tightly wrapped, brown-taped corners. My name typed out, themed postage stamps, C.O.D. slip filled out with no abbreviations.


I cut open the package, found another box inside and pulled out a lens wrapped in tissue paper.


Leica Elmarit 21mm. A wide-angle.


The weight of it. The resistance of the focus ring. The inscrutable colour shifts on the glass coating. The silky matt lacquer, the engraved numbers indicating distance and aperture.


Bestefar gave me the Leica for my eighteenth birthday. An M6 camera body, a Summicron lens and ten rolls of film. There was no better camera for miles around, unless someone owned a Hasselblad. The only thing that spoiled it for him was that the lens had distance markings in both metres and feet.


“There’s no need for that,” he said. “No enlightened nation measures in feet.”


I bought myself a new lens every year, for a sum most people would consider too steep for a television. The world was made new with every focal length. A telephoto lens that brought the subjects closer and left the small detail in a haze. The macro lens that made the corolla of a flower fill an entire planet. And now, a wide-angle lens to expand the horizon outwards, making medium seem small, and bagatelles into a speck in the eye. It demanded a different subject matter, new ideas about foreground and background.


But that day I did not look through the Leica’s viewfinder, because I would see only the usual. My collection of Asterix books. The door to the darkroom. The stereo with the speakers I built. The glass cabinet with the rest of my camera equipment. A still of Joe Strummer from the filming of “Straight to Hell”. The huge poster of The Alarm, from the cover of “68 Guns” where nobody looks into the camera. On the wall, a long line of my nature photographs.


I knew where I should go to take photographs: the flame-birch woods. But not until early the next morning.


*


I moved into the cottage when I was sixteen. The house had been empty since I lived here with Mamma and Pappa. Back then, I kicked open the swollen door without thinking that now, now something historic is happening. I just began to use it, put up new panelling inside and built a conservatory from which I could see the edge of the forest.


The house was mine, and at the same time it was ours.


A little of the two of them remained. The Mixmaster, Pappa’s wellies, the bedclothes. I left the photograph of the three of us in the log house. I still felt that I should stop each time I passed it.


When I was younger, the photograph was a hope. A hope that Mamma and Pappa might not be dead after all. Later it became a reminder that they were never going to call. For a long time I wondered why Bestefar had placed it by the telephone instead of hanging it on the wall. Was it in order to remember them, or was it so that the picture would have an effect on us when we spoke to others? Or to remind us that those who phoned here also had Mamma and Pappa’s story in mind when they expressed themselves?


My grandmother’s name was Alma, and I never called her anything else. She was quiet and guarded, like an old floor clock. An illness left her bedridden, she moved to Kløverhagen nursing home and was laid to rest when I was twelve.


But now and again she shared small details about Mamma. She told me that her family had been killed during the war. That was why the issue of adoption rights never arose, that was why they never expected any French relatives to visit. She talked about her little, but that did not surprise me. Because my father’s side was not big either, only a few second cousins. We never went on trips, just to the occasional funeral, and we would always leave before coffee was served.


All the same I was surprised; even if Mamma’s family was gone, surely not everyone around her could have disappeared?


Those were my thoughts when the two of them took an afternoon nap on their respective couches, and I opened the atlas and studied France. Told myself that somewhere there must be someone who remembered Mamma, because she had lived for almost twenty-seven years. I looked for Authuille and read about the Somme and the First World War in Bestefar’s encyclopaedia. Imagined a village and a war.


Every so often we went to the churchyard. The smell of tar from the stave church followed me to a gravestone made of blue Saksum granite. WALTER HIRIFJELL. NICOLE DAIREAUX. Mamma born in January 1945, Pappa in 1944. Both died on September 23, 1971.


But I turned back before I stepped too close. When I asked myself how Mamma and Pappa met, I curbed my curiosity. I didn’t want to allow them to appear before me. You cannot miss something you haven’t had, I told myself. Bare ground must not lie open; all black earth was a wound. It attracted weeds which grew and covered it.


Even now, here in the cottage, they occasionally stepped out from the shadows. Once I found an L.P. of French songs for children, and when I put it on, there was a glimpse of my mother.


I knew all the songs. I had sung “Frère Jacques” instead of “Fader Jakob”. And I understood the lyrics to “Au clair de la lune” and “Ah, vous dirai-je maman”. The busy language came easily to me, and I realised that I must have spoken French when I was little. Mamma had sung with me, our voices had filled this house.


French was my mother tongue, not Norwegian.


