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			THIS IS THE BLOOD OF CHRIST.

			I stepped sideways again and poured wine into the next shiny little communion cup. I looked at the bowed heads in front of me, a row of heads, one after another. It was all just the way it was supposed to be, I thought to myself. To this place you may come, and be as one. Here you are chosen, special. You shall not be overlooked, but may dwell here. You, that was me too. We.

			The altar rail was a beginning. Its semicircle was a sign that said it was a part of something larger, a circle. And enclosing that circle was another circle, which in turn was enclosed by another, larger still, a great, gleaming space, vast and infinite. It said too that we could be together here, every one of us. Here. Here you may dwell. This place is for you.

			There was a silence. It seemed as if they were fanned out in front of me, as if a line went from each of their spines, stretching out into a landscape, out into the open expanse, out over the fells, out over the sea and onwards, into infinity. They had taken that landscape inside with them. Soon they would rise, would push open the doors and go out into it again, and disperse.

			These people, kneeling. As if to say: we tolerate you, despite everything. Perhaps they’d even forgotten. I could have gone somewhere else, somewhere other than here, only I knew something would have happend there too. Not the same thing again, but something else I couldn’t prevent. Something inevitable from which subsequently I would have been unable to hide. Something that could be seen in my face.

			It was last year, my first service here. I’d stood at the pulpit looking out upon them, the congregation waiting to hear what the new pastor had to say. My sermon was about the prodigal son: his returning home, his father who slaughtered the fatted calf in celebration, his brother’s envy, the festivities they held. I stood in my vestments, the soft-hued stole draped over my shoulders, the one Kristiane had made for me. I looked out upon them, willing them to listen, to really listen, to open themselves to what I was saying, and understand. It was how I wanted the church to be. A place in which a person returning home could be received with joy and festivity. I saw it as my task to ensure the church remained a place of welcome, so that anyone who wanted could come inside, to join not with me but with the community, and find quietude there. A place that would celebrate them. A place in which they would feel themselves accepted.

			That was what I talked about. On and on I went. I didn’t feel like I was saying things properly. I had to say them again, over and over again. Rambling on. In my soft vestments, holding forth. For nearly a whole hour I went on. It had been impressed upon us during the practicum that the sermon should not exceed a quarter of an hour. No longer, preferably not even as long as that. For it’s not the words they remember. Well, a few words perhaps, a turn of phrase they happen to find useful, something that seems meaningful to them at that particular moment in time. But on the whole, they won’t remember what you’ve said, only the experience of it. So give them an experience. Do it in fifteen minutes. And never more than twenty, because then their minds will wander.

			And it was true. I’d gone on far too long, and I knew it. But it was done, and there was nothing I could do to alter it.

			People got up and left. Even the woman from the parish office did, the woman who’d met me on my arrival and given me the key to the house, who’d shown me around on my first day and made me coffee in the office. She stuck it out for a while, but eventually even she had to get up and leave. And others who I didn’t know yet, they too got to their feet and walked quietly out through the door. Five or six in all. There weren’t very many to begin with either.

			I woke up thinking about it every now and then, which made me even more ashamed, to be thinking about that instead of something else that was more important. But I so much wanted to get through to them. I had come to them, with all my bags and boxes, my carful of belongings, had driven up only a week after Kristiane’s funeral.

			I’d found the vacancy on the internet, assistant to the parish priest, phoned and then faxed them my documents. The position had been advertised several times, only no one had applied. A few days later it was all agreed. I packed and set off. All the way from the south of Germany I came, all the way up here, to this place in the far north.

			It took a day and a night to drive through the pine forests of northern Finland before reaching the border. I followed the river, crossed over the fells and came to the fjord on the other side. And as I meandered through the curves of the road, the road that hugged the shore on its way towards the town, I had the feeling that I was coming home. Even though I’d never been here before. Here, in this landscape, the wide open landscape that I’d thought about and imagined, was my home. That was what I felt. I wanted it.

			And that was the reason for my sermon, the reason for all my many words about coming home. I so much wanted my story to be ours, to share my experience, to give something of myself, establish some common ground. I wanted, wanted it so very much. To come to a place and be able to say we, a place where that was even possible.

			But then I ruined it. Even before it started, I ruined it. Ruined what I wanted and wished for most of all. Time and again this was what happened. It seeped from inside me, whatever it was that made me ruin things, leaking out and messing everything up, consuming everyone as it went.

			When I got home from the church that day I hung Kristiane’s stole away at the back of the wardrobe. I never wore it again.

			And that night he was betrayed. I stood there looking down on them, hearing my voice in the echoing church. It didn’t sound like it belonged to me there. I spoke not for my own sake, but for mine and theirs together: for us.

			This is the body of Christ. This is the blood of Christ. Thy sins are forgiven. Go, and sin no more.

			I held out my hands. It felt like I was letting go of something, as if something departed from me as I opened my arms and held out my hands. As if by that gesture something escaped me and was gone.

			That was what the year had been like. Everything escaped me. Every time I held out my hands, something escaped me and was gone.

			Or rather, not everything. It was true that something did, but somewhere inside me it felt like there was still a place that could not be entirely depleted, a kind of subterranean spring that continued to bubble.

			Where does it come from? Trickling forth, percolating. There, persistent and enduring.

			I stood in front of the altar as we sang the hymn. And there was a peace in singing the words, a respite. Soon it would be Easter, a year since it happened.

			Yes, coming here had to do with Kristiane as well, it had been a reaction of sorts, an action in reverse. In a way, it had been inevitable, I could just as well have been a piece in some board game: there I was, at the bottom of the map, southern Germany, only then I had to be moved, all the way up here. Action and reaction. As if I’d been slung too close to something, too far down, too far in, and had to be propelled back again in the opposite direction. Towards what? Towards nothing?

			

			—

			
				I stepped through the outer door and locked it behind me. There were panes of glass in it, set in lead, so even when it was closed you could see inside. “The church entrance is situated within a split façade, between two angular outthrusts that stand like rigid colossi of ice to afford shelter to the churchgoer.” That’s what it said in the folder I’d been sent after I phoned to ask about the vacancy. I looked up at the church. I’d never thought of the two white brick towers as colossi of ice. To me they were simply two brick towers with a space in between where you could see the sky, and a roof covering them, the kind of roof Lillen had among her Legos, a triangular piece to put on top.

			The wind was blowing. It blew all the time here. I hadn’t thought of it when I applied. I could do nothing about it. There were images in the wind, they came to me when I felt the wind in my face, the images revealed themselves then.

			It had been blowing the day Kristiane and I first met. It was outside the convent, on the plain between Aspenhau and Hartwald. The convent, situated there among its great, scattered trees, a wall running along its perimeter, though unable to keep the wind out. It was at the main entrance of the church there, in the arched doorway with its little terracotta figures. She was standing in the soft, black clothes she always wore, with her green eyes, a hand holding on to her peculiar hat. She was leaning backwards looking up at the figures. There was one that she wanted to touch, and she reached up, forgetting about her hat, reached up to touch the small, grimacing horned figure, and her hat blew away. It all happened in less than a second, from me opening the door of the church and stepping out to discover her standing there leaning backwards, her hand reaching up, her movement towards the figure, to her hat suddenly being swept off her head.

			I stood there a moment and stared back through the panes of the door into the church interior, the wind cold on my cheeks, my ears, and I closed my eyes.

			I remembered how I’d stepped forward and bent down to pick up the hat for her, only for it to be snatched up by a gust and be whisked away, on and on it tumbled. It was like a silent comedy, the two of us running around the convent grounds after her hat, in the muddy grass, under the tall trees, among the ancient brick buildings there. We started to laugh, Kristiane at first, that bright, bouncy laughter of hers, then me. I’d been so preoccupied before stepping outside, but all of a sudden I heard myself laughing, and then at last the hat came to a standstill against the wall in the corner over by the gate, and there it lay. We caught up with it at the same time. Kristiane snatched it up and dashed it against her knee to remove the mouldy leaves that were stuck to it, and then she put it back on her head and pulled it down over her brow. She looked at me and smiled with her mouth closed, smiling up at me from under her hat, for Kristiane was small. And then she started laughing again. Her laughter was like a child’s, I thought, a giggle. She looked into my eyes, and her own eyes were wide open. She seemed so happy.

			It must have been wanting to play, she said. Spielen. But now, Winnifred, you must behave, she added in a strict voice, her eyes turned upwards to her hat. Du bleibst da.

			She gave me a lift back into town. I sat beside her in her battered black van with the mask logo on its side. Kristiane, 41 years old, puppeteer. I, Liv, 34, a doctoral student in theology.

			It was all so weightless. Meeting her, being with her like that. Sitting in the van, the engine droning, looking out at the industrially farmed fields through which we passed. So huge they were, flat, dark, empty expanses, and the great trees, in rows or clustered together, without leaves, their black trunks.

			Weightless. I was so heavy myself, and all I saw in her was weightlessness, because that was what I needed. Was that it? I didn’t realize that the light in her was turned up too bright, like the sun in a film going completely white until the image disappears. Was that the way it was?

			I opened my eyes. In front of me was the church. I was the pastor. I’d been living here nearly a whole year. I tried to focus my mind on it, that this was where I was now. I tried to think simple thoughts, to think clearly. It was rather a new church, as just about everything else in the town, built after the war. I turned around. From the small area in front of the building, I could see what was basically the entire town.

			There was a main axis leading from the church entrance, down the steps and the little hill with its war monument, running along the main street, past the fish processing plants and the shops, continuing out to the fishmeal plant on the island. Beyond the island was the water: the sea to the left, the fjord stretching inland to the right. Facing was the other bank of the fjord, a flat strip of land, and beyond that was Russia.

			In medieval times the people here lived on the island. Now the town was on the mainland, a short bridge connecting the two, a hundred meters or so in length. The island sheltered us from the wind and storms. It disturbed the view too, though I supposed only a southerner would think such a thing.

			A second axis was the road that cut through it all from the inland, forging along the line of the fjord until there was no more fjord left, only the sea.

			The town had been drawn up according to these two axes, one horizontal, one vertical, and its few streets laid out in a grid of parallel lines after the war, when the rebuilding started. There were photos from that time hanging on the walls at the back of the church, in the vestry, the offices. Black-and-white photos of men in overalls lugging sacks of cement. Stacks of planks. Scaffolding, and someone pointing at a man in a safety helmet. The road was little more than sand, rutted by the wheels of trucks. There was a crane.

			I stood there with the church behind me and looked out, breathed in the air. The air was so fresh. So clear, it felt, and the sky too was clear, and so very bright. The wind was blowing, and the sun was out.

			Yes, the wind was blowing, and at last the sky was bright, and all I needed was to stand there and become lost in thought, in all that light; superficial thought, that remained on the surface and let everything else lie, if only for a moment.

			But it was no use, for she was there too, Kristiane. It was as if every surface, every plane of thought, was full of treacherous holes, and at the bottom was what churned inside me. In all the brightness, the airiness of such a day, in this little town, I could turn around and she’d be there, outside this church door, dressed in the same black clothes, in the same hat she kept having to hold on to, her arm raised, bent at the elbow. And I could see her there in front of me, and talk to her and touch her, and she would be living again, laughing and real.

			But no, Liv. It’s not like that. There are things that are done and which cannot be done again. There are things that are over and which belong to the past. And you can weep and squirm and protest as much as you want, because nothing will ever come back.

			What was it, that weightlessness she possessed that became too light for her to bear? Or was it merely a disguise to cover up something very heavy which I couldn’t see? Everything about her seemed so ambiguous now, so opposite, as if she’d been turned inside out. Like with her teeth. I didn’t see them at first either, not until we were in the van coming back from the convent and I saw her side-on. Her eyes were on the road ahead, her mouth half-open, and then she started to laugh about something, she was always laughing, all of a sudden out of nowhere she could just burst into laughter, and then I saw the way her teeth were bunched together, behind and in front of each other, at sixes and sevens. There were too many of them and they were oddly shaped, not flat and regular, some were narrow and pointed too, like little spires.

			I noticed that the snow had melted on the big, flat surfaces of rock. In some places there was gleaming ice, elsewhere the ground was already bare, bare rock, grey and flat, standing out so starkly to the eye. It had been there all along, underneath the snow all winter, and the winter had gone on for such a long time, everything had. I hadn’t thought about it before, but now I could feel how long it had all been going on.

			My eyes rested on a small tuft of yellowed grass at the edge of the rock, and I felt an urge to pull it up. I went over and crouched down, gripped it in my hand and pulled. It clung to the frozen ground. All I got were a few blades.

			I stood up with the grass in my hand. The time, Liv, you’re forgetting the time. The parish coffee morning, come on. I hurried down the steps to the road. The snow was wet. I trudged more than ran, in my green wellingtons. The snow stuck to the toes. I stamped it off and pressed on. I’d popped into the vestry and changed out of my cassock and shoes, pulling on my thick brown sweater with the high neck instead. My trouser legs bunched at the shafts of my boots, and I bent down and tucked them in.

			

			—

			I crossed the road, taking a shortcut through the snow, lifting my knees high at every step as I made my way towards the little brick building with the arched windows that each came together in a point at the top.

			It was one of the oldest buildings in the town, more than a hundred and fifty years old. Once, it had contained the district’s first library and it was one of the few structures to have escaped destruction by the Germans. It was poorly situated, rather out of the way, behind the big community center where there was a cinema and concert venue. But I like the coffee mornings there, I thought to myself. I like the impossible situation of the place. It was just the right size, too. It wasn’t the fault of that little white building that it had become so sequestered; after all, it had been there first. It was the placement of the community center that had been so inconsiderate, completely disregarding the little building that was already there.

			I’d reached the door now and stepped up onto the block of stone that was the doorstep. It had emerged from the melting snow that dripped from everywhere, splashing onto the ground to be sucked up and absorbed. I went inside, and was assailed by the smell of baking waffles. I could hear Nanna’s voice, hers and no other, loud and clear even in the hallway, as if she were alone in there, chatting away to herself.

			I went into the cloakroom where brown benches edged the brown walls, dual coat hooks above them, one hook curving upwards, the other downwards, with round, black knobs on the end.

			It struck me the first time I was here, that this is what it had been like going to the library all those years ago. You took off your coat, perhaps your shoes too, and then you went in. The idea that being with books was something that required time. Nowadays, most people kept their coats on even in church. Not that it was particularly cold there, though occasionally that might have been the case, if the wind was blowing, the way the wind could blow here, but not usually. But still they sat there with their coats on, wrapped up in layers of warmth, swaddled. Perhaps they were protecting themselves? They always looked as if they were ready to leave at the slightest indication. They did too, when I first started.

			Oh, Liv. I sensed the way I’d laid out a kind of surface around me on which I’d tried to walk, uncertain of whether it would hold, whether it could bear my weight, only it hadn’t.

			It wasn’t the library I’d thought about the first time I entered the parish hall here. No, it had felt more like stepping inside Kristiane’s theater space the first time I saw her perform. What was it here that reminded me of it? Kristiane’s place had been so different. Her workshop and stage were housed in a former petrol station, the garage and car wash had been converted and painted black inside. Figurteater Schaubühne, it said in red lettering on the wall outside, the name spelled out too in an illuminated sign that arced above the roof. No, the building here was nothing like Kristiane’s puppetry space, so it wasn’t that. But there was something about the dim light here in the cloakroom, perhaps just the fact that this too was an in-between sort of space, halfway between one place and another, the sense it gave of there being something more to come, the sense of distance that lay in that. It was a space that relied on that distance, and to enter it was to become a part of that too. It felt like my whole life was like that now, a distance of which I had become a part, or rather had become, with my entire being.

			But anyway, this was where they took off their coats and cloaks and jackets, and hung them on the hooks as they were hanging there now. I had no coat to take off, I’d left it behind in the church. It was on the chair in the office. I’d have to go back and get it afterwards. I opened the door of the main room and went inside.

			Ah, there you are, Nanna said, looking up at me from the right-hand corner where there was a sink and a counter up against the wall, a table facing out into the room, with a wax-coated tablecloth on it in a blue floral pattern, the four waffle irons with steam rising up from them. She smiled at me before lifting the lids one by one to see how the waffles were doing. There was already a pile of them ready on a wire cooking tray. One of the regular women from the coffee mornings was standing at the other side of the table transferring them to a serving dish. She was wearing a pinny over her dress, her old hands moving busily, and I noticed how soft they looked.

			I looked down at my own hands, boxy and stiff-looking. I realized I still had the blades of grass in my right hand, that I was clutching them hard. I’d forgotten all about them. I went over to where Nanna was standing so I could toss them in the bin behind her.

			Here, she said, turning towards me with a waffle skewered on a fork.

			Take and eat, in remembrance of me.

			She spoke softly, in a dark, silly voice, then turned back to her waffle-making. I leaned against the counter and dropped the grass in the utility sink before biting into the freshly baked waffle.

			I stood and munched while watching people talk at the tables. It was as if the sounds they made enclosed them, and for a moment I didn’t know how I was going to get through to them.

			I’d never seen a puppet theater before I met Kristiane, it had seemed so remote to me. But she called it Figurteater and said that most of her plays were for adults. She asked me to come as we were driving back to the town from the convent, and told me she was performing that same evening. And so I’d sat there, that evening, in the darkness of the large performance space. Everything was quiet as the audience waited. Suddenly, there was a light, a thin sliver of light, as if someone had drawn a line in the air to show how empty it was. A doll got to its feet. A small, blue doll, just a bundle of rags with a block of wood for a head. It had been lying flat against a black sloping background, a hillside. And now it had come to life, as if only then and never before. I could see Kristiane behind it, dressed in black, a black veil covering her face. I could see the way she steered the doll, her fingers manipulating the thin rods that made its arms move. She did nothing to conceal herself, it was as if she no longer existed, all she saw was the doll. As if she became immersed within it, as if the life it took on was hers.

			I poured myself some coffee and looked over towards one of the tables where two young families were sitting, they were from the south, as well as some others I knew, teachers at the elementary school, a person who worked in the civic administration department, a doctor couple. At another table, the old people sat. The caretaker from the sports hall, in his overalls as usual, was sitting in the corner with his back to the wall, hunched over the waffle he was eating from a plate on his lap, his coffee cup on the window ledge, that too as usual.

			I stepped out into the room, only to stand there, cup in hand, not really knowing what to do.

			The children were all sitting together at the same table over by the window, closest to the door, next to where I now stood. I noticed Lillen, Nanna’s youngest, her shiny hair. In the light that fell in through the window it seemed almost white, and I could see her scalp at the parting. She was telling the boy next to her something. It looked like she was about to slide off her chair and under the table, to crawl about there before popping up again somewhere else. I felt it was the only place I wanted to be, with the children, to sit down with them, play a game, read about Daniel in the lions’ den, or Joseph and Pharaoh.

			I went over to the table where the man from the building department was sitting. I could ask him how the plans were proceeding for the new parish hall, a project that had been started long before my arrival here.

			He was engaged in a discussion with some others about the new legislation concerning land and water rights. It was a matter of heated debate throughout the district, the Sami people were mobilizing opposition, whereas the Norwegian population believed it was high time the favoring of the Sami was brought to an end.

