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1

On a windless day in July the smoke rises vertically to the sky. Pastor Johannes Malmberget is rowed out to the island and received by the fisherman-cum-farmer Hans Barrøy, the island’s rightful owner and head of its sole family. He stands on the landing place his forefathers constructed with rocks from the shore and watches the incoming færing, the bulging backs of the two oarsmen and, behind their black cloth caps, the smiling, freshly shaven face of the priest. When they have come close enough he shouts:

“Well, well, hier come th’ gentry.”

Malmberget clambers to his feet and surveys the shore and meadows that stretch up to the houses in the little clump of trees, listens to the screams of seagulls and black-backs that honk like geese on every crag along the coast, to the terns and the strutting waders that bore into the snow-white beaches beneath the radiant sunlight.

But when he scrambles out of the færing and teeters a few steps along the mole he catches sight of something he has never seen before, his home on the main island the way it looks from Barrøy, along with the Trading Post and the buildings, the farmsteads, the strips of woodland and the fleet of small boats.

“My word, hvur bitty it is. A can scarce see th’ houses.”

Hans Barrøy says:

“Oh, A can see ’em aright.”

“Tha’s better eyesight than mysel’ then,” the priest says, staring over at the community he has worked in for the last thirty years, but has never seen before from such a novel vantage point.

“Well, tha’s never been hier afore.”

“It’s a good two hours’ rowin’.”

“Has tha no sails?” Hans Barrøy says.

“The’s no wind,” the priest says, his eyes still trained on his home, but the truth is he is petrified of the sea, and is still trembling and elated to be alive after the calm crossing.

The oarsmen have taken out their pipes and are sitting with their backs turned to them, smoking. At last the priest can shake Hans Barrøy’s hand and as he does so he spots the rest of the family who have come down from the houses: Hans’s old father, Martin, a widower since his wife passed away almost ten years ago, Hans’s unmarried and much younger sister, Barbro. And the woman who reigns on the island, Maria, holding three-year-old Ingrid by the hand, all in their Sunday best, the priest notes with satisfaction, they must have seen the boat when it was rounding Oterholmen, which is now no more than a black hat floating on the sea to the north.

He walks towards the little flock, which has stopped and stands there studying the grass, whereafter he shakes hands with each of them in turn, not one of them ventures to look up, not even old Martin, he has removed his red woolly hat, and finally Ingrid who, the priest observes, has clean white hands, not even black fingernails, which have not been bitten down either, but are neatly trimmed, and look at those small dimples where the knuckles will eventually appear. He stands still, beholding this little work of art and reflecting that soon it will be a hard-working woman’s hand, a sinewy, soil-blackened and calloused hand, a man’s hand, one of those pieces of wood all hands become here, sooner or later, he says:

“Ah, so their tha is, my dear. Does tha believe in God?”

Ingrid does not answer.

“Indeid she does,” says Maria, who is the first to look straight at the guest. But suddenly he makes his initial discovery once again, whereupon he takes a few determined paces past the boat shed, which rises like a step from the water, and makes his way up a hillock from where the view is even better.

“By Jove, A can see th’ rectory too.”

Hans Barrøy walks past him and says:

“And from hier tha can see th’ church.”

The priest hurries after him and stands admiring the whitewashed church that emerges and looks like a faded postage stamp beneath the black mountains where a few remaining patches of snow resemble teeth in a rotten mouth.

They walk up further, discussing christenings and fish, and eider down, and the priest waxes lyrical about the island of Barrøy, which from his home looks no more than a black rock on the horizon, but turns out to be the greenest garden, he has, in the name of God, to concede, as are many of the islands out here inhabited by only one or two families, he supposes, Stangholmen, Sveinsøya, Lutvær, Skarven, Måsvær, Havstein, a handful of people on each, who cultivate a thin layer of earth, fish the depths of the sea and bear children that grow up and cultivate the same plots of land and fish the same depths; this is no bleak, infertile coast, rather a string of pearls and a gold necklace, which he is wont to stress in his most inspired sermons. The question is why he doesn’t come here more often?

And the answer is the sea.