At secondary school, it was either German or French as an option. It was the first time I felt I had to choose between my parents and Bestefar, and I kept it from him that I chose French. Mamma’s language was awakened within me, so rapidly that my teacher wondered if I was messing her about.


Later I found more traces of them, in a large cardboard box in the loft. A make-up bag, a razor, a wristwatch. The way the belongings were thrown in together told me that it had been painful to sort through them.


At the very bottom there lay a book. L’Étranger by Albert Camus. I flipped through its pages, studied the sentences, pictured Mamma sitting there reading. Then I got a shock, followed by an expectation. Like seeing a fish leaping, out of casting range. On the first blank page, written in blue ink, the words Thérése Maurel, Reims. They must have been friends. Once their hands had held this book, at the same time, or almost the same time.


I was no longer the only proof that Mamma had existed.


*


I began that day to form a plan, to visit the place where Mamma and Pappa died, see if it would awaken something in my memory. Because there had been an eyewitness: me. It must be somewhere in my memory, like photographic emulsion that has once been exposed to light.


Sometimes it ached inside me, the urge to leave. But the world stopped in Lillehammer. South of Helge Menkerds Motorsenter, everything was alien, I had no experience of travelling and I had no explanation for Bestefar, his eyes would take on that familiar wounded look; was he not enough for me, had he not done everything he could?


As a young boy, it was I who needed Bestefar and the farm that needed him. Then I got older and was given my share of the work at Hirifjell, and soon the farm and the sheep needed me. The longer I waited, the older he got, and when I was around twenty, these needs converged, so that it was just as difficult to leave as it was to remain, and from that day everything settled in the path I took, a path which gradually grew deeper and more habitual.


*


It came off with Lynol.


The swastika dissolved and disappeared into the rag. Pink waste water looking like something infectious. I got dizzy but moistened another cloth. Picked some grit from the enamel and rubbed harder. The fumes, thinner than air, crept into my lungs. I dropped the rag and ran out into the rain, stood looking at the Star under the barn ramp. The outline of the swastika was still visible.


I returned to the stench of Lynol. Rubbed and rubbed. Somewhat woozy, I walked across the farmyard, up the stone steps and into the log house.


“Managed to get it off,” I shouted.


No answer.


The cuckoo clock showed half past four. I could tell by the smell of tobacco that he had been standing by the door. I went up the stairs, stopped halfway. Heard his steps on the second floor. What kind of fresh incursion was this? We never used the rooms up there, they were cold and dusty. I stood by the map that marked out our parcels of woodland.


“Driving into the village,” I said, as though speaking to the stairs.


His footsteps paused. Then he shuffled on.


*


The town centre was dead. I knew it would be, nobody was out in the languid hours between closing time and suppertime. Nothing more than through traffic winding past at fifty. They glanced out of their car windows, pleased not to be living in Saksum.


But they did not know what we had.


Because there was room for us here. Room for me, for Carl Brænd, the electronics freak who lived with his mother at the age of fifty-five, who built ingenious amplifiers and drove to the convenience store five minutes before closing time to buy anaemic hot dogs at half price.


Our shortcomings were visible here. We knew about them, used them to torment each other, but local gossip kept us together. There was a hole in each of us, and we searched for the hole in our self-righteousness because that was the common thread that held the village together.


I drove round the town centre and back down to the Salvation Army, seeing nothing more interesting than my old moped outside the Norol station and two children running up from the football pitch. I drove back to Laugen. Rolled down the window as I passed the secondary school, noticed that the air was getting cooler.


I heard the roar, saw the water. Inside the glove compartment, I found the Bob Dylan cassette Hanne had left. “Knocked Out Loaded”. It had disappointed both of us, apart from “Brownsville Girl”. I played it anyway. She was in the village, and when the song came on it was O.K. to admit that I was driving around looking for her. A few days earlier I had seen her outside the draper’s. Wearing a light-brown suede jacket. Like an antelope, with her chestnut-brown hair and her long legs.


Her presence, so typical. She must have seen me first and then slipped into the clothes shop where she knew I could not follow her because I was wearing grimy work clothes. One second we were looking at each other. The next she was gone.


Hanne was one of those girls who was grown up from the day she was born. When she was fourteen, she borrowed her brother’s moped without asking and drove out to see me. She stood by the postbox flashing her lights. Like a smuggler on the shore signalling to a fully loaded ship in the middle of the night.


We slept together long before the official threshold, but gradually she gave me the feeling that she had to rescue me. That I was the mangy puppy she was bringing home. She harped on about the word I despised: “education”, this compulsory ski run that passed through Oslo or Bergen or Ås, as though we were all obliged to collect something and return with it to the village so that it did not fail. I did not want to be filled up like a thermos. As I saw it, I had no obligation to anything or anyone. Apart from travelling to France. But when I said that to Hanne, she countered with a “Why?”