			How long must people pay for injustices of the past, can the pastor answer me that, one of the men said, leaning back in his chair.

			I put my coffee down on the table and went to fetch a chair of my own from the stack over by the wall.

			When I came back, he was telling the rest of the table about a Norwegian he knew who’d been cheated of his rights to a gamme, a traditional hut, used for hunting and fishing expeditions, that he’d spent a number of years restoring. Apparently, some Sami had conspired against him. They’re all family, they stick together, he said. Before you know it, it’s all down in writing, filed with the planning department, and not a thing you can do about it.

			I listened and posed a couple of questions, knowing the matter was a lot more complex than it seemed. Then someone else said something, an elderly man. He stared into the wall as he spoke and was very indignant. It was about time people got a fair deal, he said. I studied his face, his lines and wrinkles, the traces of his life, and it was almost as if this business of the new legislation were meshed together with those lines, or entrenched in them, and it seemed too as if the lines went deeper, thin, branching roots interweaving behind his face, threading through his body, out into his arms, his hand that trembled as he lifted his coffee cup after he’d had his say. The man next to him sat looking down at his plate, pulling little corners off his heart-shaped waffle, crumbling them into ever smaller pieces, until eventually what was left looked like sand, I thought, the sandy earth that lay beneath the heather, the houses, the roads, the whole wide landscape, everywhere.

			I stood up and went over to the table where the old people were gathered. There was always such laughter wherever they were. I said hello to the caretaker man and asked him about the central heating he’d mentioned. It was all installed. It makes a racket though, he said.

			He would often come to see me in the office. I didn’t know quite how to refer to his visits, whether they fell into the category of pastoral care or just the general day-to-day of working somewhere. I guessed him to be about sixty. Small and wiry in stature, he would come and sit for fifteen or twenty minutes with a cup of coffee. He could sit quietly for some time, watching me, gazing around the room, or else he would tell me about his work, the job he was doing, everyday things. He told me about some youngsters he often talked to, and mentioned them by name. I knew their names now, but nothing about them, other than what he told me. They were types inside my head, like figures in a role-playing game. In the beginning, when he first started dropping in on me, I’d be waiting for him to get to the point and tell me something important. Like that there was something tormenting him, an anxiety of some sort, or grief. Something his pastor, and only his pastor, could help him with. But he would sit there, picking at a thread in his sleeve, until looking up at me again. Was he waiting for me to say something? I asked him directly if there was anything in particular he wished to talk about. That was when he told me about the central heating. It was the biggest installation job he’d ever had. He told me some technical details that meant nothing to me, and went on for a long time about it.

			Nothing in our practical training had prepared us for such fuzzy, unfocused encounters. What was I supposed to do? I hadn’t exactly gone all out on that part of the course, having slotted it in the same spring semester I’d put in for the doctoral program.

			But then I got used to him coming, and after a while I looked at it differently. He would appear in his overalls, put his head round the door as he knocked, and ask if it was all right him popping in. And I on my part would say of course, and fetch the coffee. It wasn’t dull either, exactly. He had a surprising way of tying thoughts together, in abrupt leaps and bounds. Recently, I’d thought to myself that it wasn’t he who was unfocused, but my own expectations that had been too narrow. What he wanted was something other than just talk. He came to be in the presence of the pastor for a bit. The central heating job and everything else that went on in his life were just the pretexts. Maybe something else would come to the surface one day, something more existential that had been troubling him for a long time, or maybe not. But that was what his visits were about, and what we did when he came, which was simply to sit for a short while in each other’s company.

			The thought had occurred to me too that he perhaps came for my sake as well, and that that was why he kept on with it. That he sensed something that I wasn’t aware I was giving out, and that he came to make sure I was all right. Was that it? And was he wrong if it was?

			

			—

			I stepped out of the parish hall, into the wind that was blowing down the street. I had to go past the school on my way to the pastor’s residence, a big red two-storeyed house on the right-hand side, built on a slight incline. The school building next door meant the garden was rather sheltered, and its trees had grown tall.

			I passed the garage. There was a road leading down past the side of the house too. The pastor’s residence was meant for the parish priest, my senior, but the present incumbent had built his own house on the new estate, which meant that when I came the place was empty.

			The house was divided into two flats, though the little kitchenette in the one upstairs hadn’t been much used for some time, the former occupant, my predecessor, having been married with several children, so they’d taken on the whole house and used the downstairs kitchen.

			I opened the black wrought-iron gate. Nanna had probably already left, for their house in the fishing village. She’d said for me to come if I felt like it, she and Lillen would be there until Tuesday. Maja, Nanna’s other daughter, who was nineteen, wasn’t going. Apparently, there was a concert on that night, and apart from that she had her job to go to. I glanced up at the windows, but didn’t see her.

			We’d been the last to leave the parish hall. Nanna had tidied up and put the kitchen things away, wiped the wax tablecloth. Lillen had skipped between the tables, then came to help me put the chairs back. I’d thanked Nanna and said I’d like to take her up on it, but couldn’t say exactly when I’d be there.

			I had a fair bit to do, but it was as if there was something else besides. I couldn’t put a finger on it.

			The curtains in the downstairs windows hung in an arc on each side, held together with curtain ties or whatever they were called. Nanna had put them up before Christmas. I didn’t have curtains upstairs in my own flat. Nanna was the church attendant and had been for some years.

			They’d lived out in the fishing village with Lillen’s father, a fisherman. There’d been an accident, not at sea, but in the sheds at the processing plant. He’d got caught in the net, was pulled into the machinery and killed. This was last autumn.

			After it happened, Nanna moved into the ground-floor flat of the pastor’s residence, at my suggestion.

			She’d come to work with a face like a lump of dough, her cheeks and lips swollen, tears running from her eyes. I told her to go home and take time off, there were plenty in the parish who would come in and cover for her. But she wouldn’t, and blew up at me when I brought it up a second time. You dried-up bitch, she yelled at me, you haven’t got a clue. Can’t you understand, I don’t want to be there. I can’t cope with it, it’s driving me mad. It’s so empty there, and it’s like he’s in the other room the whole time, as if he’s just popped into the kitchen, or gone outside to see to something. I can hear him all the time, going about. The way he comes up the front steps, the little pause before he opens the door and comes inside. It’s like I keep hearing him on the step. I take a deep breath, and wait and listen. Only he doesn’t come in. The door doesn’t open, because he’s not there. And he’s not coming back. I go out into the hall and open the door to check. But there’s no one there.

			And then I start to wonder what was there while he was alive, if what I used to hear then was him or just the wind, if it was the wind I was expecting to come in. I wonder if it was something else, something alongside him that I thought was him, and that I’d sit next to on the sofa. And what would that make me then, if that was all I’d been waiting for? What kind of a life have I got out there in that house? I yell at Lillen when she sings, I yell at her when she’s quiet. Your dad’s dead, I tell her. Can’t you understand? Are you just going to sit there like a mummy? And all she can do then is stare at me and go off somewhere else and be silent. Either that or she’ll start singing again, which is just as bad, if not worse.

			Maja’s good though, she’s a help. As good as gold, she is, doing the cooking, filling up the gas tank, driving us back and forth.

			It was true. I’d seen her myself through the window, seen her sitting in the long, flat-looking car outside the vestry, waiting for her mother, her thick, dark hair framing her face and making it seem small.

			It’s much better for me to be in the church, looking after things here, Nanna had said. In fact, I ought to move in. I could sleep on a mattress at the back behind the pews, no one would need to know. It’ll all pass after a while, won’t it? You’re a priest, you must know about these things, she said, and looked at me, her peering eyes, small and watery. And I stood in front of her and felt that I was made of very hard bone, with not a single part of me that was soft, not a single fleshy pillow on my entire body in which she could bury her face and find comfort.

			And then I said she could move into the pastor’s residence. That she could move in with me. Once I’d said it, it seemed like the only thing that was right, and I couldn’t understand how I hadn’t thought of it before.

			The big flat on the ground floor, Nanna. Why not? Please? I thought of the empty rooms there, and the trees outside, the light that fell through their branches. I imagined what it would be like when summer came and there were leaves on the trees. The lovely light that would fall into those rooms, through those big windows. Oh, Nanna, there’s so much space there, and I don’t need any of it, it’s just there, empty, and it would be such a good thing, I’d be so happy about it. It doesn’t have to be forever. You can stay there a while and see, I said. With Lillen and Maja, until things get better for you. Until it gets easier.

			Nanna didn’t reply, she just sat down, sank onto the floor and carried on sobbing. I crouched down beside her and smoothed her hair with my hand, before remebering how much I hated people touching me when I cried.

			I leaned back against the wall, sat down, on the stone floor of the vestry, the little passage leading in from outside, at the rear of the church, that led on into the offices. The black stone floor, we both sat there, and it was cold. I felt the cold through the cloth of my trousers, I remember it, the way it was in late September. Even then, as early as that, I was putting on wool tights every morning in the big bedroom of the pastor’s residence while looking out of the window, across the fjord, and would sit there, sensing how my trousers seemed to catch, the way they do when you’re wearing tights underneath.

			I sat on the stone floor, staring straight ahead. I felt tears run down my cheeks too, down and down they ran, and I didn’t know what to do about them, I just sat there next to Nanna and listened to her sobbing in such a deep voice, as if her tears were something that had to be forced out of her, pressed out, as if otherwise there would be too much inside her, and so they had to come out, and the sound she made was almost a shoveling sound, she was shoveling out her tears with dark, heavy sobs.

			I closed the gate behind me and heard it creak. The jobs that needed doing in this house. Things that needed oiling or painting, repair jobs. It would all have to wait, until one of those days when nothing felt like it was too much trouble. I was sure that such a day would come, sooner or later. When going into the garage and bringing out a can of paint didn’t feel like such an impossible burden.

			That day will come, Liv, I told myself as I went up to the house.

			My wellingtons slid about in the wet snow as I got to the front door. I could hear it was quiet inside. No pounding bass from Maja’s stereo. Most likely she was still asleep. She could sleep all morning when it was her day off.

			I hadn’t thought about it that day in the vestry, but I’d thought about it nearly every day since, sometimes several times a day, after they moved in. That opening one’s arms in welcome was one thing, the ensuing noise levels quite another. And what music. If only it had been the kind of music that allowed you to think, it might have been all right. But Maja’s music cut through every prelude to contemplation and, rather than running parallel to one’s thoughts, dissected them as efficiently as industrial wire saws, columns of noise I was continually forced to address, and I had to try and think them away, using up my energy in trying to shut it out. If I was writing a sermon, the music would enter my every line of concentration, its impeding effect reflecting in the sermon itself, like a negative, for it seemed there would always be something lacking.

			The loud music’s new, Nanna said. Apparently, Maja had only started listening to that particular genre, so intensively and at such volumes, earlier in the year. She’d been dyeing her hair though ever since she was thirteen. A headstrong young lady, Nanna said, always has been. That winter she’d got her first piercing done, in her left eyebrow to begin with, then another, and now she wore shiny studs in her cheek, nose and lips too.

			It was one day at the office that our conversation suddenly turned to Maja. Christmas was coming up and we were planning the school’s end-of-term service, which the nursery schools would be attending too, as well as the other church services that would be held in the Christmas and New Year period, sorting out who would be doing what.

			I’d suggested a midnight service on Christmas Eve, a thought Maja had planted in me. If it really meant anything to me, she’d said, Christmas and Jesus and the rest, peace among men, then why didn’t we celebrate in church on Christmas Eve instead of wallowing in mountains of presents at home. I could only agree with her, and thought we could at least give it a try.

			I was standing in front of Nanna’s desk, I’m not sure why it occurred to me just then, why Christmas made me think of Maja and the death of her stepfather. Perhaps it was just the darkness, the night. But I realized that Nanna hadn’t said anything about how Maja had reacted to his death. And so I asked her.

			She hasn’t mentioned him, not even cried, Nanna said. It’s odd, she added with a little shake of her head, the way she often did when she was trying to think, because it was Maja who spent the most time with him. They’d go out fishing together, just the two of them. Maja even talked about taking on his boat at some point, she was that keen.

			There was a framed photo of them together on the filing cabinet behind Nanna’s desk. She leaned back to pick it up, then handed it to me. There they stood, in their orange rain jackets, on the deck of the little boat, Maja with one arm raised, holding on to a cable to steady herself, smiling. She looked so happy.

			She won’t touch a fish now, said Nanna, her eyes returning to the screen in front of her. She clicked the mouse a few times in quick succession and began to type. I stood there for a moment, but it was obvious that she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I put the photo down and went back into my own office.

			But the house was quiet now and I could hear the silence, as if the house were an animal that had now finally gone to sleep, and I felt like giving it a pat and saying it was all right to sleep late. Sleep now, everything’s fine. The blue doll is only rags. When she puts it down, releases it from her hand, it no longer exists.

			I took off my boots and went up the stairs into the living room in what was my flat. There was a large desk facing me. It had stood in one of the downstairs rooms when I moved in, but I’d got someone to help me move it, and now it was here, in front of the window.

			There wasn’t much in the room. I’d put two armchairs in the corner over by the bookshelves, to the left of where I stood, and Kristiane’s doll hung from the wall next to the door. The best thing about the room was the view from the window, the light. It was as if it spoke to me, or with me, every time I walked in. At night, whenever I woke up, I’d come in here and stand by the window to look at the lights outside, all the lights that led down the gentle slope of the road to the fjord, the island out there, I could see the tip of it from the window, the bit where the bridge started.

			All the lights, the colors in them, I would think to myself. Threads of light, joined together in a web, each twinkling on its own, and yet they were connected in all manner of ways. I would sink into the thought of such a web, standing there in the living room in winter, looking at the lights winding their way down the road. And at the bottom was the fjord, and total darkness.

			I went over to the desk, my gaze falling on some documents for the upcoming district synod. They were in an envelope and I’d read through them when they arrived. The envelope was on top of some other papers that lay spread across the desk, pages from my dissertation, documents concerning the Sami revolt a hundred and fifty years before. The seminar of this year’s meeting was to be held at the actual site where it took place, a small town now on the plain, though hardly more than a village. The meeting itself hadn’t anything to do with that conflict, but I’d been conducting my research on the revolt for years now and this was the first time I’d be visiting the place.

			Monday, the 8th of November this previous year in the morning, a group of Finns appeared at the Merchant’s yard and residence, and proceeded then to attack the Merchant himself and the appointed Lensmann, at this time resident with him, both of whom they had found to be present in the Merchant’s yard. During the course of this attack, both the Merchant and the Lensmann were killed, whereupon the Merchant’s residence was razed to the ground. Of his personal property and stock, much was seized. Subsequent to these events, the Merchant’s wife and servants were brought to the adjacent pastor’s residence, there with the Pastor himself and the Pastor’s wife and maid to be held against their will and whipped. Besides these persons, all others who by chance happened to be in the vicinity or who came by, as well as those resident in the nearby surroundings, in the case of their not having fled from their houses, were taken captive and led into the drawing room of the pastor’s residence, where the aforementioned persons were held. These persons too, fetched from the neighboring dwellings, were whipped. These events continued until long past midday.

			This was the core of what I’d been working on for my doctorate. The Sami rebellion of 1852 was a flashpoint in which the many strands of conflict between the Sami and the Norwegian settlers converged in a single point, a single channel, which was the language of Christianity. As undergraduates in ecclesiastical history, we had learned about the conflict, one of a number of similarly violent, church-related clashes to have occurred in Norwegian history. But there was something about these particular events that struck a chord in me, something that required me to investigate them further, something complex and as yet unearthed. It felt as if it concerned me directly.

			Among the Finns this past year a religious awakening has taken place, and this awakening occurred in the realization of the un-Christian nature of their lives until this time. Yet this awakening did not restrict itself to the conversion and betterment of the individual by means, either alone or in union with others, in equanimity and tranquility of mind, of the making of moral and religious observations. Rather, it gave occasion to arrogance on the part of some of the individuals so awakened, and the aspirations of these persons extended such that they found themselves called to furthermore awaken and convert their fellow men, which calling they enforced in violent manner both in the form of actual injury and by threat of evils far worse, such as killing and fire. The recalcitrant and those unwilling to immediately be so converted were whipped until confession of their sins, this confession taken to be the first step on the path of conversion, as whipping or birching is taken to be the ordinary punishment for impenitence. During the course of these measures, the person subjected was to invoke the name of Jesus and call upon His help. The first words of greeting from these Awakened, wheresoever they came, was: Better thy self! Turn to Jesus! Improve thy self!

			The merchant and the lensmann were killed in the uprising. Two Sami men were later beheaded following trial, and a number of others sentenced, sent south to imprisonment and hard labor. The extant documentary evidence consisted in an exchange of letters between the pastor and the bishop in the time leading up to the November night on which the revolt came to a head, their continuing correspondence in the months that followed, and the accounts that were taken down during the investigation and ensuing trial.

			As such, the story we had came from one side only. But there was another version, from the other side, that hadn’t been written down and remained undocumented. It was there somewhere, submerged in the accounts of the pastor and the bishop, and the only access I had to this other version was from reading into those accounts, making out a kind of impression existing only in its absence. In that way, reading the documents became a matter of reading different layers of the story at the same time, like strata in an archaeological cross-section. I had to read what the pastor had written, and at the same time peer through it, to read what he hadn’t written, the things he’d left out. I had to read his way of writing, his choice of words, the values they carried, the narrative they presupposed and entailed. The narrative that appeared on the surface, and the other narrative, that was concealed by the language, concealed by what he said and did not say, and how he did so.

			But what did I mean when I said that the conflict was about language, if the narrative had been managed by one side only, the side of power?

			A portion of the Bible had been translated. The Christian idea had been given voice in the Sami language, and the Sami had suddenly found admission into a common linguistic sphere, with their own words for core religious concepts shared with the Norwegians, concepts such as sin and guilt, awakening, forgiveness. Some of those now arrested have thanked me for having bestowed upon them the New Testament in their native tongue, such that they have now been accorded the ability to judge.

			Sami and Norwegians alike could now use the same words for aspects of life that are not determinate or unequivocal, all that flows within and between us, the very ground water of our existence. The Sami could appeal to justice. They could demand equality. Wasn’t that what the Bible said? That they were equal unto all others? Shouldn’t they then be heard? After all, the supreme Norwegian powers themselves had brought these concepts to them, and now, moreover, given them expression in the Sami tongue.

			The Bible lent weight to their demands. Should it not be employed to press through the ideas its language expressed? Were they not meant to use that language in such a way that what the Bible said, their common cause, could be brought to bear in the real world?

			But it didn’t work that way.

			Oh, it was as if I could occupy every position: pastor, Norwegian, and southerner, and yet, perhaps most of all, I could see things from the side of the Sami. Theirs felt to me to be such a foundational and original experience, a swell of powerlessness and rage and despair, for the longing they felt, and the expectations they held, were so great.

			The ferment this new language had kindled in them, the new perspectives it seemed to presage. Hope. The hope of becoming heard, the hope of becoming understood. Is anything greater than that?

			Studying the conflict was like circling tentatively around a sphere of densely compacted meaning. And in a way, exploring the impact the language of Christianity had on the Sami people then was no different from investigating its impact on us now, in our present day. Or its impact on me. How much can our language contain, and how much can it bear? What do our words carry inside them? How do they work? How is it that we communicate with each other using words? How come they couldn’t get through to each other?