The priest is a landlubber, and few days in the year are like this, he has been living in dread of it all summer. But standing here at the foot of a grass-covered barn bridge looking into his eternal parish, where God has stood His ground since the Middle Ages, he suddenly realises he hasn’t known what it looks like, until now, it is vexing, as though he has had a veil in front of his eyes all these years, as though he has been the victim of a lifelong swindle, with regard to the size of not only his fold but possibly also that of his spiritual mission, is this really all there is to it?

Fortunately, the thought is more unsettling than threatening, metaphysics from the sea where all distances deceive, and he is on the point of losing focus again, but here comes the family – the old man now with the woolly hat on his head, stately Maria right behind him and robust Barbro, whom the priest in the past was unable to confirm, for various and very unclear reasons – God’s silent children on a small island in the sea, which in fact turns out to be a jewel.

He begins to discuss the forthcoming christening with them, that of three-year-old Ingrid with the long, tarry-brown hair and bright eyes, and feet that probably won’t see a pair of shoes before October; where did she get those eyes, so devoid of that lethargic stupidity engendered by poverty?

In the same euphoric breath he announces that he would like to hear Barbro sing at the christening, she has such a wonderful voice, as far as he remembers . . .

And a flush of embarrassment spreads through the family.

Hans Barrøy draws the priest aside and explains that Barbro has a good voice, yes, but she doesn’t know the words of these hymns, she only makes noises she thinks sound right, and they usually are, but that was also the reason she wasn’t confirmed, among other reasons, which the priest can probably remember.

Johannes Malmberget drops the matter, but there is another question he would like to take up with Hans Barrøy, concerning the cryptic epitaph, a line of poetry inscribed on Hans’s mother’s headstone in accordance with her wishes, that has bothered him ever since she was buried in his churchyard, it is not appropriate on a gravestone, it is ambiguous and seems to proclaim that life is not worth living. But as Hans is not very forthcoming about this either, the priest returns to the subject of duck down and whether they have any to sell, he needs two new eiderdowns in his house and is willing to pay more than they would get at the market or Trading Post, down is worth its weight in gold, as they say out here . . .

At last they have something to talk about which is down to earth and as clear as day, and go into the farmhouse where Maria has laid a cloth on the table in the parlour, and after a lefse pancake, coffee and a mutually acceptable deal the priest relaxes, feeling that now the greatest mercy which can befall him is sleep, whereupon his eyelids close and his breathing becomes heavier and more protracted. He is sitting in Martin’s rocking chair with his hands in his lap, a priest asleep in their home, it is both an impressive and a ridiculous sight. They stand and sit around him until he opens his eyes and chomps his chops and gets up seemingly unaware of where he is. But then he recognises the family and bows. As if to say thank you. They don’t know what he is thanking them for, and he says not a word as they follow him down to the boat and watch him lie on a pile of fishing nets in the stern clutching a sack of down and a small barrel of gulls’ eggs, only to close his eyes again. As he leaves them, he appears to be asleep. The smoke is still a vertical column to the sky.
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Everything of value on an island comes from outside, except for the earth, but the islanders are not here because of the earth, of this they are painfully aware. Now Hans Barrøy has broken his last snath and he has to pause from making hay. He can’t whittle a new one from materials on the island because it ought to be ash, which he can buy at the Trading Post; alternatively he can use some other type of wood he can find himself, at no cost.

*

He smacks the scythe blade into the top of a hay-rack pole and strides down the grassy path to the landing place, pushes the færing out into the emerald sea, and is about to climb in when he changes his mind, and walks up to the houses instead, where Maria is sitting against the south-facing wall patching a pair of trousers, she looks up as he rounds the corner.

“Hvar’s the lass?” he says in an exaggeratedly loud voice, for he knows Ingrid has seen him and hidden so that he will come looking for her and then swing her round and round by the arms. Maria nods in the direction of the potato cellar to indicate her whereabouts. After which, Ingrid’s father announces in the same loud voice that she won’t be able to go over to Skogsholmen with him then, whereupon he sets off towards the shore. He gets no more than a few metres, though, before he hears her steps behind him, then crouches down at just the right moment so that she can jump up onto his back and fling her arms around his neck and whoop as he races down the hill like a horse, making noises he produces only when the two of them are alone together.