“Let it go,” she said. “You came back unscathed. You’ll find nothing but old memories to torment you. What can you uncover, nearly twenty years later, that professional investigators could not find at the time?”


It irritated me, her choice of words. Professional investigators. As if she were reading it aloud from a book. She blocked my path like a white picket fence, but still, I did not go to France when we broke up. I just started up the tractor and drove out to the fields.


The years had passed, but her telephone number still lived in my fingertips. Eighty-four for Saksum, then her number, diagonally opposite on the keypad. She would hear about it this evening at a party. Someone uncapping bottles of Ringnes and dropping hints about me. Girls gathered together on the couch, perfumed and half-drunk, sideways glances whenever my name was mentioned, the guy who made a fool of himself in the town centre, what do we think about him, would anyone defend him, can anyone defend him?


*


Yngve’s Ford Taunus appeared. He flashed his lights and we pulled up alongside each other by the fire station. I rolled down the window and found myself looking around, yes, hoping someone would see me with the chemist’s son. The guy who left sixth form with so many top grades that people called him Maxi Yatzy. While I dropped out of secondary school and that was that.


“Laugen is going down,” he said.


I had always liked that, sitting car to car around five o’clock on a Saturday, the raised rear end of a blue Opel Commodore GS/E next to the 20M chrome grille of a Ford Taunus, glistening after two tubes of Autosol. As long as there were locals in the village, five o’clock was a nice idle time. A time that did not differentiate between those who worked and those who went to school, a time when the only difference between us was that he smoked Marlboros and I smoked rollies. Yngve had been going out with a gorgeous girl from Fåvang called Sigrun, but had recently dumped her because she was “too fussy”.


“Sigrun was not fussy,” I said.


“No, but that’s how it was,” he said.


We were quiet for a moment.


“It’s just a bit odd,” I said. “Like not liking Bruce Springsteen.”


“I don’t like Bruce Springsteen,” he said.


We discussed whether it would be best to fish at the mouth of the river with rods, or if we ought to prepare for a longer spell on a boat with otter boards. I did not ask if he was going to the party later. I assumed he was. Yngve was the type to arrive late and draw a crowd.


“Seven o’clock, then,” I said and looked at the clock on the dashboard. “Just have to get some food in me.”


But he did not roll up the window.


“Heard there was a bit of a commotion in these parts,” he said, nodding towards the post office.


“Commotion?” I said. “All hell broke loose.”


He looked down at the car door and tapped his cigarette.


“What are people saying?” I asked.


“Just that he sprayed the car and you got angry.”


“Bah. That nasty Hirifjell kid beat up poor Noddy, that’s what they’re saying.”


“You didn’t beat him up.”


“How do you know that?”


“People are saying that you did not beat him up. That you stopped when you saw that it was him. Brushed him off and let him go. That’s what people are saying.”


I took one last drag and dropped the cigarette between the two cars.


“People know,” Yngve said. “People know who he is. That he spends his time at the day centre. That he gets up to things like that.”


“Meet you by the river, then,” I said. “We’ll go otter boarding.”


*


The water for the potatoes came to a boil. I took the pot off the hob, dropped in a spoonful of rock salt and grabbed some medium-sized pimpernels. A few extra for tomorrow’s breakfast. Always the same, fried potatoes with herb salt, salted pork and three eggs each. That would keep us going until the newspaper arrived, even if it came late.


In the living room, Bestefar was snoring on the couch with his feet up on a yellowed edition of the Lillehammer Observer. His Russian bayonet on the table. A dead cigarillo in the crystal ashtray. He must have dozed off before he finished smoking it.


I took the tartan blanket from the television chair and spread it over him, checked the pill box in the chest of drawers to see if he had taken his medicine. I went to the kitchen and took out some Wiener schnitzels, then fetched sugar-snap peas and lettuce from the garden. Parboiled the peas and set the table. When I shouted into the living room that dinner was ready he did not wake up. Fine by me. Conversation was not going to solve anything anyway. I finished eating and got up with my mouth full. I slammed the hall door to wake him.


*


I awoke with the Leica on my lap. The morning light was nearing. I was on the far side of the sun.


This was my hour. Leica hour.