			I’d narrowed the scope of the thesis to concern how the language of the Bible had been employed. I wanted to investigate the rhetoric from both sides, Sami and Norwegian, the power structures, how the language actually works, not at the reasonably tangible level of semantics, but in the wider space of the text.

			We are then a body present in that room, a sentient body, perceiving and experiencing. And yet we find no perspective, and grasp so little. We speak and perform actions, existing within a web of meanings we neither see nor understand.

			I thought about Kristiane’s green eyes, in the van as we drove home from the convent that day in late winter. She behind the wheel, chattering away, so full of life, so weightless in all her being, and I too had become weightless by virtue simply of being in her presence. How good it felt to be light, for more usually I felt like I was wading through heavy snow, burdened by my own thoughts, the task I’d set myself, the uncertainty of how to go about it. I was out on the plain in all the snow, standing peering, peering into something that had happened a long time ago, something I could see and partially describe, and yet found so unfathomable.

			Forty days. That was how long I knew Kristiane.

			All the photocopied pages in their plastic folders, dressed with dust already. I saw the reminder I’d left myself, a yellow sticky note, things someone else would have to do while I was away for three days, appointments to be rescheduled or cancelled.

			There was a tumbler on the desk too, a nip of the whisky I hadn’t finished still covering the bottom. A pen that had run out. Some pencils.

			I looked through the window at the fjord. Someone had told me it was in the sky things happened here. The landscape was just a flat expanse, there was nothing there. You had to look at the sky for movement, the shifts in the light, the clouds that came and went.

			Sometimes I’d remind myself: look up at the sky and see what’s happening. Only it never really grabbed me. The sky was just there, high above, and seemed so irrelevant, so ethereal and fleeting. I preferred the ground, its flatness. Firm soil, the heather, the great, open plain where you could see for miles with nothing in the way. The same with the sea, the fjord, the strips of land on the other side of the fjord, they were flat too.

			Not that I ever talked about it to anyone. I might mention to someone that I liked the flatness of the land, tentatively, as if to see how they’d react. And either I’d know, by the way they looked at me, that we understood each other, that both of us understood the allure of the horizontal, the vast, open expanse that was simply there and which accommodated us, or else they would look at me as if I were talking about something peripheral and insignificant, in which case I would say no more of it, and keep it for myself, keep it until I was alone.

			I stood at the window in the pastor’s residence and listened to the stillness. A car drove by on the road below the house, and there was a drip of melting snow from somewhere, I could hear it. But apart from that there was only stillness. It was as if the sounds I could hear made the stillness more obvious.

			Always put on the mask with your back to the audience. When you turn around to face them it’ll no longer be you they see, but the mask. You are the mask then, the mask is your face and determines the character you are.

			Kristiane’s voice, dark and firm, in the performance space, the chairs put aside. She was showing me some white gypsum masks, putting them on and performing little mime scenes for me. The figures she became in the masks did simple things. One plucked apples from a tree, another baked biscuits, kneading and rolling out the dough, another tried to entice a cat, only to be chased away.

			Her movements were precise and concentrated, and she made no sound but the pad of her bare feet as she moved about the floor. It was such a joyful thing to watch, if only I’d been in a better mood. There was no message in it, no other meaning than what was conspicuous, the actions of the figures, plucking apples, cutting out biscuits from dough, trying to pick up and hold a cat. And yet there was such a richness about it, as if there was so much more than what the eye could see.

			Thinking about it then, as I stood at the window, I saw the spaces much more clearly, the gaps, the little cracks. All the layers of meaning that were gathered there, in her stylized performance. Something happened in the spaces in between, something that could only happen because that was where no one would be looking. But it was there, in those little spaces, that something occurred.

			What was it that occurred? Something counter to what was shown? Something that opposed Kristiane’s weightlessness? Was it her way of bringing that side of her out to others? Oh, I ought to have seen it, that day. Somehow, I ought to have seen it, that part of her that she could only show me from behind her masks. I ought to have seen it and taken care of her.

			But it didn’t occur to me then. Kristiane laughed and giggled the way she did, but not even that could lighten my mood. I was impatient, I just wanted to talk to her. I’d presented my work at a seminar, the third I’d attended in a short space of time, but no one had seemed to understand what I was doing. Or rather, in one sense they had, of course, intellectually, in terms of what it was about, but they hadn’t grasped the substance of it, the actual meaning of what I was doing. That part of it that was so obvious to me, and so important, and which apparently no one else could see. It was as if nothing at all was important to them, and I felt like I was all on my own having to deal with a great blaze, a fire inside me, and afterwards I’d walked back along the road, up the long hill to my rented room, and had felt so despondent, so very despondent, and that was when I’d phoned Kristiane. She told me I could come to the workshop, she was in the middle of something.

			It had been a few days since we’d last seen each other. She’d been on a short tour, then gone over to France to see her daughter, but we’d sent each other emails and spoken a couple of times on the phone, and before she went to see her daughter we’d had coffee together one afternoon, sitting for what seemed like several hours at the same café.

			Kristiane’s eyes as she looked at me that day at the café, her laughter, her warm, green, joyful eyes looking at me, and there was so much in her gaze, such depth in its shifting waves, like light that shimmers over a great body of water.

			She let me in, though said nothing, just smiled and gave me a hug. She was holding a small penny-whistle in one hand and began to play a tune on it, spinning off and leading the way for me as she played. Kristiane, so small and waifish and strong, leading me through the passage in her snug, black costume that clung to her frame, a dancer’s leotard. She opened the heavy steel door and we entered the performance space, the empty space, quite black, with a spotlight in the middle.

			She gestured for me to sit down. I just wanted to talk, to share my thoughts with her, and now there I was caught up in theatrics and posturing, that silly whistle, puppets and dolls, and the remoteness to everything that lay embedded in it all. The weightlessness. The playing.

			Afterwards, she took me into the little room round the back, took me by the hand and led me there. It was a kind of glass house she’d built using some old windows, and there was a kettle for making tea, and a mattress with a lot of cushions on it. That was where we sat. She looked at me, tilted her head and smiled, glanced away, and looked at me again. Was she trying to provoke me? I was perplexed. I could barely see her teeth behind her lips. Then she asked me what was wrong, drew in a deep breath and was serious all of a sudden, in a way I remember made me think she found me tiresome.

			Still, I told her what was troubling me, defying that part of me that would rather have gone off on my own somewhere than be a burden to someone, which to me was like cutting oneself with a knife, but nevertheless I opened up, feeling it was all I could do. I poured out my troubles, wanting her to support and comfort me. But all she did was shrug and say people were different, that it was a matter of not letting things get to you. I’ve never cared about what other people think, she said. And then she smiled, her teeth suddenly becoming visible again, and put down her cup, stretched her arms and legs.

			As if that was all there was to be said, I thought to myself. I’d walked the whole way to see her, had barely been able to wait to talk to her, desperate to talk about what was on my mind, longing to see her eyes, that she would see me and understand. And all she did was wave me away. As if my worries were a balloon full of air that she could send on its way with a flick of her finger, whereas inside me they were a heavy stone, dark, weighty and unwieldy, a stone I didn’t know if I was capable of carrying.

			Did she really think it was that easy? It felt like I’d fallen, that she’d let go of me and I’d fallen. She’d released my hand, and a void had opened up into which I’d plunged, falling, plummeting, with nothing there that could stop me. It felt like I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t gulp in the air. But perhaps she was right, that I shouldn’t let things get to me, but stick to what I believed and ignore what other people said, what other people saw.

			It must be nice seeing things that way, being so sure of yourself, I said, and smiled at her.

			Yes, she said, it is. She continued to stretch, arching her back now, then little movements from side to side. I’ve always been like that, she said, always known that mine was a different path, and that it was right for me.

			It sounded so simple and obvious. Clear, weightless.

			But how do you do it, I asked.

			I think it, and say it.

			She looked up at me.

			Now I’m saying it to you.

			And it works?

			Yes, she said.

			I looked at her, and I remember looking at her and not knowing what to think. I’d always found it silly, the idea that you can make things happen with words alone. There has to be something else, something more. Words need to encounter something other than words if they’re to be meaningful, they have to emerge from something in life, something that comes from within, or at least from some other place, something that can lend them fullness and weight.

			But Kristiane just sat there with a wry smile on her face, in her black leotard and a robe she’d put on that was thicker and looked warm. And what she was saying seemed so assured, I thought to myself, did it not? As if there were some connection inside her that made the words she uttered indistinguishable from the meaning with which they were invested? I felt something hard cutting into me, hurting. I was on the outside. It was why the priesthood wouldn’t be right for me. I couldn’t make do with simply uttering the words, airing them without that other dimension being present, without feeling their intrinsic weight. Kristiane would only have to say the word God and he would be there. Something would be there.

			I looked at Kristiane’s hands, her strong hands with their prominent veins and tendons, and her eyes, there was something vaguely sad about them which was there even when she was smiling and laughing the way she did, so joyfully, her crooked teeth exposed and gleaming. And I don’t know what it was, the light perhaps, the grey light outside, the red cushions, the playfulness in her eyes, but it was as if everything hauled me in the opposite direction. The part of me that sank was made to rise, and what felt heavy inside me, became lighter.

			I sat there, on the chunky mattress, among all the cushions, next to Kristiane, and wondered if this was where I’d been going, my destination, following a map south through my life, until at last arriving at this place. An interchange, the possibility of new direction, a transition to something else. Perhaps the time had now come for me to take a different step, to try the reverse strategy and get a grip from the top down. It was what I wanted, I’d told myself, of course it was. Or maybe that wasn’t what I told myself at all. No, I was drifting, and had merely floated into some other water. But anyway, I told myself that perhaps I ought to emulate Kristiane, try her way of doing things. Yes, just that.

			I looked at her. I was floating towards her, into her eyes, their vast greenness, it was like water in a gently flowing river, the reflected glow of the candles shimmering among the leaves that lingered there, and then the edgier shifts of shadow and light, beyond them lush forest, darkness, like an arch inside the eye, a curve, a bowl.

			It was raining outside, the rain was running down the panes, but Kristiane had lit more candles and sat with her shiny penny-whistle in her hand, her dark hair glossy and gleaming, the softness of color in the cushions, red and purple and yellow. And sitting there with her like that, I’d felt as if I’d discovered something, as if somehow I’d found a way in, to whatever it was.

			I stood there at the window, looking out at the fjord, not knowing what to do. It seemed like one thing was as important or unimportant as the next. I could sit down and read, prepare, or I could keep standing there. I could go out, go for a walk in the mild spring weather. I could go out to the island, I could go and have a rest, I could make some more waffles, stuff myself with them, on my own in the kitchen. I could drive out to the fishing village, along the fjord to where Nanna and Lillen were, and spend some time with them. I picture myself moving between the rooms in the house there, where they were too, all the way out at the mouth of the fjord, where the sea began.

			But something remained, it was as if I could discern it there among the cushions, in the space between Kristiane and me, on the big, striped mattress. I hadn’t been able to make the leap, from one perspective to the other. I despaired, and just thinking differently wouldn’t make it go away, it only sank in. Sank in, to remain there and give me pain, I thought to myself, festering away without me getting a grip on it, and I hadn’t asked for it either. No, I needed to get a grip, to be strong and move on.

			I stared at the fjord. There was nothing there. I stood by the desk at the window and stared at the fjord, the vast, dark, silent water of the fjord.

			Get a grip and be strong, the way Kristiane wanted me to be? So that she could endure being with me?

			What mattered wasn’t those other scholars agreeing, it wasn’t their professional objections or criticisms, no, because it wasn’t as if they’d been against the project, they’d even put forward a constructive suggestion or two, so it wasn’t that. No, it wasn’t that. It was more the feeling that I was so alone with it, alone within it. Alone in something that was so important to me. That was the reason for my despair, I’d felt utterly alone. That was what she hadn’t seen.

			I’d gone to her, only for her to wave me away, not wanting my despair, offering me instead a different aspect on things, which I’d then tried to take on board, dog-paddling towards it, the platform she could give me, the space in which I could be with her. It was her precondition for our being together, that I accepted what she was offering me as a gift. Or tried to. And at the same time I felt she was letting both herself and me down.

			That was how I’d thought of it afterwards, that evening. But I could see now that I hadn’t understood. I’d thought she was in control of her life, had found her equilibrium, was secure with herself. Only now, afterwards, it seemed merely to be a strategy, a wobbly raft not strong enough to bear even her on her own. And then I’d turned up to make things worse. Clumsily barging in, and that hadn’t helped at all. All I’d done was drag her down still further, dragged her down and held her there as she struggled and writhed for all her life to come free. She hadn’t managed, and I hadn’t helped. That was how it was.

			

			—

			I don’t how long I’d been standing there when the phone rang.

			Do you know where it is, he asked. It was the local police sergeant. The mobile coverage was bad, it sounded like it was blowing a gale where he was. A girl had hanged herself from one of the wooden stockfish racks, where the fish were put to dry in the wind.

			Yes, I said. I was going through the passage at Kristiane’s workshop, she leading the way, playing her whistle, only there was no sound, I couldn’t hear anything. All I heard was the report, even though I hadn’t been there and hadn’t actually heard it at all. Bang, bang, it said as he carried on talking, the pistol Kristiane had shot herself with. She dropped to the ground, the twigs cracking beneath her, and I picture her lying there in the mist, among the leaves in that little dell, shooting herself in the head until no head remains, and still she shoots, into the thin air where once her head would have been.

			Are you coming?

			The place was less than half an hour along the fjord. I asked if her family had been notified and he said they’d sent a man over who knew them, a friend of her eldest brother.

			They’re on their way out here now, he said. The parents. There’s a vehicle coming to remove the body.

			I’ll be there as soon as I can, I said. How old was she?

			Nineteen, he said.

			I’ll be there as soon as I can, I said again, and hung up.

			I went out into the hall and felt a chill. I remembered I’d left my coat in the office and would have to make do with my green anorak. I put my shoes on, pausing, with one foot only halfway in, my hand against the wall to steady myself. I looked at the patterns on the floor, the cracks in the wood, the gaps between the brown-painted floorboards. There was something compelling about them, as if they were telling me there was something I had to remember to take with me when I went, something I mustn’t forget, only I didn’t know what it could be. I wriggled my foot into the shoe and hurried down the stairs.

			I reversed the car out of the garage and into the road, not bothering to close the garage door, and pulled away. I remembered there were children who would play here. Careful. I braked and turned at the first junction, continuing on to the main road where I turned left. The asphalt was smooth now, and at last I could put my foot down, sweeping through the bends.

			And such a nice day as well, I mused. As if that were any hindrance, as if the sun were some steely protective shield. The road was a passage too, a corridor. I kept hearing the sound of a whistle, though there was none.

			I passed the turn-off for the airstrip from where there was a shuttle service to the main airport on the other side of the fjord, and from there you could catch a flight away from here.

			She’d hanged herself, in broad daylight. I tried to focus on it. It was hard to think about, I didn’t know exactly what to make of it, as if there were some position I ought to hold that could be deduced from the facts of the matter.

			I thought about the time I’d first come here, when I’d driven north. I’d stayed the night at a motel on the north German coast, with a ferry to catch the next day. I’d stood at the open window and stared at the sea, the great, dark, empty expanse of the sea, and it felt like there was nothing there anymore. Nothing more to cry out for, no bottom to anything, no underside. There was nothing left anymore. The people outside seemed like dolls, the great ferry at its moorings, afloat on such a thin membrane. I could go out into the water, wade into it and never come up again. It seemed so easy. There was no hard edge, no boundary. Nothing to stop me, nothing in between to prevent it.

			Nineteen years old. The same as Maja. I thought about Maja, pictured her face, her blue eyes and the shiny rings in her ear, the studs of her piercings. As if it were Maja hanging from the rope out there. I thought about the dead girl and it was Maja I saw, close up, Maja cut down, her body laid out on the ground, eyes closed. As if it were Nanna’s weeping I would hear as soon as I opened the car door. But it’s not Maja, I said to myself.

			There was another image in my mind, the dark fjord, the shore and the timber frame, the stockfish rack. The triangular structure, the horizontal poles that made up the sides, like rungs of a ladder, and someone hanging there, like a chrysalis hanging from a thread. That was what it looked like from a distance, in my mind, that what was hanging there was a kind of casing, a cocoon. Quite peacefully, it dangled there in the sun, against the blue of the sky. Imagine if that was what it was like. That everything was the opposite of what it was, and that what was hanging there was simply waiting to wake up and emerge into existence.

			But things aren’t the opposite. They never are, I thought. Things are always the way they seem. I came around the last bend and saw the track leading off on the right. A spit of land arcing out into the fjord, a single line of houses. Behind them, the great structures that were the fish-drying racks. At the moment, there were no fish out to dry. I couldn’t see anyone there, on the ground beneath them.

			

			—

			I stopped the car at the end. There were a couple of other cars there too. Now I could see some people, moving about under the most distant of the timber structures. I went towards them. In the patches of snow that still remained, I saw the occasional bootprint. In the spaces in between, the ground was bare and the heather crunched underfoot. I looked across the fjord and could no longer see the opposite side.

			They had cut her down, laid her body on the smooth, flat rock that sloped gently away to the water’s edge. Someone had bunched up a coat and placed it under her head. She was just in a shirt and a pair of faded jeans. She must have been freezing. A blue nylon rope lay coiled at her side. Her hair, dark and shoulder-length, was swept away from her brow. If she’d sat up, it would have fallen in front of her eyes.

			It was a red-checked shirt. The sleeves were rolled up and I could see that she had a tattoo, a heart with an arrow through it and a little flag. Her mouth was half open and there was a gap between her front teeth. Her eyes were closed and seemed unevenly set in her broad face with its pronounced cheekbones. If they hadn’t said it was a girl, I’d have thought she was a boy.

			I introduced myself to the two people who were standing there, her mother and father. The police sergeant and the other two men who were present shuffled away and left us to it. I stood there beside the parents. None of us spoke. They stood in the same way, one hand clutching the opposite arm. The man had a cigarette between his lips, dangling and unlit. We stood there together, apart. They were smaller than me.

			I looked up at the criss-crossing poles of the stockfish rack above our heads, a dizzying lattice, and at the top I could see what remained of the blue rope, tied to the beam, the wind tossing it this way and that. It had been quite a climb.

			I hadn’t seen Kristiane’s body. The coffin that was lowered through a hatch in the floor at the funeral service was such an abstraction. I kept hearing her laughter, as if she were hiding behind one of the pews, or behind the altar, and would pop up to reveal herself at any moment, her hand in front of her mouth to stifle a giggle. Or perhaps that was the only thought I could muster, to comfort myself. I’d sat there staring at the intricate carvings in the pulpit, figures from Medieval times, pondering the faces of the impish, climbing demons that were depicted there.

			I gazed at the smoothly rounded rock that petered out into a narrow ribbon of sand edging the spit on which we stood. Light, fine-grained sand, as if from a Mediterranean beach.