That laugh of hers.

He asks whether they should take the sheepskin.

“Yes,” she says, clapping her hands.

He goes into the boat shed to fetch one of the skins and spreads it out in the stern of the færing so it resembles a bed, wades ashore again and carries her on board. She nestles down on it, her back against the stern, so she can watch him rowing, look over the gunwale, turn her head from side to side, her small fingers hanging like white lugworms over the tarred, dark brown sides of the boat.

That laugh.

He rows round the headland, through the myriad of islets and skerries, and chooses the direct route to Skogsholmen, as he chunters on about the christening three weeks ago, the church that was so sumptuously decorated for the children from the surrounding islands, all eight of them, and how she was the only one who could walk up to the font on her own legs and say her name when the priest asked what the child was to be called, her father points out that she is getting too big to be lying there like a corpse on a sheepskin instead of doing something useful, rowing or holding a line so that they can take back a pollack or two and not just the raw materials for a new scythe.

She answers that she doesn’t want to get bigger, and hangs over first one and then the other gunwale, despite his telling her to sit upright in the boat. He changes his bearings from Oterholmen to the rowan tree at the southern point of Moltholmen, then shifts course again after eighty strokes and rows between the Lundeskjære skerries at the exact point where the water is deep enough at this time of day, before backing an oar and turning the boat into the gap between the rocks on the landward side of the islet, where he has hammered an iron peg into the bare rock.

He tells her to go ashore with the mooring rope, and she stands still holding the boat like a tethered cow while he gets to his feet and looks around, as if there is anything to look at, the birds in the sky, the mountains over there on the mainland beyond his own Barrøy, and the intense screeching of the terns, white and black flashes criss-crossing the air above them.

He steps onto land and shows her how to tie a clove hitch. She can’t do it and loses her temper, he shows her again, they tie it together, she laughs, a half-hitch around a peg. He says she can paddle in the rock pool while he goes into the woods, there are too many insects in there.

“Remember t’ teik off tha clout.”

In the spinney at the bottom of the valley running north to south he finds four straight trunks, not ash, but a type of tree which by rights should not be growing so far north, one of them with a crook just above the base, which will fit snugly against his shoulder, it is more than he could have wished for.

He slings the wood over his shoulder, tramps back up the hillside and slumps down by the rock pool, where she is sitting with water up to her armpits looking at her hands, intertwining her fingers and smacking them down against the surface, causing the rainwater to splash up into her face and making her grimace and howl with glee, that laugh. And his disquiet, which has been there ever since she was born.

He leans back and rests his shoulders against the jagged rock face, his head touching stone, lies there staring up at the swarm of terns listening to her asking questions like any other child, she wants him to join her, the splashing sounds and the cool easterly wind, the salt on his lips, the sweat and the sea, he descends into a whirl of light and darkness, and re-emerges, squinting at her as she stands there stark naked in the sunlight, and she asks if she can dry herself on his clothes.

“Teik this,” he says, ripping off his shirt. He hears her laugh at how white his body is, yet black as coal on his arms and neck, he looks like the doll he made for her with parts that don’t fit together, this too a normal childish fancy, the doll’s name is Oscar, sometimes it is Anni.

*

On the way back they catch three pollack, which lie next to each other at her feet as she huddles up in his shirt. He says he wants it back as it is cooler now with the evening drawing in. She falls backwards onto the sheepskin, wraps her arms around her calves and looks at him teasingly over her kneecaps.

“Tha laughs at ev’rythin’ nu,” he says, reflecting that she knows the difference between play and earnest, she seldom cries, doesn’t disobey or show defiance, is never ill, and she learns what she needs to, this disquiet he will have to drive from his mind.

“Aren’t tha goen’ t’ get started on ’em?” he says, nodding in the direction of the fish.

“They’re vile.”

“Hvar did tha learn that word?”

“From Mamma.”

“That mamma of thas is a bit la-di-da. We’re not, ar’ we?”

She thinks about this, with two fingers in her mouth.