I went outside. The smell of raw grass after rain. A magpie took off from the nettle where I had thrown the fish guts the previous night. We had spent four hours otter boarding on Laugen, close to the tall, dark mountainside the trout kept in the shadow of, then out into the current where the graylings might bite at any time. We had a good laugh and drank Coke, smoked and chatted in the blue exhaust of the Evinrude outboard, stopping only when the otter line twitched in our numb hands. At home I scrubbed my fingers under the tap until they tingled, sat down with the Leica and fell asleep.


Now I walked across the potato fields. Below, the farmyard appeared through the mist. The light outside the log house was on, I looked down at the barn and the tool sheds. Then I went on, into the flame-birches.


As a child I had been terrified of coming up here. I would hear loud bangs in the spring, like someone firing a shotgun. Bestefar heard the same, would straighten up and look towards the woods.


“That’s my brother’s iron snapping,” he said and went back to what he was doing.


Never before had I heard him say the word “brother”. Later, I discovered that his name was Einar, and that there was hostility between them. They were on opposite sides during the war. Bestefar went to the Eastern Front and Einar went to Shetland. Little more was said, just trivial things that Alma mentioned, like when the living-room table got scratched. “Oh, it’s only something Einar made”, was how she put it, and when I asked, Alma said that he was a cabinetmaker who had worked in Paris in the thirties and had been killed in 1944.


He left behind a workshop. The building was a little isolated, a flaking, red, elongated cottage. The insides of the windows were covered in dust, and it was the only building around which the weeds grew wild. But back then, when this was all new to me, I did not ask about Einar, only what Bestefar meant by iron.


“My brother put iron bands around the trees,” he said. “They’re rusty now. At this time of year, the sap rises. The trees grow. The cracks you hear, that’s the birch breaking free.”


I could not comprehend why Einar would torment the trees.


“Keep clear of those woods,” said Bestefar. “Splinters can fly off. And if there’s one thing you don’t want to see, it’s flying iron splinters.”


Then he got that rare look, one that would startle me and simultaneously drain me of compassion, and I knew he had drifted back to the war. Often he would have second thoughts, so that it was followed by a strange, gentle and somewhat uncertain expression, and then he would climb down from the tractor and ask what I wanted for supper.


I said I was happy the trees could not shout when they were in pain, otherwise I would never get any sleep, since my bedroom window faced an entire screaming forest. But I said that only to make Bestefar happy. I never even asked why Einar had fastened iron bands around the trees.


Then I read Det Hendte 1971, and in the long hours when I was angry without knowing why, it was as if I had taken Einar’s side because he had fallen out with Bestefar. Right after the first thunderstorm, the time of year when the sap begins to flow, I lay waiting for the cracks from the birch woods. And one night it was as if I wanted to see Einar. I crawled out of bed, sneaked past Bestefar’s bedroom and put on some clothes I had hidden down in the hall. Ran towards the woods, glancing back to see if a light came on in the window.


The ground was damp from the rain. The moon was large and cast long shadows where I walked. High on the hillside I glimpsed the spruce branches of the surrounding woods broken by green foliage. I crouched as I drew nearer. The undergrowth was thick and brushed me with dew.


Then I stood amongst the birch trunks. He had fastened some kind of withies around all of the trees. Flat, rusted iron bands braced against the white birchbark, while a sea of green leaves rustled in the treetops high above. It was a large parcel of woodland and there must have been a hundred birches with rings. Five or six on each tree, at various heights. He would have used ladders to attach them. The bands were meant to be adjusted as the trees grew, as there were long bolts with huge wing nuts on the ends. But he was shot in 1944 and never returned to loosen them. Most had rusted apart and hung loosely from the trunks, a few were ingrown into the tree, while others had fallen off and were poking up from the forest floor.


Why did he torment the trees? I stood there for a long time that night, between white trunks that seemed to be an infinity of flagpoles, rehearsing an anger towards a man who was dead, an anger which I soon set aside because I realised that I was merely copying Bestefar.


There was a crack behind me. I raced back down to the farmyard along the same path I had made on the way into the woods. I crawled back under my duvet and lay there, breathing rapidly, and then I did something I had not done in years: I slipped into Bestefar’s bedroom and lay down in his closet, staring up at the shirts and trousers on the hangers.


I was terrified, truly terrified. The crack in the woods had woken something inside me, a pervasive fear and a memory which stirred deep within. I thought I heard voices in the distance. Then, in the midst of all that obscurity and menace, a memory of a toy dog so distinct that I wondered if I had simply imagined it. It was made of wood, had drooping ears and could nod its head and wag its tail.


But was the memory real or just a wish I comforted myself with? I had never owned a toy dog. Maybe it belonged to someone we visited, and I had confused the memories. Because even we must have been places. Visited people.