			Some beer cans were strewn about at the water’s edge here and there among the rocks further up. A couple of bottles lay gleaming, with Russian labels on them, black lettering, and some dull, half-empty plastic bottles, Coke, soft drinks. There was an air mattress too, the old, chunky kind, its end poking up, brown with orange diamonds.

			The surface of the fjord was a sheeny membrane in the sun, a gentle lapping of waves. It looked like the dip between each crest was a bowl, the kind you could make by cupping your hands together. And at once the entire fjord seemed to be cupped hands held forward, reaching out towards me. But I had nothing to give them.

			I looked down at the dead girl again. The drying rack cast slats of shadow onto her body, and onto us too. Her mother was breathing heavily, her chest thrusting with every inhalation, receding again. I could hear her taking in air through her nose. Smoke came from the father’s cigarette. I hadn’t noticed him light it.

			She didn’t want anything to eat, the mother said. I’d even made the meat dish she liked. I told her, take something with you when you go. I left it out for her in tinfoil.

			A vehicle came down from the road at a crawl, eventually pulling up and coming to a halt. We stood without turning to see who it was, hearing the doors slam shut, a loud voice that said something, someone else answering, approaching footsteps. It was the ambulance men, come to collect the body. They went around her, the stretcher between them. There wasn’t much wind, but it was cold all the same, the sun had no warmth in it. My hands were like ice. I wanted to put them in my pockets, but didn’t think it was the done thing. My ears were freezing too.

			The police sergeant and the two other men came back over and we all stood and watched as she was lifted onto the stretcher and one of the ambulance men zipped up the body bag. It made me think of tents, the long swish of the zip when you opened or closed the entrance.

			The two men lifted the stretcher and went towards the ambulance. The girl’s mother turned to me and handed me something. A small package, wrapped in tinfoil. The sun was reflected by it. It must have been in her hand the whole time. I asked if they wanted me to go home with them, but she said no and began to walk away.

			I said I’d look in on them, and lingered.

			The girl’s father followed the ambulance men. Her mother broke into a little trot until coming up alongside them. Her small, dumpy frame. She stepped in the snow, and the ambulance men tried to make room for her on the path that had been trampled down. She kept to the side, as if there were a hole in the body bag through which a hand could be held.

			A stillness descended when they were gone. The parents followed the ambulance in their car, the police sergeant left with the two other men. I stood with the tinfoil packet in my hand. It was still warm where she’d been holding it.

			

			—

			It was a pork chop, fried. I put the foil around it again, thinking at first to get out of the car and throw it in the sea. But I stayed put, the engine already running, the heater going. The smell of the pork chop filled the interior. I realized I felt tired. The only thing I wanted was to close my eyes and go to sleep.

			Twigs and branches and trees, and mist in between. The little blue doll that was nothing more than a head, a face, some rags for clothes. It had no body, nothing to hold on to. The black, empty performance space with the spotlight on. The lull before the performance began. As if every thought, every image in my mind, were pervaded then by the stillness of that lull, and the silence that followed. While all sound, the moment, what happened, evaded me.

			I reversed and turned onto the track, changing into second and turning my head to look back at the stockfish rack. My eyes searched a moment before finding the stump of rope at the top. I wondered if we ought to have taken it with us, but then couldn’t see why. It was there, as the timber structure itself was there, and the rocks, the sand, the fjord.

			I drove slowly back up the bumpy track, past the houses, the potholes filled with meltwater that had frozen over. It seemed like no one lived here anymore. Or perhaps they did, but only in summer. I pictured the place then, in the sunshine and warmth, the late evenings when the sun hung low over the fjord. A door suddenly opening, a child running out, shouting to someone following in their wake, down the front steps, a little girl in wooden shoes, and a boy, she running on ahead, across the grass to the shore. A grandmother in the window, watching them, in a floral pinny, her grey hair tied up in a bun.

			Reaching the main road, I paused for a moment. I could go right and drive out to the fishing village, to see Nanna. I could sit with Lillen on the sofa and watch the children’s program, play cards with her, read fairy tales, or stories from the Bible. I could sit beside her bed under the sloping wall after the light was turned off. Why didn’t I do that? But I’d already turned left, on my way back to town.

			

			—

			
				The road hugged the fjord. There was the water, the shore, the grass, and then the road, constructed in such a way that snow, instead of accumulating, would be swept from its surface by the wind. The opposite side of the road was where the fell began, right at the roadside. There were no trees, only scrub, little bushes growing in the shelter of dips and hollows, apart from that just heather and rock.

			With regard to the use of stick and hand, allow me to state only that I have made no use of such by which to strike any person since Wednesday, the 22nd of October, regardless of what the Finns in custody may say.

			I drove slowly. The flat, open vista seemed to make everything so plain, but still it felt like I couldn’t get a hold on anything, as if I was so very far away. The road, stretching out in front of the car, the landscape, the steering wheel I gripped between my hands. My mind was a haze, as if there were no thoughts left to think. It was like I was driving over the back of some great beast that could get to its feet at any moment and shake me off. I wasn’t attached to anything, wasn’t a part of anything.

			But that’s not true, Liv, I heard my sensible self protest. You’re a pastor, you preach the word of God, and stand before a congregation. It means something to those needing comfort that you’re there for them. Does it really? I asked out loud, almost wishing I could turn and look the voice in the eye, make it see how empty its words were, and make it stop.

			I knew I was replaceable. The function I had, the vestments, the chair in the office, could easily be taken on by someone else. A different hand could offer the Eucharist, a different hand could sign the cross and touch the head of the child in baptism.

			But wasn’t that what you wanted, Liv, wasn’t that why you chose the priesthood after all? So you could be a part of something that didn’t feel so constricting. To alleviate the pressure you felt squeezing against your skull while working on your thesis, when the language of it became too acute and unreal.

			Because that was how it had been, in Germany, a year ago. It had happened gradually, as if I’d been driving through a tunnel that was growing narrower all the time, until eventually there was no room to get through anymore. The words had become so precise as to lose all meaning, unable to contain what was important. Because what was important was round and fat and wobbly, whereas the words I needed to write the thesis were too pointy, too edgy, and everything that meant something got lost in order and system. Everything that was vital vanished.

			And then came what happened to Kristiane. And I came here.

			I rounded the final bend before the town, allowing me to see the way it had been mapped out, on a large sheet of paper to begin with, spread out on a table, how fingers had pointed, hands had drawn. And then they’d gone out and dug up the ground, turned the lines of the drawing into roads and streets, etched their plan into the land.

			Language and reality. The priest who beat his parishioners with a stick, his hand. All these efforts to penetrate, to reach the truth. Like the heart on her arm, the piercing arrow with its little flag. I wondered if it had been touched by anyone. It was inked into her skin, but what good was that? It didn’t make it living and warm.

			

			—

			I pulled up to the curb, thinking I could put the car in the garage later. I opened the car door and putting my foot to the ground instantly felt something cold that could only be water. The snow that had lain there all winter, months on end, had melted. It felt so cold it almost hurt. I rummaged for my keys, stepping over a mound of what looked like firmer snow, and tramped up the path to the front door. A thudding bass came towards me. The curtains were drawn in Maja’s room. I pictured her lying on her bed, the dark-red curtains, the red walls, the pictures she’d hung up in frames that she’d spray-painted gold, occasionally black, images of gods from various religions.

			I recalled the first time she’d shown me her room, I think she was assuming I’d be provoked by it, watching me as I took it in, turning and turning the ring on her thumb. And then she’d flopped down on the bed, studied the ceiling and told me she’d discovered that red was the color that connected all people of every faith, red being the color of blood, and that was why she’d decorated her room the way she had.

			I thought of Maja in her red room, immersed in the pulse of her loud music, allowing herself to be carried along, it was as if the music she listened to never paused for breath. Stretched out on her bed, that was how I imagined her, on the purple patchwork cover she’d spent all winter sewing.

			There’d been scraps of material all over the place, strewn across the floor in the downstairs living room, purple, lilac, violet. Maja had said she needed to lay them out first to make sure there was no system in it. I said nothing of the contradiction, but crouched down to feel the various fabrics, some brocade, others with gold thread, some dull, others glossy. I’d almost felt dizzy looking at them, as if all that pattern had been a world of some kind that would swallow me up if only I fell in.

			Fell in, or fell backwards, back into Germany, to Kristiane’s puppets, the workshop with its chests and boxes of fabric and clothes, masks and dolls of all sizes, big and small, at rest in their boxes, an occasional arm or head protruding, hung up in rows on the walls, suspended from the ceiling. And other things too, props, miniature pieces of furniture, little tables and upholstered chairs, beds, hairbrushes, pretend food made of plastic, and tiny china plates. This was where the stole she made me must have come from too, it must have taken her days, nights. She didn’t sleep that much, I think she mentioned it once, but I hadn’t been attentive enough at the time to really take it in. The panels of the stole were patchwork too, like Maja’s bed cover, only paler, white almost, its colors were more like shadows, of green, purple, and blue.

			No, you must not fall. Stay here, I told myself, stay with Maja’s patchwork instead. Stay here and go about the house, stick to everyday things.

			This makes me think of the Pomors, I’d said to Maja. The two of us were on our own together in the living room. The White Sea traders that used to come here from Russia, a long time ago. They brought fabrics with them. I gazed at the patch of material I was holding in my hand, dark blue.

			Perhaps you take after them, somewhere along the line. We’d looked at each other and smiled. She’d been born when Nanna was sixteen, her father a Finno-Russian, he and Nanna were going to get married and have twelve children, only one day he was gone, it had been just before Maja was born, and Nanna had never heard from him since. I was on the doorstep, my hand on the door handle, but for some reason I just stood there, hesitating to go in, hearing the thud of Maja’s music, treading zigzags in the snow with the sole of my wet shoe, and I happened to think of the weaver woman in Mio, My Son, Astrid Lindgren’s book, which I’d read aloud to Lillen. How, when mending a tear in Mio’s cape, she sews a piece of her magic cloth into the lining. Later, when he turns the cape inside out, he becomes invisible, escaping from the dungeon to take on the evil knight, Kato, whom he slays. I wished I could have sewn some of that same magic into Maja’s bed cover. Was that what Kristiane had been trying to do, with the patches of fabric in my stole? So that I could fight for her? But ultimately she’d had to fight without me. I hadn’t been there to rescue her.

			The blue doll, moving in the circle of light in the center of the room. The girl at the stockfish racks had been anything but a doll. The same with Kristiane. I thought about all the layers in between, in the space between the two bodies, the black-clad puppeteer and the doll whose movements she steered, and then the space that surrounded them both, in which we the audience sat and watched.

			Maja. I thought of her lying on her back, stretched out on her bed, absorbed by her music. And as I thought of her the bed began to spin in my mind, while I looked at her from above, the bed spinning faster and faster, spinning away, receding, becoming smaller and smaller. I wanted to tear the door open and run into her room, to make it stop before she disappeared.

			

			—

			I stood at her door and knocked, two hard knocks so that she could hear me above the music. The pulse in my neck throbbed. What is it, she shouted.

			It’s only me, I shouted back. Is everything all right? I heard no reply, only the music.

			Just checking to see if you’re okay, Maja, I shouted again.

			I looked down at my feet. My wet shoe glistened darkly. It had made a soggy mark on the rug, and I thought about the fluids of the body, everything that runs out of you when the muscles let go.

			Okay? Maja shouted back, and I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or if what I heard was derision. Whatever it was, I realized I wouldn’t be getting an answer.

			Nanna and Lillen have gone to the house, I shouted. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.

			I waited a second for her to answer, but she didn’t.

			Going back through the kitchen, I noticed how tidy it looked, empty even, as if no one lived there anymore. I stopped as I went through the doorway and looked back. It was a large kitchen, befitting for a pastor’s residence, with heavy, pinewood cupboards and a long table over by the window. The benches and table were empty. Light came in from outside, but the sun was gone, the sky clouded over, the wind changing everything as ever, the light now dull and lusterless.

			The same light as in Kristiane’s little glass house that day a year ago. The room was cluttered and dusty, but the light had been the same. I’d stood peering into the room through the panes, the sound of Kristiane’s daughter crossing the floor behind me. The light fell in through the glass onto the cushions and mattress, pooling in all sorts of shapes on the floor, squares, oblongs, as well as softer, more rounded forms. I remember standing there looking at them, my eyes following their edges, exploring, as if by looking at them I could bring them to life.

			Nanna didn’t like clutter. She didn’t like cooking either, but I did, which meant that we often had our meals together, with me cooking in the big kitchen. It wasn’t scheduled or anything like that, so I’d still be rather hesitant about making the suggestion, knocking on the door of her office at the church for instance, waiting until she answered before opening the door. Usually she’d be grateful, saying it suited her fine, smiling and leaning back in her chair for a moment, stretching her strong, short arms and putting her hands behind her head, before leaning forward and returning to her work again.

			Sometimes though she would say it wasn’t convenient, and I’d tell her it was no problem, that we could do it another day instead. I was always glad that she never said why, and that she made no bones about turning me down. It meant I knew I could ask and always get a straight answer.

			I stood in the doorway, surveying the kitchen, images passing through my mind, Lillen coming in for dinner all covered in snow after having rolled about in the garden in the light from the street lamp. I’d made a fish stew and she hated fish stew, she said. She stamped her foot, snow showering onto the floor, yelling at the top of her voice how much she hated it. She was so angry she started to cry. We knew she hated fish stew, she wailed, and why was there never anything for dinner that she liked? She lashed out with her little fists and feet when Nanna tried to help her out of her snowsuit and boots. We sat down and said grace, and I dished the food up for them, Maja was telling some story or other, and after all her protests Lillen ate heartily, spooning big chunks of fish into her mouth, and then, when all she had left were vegetables, she held out her bowl in both hands and said: More fish. I dished up some more for her, and when I handed her the bowl she looked at it with wide eyes, then at me, and said that it was her favorite and how could I have known, that fish stew was her favorite? Of course, we all began to laugh, but Lillen just seemed content and didn’t ask what we were laughing at, she was far too busy eating her dinner.

			And I thought of evenings I’d spent alone with Lillen, just the two of us, when I’d made cocoa and baked buns, and read to her at bedtime. How fond she was of David and Goliath, of Jacob and Esau, Jacob’s ladder, she liked that so much, how he’d lain down with a rock for a pillow only to see a ladder reaching into the heavens. It was like Jack and the Beanstalk, she said, and so we read that, and other fairy tales too.

			She wasn’t the talkative kind, and would never really tell me anything. Sometimes I’d ask who she’d been playing with at nursery school, or what she thought about the stories we read together, but she wouldn’t have much to say in reply. Often, she said she didn’t think anything at all.

			One evening when I was looking after her and it was time for her to go to bed, I went to draw the curtains and she told me not to. Daddy won’t be able to see me, she said. Do you think he’s out there looking in at you, I asked, and she looked at me without answering. I’m tired now, she said after a moment. And then she pulled the cover up and turned over to face the wall.

			I stayed at her side, holding her hand as she slept. She’d scotch-taped a new drawing to the wall above the headboard of the bed. In the faint light from outside I saw it to be two straight vertical lines dissected by shorter horizontal ones. I looked at it for a while before realizing it was a ladder. She’d used a green crayon and the lines were drawn right up to the edge of the paper, as if to indicate that they carried on, that the ladder continued, and that the drawing was just a small part of the ladder, which in her imagination reached all the way up and all the way down.

			I turned and went into the hall, closing the door of Nanna’s flat and going up the brown-painted stairs to my own living room. I heard the music from Maja’s room again, thumping through the floorboards under my feet, as if belonging to the wood itself. I’d blotted it out for a moment, but now I couldn’t escape it and felt unable to think about anything else.

			The dark branches of the tree outside the window seemed to be straining upwards. Behind them, I could see the fjord clearly again now. The sun had come out and was glittering on the water. I went over to the desk, sat down in the chair, and gazed through the pane.

			

			—

			Out there was the fjord, and I was here, inside. I was here now. Spring had come. I tried to make my thoughts catch on something. It was as if they could find no purchase.

			Spring in the little town in southern Germany with the river running through it at the bottom. Or rather, gliding, gentle and silent, under the tall trees whose leafy branches dipped towards its banks. The long, flat little island that was such a nice walk, with shady benches along its paths. Everything was so quiet there when I thought back on it. The autumn had been so hot. The town lay on the slope above the river, with half-timbered houses going back to medieval times. At the very top was the old Schloss, home to the theological faculty. From the seminar room there, I could see the green hills over in the direction of Österberg and Wanne. Smoke rose from tall factory chimneys in the distance, and there was an industrial estate too, behind the town, tucked away on the other side of the hill, but it couldn’t be seen from the Schloss or from my room, which was situated across town, on the steep street of a different rise. The town snuggled in winding, undulating landscape, nestling at a bend in the river, sheltered, concealed, secret even.

			The walk home to my room took me through the old overgrown botanical garden, past the hospital and up the steeply rising street they called Hohe Steige, whose curve I followed until turning left onto Schillerstraße and then left again onto Lessingweg, where I would start rummaging for my key as I went through the unlit garden, letting myself in at the front door, climbing the stair to the second floor, and then finally unlocking my own door to step inside, cross the room to the window, and stare out. The tall, green trees in the garden blocked the view. But then the leaves fell, and in the winter I could see for miles. That was when I’d met Kristiane, sometime in February.

			Yes, a year ago I’d stood there, this same body, these same eyes, by the window of that room, in late March. I thought of Maja, downstairs now with her music, a year ago, before her piercings. And the girl who’d hung herself, her apprenticeship would have been drawing to a close then, she’d have been about to qualify, the police sergeant had said so over the phone, that she’d only just finished her training. She was a welder. This time last year, she’d have been getting up early in the mornings, grabbing some breakfast in the kitchen, and getting off to work. She’d carried on living with her parents apparently. I would have to phone them.

			

			—

			Privately, I have rejoiced at the emergence and eruption of these evil forces. How much better than for it all to have remained unexposed, lurking in the darkness.

			The thoughts of the pastor, long before the uprising took place.

			Is it not forever the case, that we believe ourselves to have come to clarity, only to find that we have not?

			I stared down at the papers on the desk, the documents. When had it begun, the revolt? Not on the morning of November 8, obviously. It had to have started long before that. Did we have to go as far back as the 1300s, to the time of the first Norwegian settlements, the earliest colonization? The documents were a collection of short, dislocated accounts, incomplete and riddled with holes. All the same, by comparing and joining them up, a crudely drawn chain of events certainly emerged.

			On the morning of November 8, 1852, a group of people entered the town. They came by the frozen river, on sledges drawn by reindeer, having set up a camp on the plain and recruited from a nearby settlement, whipping and terrorizing those who hesitated to join them. Thirty-five adults were they in number, and twenty-two children under the age of thirteen years, their purpose to descend on the town and purge it of all impurity. Bearers of the faith, they would burn down all evil. They saw themselves as messengers of God embarked on a holy mission in the name of freedom, truth, and Christian awakening.

			At first light they had set out, and when they arrived at around eight o’clock, day had come. Charging into the merchant’s yard they came, armed with lengths of wood and pointed fence-poles. The yard must have been cleared of snow. There stood the merchant, and the lensmann who lodged with him. For the town had no designated lensmann’s residence, the office until then having been occupied by one of the local Sami, though that particular year, for the first time, a Norwegian was incumbent.