“Th’ gulls are starvin’,” she says.

She inserts her right hand into the belly of the biggest pollack, tears out the guts and holds them aloft with disgust in her eyes. He rows on, changing bearings as he goes, she hurls the guts over the side and watches the seagulls swoop down for them and splash and eat and fight in a kind of life-and-death struggle. She sticks her hand into the next fish, flings the guts over the birds, and then digs into the last one, leans over the gunwale and rinses the fish one by one, places them side by side on the floorboards, the biggest to starboard, the second biggest in the middle, and the small one to port, washes her hands, slowly and thoroughly, there are no flaws in this child’s mind he decides with his eyes half-closed, as he feels from the lie of the boat that she is still hanging over the side, she is drawing squiggles in the water, so he has to row a heeling boat home, he drags it only halfway up the landing place and jams the trestles under the gunwales, because the tide is going out.

She walks in front of him up the path, dragging the catch with the last drops of blood running down her slender calves. On his shoulders the four lengths of wood, the axe under his arm, in his hand her dry clothes. He stops and looks at the sun in the north-west, it has become pale and hazy and will soon be a moon, night is approaching, and he wonders whether to repair the scythe at once or get a few hours’ sleep before the dew falls in Rose Acre next morning; the dew always forms first in Rose Acre, where a strange red grass grows.
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Whatever is washed ashore on an island belongs to the finder, and the islanders find a lot. It might be cork or barrels or hemp or driftwood or flotage – green and brown glass balls to stop fishing nets sinking – which old Martin Barrøy disentangles from the piles of seaweed when the storm has blown over, then sits down in the boat shed to fasten new nets around, making them look like new. There might be a wooden toy for Ingrid, there might be fish boxes and oars, gaffs, bow rollers, bailers, poles, planks and the remains of boats. One winter night a whole wheelhouse was washed ashore. They used the horse to drag it onto dry land and left it there in the south of the island so that Ingrid could sit in the skipper’s swivel chair and turn the brass and mahogany wheel as she looked out over the meadows and stone walls that roll like waves across the island.

There are no fewer than eight walls.

They have been built of stones which rise through the earth like the glass floats in the sea, only much more slowly, it takes many winters for them to work their way up, they can collect the stones in the spring and make the walls even higher, these walls which divide the island into nine sections, or acres as they call them. South Acre is the most exposed, the sea crashes in here, with all its brutality. Then comes Bosom Acre, nobody knows how it got its name, but it might be because of the conical green haystacks and grass-strewn patches of protruding rock resembling large and small breasts, which the sheep chew at until they are nice and round after the haymaking is done. Next is Stone Acre, since it has more stones than the others, then Rose Acre because the grass there is as red as unripe rowanberries. Cowbarn Acre surrounds the buildings, the Garden of Eden faces north, but is nonetheless the most fertile, this is where the potato fields always are, then comes Scab Acre, North Acre and Needy Acre, which all have well-deserved names, even though Needy Acre is the greenest of them all and envelops the boat shed and the landing place like a thick green mitten.

But mostly they find rubbish.

They find dead porpoises and auks and cormorants full to bursting with stinking gases, they wade through rotting seaweed and find parts of shoes and a hat and an armband and a crutch and fragments of distant lives, testimony to opulence, laxity, loss and carelessness, and misfortune which has befallen people they have never heard of and will never meet. Now and then they also stumble across objects with stories behind them that they can never know, a coat with pockets full of newspapers and tobacco from England, a wreath on a watery grave, the French tricolour on a splintered flagpole and a slimy casket containing an exotic woman’s most intimate possessions.

On rare occasions they find a message in a bottle, a mixture of longing and personal confidences intended for others than the finders, but which, if they were to have reached the intended recipient, would have caused them to weep tears of blood and move all heaven and earth. Now, in all their indifference the islanders open the bottles, pick out the letters and read them, if they understand the language they are written in, that is, and reflect on the contents, superficial, vague reflections – messages in bottles are mythical vehicles of yearning, hope and unfulfilled lives – and then they put the letters in a chest reserved for objects which can neither be possessed nor discarded, and boil the bottles and fill them with redcurrant juice, or else simply place them on the windowsill in the barn as a kind of proof of their own emptiness, leaving the sunbeams to shine through them and turn green before refracting downwards and settling in the dry straw littering the floor.