Been normal before we died.


*


The following day I asked the woodwork teacher a question. He swept the wood shavings from his leather apron and said: “Flame-birch? The finest cabinetmaking material in the country. Comes from trees that are scarred in some way. The pattern emerges from the tree doctoring itself.”


That was his expression. Doctoring.


I had never heard the woodwork teacher talk that way. Usually he would go on about the importance of not wasting material, about making more precise measurements. Now he disappeared into a closet and came back carrying a small cupboard door which had a golden shimmer. The meandering pattern created shades of black and shadow play on the luminous, amber-yellow woodwork.


“What you see are scars,” he said. “The tree has to encapsulate the wound and continue to grow. The growth rings find alternative routes, extend across the wound. The pattern is unpredictable. Only when you saw parts off the tree can you see how it will turn out.”


I was good at woodwork, could make seamless joints and carve small faces freehand. “Cabinetmaking is in your blood,” he said thoughtfully, and I felt a tugging inside me, a connection that did not end at Hirifjell, but beyond.


I was forever returning to the woods, but never told anyone that I went. I would sit there looking at Einar’s trees in shackles. It became our place, Einar’s and mine, and when I had a row with Bestefar, I was quick to think of Einar. I would imagine him coming down from the flame-birch woods to argue my case. I sat up there watching the birds, listening to the rustling of the leaves. Dreamed up explanations as to what might have happened in France. That Mamma and Pappa were alive down there. That I had been swapped with another child and brought back here. That I was infected with a dangerous illness, which Mamma and Pappa did not have the strength to see in full bloom.


Later I killed off my fabrications one by one. Over the passing years there were fewer cracks, most of the withies surrendered to the trees and ruptured, and the false visions gradually disappeared.


Bestefar shied away from that parcel of forest. It would have been natural for him to fell the trees for firewood, thin the woods and keep them tidy, but he never went near them, and he made it clear that he didn’t like the idea of me going in there with a saw either.


But then something happened that I could not explain until many years later. The night before my tenth birthday, I was woken by a noise and I got out of bed and went down the hall. I heard Bestefar downstairs; he was angry and said something I did not grasp word for word: I do not want to be haunted by that, or, spare him from being haunted by that. The rest boiled over into an outburst filled with hate, and when I heard his step on the stairs I hurried back to my room.


From the window I saw a car I did not recognise, heard voices and the humming of the engine. Then the car turned, its tail lamps leaving red streaks in the darkness as it left. The next morning, Bestefar said that some travellers had shown up at the door, bothering them for directions at an absurd time of night.


On the kitchen table there was a layer cake and enough food for two days up at the mountain pasture. It was supposed to be a surprise, we were going to celebrate my birthday.


But on the drive there, I had the feeling that Bestefar and Alma were afraid of letting something slip, and that night I dreamed that I was surrounded by a crowd of people who were laughing at something written on my back, but I was unable to take off my jacket to see what it was.


A few days after my birthday I took one of my usual walks up to the woods. But when I stood amongst the tree trunks, the place felt disturbed, haunted almost. Then I saw the stumps. Four trees had been felled and limbed. The sawdust was yellow and fresh, the shorn edges were bleeding sap and there were flies buzzing around.


I got down on one knee and let the sawdust trickle through my hands. Large, round grains, from a coarse-toothed bow saw. The limbed branches formed silhouettes of the trunks, and judging by the distance between the piles of chips, I saw that the trees were cross-cut into two-metre lengths. In the grass I could see the trails the trunks had left; they had been dragged over to a slope, then rolled down to the county road. This was not illegal felling for firewood, because there were trees closer to the road. Whoever had been there had known what he was looking for.


*


Now I stood amongst the tall, white pillars of birch with rusted rings, this time gripping the Leica. Some had broken free of their shackles since I had been here last, others had succumbed in their battle with the withies and allowed them to become embedded. I shifted my position, studied the direction of the shadows, my eyes searching until they found the theme.


The sun arrived. I lay on my back and looked up. Through the wide-angle lens I saw the trunks reaching for the heavens. That would be a good one. I saw exactly what I wanted to see. The foliage, the clouds, the trunks and the foreign element – the iron – which would make this a photograph and not a picture.


The shutter emitted its brief whisper, the Leica capturing something in the now and allowing it to become something from the past.


As I stood up I pricked my finger on a jagged iron withy. I sucked off the drop of blood and walked back to Hirifjell.


He was not at the kitchen table. That was the first thing I noticed.