			What were the two men doing in the yard? There is no record of it. Were they loading goods? Chopping wood? Were they simply standing there, talking and smoking?

			The merchant was beaten to death on the spot, on the icy ground of the yard, with clubs and poles. The lensmann escaped into the house, barricading himself in an attic room. Reports suggest that he was already injured. They found him a couple of hours later. They had laid their hands on an ax by then, and used it to break down the door before bearing down on him. Was he lying in the cot, bleeding into his furs? Or was he leaned across it towards them, on his knees, as if in prayer?

			Accounts say that two men gripped his arms, and that one plunged the knife into him. Later, it was reported that the blade was so blunt the knife had to be knocked in with a length of firewood.

			Then they ransacked the house and the merchant’s store for all that they might be needing after they transported their prisoners back to the camp on the plain. Coffee, sugar, butter, and flour. Boots of reindeer skin, woolens. Axes, knives and sewing needles. They plundered the warehouse too, and everything they took they put into the sleds.

			Among them were children, who mingled with those who went back and forth, carrying their spoils from the merchant’s yard, the dead body of the merchant lying on the ground, a bloody mess, his nose bitten off in the frenzy. The rebels declared that they would leave behind what wasn’t useful to them. All that was unnecessary belonged to the Devil, they said, and must be burned. The documents reveal that the children gathered cloudberries and bread, cheese and milk, figs and turnips.

			After that, they broke all the windows and started a blaze under a large sideboard using firewood of birch. The body of the lensmann burned up inside.

			Women, children and servants were marched over to the pastor’s residence, where the pastor too was held captive. The prisoners were gathered in the parlor, stripped and lashed with birch sticks. Babies lay tucked in their leather-and-wood cradles, and infants toddled about in tears. Lashing was a method of religious arousal, to incite awakening. The windows of the pastor’s residence too were smashed. It must have been cold for them, the temperature outside was minus thirty degrees Celsius.

			During the afternoon, help arrived from another town on the plain, some ten kilometers downriver. The two sides clashed in the fading light.

			Meanwhile, those held hostage in the pastor’s residence were freed. The rebels were defeated, tied up and held in the pastor’s storehouse, men and women alike. Some were kept there until December 19, when the last transport of prisoners left, setting out on a journey that would take many hours, across the snowy plain to the sea, lying bound on the sleds behind the reindeer.

			But how did it start? And when?

			I became aware of Maja’s music again. What did they call it? Funk, house, rave? It sounded all the same, a continuous pounding. Like the Sami joik, the way it just kept on, as if the landscape were brought to life in the music. Or was it just me, imagining the landscape whenever I heard the music, putting something into it that wasn’t there? Was it something in me alone?

			Something may have started in a church out on the island near the summer pastures in June the year before. There was some trouble there. The pastor had reported some Sami for disturbing a church service that had come close to being abandoned altogether. One of the men had got to his feet and challenged the pastor, calling him a liar and an unconverted soul. He said the pastor was a devil.

			It hadn’t escalated into anything more than verbal exchanges, no one had been hurt there on the island. But there were proceedings, seven Sami initially being charged, others later in the year, fined and sentenced to days, or in some cases weeks, in confinement, on bread and water.

			In October, four months after events in the island church, the pastor beat with his stick a group of Sami in the parlor of the residence. According to records, he acted in self-defence, the pastor’s own account, sent in writing to the bishop, stating that he had suddenly found himself surrounded. He must have felt threatened by them, and frightened, though he did not state as much, only that he had acted in self-defense.

			Then there was the first Sunday of Advent, the same year, 1851, when a young woman caused trouble in church. Accounts suggest her to have been the sister-in-law of one of the two men later to be executed for their part in the 1852 rebellion.

			On the morning of the service, a group of Sami had been summoned by the pastor to discuss the Holy Communion with the purpose of assessing whether they were genuinely repentent sinners and worthy of accepting the Communion and forgiveness in the Eucharist. The pastor’s conclusion was that they were not.

			It was after this, in the church, that the woman rose as the pastor was about to deliver his sermon, jumping to her feet and accusing him of teaching false and mendacious doctrine. Don’t listen to him. How can you, who are in darkness, preach the path of light? She was twenty-four years old, and by all accounts heavily pregnant. Others joined in support of her, their clamor such that the pastor for some moments was silenced.

			Subsequently, the woman was charged and found guilty of disturbing the peace of the church, and sentenced to more than a year’s confinement. Reports indicate that it was at this time that a small group – the woman herself, her husband, and his brothers, along with a few elders, parents and parents-in-law, and a handful of children – withdrew to the fells to settle there in avoidance of her incarceration.

			And not until a year later, on the night of November 8, 1852, did that same group of individuals leave their exile there, harnessing the reindeer to their sleds, the justice given to them in the words of the Bible, the language they had been accorded, being their swords and shields. For does it not say there that faith can move a mountain? Does it not say that the last shall be first? Does it not say that he who prays will be saved? That for he who knocks, the door will be opened? And wasn’t that what they wanted, that the door be opened for them? That what the Bible said should come true, and come true for them too. For it says there that everyone is equal before God.

			

			—

			My hands felt cold. I sat, steeped in the noise of Maja’s music, staring at the papers on the desk in front of me, the documents, my own notes. It felt like my mind was a jellyfish, consisting for the most part of water, my thoughts suspended in the sea, propelling themselves about, contracting and relaxing, contracting and relaxing.

			And what about me? Abandoning my PhD fellowship in systematic theology, leaving Germany to come up here. Such an enormous distance.

			I couldn’t see when that shift had happened either, it was as if there were no clear beginnings to anything, no coming together, no fixed point, it was more like it all started in some vague kind of blur, in what lay in the darkness of the seminar room before the lights were switched on, in the great snow-covered expanse of the northern landscape, in that winter night far out on the plain.

			A postcard of Saint Isabelle stuck out of the pile. I removed it and studied it. Saint Isabelle leaning forward, looking out of the frame, her gaze perhaps fixed on someone there. The image showed only her face, her brown eyes and serene gaze, as if she were looking upon a sick child. The painting was from the sixteenth century, her hair was covered and she was dressed in a nun’s habit. Or perhaps it was a nurse’s uniform, I wasn’t sure. They might have been the same then.

			I thought of the convent where I’d bought the postcard that Sunday from the small selection on offer in their display rack. I’d seen a picture of the place in my department and had found a bus timetable, phoned and asked if I could come. It was late February. The bus stopped just outside the little village on the plateau, from where it was a reasonably long walk.

			The convent had seemed rather run-down there among its dark fields, the naked branches of the trees. It had been colder inside than out. A heavy door in the church opened out onto a path which led to the cloister. A nun accompanied me, then with a little nod left me on my own.

			The cloister ran in a rectangle around a small garden, four arcades of vaulting arches supported by columns. There, the nuns had walked in silent prayer, with their crucifixes and rosary beads. I ambled, also silent, several times around the complex. The sun came out, a weak winter sun, spilling down onto the garden, through the arches, leaving its light on the flagstones. The little patches of sunshine were warm, and I lingered there. The place was quite still.

			So still it was, the way everything inside me had been still for so long, all through the autumn there in Germany, through Christmas, that long January. Mostly I was on my own. I attended the lectures that seemed relevant to my research, as well as the general seminars, occasionally having a beer with a couple of the guys from the research group I was a part of, but apart from that I went about my business, barely exchanging a word with anyone other than the woman in the shop, the librarian, and the ticket seller at the cinema where I often went in the evenings to see films I’d already seen. It felt like I’d dropped into a hollow in the ground, or fallen into a sinkhole.

			And not just fallen, but fallen out of something, and fallen too far, for my thoughts seemed very remote in a way, my own thoughts. I went about in a dim and fuzzy state I had difficulty recognizing, with no idea whether it was good or bad, unable to find purchase, unable to grasp hold. I was a non-person.

			That day, standing there in the cold in the cloister, in the silence there, feeling the sun on my face. I’d felt close to something. It was clear and delicate, and full of light.

			Leaving the church, I’d found the postcard of Saint Isabelle in a little rack on a table along with various leaflets and such, and it was when I’d opened the church door and stepped outside with the postcard in my hand that I’d met Kristiane. It was the day her hat blew away and we ran after it, ending up laughing together at the wall, and then she’d driven me home.

			No, I didn’t leave Germany to escape, but to start something else. What was it? What were you looking for, Liv?

			For God? Well, if I had to use that word, then I suppose it was, yes. Though not in the form of some remote aesthetic, more as a commitment, a place to stand in life. A space I wanted to be open in my encounters with others, a space that would allow people in, and be open to all. God understood as a binding commitment to humanity. If there was something I was going to call God that would be it. But the word God didn’t enter my mind when I thought about it quietly on my own. No, I’d come here because I wanted to go into that space where I might reach others, attain a sense of peace, become one with what simply was, like the delicate light in the cloister that day. To be there within it. To be, and be allowed to be.

			I’d completed my practical training, but had then gone off down the theory path, unable at that point to see myself speak to a congregation. It was as if I couldn’t utter words I didn’t yet feel to be filled with meaning, words I wasn’t sure would hold. But I was doing so now. Uttering words that seemed to resonate, but without knowing if they would hold up or simply vibrate emptily for a moment in the air between us. I was doing that now, and felt able. Or rather, it didn’t seem like I had much choice.

			I spoke the words, opening them up and offering them, giving them place. I couldn’t force anything more into them. The rest would just have to come.

			No, I couldn’t think with all that noise going on, couldn’t phone them with the music thudding in the background. I stood up, put some papers and books in my bag. I’d have to go to the church and do it from there.

			

			—

			Liv.

			It was Maja’s voice behind me. I’d opened the front door and was about to step out, in my wellingtons, my shoes were drying by the radiator in the living room. Her voice was thin and small.

			I turned. She was standing in the doorway wearing one of the black dresses she bought secondhand and remade to fit, her feet in a pair of wool socks. She was looking at me, her bright eyes. There was something about her gaze, I thought her eyes were like wounds. It felt like it was painful to her, me looking back at her, and that she wanted me to stop, at the same time as wanting me to see. And all the studs she’d had put in her face so that we’d look at them instead. Look at me, don’t look at me, look at me through my studs.

			Yes, I said.

			She hadn’t turned the music down. It didn’t seem like it was ever going to stop, the same record, over and over. Maybe it just kept starting from the beginning again without anyone noticing, and that was part of what it was all about.

			She didn’t reply, but simply looked at me. I smiled at her.

			What is it, I asked.

			Her eyes filled with tears that seemed to teeter on the brink without quite spilling over.

			Are you really going out in that coat? she said.

			She cleared her throat and glanced up at the ceiling before looking at me again. I looked down at my coat, the anorak I used for fell walking, an old army thing with a furry lining. It had been hanging on the peg above my wellies. I’d put the wellies on and then taken the coat off the peg without a thought.

			Yes, I said. I’m popping over to the church, that’s all.

			Forced to, because of your music, I added in my mind.

			Why, do you think I should wear something else, I said, and smiled again.

			She gave a shrug.

			Do as you want, she said.

			We stood there for a moment without speaking.

			Well, I’ll be over at the office if you need me for anything, I said, and stepped out onto the front step, clutching the bag I’d slung over my shoulder.

			She stared at me.

			You can phone, or just come over, I said. If there’s anything you need or you want to talk.

			She stood there without moving.

			I closed the door behind me and went down the snow-covered path to the road. At the gate, I turned and looked back at the house, but the sun was reflecting in the windows and I couldn’t see anything.

			The boots were too big for me, the shafts far too wide, they really weren’t suitable at all when it was slippery. The sky was a clear blue, but it must have been windy up there, I could see how fast the wispy clouds were moving, as if in a film that had been speeded up. I went along the straight road to the church. Soon it would be getting dark, the sun would go down. As yet it was still afternoon, but soon it would be evening. It felt like time was moving as fast as the clouds above, and yet everything seemed to be standing still too, like nothing was moving at all.

			

			—

			I sat for a moment, my hand still resting on the black receiver. It was an old-fashioned phone, the kind that had a dial. I’d become quite fond of it, it was as if the time it took to dial the number allowed me to ready myself before speaking to the person at the other end. But sometimes, when all I wanted was to make a call as quickly as possible and didn’t need to think that much about what I was going to say, it did feel too fussy, for all its retro charm.

			I’d spoken to the girl’s mother. She said the pastor could come whenever she liked.

			I won’t be going anywhere, she’d said.

			I sat with my hand on the receiver and thought about Maja, my leaving her like that.

			

			—

			Yet there is far greater order and consequence in these people’s notions than one might think, indeed one may even say that the tenets of their beliefs have been placed in a system of sorts. While certainly they invoke immediate enlightenment of the spirit, nevertheless they will invariably support their utterances with words of the Scripture, in so doing demonstrating both knowledge of the Bible and perspicacity. They stress that they cannot condone the use of physical coercion in bringing any man to Christian awakening; to such end they wish to employ only the double-edged sword of the Word.

			This was the bishop’s appraisal of the Sami as he put it in a letter to the pastor after having spoken to those detained on account of the disturbance in the island church. Seemingly, the bishop found it easier to speak with the Sami on his own, and only when discussions were conducted with them in the presence of the pastor too did the mood turn to one of resentment and confrontation. How could language, in all its plasticity, become so stiff and unbending, as hard as a wall? What part of us made it so? How did I come across in this respect? What walls held me captive, and what did they prevent me from seeing?

			It felt like I had reached an impasse. I needed to unlock the words and open them up, find a space within them. That was what I wanted. But would I be able? I was standing at a boundary, and the landscape was open all around, as far as the eye could see, endless, edgeless, a seamless expanse stretching away into nothingness. This was where I’d come to. I could find no purchase, everything petered out, words dissolved, and whatever I did turned out differently than I’d imagined.

			But there is another boundary, a fence I can neither scale nor walk around. I stand gripping its cold steel, my face pressed against the mesh, the wires digging into my flesh.

			I’m getting nowhere. I can’t understand. It makes no sense. I don’t know what to do. Surrender, the voice inside me says, the voice in my head that always has an answer. Then speak to me, tell me how. Just tell me how and I’ll surrender. I can’t do it on my own.

			

			—

			I stopped at the office door before switching the light off, turning to look back at the room. In the windowsill by the desk was a little stone carving. A baby seal, emerging out of the stone, as if the stone were transforming.

			

			—

			
				My finger lingered a second on the doorbell as I wondered whether to press it again. I’d already done so a couple of times, but no one had come to the door. I could hear someone moving about inside, so it wasn’t as if they were pretending not to be in, they just couldn’t hear me for some reason.

			I opened the outer door and stepped into the porch, then knocked on the inner door and heard someone shout back in Sami. It was the girl’s mother. I opened the door and called out: Hello?

			There was a pile of clothing in the hall. The air was close and smelled of cigarette smoke, fried fish, and something else, chocolate perhaps. The TV was on somewhere, laughter from some program or other.

			I shouted hello again.

			The woman appeared in the hall.

			Just come in, she said.

			I took my boots off and folded my coat on top of them. She went into the kitchen, I followed, and she stood with her back to me by the fridge, her stocky figure reaching for something, and then she turned and placed a mug on the table. She poured us coffee from a pot on the cooker. There were two other mugs on the table, with dregs in the bottom, as if someone had been sitting there and had only just gone. An oven tray of chocolate cake had been placed on a rack on the counter, and I could see there was something else in the oven too.

			She indicated a chair by the window, a small movement of her hand, and I sat down as she cut the cake and then handed me a slice on a plate.

			I looked out of the window. The ground fell away towards the fjord, green grass, a huddle of sheep, a fence, the rocks at the shore strewn with seaweed, the water inky black.

			The house stood on a rise at a bend in the fjord, tucked between the main road and the water. There were no trees and the house needed painting, the woodwork had gone grey. The red frame of a children’s double swing stood outside at the front, I’d seen it when I came, but the swings themselves were gone. The kitchen was at the other side of the house. You could see the little church standing out on a tongue of land that jutted into the fjord.

			How are you, I asked.

			Her hands were in front of her on the table, on each side of her mug. They looked strong, small and round, and soft.

			She sat quite still and gazed through the window. I could hear her breathing, could see her chest rising and falling. Occasionally, a burst of laughter came from the TV. It sounded like it was in the next room.

			Jon-Egil took the dog with him and went off onto the fell, she said, turning her head to look at me.

			Jon-Egil, that’s your husband, I said.

			She nodded.

			So you’re on your own at the minute, I said.

			She looked out the window again. My eyes followed the line of her gaze, to the sheep that seemed almost incandescent, white against the dull ground. I stared towards the church out in the fjord, it too brilliantly white, as if it weren’t attached to anything, but sat loosely on a dish of darkness.

			There were some different noises from the TV now, sharper and more urgent. It sounded like the program was finished, or else it was the commercials. Yes, it was the voices they used in commercials. I looked down at the table, the fine cracks in the wood.

			I bit into my cake. It was still warm.

			Is there anyone who can stay with you tonight, the next few days perhaps?

			I looked at her. Her hair was brown, cut short and rather spiky, and it crossed my mind that she never thought about it, didn’t care about her hair, what it looked like, only that now and again it needed cutting, washing, combing.

			We’ve a hut on the fell, she said. That’s where he went, with the dog.

			Aha, I said.

			I heard the kitchen timer tick, and glanced towards it. It was on a little shelf above the cooker. Ten minutes to go.

			It was her dog, the woman said. And now he’s gone off with it.

			Yes, I said.

			It meant the world to her, that dog, she said.

			I pictured them together, the girl and the dog out walking, she in her red checked shirt and the dog at her side, the briskness of its step. I imagined her coming home after work, perhaps the dog would be tethered somewhere, or perhaps it was allowed to go loose, but its whole body would be wagging from side to side as she came towards it, and then, full of joy, it would jump up to receive her, and she would bend down towards it, clasping its body tight against her chest, her arms wrapped around its strong, warm, happy frame, and she would be laughing.

			

			—

			I paused on the step outside the house. It was cold and I zipped my coat all the way up. In the distance I could see the lights from a car coming along the fjord from the direction of the town.

			I’d eaten my cake, and then the timer had buzzed and she’d taken another one out. There was enough batter in the fridge for a third. She poured it into a tin and put it in the oven, set the timer again with a twist of her hand, and returned it to the same place on the shelf, at the same angle, so that she could keep an eye on it from her chair at the table.

			The thin, bright-blue stripes of the curtain drooped at her side, held in place with a curtain tie. She’d rolled herself a smoke and fetched an ashtray – a heavy glass bowl – before lighting up. Inhaling.

			My hand had rested on the table next to hers. My hands are always so cold. It’s no excuse, Liv, I told myself. And no explanation either. It’s not that.

			I stepped down and walked to the car, opened the door, and got in.

			Kristiane had taken my hands in hers, that time in the van, outside the convent. I was freezing after spending such a long time in the bitterly cold building and then having wandered around the cloister in the wind that went straight through the fabric of my trousers. I’d sat rubbing my hands together, blowing into them, tucking them under my thighs to get some warmth into them again.