But one autumn morning Hans Barrøy finds a whole tree that the storm has torn up and deposited on the southern tip of the island. An enormous tree. He can’t believe his eyes.

Now the sea, in company with the wind, is calming down, and the tree lies there like the skeleton of a prehistoric monster, a whale carcass, with roots and branches intact, but devoid of needles and bark, the sea has consumed these, a ton of white resin, so useful all over the world as it can be used to coat the bows of famous violinists, enabling them to produce rich, pure tones. It is a Russian larch which through the centuries has grown strong and mighty on the banks of the Yenisei in the wilds south of Krasnoyarsk, where the winds that rage across the taiga have left their mark like a comb in greasy hair, until the time when a spring flood with teeth of ice toppled the tree into the river and transported it three or four thousand kilometres north to the Kara Sea and left it in the clutches of its briny currents, which carried it north to the edge of the ice and then west past Novaya Zemlya and Spitsbergen and all the way up to the coasts of Greenland and Iceland, where warmer currents wrested it from their grip and drove it north-west again, in a mighty arc halfway around the earth, taking in all a decade or two, until a final storm swept it onto an island on the Norwegian coast, where early one morning in October it is found by Hans Barrøy, who gapes at it in disbelief.

A mightier tree has never been observed in these parts.

He runs home to fetch his family.

They set about dismembering the quarry, they lop off and saw up the roots and branches and stack them against the north wall of the barn, to be used as kindling, then pitch into the trunk itself, log by log. But suddenly they are confronted with a Roman column of solid wood, around thirteen metres in length, and, even using the horse and a pulley system together with the combined efforts of five people they can’t move it up to the farm. They secure it with a rope and go home and sleep on the problem, exhausted, empty and content. And at the next tide they manoeuvre it higher up, a few more metres, but there it remains, a fallen marble pillar.

Hans and Martin cut off two more sections, it takes them a whole day, and they see that the resin-rich heartwood becomes redder and redder, the closer to the core they get, as hard as glass yet still amenable to the blade. They scrape it off and rub it between their fingers and breathe in the smell, which makes them realise that it is impossible to cut up this magnificent specimen only to burn it in a stove. The tree is an organic whole which has to be preserved, one day they will find a use for it, who knows when, or they will be able to sell it, it must be worth a fortune.

With one final burst of energy they roll it up onto three skids so that it is clear of the grass, hammer four posts into the ground on either side, then drive iron pegs through them and into the wood. And there this pillar lies today, one hundred years later, a great white cylinder beside the sea. One might think someone has forgotten all about it, it might look as though it once had some function, as if in days gone by it had been indispensable.
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Nobody can leave an island. An island is a cosmos in a nutshell, where the stars slumber in the grass beneath the snow. But occasionally someone tries. And on such a day a gentle easterly wind is blowing. Hans Barrøy has hoisted the sail, a weather-beaten fore-and-aft rig, and it proves to be a fine crossing over to the Trading Post. The whole family has come along, except for old Martin, he has no faith in this venture.

They are going to part company with Barbro. Barbro is twenty-three and the time has come for her to take up a position as a housemaid, they have found a place for her.

After they have moored the boat beneath the wharf at the Trading Post Ingrid leads her up to the General Store and the village, where the trees reach up to the sky and the houses are painted and so close together that you can go from one to the other without a coat on.

Barbro won’t hold hands with anybody except Ingrid, because she knows what is going to happen, she stops in front of the shop, with all eyes staring at them, these islanders, they are so rarely seen here. Ingrid is wearing a blue dress and a grey cardigan adorned with green ice crystals on the collar and sleeves. Barbro is attired in a yellow dress and a wadmal jacket that is too short for her, she says she wants some rock sugar.