Because Bestefar should be sitting right there, wearing his dark-blue work jumper, fried eggs on the hob, two coffee cups on the table, glancing up from yesterday’s edition of the Lillehammer Observer. He should be sitting right there, as steady as the log walls behind him, folding up the newspaper when I came in.


But the table was still set for supper. The water in the jug was cloudy with air bubbles. The peas in the bowl were shrivelled. In the frying pan there were two dry Wiener schnitzels.


I walked slowly into the living room.


He had the same tartan blanket over him, his feet up on the newspaper. I stopped in the middle of the room and thought, Now it begins.


Bestefar was lying on the couch, and Bestefar was not sleeping.




2


I HAD THOUGHT HE MUST BE ALREADY IN HIS GRAVE, OR at least no longer able to drive. But it was him, Magnus Thallaug, the old priest, driving the matt, dark-blue Rover I remembered from the time of my confirmation studies. The car wound its way down from the gate and rattled over the cattle grid.


I tucked my shirt in. Ran my fingers through my hair.


The priest was peering through the grubby windscreen, both hands on the steering wheel. The Rover stopped in the middle of the farmyard, where the hearse had stood. The door opened, the priest tested the ground with his walking stick, set down one skinny leg. The patch of skin between his socks and shabby suit trousers glistened, pale as skimmed milk. He hoisted himself out of the car and looked around.


“You have to eat, Edvard,” he said when his eyes came to rest on me, as though he had checked on the status of the barn and storehouse in turn. “Otherwise there will be no farmers left at Hirifjell.”


Hesitantly I shook his hand. His skin looked two sizes too big. When he opened the back door, the smell of a hot old car seeped out. On the cracked leather seat there was a threadbare bible, some pages of which had come loose.


“Letter to the Ephesians,” he mumbled and shuffled the pages back in place. “Been like that since the New Year’s sermon in 1956 when The Word fell to the ground in front of Reidun Ellingsen. She was sitting on the front pew half asleep. She has been devout ever since.”


“That was probably for the best,” I said.


“Absolutely. Listen, Edvard, the fact of the matter is, I’ve taken on some summer work. The Faculty of Theology produces people who require holidays these days, you see.”


He shifted the bible to his other hand. “In my time I worked all year round. True, it was with godless peasants or empty pews, but I was there.”


“Yes, of course,” I said, and knew that I qualified for both lists.


“And now I have to officiate at the funeral of Sverre Hirifjell.”


I stared across the fields.


“Listen, I realise you’re in your own world. But we have to sit down to plan your grandfather’s funeral. And as I said, you need to eat.”


“Let’s do what has to be done,” I said.


It sounded so easy when I put it like that. But it had not been easy earlier that day. I had been looking at the wall clock tick away for what must have been fifteen minutes. And at Bestefar, at the Russian bayonet in its sheath on the table, at the aerial photograph above the couch, the photograph of our farm, which was now mine.


Then I did something I did not expect of myself. I fetched the Leica and with trembling hands I took a photograph of my dead grandfather.


Where he lay.


Just as he was.


His lips forming an expression I had never seen while he lived. His dry eyes. Him, and yet not him. Like a statue of himself and his life.


Later I rang the authorities and the Landstad funeral parlour and went back downstairs. I stood motionless, holding the Leica, thinking that in there, inside the camera, he was less dead.


Only then did I notice that the Grundig amplifier was still on. The first act of Wagner’s “Parsifal” was on the record player.


He had always looked at me strangely when I asked him to play it. I moved the needle to the first groove and the music began to soar, and I stood like that and he lay like that, until I realised that there were people around us.


I went into the hall and heard them talking. It sounded like the police chief was vying to outdo the doctor in competency. They mentioned a stroke, and then an hour or two passed without me knowing whether or not they had left, until Rannveig Landstad and her son stood there. For three generations the Landstads had run the funeral parlour in Saksum, and because the son was one metre sixty tall and destined for the same fate, he was known as the Mini Digger. I had called him that once at a party, but today, in so far as his errand concerned me, the nickname seemed cheap.


They just took him. Wearing the clothes he died in. Carried him off on a stretcher down the stone steps into the hearse. I felt they worked too quickly. This was Saksum, there was no risk of another parlour offering better work for a lower price.


Then they came back inside and spoke of “support” and “the grave occasion”, and they were in no hurry to leave until I was close to my old self again.


“How do we proceed?” I said.


“Of course the coffin is already taken care of,” Landstad Junior said, as if keen to demonstrate his standing, but Rannveig glowered at him and he went quiet. “Come by when you are up to it,” she said. “We can take it from there.”