			Come here, Kristiane had said, intructing me with a little wave to put my hands out. She shuffled closer and placed them against her cheeks. I thought it must have been unpleasant for her, for they really were very cold. But she just held them there, against her cheeks, holding her hands over mine. She sat there quietly, looking at me, and was so warm.

			Only then, abruptly, she was like ice. That way she had of shrugging off what I was trying to say, causing it to fall to the ground between us and wither.

			The thought had occurred to me several times; that she wasn’t a person you could lean on. Keep it in mind, Liv, I’d told myself. Keep it in mind, and don’t expect anything. Accept what comes to you, but don’t expect more.

			But still I waited for more.

			I, who couldn’t even offer my own hand. Not then, and not now, a year later.

			For had Kristiane found a person she could lean on in me? She seemed so strong, everything went her way, all the choices she’d made, the workshop and the theater she’d built up, all on her own. As if she could ever have needed anything, little Kristiane, so clear and robust.

			Only then it had turned out she needed more than I’d ever imagined. That silly, giggling laughter in which she enveloped herself, it was like a curtain she wrapped herself up in, winding it tighter and tighter, and I wondered if she’d been laughing when she killed herself, whether suddenly she wasn’t able to stand it any longer, resolving to shoot a hole in it, to penetrate that stifling sheath of laughter so that she might at last extricate herself from it and embrace her true self. Or embrace someone else, me perhaps? If she wanted to embrace anyone at all? And did she then, to her surprise, discover that it worked? Had she at that moment discovered herself? Or did something discover her, peeling away the layers to finally find her there inside? Was that it? Only by then she was dead.

			I turned the ignition, swung the car onto the road, and headed back towards the town. I didn’t know what to do.

			For there’d been so many other things too, with Kristiane. She was always on both sides at once. Against the church, for instance, against any system of dogma, and yet she would keep on about it, getting herself worked up, insisting on discussing it with me, the Trinity, the nature of grace and salvation. And when I was to give a service during the ecumenical Kirchentag, a liturgy I’d been working on for some time, she’d come over and rung my doorbell the evening before. It was late, I’d opened the door and there she was, small and frail, standing straight, with a big yellow garment bag over her arm. I stood there in the doorway and became aware of how stuffy the air was that I’d been sitting in, bent over my books at my desk. She handed me the bag and followed me inside. Her gentle German voice. She stood and watched as I laid the bag out on the bed and unzipped it as she chattered away, softly, almost a monotone, a disjointed narrative about driving, the lights from a roadside eatery, the performance she was working on, all so unprompted and irrelevant.

			In the bag was the stole she’d sewn for me. So very, very soft in color, faintly blue, faintly lavender, green, turquoise, and dust-grey patches of fabric sewn together in the middle at the front and back, a coarse, heavy fabric, yet quite soft. I passed my hand over it. Told her how very, very fine it was. She stood there beside me. It’s natural silk, she said. Everything was done by hand, and it was so simple too, not drawing attention to itself in any way, just being what it was. And yet it was so grand and elevated. I picked it up and put it on, allowing it to drop over my cotton sweater and jeans, noticing that it was lined with the same dark blue material she’d used for the clothes of the doll. It smelled of the puppetry workshop. It smelled of Kristiane. I turned to face her, and gave a little twirl.

			That’s how I remember it. In the yellow light from the desk lamp, in my little room, I twirled for Kristiane. The stole seemed almost to radiate. And Kristiane leaned against the wall, tilting her head to study me. It was as if everything else were twirling too, as if we were twirling together, as if the whole room twirled with us. And she smiled. Kristiane stood there and smiled, a bright, radiant smile. Gut, was all she said, and her teeth gleamed in the light. Gut.

			I felt like driving and not stopping. Accelerating out of the bends, I sensed the thrust of the engine, listened to its rising whine as the revs increased. I wanted to keep sweeping through those bends.

			Kristiane had come to the church too, the next day. I’d spotted her, seated at the back, in the great cathedral in the middle of the city. Her little dark head as she sat tucked inside the pew, next to the wall. I don’t think she was aware that I’d seen her. She looked so serious, and sat so stiffly. It was the only time I saw her looking so tense. I stood at the other end of the church room, at the altar, wearing the stole she’d given me. She didn’t take communion. Afterwards, she left without coming up to speak to me. I’d been chatting with some other people, and when I looked around to find her I realized she’d gone. I never told her that I’d seen her there in the church that day. I’d been so happy to see her there. I don’t know why I didn’t tell her.

			That same evening I saw her arm in arm with a tall, slender young man, no older than his early twenties, they were walking along together, Kristiane laughing. I was right behind them, but crossed over. I saw them stop, and he pulled her towards him and lowered his lips towards hers.

			I thought maybe I would knock on Maja’s door and ask if she wanted something to eat. I had some spaghetti, and a tin of tomatoes, some onion and vegetables. Or perhaps I should drive out to the house, to Nanna and Lillen. Or just stay in on my own, work on my thesis, or read in preparation for the seminar. I could go to bed early and read a book. I could go to that concert at the factory. Or go for a run. I could learn some more Sami vocabulary. I could stand at the window and look out at the fjord, watch the lights of the street lamps shining in the darkness, just stand there and look out. I wanted to be at home, I could feel it. To go home and up the stairs, and stay in.

			Washing, Nanna would have said, you can do your washing. I can’t for the life of me understand how you can do without clean clothes.

			She was standing in the doorway upstairs, a cup of tea poised at her lips, not that long ago.

			Look around you, Liv. And so I’d looked around me, and thought how cosy my living room was, a bit untidy perhaps, books and papers piled up in various places, but nothing that bothered me.

			You don’t see the filth, do you, Nanna said.

			The filth? I said, taken aback.

			She went over to a pile of books and drew a finger across the one on top. It was one I was meaning to read, only I hadn’t got around to it.

			Look at this, she said, and held up her finger. She shook her head and smiled. Her fingertip was grey, covered in dust.

			No, I said, I actually don’t see it. It was true.

			Nanna stood for a moment, lingering more than usual. Normally we’d pop in on each other hesitantly, to deal with some everyday matter, never coming too close, whether it was so as not to impose, to give each other space, or just a way of getting along in the same house, the same place of work.

			But on that particular day she’d lingered, her dust-covered finger held in the air, and we’d both smiled at my impossible ways. Only then she’d shaken her head and given me quite a different look, as if suddenly she’d seen through me and now saw me for what I was. Or perhaps I’d just made it plain to her.

			Whatever it was, it was as if a seam had been opened which until then had been concealed, forgotten.

			It was as if I hadn’t looked anyone in the eye for a whole year, not since I’d looked Kristiane in the eye and believed that we were holding on to each other so as not to fall, that what we saw when we looked at each other like that, what was between us then, was a space that was ours, a place where we could be together, a bottom on which to stand, that would support us.

			But it hadn’t supported Kristiane. It had given way beneath her. The bottom had dropped out, that was what happened.

			And after that, it was as if I couldn’t really see anything anymore. As if I’d become blind, or had blinded myself, without thinking about it, and without wanting to. It just happened. What I saw no longer seemed to get through to me, and my gaze seemed not to reach. My eye failed to penetrate, and my range of vision had shortened.

			The thought would strike me when looking at myself in the mirror, that my eyes looked so glazed and sheenless, dead in fact. And I didn’t know how to bring them back to life, had no idea if it were even possible. Or if it was just the process of maturing, aging, dying.

			But then Nanna came up and said what she said about doing the washing, and held her finger in the air. It was laughable, and of course that was what we did at first, we laughed, or smiled, only then the mood changed. She looked at me, severely, quite differently than she would ever normally have done.

			And all of a sudden I burst into tears, while she looked at me. Was I really incapable of doing my washing? It seemed to fill me with pain, my whole body hurt at once, as if something had got stuck inside me and would now have to be gouged out again, expelled by means of tears, a wad of rank and fetid pain lodged inside me, at which my grief now hacked and tore, ripping it away in great lumps, rotten, festering matter.

			And Nanna had said nothing, but sat down beside me as I lay writhing on the floor, curling into a ball and crying.

			We hadn’t mentioned it since. But a lightness had come over the way we were together, at least that was what it felt like to me.

			Each of us had now cried in front of the other, she in the autumn when she lost her husband, and me now.

			Why had I cried?

			I didn’t know, didn’t know what grief it was, or whether it was relief. All I know was that I’d been there, in that place, with all those tears, a place I’d never been before. But I had no idea what it meant.

			Only that I’d needed it.

			Needed such a place to exist within me, and needed to go there.

			And that it was her eyes, the way she looked at me, that had taken me there.

			

			—

			
				Maja? I knocked on the door of the downstairs flat. I couldn’t hear anything. Her room had been faintly lit when I’d come home, the curtains drawn, the light from inside taking on a reddish tinge through the fabric. There wasn’t a sound.

			Are you there, Maja, I called again, listening.

			No one answered.

			Liv, I admonished myself. I wasn’t normally that persistent, knocking on her door, pestering her like that. What is it you want? What are you doing?

			I leaned back against the wall and slid to the floor, remaining there for some time, on the floor in the dim light of the hall, at the foot of the stairs.

			

			—

			Had my eyes ever taken Kristiane to such a place?

			Yes, Liv. Yes, they had.

			On the steps. Kristiane had taken me with her to her steps. There were steps everywhere in the town, in the most out-of-the-way places, leading up the steep inclines; between the old houses, beneath the tall trees with their overhanging branches there were steps, engulfed in wizened leaves.

			I love steps, she said. The speedy relocation they allow. One minute you’re down, the next you’re up, in a totally different place!

			She charged through the heap of leaves at the bottom and bounded up the steps, her delicate frame, turning and laughing in my direction when she reached the top, stretching backwards with her arms out, drawing in air deeply, as if breathing were easier with such an elevated view. There, at the top of the steps, such a moment had occurred, a look that lingered between us. There’d been other occasions too, in other places, the glass house, the car. Often abruptly and unexpectedly, she turning towards me, me turning towards her, when suddenly we’d found ourselves looking at each other, quite unprepared.

			But it hadn’t lasted. It fell away. I didn’t see what was happening.

			I couldn’t hold on to her.

			Sitting in the car, driving, driving away, driving up here to this place, I’d thought I was going to be a different person. That I was going to become different through being different. I wanted to be doing, instead of just seeing. Doing, and making a difference. My hands would grasp, and hold the hands of others. I had to stop thinking that everything was in the eyes. I’d imagined lifting and putting things into place, building. I wanted to be with other people, doing things, speaking a pastor’s words as if they were as solid and tangible as objects, elements to be lifted into place. And all this would be instead of waiting for something else, something more.

			But that too dissolved. All that was concrete and tangible slipped away from me. Not even that could I manage, not even a hand resting on a kitchen table was I able to hold in my own.

			Who was I? Everywhere I went, something broke or became distorted. What had I thought? That by traveling to somewhere else on the map I would arrive at some new place in myself? A place in me that was good and warm and worthy of love?

			I thought of the girl who had hanged herself, the quiet image of her, the way she lay there, her tattooed arm cold against the ground.

			And I felt cold too, the coldness of the floor through my trousers, the coldness of my hands against my face, as though they were a stranger’s, cold as ice, the hands of someone dead.

			Stop it, Liv, I said to myself. You’re alive. It’s dark and cold and still, and you’re alive. You can feel it, can’t you? It’s cold. You can feel the cold, you can feel it. Can’t you? Yes, I said. It’s cold. Then get up, I told myself. Get up and go upstairs, into the living room where it’s warm. Come on, I said.

			And so I got up and went upstairs. I lay down on the living room floor, in my green wellingtons and my army anorak, in front of the desk by the window. Face down, arms at my sides.

			Perhaps the body can pray, I thought to myself, and urged: Pray for me, body. Pray, that something will open up, that I may enter.

			

			—

			
				The throb of music could be heard even from outside. A couple of cars were parked up at the road with some people in them, the engines turning over. The short slope leading down to the factory was a gleam of ice, meltwater that had frozen again now that evening had come. I kept to the side as I trudged through the snow. The factory was an arts center housed in the old fish processing plant at the quayside, where once the catches had been brought in to be skinned and gutted and filleted. The plant had long since closed down, as had all the shops in the two shopping streets, instead they’d prepared a site out on the island, at the foot of the old town center, and thrown up two ugly container-like shopping centers in the middle of a great big parking lot. Maja worked there, in one of the supermarkets, where she wore a red, white, and blue uniform.

			I went up the grey concrete stairs, paid my admission to the girl who was stationed at the door with a cash box, and went inside. The space was painted black, a small stage over in the right-hand corner, tables arranged in the middle with little tealights on them. The bar was just inside the door, with glasses of wine put out on the counter ready for purchase. I bought two, and a bottle of mineral water I clamped under my arm, before going towards an empty table at the back, nodding and saying hello to someone I recognized as I went.

			I turned my chair so I could see the stage, wanting the place to fill up, wanting it to be hot and crowded and noisy. So far, not many had come, but there was still time before things got started.

			The music was a singer on tour from down south. Maja had told me about her, she had everything she’d done and lent me a CD. You’ll like this, Liv, I’m sure you will. But I hadn’t listened to it yet.

			I drank the first glass almost in one gulp, put it down on the table in front of me, and picked up the other, holding it in my hand, turning it gently, the tealight reflecting in the red wine, the black surface of the table. I looked at my dress, the black polka-dot, and the dots were so white in the semi-darkness.

			A firmament in my lap, I thought to myself. So shall thy seed be, as numerous as the stars in the night sky, He said to Abraham, and then I thought of the sleds on their way through the snow to the site of the church a hundred and fifty years before. I could almost hear them as they swished along, the rails in the snow, the shouts and cries of a language I didn’t understand.

			In the darkness of night they’d gone, the way Mio too had gone through the night, to the Land of Faraway. Had the stars been out?

			Did they feel themselves chosen, or did they feel themselves to be outcasts as they sped towards the church?

			It was as if it were happening at that moment, as I sat there, and I was journeying with them, as if that journey were taking place in me too, as if I too were on my way to some kind of final confrontation. But unlike them, I had not recently been given the gift of a new language, but rather had lost one, as I’d lost everything, so it seemed, and I had no idea what I was meant to rage against; whatever it was, it was no longer out there, the way it had been out there for them, they’d had the authorities to fight, both the secular and ecclesiastical kinds.

			No, what I was fighting was something inside me, in the darkness that was inside me, a knot, or a hard edge. I was trapped in a shaft and had lost my flashlight, that was how it felt. It was so dark in there.

			It had been dark too as they made their way to the settlement and the church, the Sami, their journey lit not by any fire, nor by any street lamp. From a distance, the peat huts and timber dwellings that lay clustered by the river must have looked like dark lumps in the snow rather than any shining beacon ahead.

			Mind if I sit here? I looked up to see a man. The place was quite full now, and I looked up to see a man standing there with a beer in his hand, and said no, not at all.

			He smiled. We were about the same age, or perhaps he was a little younger, with dark hair and brown eyes, thin, skinny almost. He turned the chair to face the stage and I studied his ear and neck, the tendons in his neck, standing out under his skin.

			Some others came and sat down too, at our table. The singer came on, accompanied by three male musicians, one on double bass, another on keyboards, the third on percussion and effects.

			She said a couple of words and they began to play. I drank my second glass of wine. As the audience applauded between songs, I opened my bottle of mineral water. The music shifted between quiet, gentle passages and sudden explosions of noise. I watched the singer’s mouth open and shut, like a fish in a bowl, when you peer through the glass at close quarters and the mouth is all you see.

			Eventually, there was a break between sets. People got up and went to the bar. I stayed put, thinking I’d wait until the rush had died down. The man remained seated too, surveying the room, his right hand around the glass in front of him on the table, it was nearly empty. He let go and placed his hand flat against the table top, splayed his fingers, his white hand on the black surface, it made his hand look big. He clenched his fingers into a ball, then twisted around to face me.

			Do you come here often?

			He smiled awkwardly.

			Sometimes, I said. I didn’t know how often often was. He seemed nice. He looked so at ease. Relaxed and amenable. I realized I liked that he’d spoken to me, liked that I was sitting there next to him. I wanted it to continue, me sitting there, next to him.

			How about you, I said.

			I haven’t lived here that long, he said. It’s actually the first time I’ve been here.

			I nodded, and there was a lull.

			Nice venue.

			He looked around the room. I felt a smile coming on.

			Yes, I said. It’s nice.

			Maja had been involved in fixing the place up, painting walls and lending a hand with the carpentry, helping procure the lighting and sound equipment. She was part of a theater group who rehearsed there. It struck me that I hadn’t seen her. My eyes searched, but I couldn’t see her anywhere.

			Anyway, he said, turning towards me again, putting both hands on the table and tilting his head as if to study me, his expression serious at first, only then he smiled again the way he’d done before, a smile that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside him.

			What do you do with yourself?

			I didn’t feel like telling him I belonged to the clergy, not just yet. All I could do was smile back at him.

			You’re from Trøndelag, I said.

			That’s right, he replied.

			Trondheim, I guessed.

			Right again.

			A nurse, I said. I’m a nurse.

			He narrowed his eyes.

			Ah, he said, and smiled again. Would Sister care for another glass of wine?

			He got to his feet.

			Sister would indeed, I said.

			I remained seated and watched him as he made his way between the tables to the bar, and it made me feel good, looking at him and knowing he was there and that he had come to sit at my table. I liked the way he moved his head when he spoke, as if his words first had to go through little twists and turns before they could be delivered into simple, everyday conversation. It made me feel warm inside.

			I got up and went out into the corridor to join the queue for the ladies’ room. There was an argument going on down the stairs, heated female voices, and I thought I could hear Maja’s among them. Go on, girls, I silently urged, stick it to ’em.

			Tipsy after two glasses, Liv, I noted when eventually it was my turn and I sat down in the cubicle after locking the door and stared at the small, white hands in my lap. Cold, white hands. I thought of the white arm of the girl in the frozen grass beneath the stockfish racks. Then the little dell in the woods, where the mist had lingered, and that sound, the dull report that had sounded through the air, and a cry, never uttered, but held inside me now, pressing to get out; my own voice, my own cry, as if it ever could have stopped her, called her back, thrown time into reverse: Kristiane.

			But it’s no use, I said to the hands as they rested there, two little birds asleep, my little sparrows. Sleep, I thought, sleep as long as you’re able.

			I flushed the toilet and washed my hands, dabbing some cold water under my eyes and smiling at the next in line as I stepped out again.

			I paused for a second in the doorway of the main room. All the people there in the dim light, the flickering flames at the tables. I tried to pick him out, and then there he was, at our table at the back, and I thought how long it had been since I’d looked at a man across a crowded room like that. My body tingled, straining towards him almost. As if we were magnetic and if only we got close enough to each other we’d be pulled together.

			Such a long time it had been, such a very long time.

			He craned his neck and looked around, then caught sight of me in the doorway and smiled, his face crinkling, assuming new shadows, hollows beneath his cheekbones, semicircles under his eyes. I smiled back and made my way through the room, weaving a path between the tables and chairs, the people who were sitting and standing about, a path that led to him.