Hans has caught them up and says yes, she can have some. But, when they come out of the Store, Barbro doesn’t want to go on to the farmstead where the lady of the house, Gretha Sabina Tommesen, has agreed to take her in as a housemaid on condition that it will cost her no more than the price of food and a bed. Hans and Maria have to drag her there, while Ingrid brings up the rear of the procession and casts stolen glances at the herd of children following them at a distance. She has seen some of them before, briefly, at church or the Store, she knows the names of two of them, recognises four other faces, but none of them is smiling, and she doesn’t stare for long, she runs after the others into the garden surrounding the white house, which has a heavy, dark panelled door that opens and admits them into another world.

But then Gretha Sabina Tommesen manages to call Barbro “the imbecile” three times as she shows them the room Hans’s sister is to share with the other maid, who is also from the islands, only much younger than Barbro. The mistress of the house explains that the imbecile also has to reckon on being called down to the Post when the herring boats come in, even in the middle of the night, just like the other women in the house.

“Can she gut?”

“Oh, yes,” Maria replies. “She can cook, too, an’ card an’ spin an’ knit stockin’s.”

“Is she clean?”

“Tha can see that.”

“Do you understand what I’m saying, Barbro?” she shouts at Barbro, who nods and gazes up at a crystal chandelier hanging above her head, a starry firmament her eyes sink so deeply into that they remain there, and her neck locks. When Gretha Sabina Tommesen then tells Maria that her sister-in-law cannot expect to be supplied with any more clothes than those she has brought with her, Hans looks at his sister – who is still standing with her eyes fixed on the new solar system – and makes a decision, takes her in one hand and the small suitcase in the other and strides out of the house, once again making his way to the Store, where he waits for Maria and Ingrid to catch them up. The husband and wife look at each other. He nods towards the door. She nods back. They go in for a second time and buy sugar and coffee, two packets of four-inch nails, a bucket of tar, some pearl sago, cinnamon, a barrel of coarse salt, and also order three large sacks of rye flour, to be collected in four days, then leave the Store, go down to the wharf again with their purchases, climb aboard the færing and set sail.

A fair wind takes them home.

Hans can’t look at his sister, Barbro. He sits on the opposite side of the tiller so the sail is between them. But this does not mean that he has escaped Maria’s gaze, she is twenty-seven years old, strong and comes from another island, she has attended a home economics school and could have found a placement anywhere, but she is on Barrøy, with him, Hans Barrøy, who is thirty-five and here he is, hiding from his own sister and a vexing sense of shame, they are two sides of the same coin, the shame and the hiding place, but still he is exposed to Maria’s eye, it does not relent until he admits he has been a fool, a nod is sufficient. Then she diverts her gaze to the waves and adopts that irritating smile, which makes her even more indomitable.

Old Martin is waiting on the beach and receives them with a guffaw.

“Hva did A tell tha!”

He wades out and carries the suitcase ashore, then leads his daughter up to the house with Ingrid running alongside telling him about the visit until her voice is drowned by the shrieks of the gulls. Maria and Hans stay at the landing place discussing whether to fetch the cart or carry the goods up to the house in their arms.

“It’s not too much f’r us t’ carry, is it?”

She leads the way. He drops what he is carrying, grabs her by the hips and pulls her down into the tall grass, where not even God can see them, nor hear her half-stifled cries, and she calls him all kinds of names as her smile reappears, the smile that only a short while ago she shot at the waves, he has as good as brought it back to her lips. And afterwards they have no desire to resume their homeward trek, they lie there on their backs staring at the sky as she tells him about her childhood at home on Buøy, a cowshed collapsed as a result of too much snow on one side of the roof. He listens and wonders where this is leading, as he always does, what is Maria thinking and what is she getting at? Until Ingrid is suddenly looking down at them, asking hvar they’ve been, Barbro wants to know what they are having for supper, herring or pollack or the halibut her father caught in his seine net yesterday.

“A’ll see t’ th’ halibut,” Hans says, getting up, and he fetches the cart after all and loads it with the things they bought at the Store, and Ingrid, and wheels it up the hill while Maria stays put. She is the philosopher on the island, the one with the oblique way of looking at things, since she comes from a different island and has something to compare with, this might be termed experience, wisdom even, but it can also give her a split personality, it depends on how different the eyes or the islands are.
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