I looked at the couch on which Bestefar should be lying. “Did he know that he was going to die soon?” I said.


She knitted her brows.


“Seeing as he had selected a coffin?” I said.


Rannveig Landstad was about to say something. Exchanged glances with her son, and for a fraction of a second I thought I detected annoyance. Then she shook her head. “Come down whenever it suits you,” she said. “We have to take one thing at a time.”


I let it go. They went outside and switched on the cross on the roof of the car. “Wait,” I shouted. I raced into the living room and fetched the Russian bayonet, opened the back door and climbed in with him. The light shone through the pale-yellow curtains and made his face appear healthier, and it was as though he was returning to me. I opened his buckle and eased the sheath with the Russian bayonet onto his belt.


“You never got so old that you needed help getting dressed,” I said quietly and positioned the buckle in the dark depression in the leather thinking that now, now Bestefar could finally go down to the village without anyone turning their nose up at him for carrying a knife, and then I whispered “Good night, Bestefar”, so quietly that I did not hear it myself.


*


All of this boiled inside me and I must have been more in my own world than I realised, because the old priest took me by the shoulder and said loudly: “Now listen: there or there?” and pointed with his bible, first in the direction of the log house, then at the cottage.


The log house it was. He made straight for the kitchen. “Everything appears to be as before,” he said, and gazed at the corner cupboard with the stuffed wood grouse, at the blue pantry door, at the woodburner. Pulled out a stool and sat down at the end of the dining table. Presumably he had experience of this, of avoiding sitting somewhere that might have been the seat of the deceased.


“I haven’t had a chance to clear the table,” I said, and began to tidy up.


“No, wait,” he said and placed his walking stick over my wrist. “That plate there. Was that for Sverre?”


We do not set a place for the cat, I thought.


“You made dinner for him yesterday. Which he didn’t get a chance to eat.”


“I made dinner every day. For both of us.”


“Listen, Edvard. I understand it was a stroke. That, what should we call it – that incident in town yesterday. With the swastika. Does the police chief know about it?”


“The police chief in Saksum knows everything,” I said.


“And? Was there a connection?”


“Noddy doesn’t know what he’s doing. There’s no pinning the blame on him. People have harassed Bestefar with swastikas before.”


“Hm,” the priest said. “Sit down and eat, Edvard. Take his plate. Do not let a work of creation go to waste. Particularly not Sverre Hirifjell’s last meal.”


*


I reheated Bestefar’s Wiener schnitzel and made coffee. The priest pulled out a handkerchief with thin, violet stripes, blew his nose and said:


“There has to be music when people come in. But the organist needs to be restrained a little. He’s come straight from the conservatoire. Has no idea that a funeral must have flair.”


Thallaug planted his cane on the floor and pottered into the living room, towards the music shelf. Put on his glasses and searched through the most worn-looking records. “Bach’s trio sonatas,” he said, bent over, “while people are finding their seats. Then something with a little sizzle.”


He pulled out an L.P. and ran his index finger along the titles. “Perhaps Buxtehude? We can hardly expect a great crowd, so we might as well choose something that fully captures Sverre’s spirit.”


He probably hasn’t considered that I have to be there, I thought. I have to endure the music too.


“What about ‘Maurerische Trauermusik’?” I said. “That’s a good one.”


“Mozart?” he said from the living room.


“Yes. Can we use that even though he wasn’t a Freemason?”


“Absolutely. We’re making progress.”


*


“Sverre knew his music,” the priest said while I chewed on the crusty schnitzels. “Hmm, all those unsuccessful organ concerts in Saksum church over the years. Hardly a soul to be seen. We could have put Peter Hurford in the programme and no-one would have known who he was. But your grandfather was a fixture. Always found the place with the best acoustics. Fourth row of pews, close to the nave. Was never seen in church otherwise. In fact he was just as artistic as his brother. Oh yes, a fine piece of music sometimes brings people closer to God than any priest can manage. We are many who speak of heaven. But few who understand eternity.”


I fetched the coffee pot. “When did you come to the village? If you don’t mind me asking.”


He did not answer at first. His eyes were travelling. Searching the log walls, looking out of the window.


“I arrived in 1927,” he said. “For fifty-five years I have served the congregation in Saksum. I married Sverre and Alma. I baptised, confirmed and – unfortunately – buried your father. I buried your mother beside him. I baptised and confirmed you. But I assume you and your grandfather have let what happened to your parents rest in peace.”


I looked down at the table. He seemed to be taking stock of me.


“He had wanted to go otter boarding in the evening,” I said. “I should have tried to wake him.”