			

			—

			
				I can’t remember the second set. He bought me some more wine, and I drank while floating in soft, velvety darkness. He turned his chair so that he had the stage on one side and me on the other. I can’t remember looking at the stage a single time, so immersed I was in just looking at him, as he looked at me, both of us swimming in each other.

			We left together. The room was full of people I knew, but I didn’t see them, I didn’t see anyone. All I saw was his back, his neck, as I followed him down the stairs, his tall, slender body, tapering down from his shoulders. We negotiated the icy slope, giggling, going back up where earlier I’d gone down, through the snow at the side. We carried on up the hill, past the hotel, past the memorial. Behind it lay the church, which seemed almost to wink at me, wishing me well, that dear, dusty church, its structure luminous now in the dark, and I smiled back at it. We turned right towards the pastor’s residence, following the straight line of the road in the wind. I bumped against him, veered away, bumped into him again, veered away.

			We stopped at a spot where we could see between the houses, to the harbor and the fjord below, the vast, dark expanse of the sea in the distance.

			He told me he was a geologist compiling a report for the government, part of a vision project he was involved in. He smiled when he said it. Vision Project. Opportunity Assessment Plan. It meant he was outdoors a lot, in the field, taking readings and making observations throughout the district, out on the plain. It was why he’d taken it on.

			He stood so as to shield me from the wind. He was so tall, and I liked him being tall, so very different from me, different altogether.

			I only arrived here a few days ago, he said. With a tent, a sleeping bag, and a fishing rod.

			And straight away we were in the tent together in my mind, he and I, a blue tent, I imagined, and the wind was up, battering the fabric. We sat up in our sleeping bags, snuggled together, his bare arms around his knees. Only no, he was standing next to me on the road, in the frozen snow at the side of the road that led away behind him, and I looked up at him as he talked.

			Being able to look at a landscape and understand it at the same time, he said. That’s what I like about geology.

			He looked at me with a smile, sweeping his arm in the direction of the fjord and all the darkness that was there.

			Seeing a formation, a ridge, a dip, and understanding how it got there, how it all hangs together. The ground beneath our feet, quite literally.

			His voice filled me up, resonating in my mind, reverberating through my body. A soft voice, gentle and warm. Watching his mouth as he spoke made my lips tingle. His hand drew patterns in the air, an index finger outlining a landscape for me there, busy, uneven lines above the flat, dismal terrain I knew to be there, far in the distance, across the fjord.

			It’s all layer upon layer of rock, he said. And what happens is that shifts occur, displacements, compressions. And all so incredibly slowly, year after year after year.

			We carried on walking. He told me where his flat was, on the edge of town, one of those kept for people on assignment to the local administrative region.

			There’s no transition here, he said, the town just stops and then it’s wilderness.

			I knew exactly what he meant, and pictured the shallow incline leading up from the fjord on the outskirts where he lived.

			I’ve never lived anywhere like this before, he said. It’s incredible. All of a sudden there are no more houses. And there’s no other kind of boundary either, no trees, nothing. Everything just leads off into the distance, and the houses are like little Monopoly tokens that have been put down on their different squares.

			We passed the gate of the house. There were no lights on. We carried on walking. This is where I live, I could have said, only I didn’t. Why didn’t I?

			We went past and I said nothing. It was as if I’d already decided even then. I walked at his side, watching his long legs as they strode next to mine, but it was as if I could already see him disappear, walking on into the distance until he was nothing but a small and vanishing dot.

			But it wasn’t a decision. I hadn’t wanted it to be like that, hadn’t willed it. And yet it was what happened.

			He seemed to sense it too. That something was gone, as if we’d held something between us and all of a sudden it just wasn’t there anymore. He fell silent, and we walked without speaking. Couldn’t we turn back, rewind, recover whatever it was, from the snow outside the gate of the house? And how come that was where we lost it?

			What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just give myself over, go with the flow? What was it that made me stop and stiffen like that?

			I wanted to tell him that I hadn’t, I hadn’t stiffened at all. I wanted to tell him that, to take hold of his arm and tell him, shout it out into the darkness that lay over the fjord, for all to hear me, the entire parish, the world: I’m not stern and forbidding, nor dour or difficult. Do you hear? I’m good and loving. Do you hear me? I’m a good and loving person.

			I wanted to bind up a wound.

			That was what I should have told him when he asked me why I became a nurse. He’d asked me that, while we were at the concert.

			Or else I could have told him when we came to the little row of flats where he lived, a whitewashed brick building from the fifties, each with a little notch for a balcony, behind a green metal railing.

			I pictured him there in warmer weather, saw him standing there on his little balcony at the top of the road, the last bit of the hill before the ground levelled out, standing there looking out over the fjord.

			And only a bit further down was where I lived.

			I sat there now, at the window in the living room, at the desk with my papers and books, the stack of bibles, in Hebrew and Greek as well as various Norwegian editions, the one I’d brought with me from Germany, which I’d often be reading, lying open.

			He should have come in with me. He would have stood here in front of the desk, seen my books and understood everything. You’re not a nurse at all, he would have said.

			No, I would have said.

			I’m a pastor.

			I visualized the whole scene as I sat at the desk, imagining what would have happened if I’d been able to go back and do it again, stopping at the gate, inviting him in. I could see him standing next to me in the room.

			But I thought about it a lot when I was studying, I would have told him. That it was what I really wanted. I turned round, looking up at him in my mind. To bind up a wound. I wondered if I really should have been a nurse instead. Perhaps it would have suited me better, and been better for the world. I’d have been more use then. With plasters and bandages, a jab of morphine.

			I couldn’t see the books on my desk for what they were, books of words, all I saw were lines and patterns in the way they were stacked, the colors of the spines, the green of the leather binding, the red, the grey.

			We were still, everything was so still. We looked at each other in the window.

			But here I am with words instead, I said.

			Yes, he said.

			I thought it would be a way of reaching something.

			Yes, he said. His voice was so quiet.

			Sometimes it is, though, I said. Sometimes there is something there, but it’s as if it’s got less to do with words than I thought. I can dig through the language and all the understandings and still find nothing to grasp there, nothing I can hold up and say, here it is.

			He was standing next to me. I looked down at his hands, which he’d placed on a book. I looked at his fingers, his fingernails. Outside the window, the street light shone. Further away lay the darkness of the fjord. Night.

			And I imagined I could bind up a wound, I said.

			I can’t even manage that.

			He was standing next to me in front of the window, but then he was gone, vanished. I looked out, seeing only the street lamp, the fjord, the darkness. And then I snapped back again, my gaze switching to the pane itself, but no one else was visible there, the image it mirrored was my own, and mine alone.

			

			—

			I got up and went into the bedroom, steadying myself on the side of the bed as I undressed, flopping down to pull on my pyjamas. I heard some words in my head, a snatch of doggerel I wasn’t sure if I remembered properly. Liv, I told myself. But it wouldn’t stop: Never a one for you, never a one for you, never a one for you, because you never knew what to do. I put the top on too, buttoning it up over my breasts, feeling my nipples brush against the fabric, thinking all of a sudden that I didn’t usually notice my breasts at all. Normally, I wasn’t aware of them. I undid the buttons again and looked at them. They were there, but that was it, as if they were of no importance, as if I couldn’t care less whether they were big or small, nice or odd-looking. Anyway, he wouldn’t care about my breasts. What mattered to him was to be close to me, as close as can be. I felt it, and imagined what it would be like. I saw his eyes. His body was so very close.

			

			—

			
				We stood naked in front of the window in the living room. I wanted it. I wanted to see us like that. There, mirrored in the pane, against the darkness of the fjord. I wanted to see us melted into the night, in the reflected light.

			There, I said, and held his hand. There we are.

			Yes, he said, there we are.

			And then we stood for a few moments until he put his arm around me and drew me towards him, and he was so warm and thin, so tall, so hard. He pulled me down onto the floor and his face was illuminated by the light of the desk lamp, its light shining down into his face, his dark eyes as they looked at me, the way they looked at me as I straddled him, and then we were together, no longer apart from each other.

			

			—

			
				I skipped brushing my teeth. I was so tired, all I could do was fall back into the big bed one of the parishioners had been kind enough to donate when I moved upstairs into the empty flat. I lay with my eyes open, light falling in from outside. There were no curtains in the bedroom either. The nights had been dark when I first came here, but then summer had come and it was light all the time. But I still hadn’t come up with anything to cover the windows. It seemed wrong in a way, to shut out the light when finally it came. It wasn’t as if we needed to keep the rooms cool either, not a single day had the weather been hot, and I hadn’t worn a summer dress once without a pair of tights on too. The light was the only thing that was fully, completely summer. And then, abruptly, autumn had come again, the light faded, and then darkness had come, darkness all through the winter.

			I lay looking up at the ceiling, at the lines of shadow in the dim light that welled in from outside, and in my mind I found myself standing under the triangular structure of the stockfish rack again, the parallel lines of the poles, first the lower rung, then the next, and the next after that.

			As if I could climb to the top like she had done, before she let go and dropped. No hand had appeared to protect her, to break her fall and save her. She had dropped, then dangled abruptly above the ground, her body an incongruous lump against the regular lines of the rack.

			And those lines led on into my head, lines and filaments and strands, leading nowhere, without system. And beyond lay the fjord, vast and open, and the plain on the other side, the empty fell, completely flat.

			

			—

			I couldn’t sleep. Reluctantly, I pushed the cover aside and sat up. Maybe my head needed a whisky, perhaps then my thoughts would just travel away along the lines without catching on anything? I went into the living room, the floorboards creaking under my feet. I put the warm blanket around me, sat down at the desk again, and switched on the lamp.

			He’d asked me why I’d come here. It was when I’d gone back to him through the room, after the interval, when I’d weaved my way through the concertgoers, to return to him.

			It hadn’t struck me then, not in the sense of having thought about it, although I could feel it, like a current of air, a draught. But now it became plain to me, the distance there’d been between us, at the table, in the midst of all that was going on. It was as if everything came apart. The glass was no longer on the table in front of me, there was no contact between me and the chair, between my legs and the floor. Everything that was so hard to explain, that seemed so out of reach, like a blur existing only at the edges, barely comprehensible, and yet at the same time so completely fundamental and clear. Somewhere, it was all clear and obvious. Somehow, it was. It was just me, unable to see it, unable to pin it down.

			I opened my mouth and was about to say something, only he looked the other way. For a brief second, he looked away, at the woman at the next table who came back and sat down. Not a long look, by any means, little more than a glance. But it was enough for me to think twice, and I said nothing. As if I needed him to tease it out of me, whatever it was I was going to say. As if without him I wouldn’t be able to say anything at all. As if I needed him to look at me, needed his eyes to help me. As long as he was looking at me, I could feel my way forward. Was that really the way it was? Yes, that was how it felt. And then he’d let go, his eyes had let go of me for a moment, and it had been enough for me to fall away, to sink back into myself, close my mouth, smile and raise my glass, and skål with him.

			I thought about Peter, who also wanted to walk on the water. He could do it if only he kept his eye on Jesus. It was when he looked down that he sank.

			I looked at the eyes I saw in the pane. Perhaps I could speak to them, to the eyes I saw there, looking back at me. What would I have said to him? Did I even know? Did I know why I was here?

			The light of the torch, in the darkness of night, in the snow, more than a hundred and fifty years ago, some thirty Norwegian miles from here. Was that why I’d come? The sound of a voice in the ear, a flutter of breath in the ear canal, sudden and brief, low, agitated voices, abrupt cries in that other language. In the morning they come, to beat them up, to break down the doors and smash the panes. The sound of a person being thrashed, the swish of the birch in the air as the strokes are delivered.

			It was all so still. I looked down at the papers on the desk in front of me. I looked at the face in the window again.

			I thought about what I’d written in my application for the doctoral scholarship: The lines of conflict underlying the rebellion are many and multilayered, with language as their point of intersection. The language of the Bible became the locus at which different cultures and language traditions, and imbalances of power, manifested themselves.

			On the surface, the conflict was about society and power. But was that why I’d wanted to explore it? Was that why it had felt like there was something in it in which I needed to immerse myself, a dispute that was mine too, in which I stood, not on one side, but on all sides, in the middle? Was that why, because of cultural traditions and power?

			No, it was something else, something to do with language. Or rather, not language itself, but something it contained, something within, at the very root of language, the core, around which the stories of the Bible revolved.

			No one was without guilt. They murdered with knives and axes. They set fire to the house. It wasn’t pure, they said. But nothing on either side was pure, nothing sacred, nothing untainted. Neither side was right. That which was meant to belong to all, to be open and true, was dirty and distorted.

			But there was something else. Something about the rebellion itself, the wild and ungovernable element, the part of them inside that knew something true existed. I imagined they felt it scrabbling inside them to get out. I thought about how they must have felt the need to release it, how imperative that was, and how much they wanted it, even if it meant they had to cut themselves open, the way they did with the reindeer they slaughtered, to stand with something firm in their hands, a living, gleaming, sheeny heart.

			They needed to see a point at which there was something that wouldn’t fail them.

			And to that end, they had need of an assurance, from the Pastor, the Lensmann, and the Merchant, that they could go to the edge of the fell and look out upon the promised land.

			That they could go there and look out and see that the water was there, where they’d been told it would be, that a beck ran obliquely down through the land, that there was heather and woodland, and bogland too. That everything was there as it was meant to be. That something firm existed, which could not be altered.

			But the knife passed through the shirt into the skin, into the flesh.

			The flesh was only flesh.

			The blood ran, and it was only blood.

			And the house could be set alight, to burn to the ground.

			What then was language for? What good were its words? It was no help anywhere. There were no walls, no boundaries. There was no grip or foothold.

			

			—

			
				I heard the dull thud of a pair of feet being stamped on the step, followed by the front door being opened, someone tramping in, shutting the door behind them. I looked at the clock before I could stop myself. It was past three. Maja had to be at work in five hours. I had the day off, having given the service the day before. Maybe she’d been out with someone and forgotten the time.

			

			—

			A few days earlier, I’d gone out onto the island. The houses there are built on the side facing inland, towards the town. The wind was blowing. I walked between the houses, there were no fences or boundaries between them, only patches of snow and the frozen ground, grass and heather. I walked between the houses onto the flatland behind them, towards the sea.

			It was like walking towards a hand. The wind was a hand that curled around me, so big as to hold me safely in its grasp, the way it feels when I baptize a tiny newborn child. My hand feels like it reaches all the way around, my hand feels so big and strong, the baby’s head nestled in my palm. The wind held me like that, as if it were a great big hand, curled around my entire person.

			I went out to the edge, where there’s a steep drop to jagged rocks, spray and spindrift, murky water. I stood there and saw, felt how the hand, the wind was holding me.

			I could lean into it, entrust myself to it, and I wouldn’t fall.

			But then the thought occurred to me that a gust could come, that the wind could suddenly turn. It would be behind me then, and blow me forwards, there’d be nothing to stop me from falling, nothing for me to hold on to. The hand that now pressed me back towards land, could just as easily toss me over the edge.

			I turned around and ran back.

			I’d stood there for several minutes, leaning forwards without giving it a thought, simply resting there, on the wind.

			I came down over the hill to the houses again, where once more I could see the town, the fishmeal factory, the church further back, higher up.

			

			—

			I fell asleep at my desk, a couple of hours I supposed. When I woke up, a faint ribbon of light had appeared on the fjord, beneath the low line of land on the other side. I went into the kitchen and put a new filter in the coffee maker, only to find I’d run out of coffee.

			I went downstairs to borrow some from Nanna, knocking on the door of her flat. There was no answer. The door wasn’t locked, so I went inside, through the dim corridor to the big kitchen.

			Maja was sitting there. Completely still, at the window. She was sitting there looking out.

			Hi, I said. She didn’t move. I ran out of coffee, I said, opening the cupboard. I took out a cup and heaped some coffee into it, then turned to go out again.

			I looked at her. She looked like she’d gone stiff. I wondered if I should ask her to come up and have some breakfast with me. Only I didn’t much feel like talking to anyone at the moment. All I wanted was some hot coffee, to sit and be still, perhaps crawl into bed and sleep for a while, though I never usually managed when I tried, so it probably wasn’t worth the effort. But I still didn’t feel like talking. I stepped towards the door. She really did look stiff, like Kristiane that time in the church.

			Maja, I said, are you all right?

			She didn’t answer me. I didn’t know what to do, whether I should go or stay and sit with her for a bit.

			I’ll pop back up, then, I said. You’ll be off to work soon, I suppose?

			She turned her head towards me. It was such a slow movement, as if some great distance had to be covered just for her to move her gaze. She didn’t say anything, and it was as if her eyes weren’t looking at all, as if she weren’t inquiring about anything, and had nothing to say. Her eyes were empty.

			I stood for a moment, and then left her on her own.

			Perhaps she’d been sitting there the whole time, since I heard her come in. I went up the stairs. They creaked underfoot, the noise they made echoed by the grinding thoughts in my head. But no, I couldn’t bring myself to talk to anyone right now. Had she been sitting there at the kitchen table all that time? I felt a chill in the hallway. I opened the door of my own kitchen and felt the warmth inside stream towards me. I closed the door behind me, making sure it was shut properly and wasn’t going to swing open again. I went over to the coffee maker, measured out the coffee, and switched it on.

			

			—

			I stood at the window with my coffee cup, looking out. Occasionally, someone went by, passing through the cone of light from the street lamp, already on their way to work. The wind seemed to have picked up, for I could see how they hunched themselves, appearing almost to walk sideways, as if they were about to describe a circle.

			I thought about my morning run in the great woods behind the town. I liked to go there early while everything was still, leaving my room and jogging from Lessingweg along Walderhäuserstraße. A trickle of people would be coming the other way, towards town and work. I ran on the tarmacked paths, beneath tall, leafy trees, until reaching Rittweg and continuing up the hill.

			And now I was there again, in my mind, under the same trees, thinking of the time I ran there with Kristiane. Not that I’d wanted to, I always preferred to run on my own, but she’d asked and all I could say was yes. And so we ran together, one Saturday morning. She came over, to my room, in a black outfit with pink legwarmers and a little pink scarf with white polka dots on it. Are you thinking of running in that get-up? She did a twirl and wiggled her bum, making me laugh, and we set off, the two of us laughing together, a different way than I usually ran, and longer too.

			That was the day she took me to Härtlesberg, by way of Heuberg and Hagelloch. The sun was shining from a clear sky. We ran and walked, chatting and laughing. She did things with her body that made me laugh, imitating people, commenting on things she said with a particular gesture or movement, funny and tender, precise and clear.

			She took me with her to Härtlesberg that one time. The road led through bare trees, a dell drenched with sun. Was this too a theater space to her, were the trees partitions on her stage? Or maybe it wasn’t planned at all, perhaps these were simply the woods where she usually walked. It seemed like it, for she knew them so well, often choosing the narrow paths that led off the main route.

			Was she taking me with her as a kind of witness to what was going to happen there, which she perhaps had an idea about, but didn’t as yet know? Or did she know? Why didn’t she say anything? Why didn’t she mention how she was feeling? I knew nothing about her, that was how it felt afterwards. She seemed so strong, so happy. Sensitive, yes, but very strong nevertheless. And that strange laughter of hers that I couldn’t fathom, so weightless and impulsive. She made me feel uncertain, dizzy almost, when she laughed. And all the time, it was perhaps she who was uncertain and dizzy, and me who didn’t understand.