“Edvard. Do not punish yourself with thoughts of what you could have done differently. If you look at life as a whole, most of our conduct is second-rate. We are blind to the goodness people are prepared to offer us. We only half listen when someone tells us something they have dreaded saying. Death does not send us a letter giving three weeks’ notice. It arrives when you are eating raspberry sweets. When you have to go out and mow the lawn. Now it has been here too, helping itself. But you can find comfort in the knowledge that it will be a long time before you see it again. That is why, after the funeral, I would like to have a chat with you about your parents.”


“About Mamma and Pappa?”


“Yes. Whenever it’s convenient.”


“I think I’m too poorly dressed for a serious conversation,” I said. “But we might as well do it now. Then I can take the whole load at once.”


“No, we should wait.”


“I won’t cry,” I said. “What did you want to tell me?”


“Well, how much do you actually know about them?”


He had eyes that were impossible to lie to. I shrugged.


“It’s mostly a question of how much you want to know,” the priest said. “Percentage-wise, if we were to use that term, you have seen more death in your family than your average hundred-year-old. When your parents passed away, I couldn’t understand how God could be so cruel. It was straight out of the Old Testament. An act of vengeance. Followed by those strange days when you were missing. Sverre stopped the tractor in the middle of the field and went straight to France. Took the first flight available, which cost a small fortune. I prayed for you six times a day. Only God knew where you were, and I wonder still if He is the only one who knows the truth. Then you were found. And I saw God’s light by the produce counter at the general store. It shone on a young boy and his grandfather. I am telling you this to console you, Edvard. The truth is that you were Sverre Hirifjell’s deliverer.”


He said it was consolation, but I began to dislike the direction it was taking. It was as if he were speaking to the leader of the parish council about someone else. The combination of loose tongues and kindness which has always given Christians an excuse to dig about in other people’s affairs.


The priest began to talk about the post-war period. About how my father could not stand being here on the farm, because he blamed his father both for his Christian name and for the resentment he inherited. “Walter got beaten up at school,” the priest said, “because his father had been on the wrong side. He travelled to Oslo and got a job when he was fifteen. During the entire post-war period, Sverre and Alma muddled about here, kept to themselves. Never went into town. They were stared at and slandered in Saksum, even by churchgoers.”


I realised all of a sudden why the old kitchen garden at Hirifjell had been so big. Why everything was organised to be self-sustaining, with a henhouse and pigsty, a rabbit hutch and stalls for cows, sheep and goats. It was because Alma hated going to the shop. The reason Bestefar always bought expensive things, preferably German, so that he could avoid going into town for repairs. For many years they didn’t even subscribe to the newspaper, Thallaug told me.


“I know you have always believed that the village held a grudge against Sverre,” the priest said. “But that hasn’t always been the case. Everything changed when he adopted you. For the first time in twenty-five years he began to show his face in the town centre. A stubborn old man taking on a three-year-old. No matter what Sverre Hirifjell might have done during the war years, people’s perception of him changed when they saw the two of you together. People realised that Sverre Hirifjell had never done anything directly bad. He never informed on anyone in the resistance. He had served on the Eastern Front, and his choices of car and tractor were German, but nothing more than that. There was only the occasional incident afterwards. A bit of foul language when bringing the sheep down from pasture, trivial matters, like that fracas when Jan Børgum painted the swastika on his car door.”


He followed my movements. Studied me as I cut the potatoes, as I reached for the salt shaker. I had a mouthful of peas on my fork, but my hand stopped halfway and our eyes met.


I did not agree with his reference to “the occasional incident”. It had shaped my life more than the German Mauser hidden away in the loft. For as long as I could remember I had been standing up for my grandfather. It got serious at lower secondary school. The history lesson when Halvorsen said what he said about Bestefar. Rather, he did not say it about him, but the whole class knew that every word applied to my grandfather.


“The Front Fighters,” Halvorsen said, “they may not have known better. But they betrayed the true government and served the Germans.”


Halvorsen commuted from the neighbouring village and was my form master from Year Seven. From day one he was so bloody obdurate. Even if there was an opportunity to slip in a “maybe”, he never did. In history, all he ever talked about was war, and the war in particular. Stood there in his grey overall coat, with his disgusting eczema, and when he could have said Front Fighter instead of traitor, he would throw in fifth columnist or collaborator to boot, and then gloating he would add that quisling was a word adopted by other countries after the war.


He went on like that, his coat pockets white from the chalk on his hands, the bloody chalk he used to write The Truth: Terboven, N.S., the liberation, the purge of traitors, words which were dotted with spittle when he harped on at his worst.
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