			Oh, if only I’d known, I would have looked after her like a little puppy, taken care of her and stayed with her through her days and nights, watching over her, so that she wouldn’t have to be alone, caressing and soothing her, feeding her.

			You, and your tender loving care, Liv. How pathetic.

			Like when the three Apostles were meant to stay awake and watch over Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane where he’d gone to pray. The Lord was gripped by overwhelming sadness and anguish, the Bible says, and he said to them: My soul is exceeding sorrowful unto death; tarry ye here, and watch. But when he returned he found them asleep, and the Lord then said to Peter: Sleepest thou?

			Couldest not thou watch one hour?

			Oh, how I would have watched. No matter what, I would have, for surely I could have done something, even I, if only I’d known, understood, seen.

			I, who would bind up a wound.

			I put the cup in the sink, tidied some things on the side. I thought of how I would have mentioned it to him, about caring for people. I hadn’t just gone off into theology from the beginning. I’d started out with social economics, wanting to understand the overarching systems, the logic of them, how they worked, the models on which they were based, in this ideology that was no longer referred to as an ideology, but had been accorded another name, capitalism, in turn subsumed under another, seemingly more neutral term, the market.

			It was the same with the Sami rebellion. Much had been written about it, the economics that lay at its root, the texture of the matter, how the state had sent its officials out to occupy the area so that it could be called Norwegian, and collect taxes from the Sami. And the Sami, who for centuries had paid taxes to several territories, double and triple taxes, suddenly there were people encroaching on their land, people who lived off them and at the same time looked down on them, these people were present in their daily lives, and came towards them in the snow.

			And on Sundays they would have to kneel before the pastor, this man from the south, for besides everything else he administered the word of God, and with it salvation, forgiveness, and grace. The church, then, legitimized the established power structure, the inferiority of the Sami.

			With regard to the use of stick and hand, allow me to state only that I have made no use of such by which to strike any person since Wednesday, the 22nd of October, regardless of what the Finns in custody may say. That they will not shy from presenting patent untruths is a fact for which evidence is legion. When in my own room I was accosted, they were dealt not a single blow, neither by myself, the Merchant nor the Lensmann, regardless of their antagonism. I repeat that I acknowledge the precarious, indeed dubious nature of such practice, and yet, my dear Bishop, I am unable to regret the events of the aforementioned Wednesday, though certainly I would have regretted their repeat.

			One year before that November night, for the first and only time, according to his own papers, the pastor had raised his stick and beaten back the Sami who had confronted him aggressively in the churchwarden’s house.

			He wrote to the bishop, assuring him that the matter would not repeat itself, albeit that he had no regrets about what had happened on that single occasion. But some remnant of aggression must surely have remained within him, since he would not repent his actions.

			Had something been let loose already at that point, with the blows he delivered? Did something give and split open then, at the hand of authority? Was a channel formed, allowing all that was pent up and contained to then gush out and run, all that was within them and which was ungovernable: hope, despair, anger, longing? Did everything connect up even then, with those blows, with what the pastor in his report to the bishop called their hooting and hopping and screeching?

			Yet barely had we set forth before these crazed women and one or two men with redoubled hoots and hops, profanities and threats, would prevent me from making my way, relentlessly seeking to put themselves between my attendants and me.

			After a few months of social economics I changed courses in favor of theology. There were too many cracks in social economics, considerable ones too. It was like being in a big factory. The variables in the economic models were trucks that drove this way and that, shifting their crates and pallets, great stacks that were wrapped up and sealed, meaning I couldn’t see what was inside. They just kept being moved about. And I’d argued with myself, about whether to drop out and switch to another course, sociology perhaps, to capitulate meekly in favor of something softer and more feminine, to let go of systems and choose something wishy-washy and relational instead. But I wouldn’t do it, not in a million years, I told myself. Never. Never. And so I’d gone on, getting up in the mornings and going to the auditorium, sitting there with my graph paper, my notepad.

			But then one day in November, when I’d come out onto the open cobbled space between the faculty buildings, it began to rain. I was on my way to another lecture in a different building, the main auditorium. Fat, heavy raindrops fell on my head, my brow. They trickled down over my eyelids and cheeks, dripped from my nose to my mouth, ran down my chin. The rain was hard and cold, and my notebook was already wet. I stopped and tossed it onto the ground, then tipped my head back, stood there with the rain beating against me, and was soon drenched.

			It wasn’t a transition I’d planned, and it required not a cogent thought. The rain fell down on those commanding buildings, and fell down on me. I left my notes there on the ground in the rain, went over to the theology faculty, found a lecture room, opened the door, entered, and sat down. I was soaking wet, my face and hair were dripping, I was drenched, and I sat there at the back and listened.

			I hadn’t even considered theology, it hadn’t been an option.

			I could attach an explanation to it now, in hindsight, and claim that I knew it was to prevent me from breaking down, spiraling into depression, so that I wouldn’t end up in some kind of rehabilitation program. I could say that we must all follow our aptitudes, when they become apparent to us. And so on. But none of it would be true. I had an aptitude for economics, and would probably have made a decent nurse as well, or a sociologist. I couldn’t point to any specific reason and say, that was why. It was more like a flash I had. I was standing in that great factory hall, that huge warehouse, watching the vehicles as they drove about, and then I fell. The ground just caved in beneath me.

			I put the plates from the last few days in the sink and turned the tap on, squirting in some dish-washing liquid. There were some teaspoons I’d left in a glass with egg on them. I put the glass under the tap and watched it fill.

			Would the ground beneath me be any more stable in theology? I didn’t consider it. I’d stood there in the rain and felt myself fall, aware that I couldn’t hold steady anymore. All I could do was fall, let go, and give up the fight.

			What had I been fighting?

			I didn’t know.

			I started to wash up, sensing only the hot water and the smell of the detergent. I rinsed the plates and left the cups and ovenware in the rack to dry. I pulled the plug and then looked around the kitchen, satisfying myself that it was tidy enough. I wiped the counter with a cloth, and stood for a moment, looking out the window.

			

			—

			I walked down into town. The road was covered in slush, a wet slop everywhere, it wasn’t warm enough for it to melt properly. I wanted time to speed up, like in a silent movie. I wanted the spring to come at once, for the leaves to unfold before my eyes. Everyone would be zipping about, talking in funny, high-pitched voices, their movements busy and angular, and they’d keep falling over, getting up, and carrying on.

			I went towards the shopping center. Gulls shrieked. Perhaps a fishing boat had just come in. I passed the tearooms.

			There were people sitting in the windows smoking. I saw the white coffee cups, the swirling yellow writing on the pane. I went inside and stood at the long counter, eyeing the marzipan cakes, the chocolate bombs rolled in colorful sprinkles, the iced buns, Christmas bakes, and custard slices.

			Can I help you, the woman behind the counter asked.

			She seemed pleasant, in a red apron, her hair curly and bleached. She looked at me through a pair of sandy-framed glasses. I looked down at all the cakes in the yellow light of the display case. I hadn’t been thinking of anything to eat when I’d come in. I hadn’t been thinking of anything at all.

			The woman smiled at someone behind me, probably a customer at one of the tables.

			I’d like a piece of the almond cake, please. And a cup of coffee, I said.

			She nodded and picked up a plate, using a spatula to lift a small, dark square of cake, with a little blob of yellow topping, which she then carefully transferred. My eyes took in the moist almond base, the yellow buttercream in the middle, the thin layer of chocolate on the top. She carried the plate over to the till, where I paid, poured myself a coffee, and went over to a table that was free.

			Two elderly ladies, regular churchgoers both, were sitting at another table. I sent them a nod. There were no customers at the counter now, and the woman who’d served me came out and went over to sit down at a table by the window, where two men were seated. A car went past outside.

			I cut off a corner of cake with my fork. The woman picked up a packet of cigarettes and gave it a little shake before asking one of the men if she could have one. He nodded, and she tapped out a cigarette – lighting it with the lighter that was on the table next to the packet – took a deep drag, and exhaled.

			Through the cloud of smoke she blew out, I saw Maja go past outside. She was going towards the shopping center, I could see she had her blue work uniform on underneath her duffel coat. She walked rather stiffly, I thought, without looking up or to the side, certainly not in through the window to where I sat. Her eyes were fixed on the ground in front of her.

			The clock above the counter said half past nine. She must have taken a late start, most likely agreeing to work late instead. She’d be tired, having been up so late.

			I should have asked her to come up and have breakfast with me, or else gone back down to her again. I hadn’t heard her go out, but then I hadn’t been listening for her either. In fact, I hadn’t thought about her at all.

			I wanted to rush out and call her name, wave her inside, buy her some cake, a cup of hot chocolate. I wanted to smooth my hand over her hair. To see her smile and look happy, to see her eyes glitter and gleam, to warm her hands. I picked up my coffee cup and drank what was left. I heard someone talking at the table behind me.

			She was sleeping with her brothers, you know.

			That’s just gossip.

			It’s true. She even got pregnant with one of them and had to get rid of it. It’s common knowledge.

			Well, I didn’t know.

			No, but you don’t keep up, do you?

			You’re right there.

			They laughed.

			I stood up and put my coat on, turning my head to see who it was. Two young girls, still teens, one holding a baby at her shoulder. It looked like it was only a few days old. She rocked it from side to side, her whole body in motion. The baby slept.

			

			—

			The wind swept around the back of the church as I unlocked the door and let myself in. The weather could change in an instant. It had been so like spring just an hour ago, now it felt like January again, as if winter would never end.

			They’d pulled my leg about it when I’d first come here. The long winters drove southerners like me up the wall. Just you wait, you’ll be saying it yourself before long: Isn’t spring ever going to come? But then all of a sudden it’s upon us. That’s what it’s like here, they said. Just like that, everything changes.

			I hadn’t said it yet, but I’d thought about the snow. It felt as if it had come just after I arrived with my belongings, and it had been here ever since. But I’d arrived in April, and the patches of snow that had still covered the ground then had been from the previous winter. I thought of the yearly cycle here as a circle of snow, with the summer being a little gap. And with each week that passed without the air getting any warmer, the gap would close that little bit more. Perhaps this would be a year when the weather would leap-frog summer entirely and the snow would join up the two ends and make the circle complete.

			But it’s still only late March, Liv, I told myself, stamping the snow from my boots before hanging my coat on the peg. I was early today. I reminded myself it was meant to be a day off, only the girl’s parents were coming in to talk about the funeral, because I was leaving for the seminar the day after.

			I stood by the door of the office and looked at the little carving, the head of the baby seal emerging from the stone.

			I could have a baby. I saw the geologist standing with the newborn child in his arms, and after a few years we could have another. I thought about that first dependence, an infant needing me constantly. It would be a relief.

			Yes, I could have a baby. I could give the child what I gave myself every day, food and activities. And once it reached a certain age, we could talk about everyday things. A semblance of life, simply take a chance on it and trust that it was everything I needed, that it was going to hold. Wasn’t that what people did? Gritted their teeth and packed their lunches, with no expectations other than a quiet life? Kept themselves to themselves, watched a film in the evenings; kissed it better when their kids fell and hurt themselves; read them stories at bedtime, put the light out, smoothed their little cheeks, before it was time to say goodnight? Wasn’t that what Nanna and Maja and Lillen did? Wasn’t it what I’d been doing too?

			I switched the coffee maker on, took a mug out of the cupboard, tidied my desk. I looked out the window. The snow lay heavy outside, still packed and hard in places, like ice. Tufts of grass poking up here and there, flattening in the wind.

			Kristiane had abandoned her daughter, before the child was a year old. She’d grown up with her father.

			I was certain she’d be better off with him. I was so restless. I was so young, I was only twenty-one. There were so many things I wanted to do.

			Ich war nicht stabil.

			It made me think of a big truck, or a digger with massive wheels, something solid and heavy like that. Kristiane’s frame was so slight, her ribs were plain to see. I could count them through the tight, flimsy fabric of the top she wore when she was working. We were in her room at the back, the glass house as I called it, behind the stage, and she was over at the counter doing something with her back to me.

		

	
		

		—

		I saw them coming towards the office. They’d parked behind the church and were on their way in single file up the path that had been cleared. I opened the door for them and welcomed them in. They hung their coats up on the pegs. I showed them into the office, asked them to sit down. I made coffee. I sat down at the desk, where I’d lit a candle. The handbook containing the guidelines for worship and church services was in front of me. I’d been checking the order for a funeral.

		I asked if they’d been having any thoughts about what they wanted the service to be like, if there was anything special they wanted to read or say, any particular hymns they’d like, and they sat for a moment without speaking.

		No, the mother then said, her voice measured and quiet. But they did want the funeral to take place at the church by the fjord, for her to be put to rest in the soil there. It was still the mother talking.

		I thought of the view from their kitchen window, the little white church and the graveyard there. They’d almost be able to see the grave from the window.

		I went through the various points with them, and then asked if there were any words they wanted me to say about her in my eulogy, or, again, if they were sure they wouldn’t like to say something themselves, perhaps, or read something out loud.

		They shook their heads.

		What about her dog, I said. Does it have a name? What kind of dog is it, what does it look like?

		They both looked up at me. I saw the mother’s eyes fill with tears that immediately began to run down her cheeks. She didn’t seem to notice, and looked straight through me, out the window behind me. The father got to his feet and asked if he could use the toilet. I told him where it was and he went out into the passage. I heard him open the door, go inside, and close it behind him.

		I tore off a piece of paper towel.

		Here, I said, handing it to her.

		She remained seated, folding it and folding it again, until it was a hard little square that she gripped between her fingers. She dried her eyes with the back of her hand.

		He shot it, she said, and looked up at me again.

		It never came back with him from the fell.

		She looked into my eyes. And then it was as if something welled uncontrollably inside her, as if she were going to be sick. She doubled up and sobbed.

		She was so fond of that dog, she said.

		It was as if the words had forced themselves out of her, as if uttering them were physically painful.

		She was so fond of that dog, she was so fond of it.

		She put her hands to her face, muffling her voice.

		She was so fond of it.

		It seemed like something was squeezing tight around her stocky frame. I sat and said nothing.

		The fish rack out by the fjord, almost where the fjord became the sea. The girl scaling its rungs, the blue nylon rope slung over her shoulder. No hand had reached out to save her. She’d plunged through the air, barely a second or two, until violently halted by the rope. And now the wind buffeted the stump that remained. These were the facts of the matter. She’d been alone out there. Lain alone in her bed at night, in the little grey house inside the fjord, her parents in the next room. The way all of us lie alone in our beds at night.

		The father came back in and sat down. He looked at his hands, then at me. We sat in silence for a moment.

		We’re not church people, he said.

		I waited for him to go on.

		What would we be wanting there?

		I nodded to show that I’d heard what he said.

		

		—

		Why go to church, indeed, I thought to myself, standing in the aisle, staring at the geometric pattern on the wall, my eyes following it to the ceiling.

		What had I imagined when I’d been studying? That it would lead me to the crux of all things? That if I stared at the words long enough, they would open themselves to me?

		The girl’s parents had gone. I’d watched them from the window as they went. This time, the father had gone first, back to the car.

		I’d asked them where their daughter had worked, and he’d said the name of a workshop somewhere beyond the new housing estate, on the outskirts of town.

		I went back into the passage, put my coat on and stepped into my boots, locking the door of the vestry behind me before walking away. I pulled the zip of my coat up, thinking I ought to have worn something on my head, then buried my hands deep in my pockets. The wind was cold. Here and there the slush of before had frozen again. The path was slippery.

		I thought about his eyes, his pale hand on the black table top. I wished I could be a piece of rock in that hand, a stone he could investigate and hold. A stone he could put in his pocket and smooth with his finger while sitting in a meeting or walking on the plain, through the heather, into the landscape he had plotted.

		

		—

		I went past the swimming baths, following a bend in the road where there was a little yellow shop. I carried on to where the houses came to an end and the industrial estate began, past the bus depot, where some of the transport operator’s yellow and red buses stood parked.

		The workshop had corrugated walls, fiberglass by the looks of it. I walked up to what I took to be the main door. There was a line of high windows on one side, too high up for anyone to be able to see out.

		I pulled open the heavy door to the sound of machinery, a shrill, ear-piercing noise as I stepped into the small entrance area, a boxlike construction that seemed to have been knocked together out of plywood.

		There was a hatch with a sliding window to my left, behind it a small office. I could see a computer, a telephone, papers spread out over a desk. Some ring binders on a shelf. A swivel chair with a jacket draped over the back, a plaid blazer in brown and green and grey.

		There was no one there.

		There was another door in front of me. I stepped forward and opened it. The noise assailed me now, as if someone had turned the volume up to full.

		Great sheets of metal lay stacked in a kind of storeroom area that was partitioned off into different sections. A few people were working, the man closest to me in a welding mask and blue overalls. He stood bent over a metal sheet he was holding at an angle to another, welding them together, sparks showering into the air.

		There was a rather sweet smell of burning.

		Some other men, in overalls or blue pants and shirts, were standing smoking at the other end of the room. I went towards them.

		Men and young lads.

		

		—

		It hadn’t occurred to me that there probably wouldn’t be any other girls working here. I hadn’t thought about it at all. They saw me come towards them, turning to look at me, an older man, small and wiry, with short grey hair, two around forty, and two teenagers. I asked myself what on earth I was doing there, turning up like that, expecting them to talk to me. What did I think they were going to tell me? Was I expecting to learn something about the person she was? As if the trade they shared, the tools they held in their hands, connected them. As if the hammer, the chisel, the welding mask, the safety helmet joined them together?

		The car got a flat tire in one of the cities I’d driven through on my way north through Germany. I’d pulled in outside the railway station and popped in to buy a newspaper, and when I came out again I saw that one of the rear tires was flat. The car was packed with all my things. It started to rain. I didn’t know what to do. I got in and sat looking at the rain as it ran down the windscreen. My energy drained away. It was as if something sucked me down and kept me there. No one came to help. Why didn’t anyone come? Why didn’t someone carry me away and take me home? I’d never changed a tire before. I couldn’t see how I could possibly do it. How was I going to lift a car? Still, I got the handbook out of the glove compartment and read through the steps, then got out and opened the trunk, removing bags and boxes of stuff that would have to get wet in the rain, before finding the jack and the spare wheel in the compartment underneath. Always ensure that the jack is sitting squarely under the jacking point, it said, to avoid damage to the undercarriage. I crouched in the rain, trying to figure out how the jack worked, and then I couldn’t find the jacking point. Eventually, I managed to raise the car sufficiently to free the rear wheel.

		I walked up to them and said hello.

		They replied, a couple of nods, a couple more hellos. I told them who I was, that I was the local pastor, and asked if they’d heard what had happened.

		Yes, we heard, one of them said. He glanced sideways at the others, who nodded. The boss told us this morning. He stared at me. No one else spoke.

		We’ll be needing permission from the police sergeant now to buy rope, one of the teenagers said, and the other grinned.

		Someone on the shop floor started cutting some metal with a power tool, a sudden, excruciating noise. I had to wait until it stopped before I could say something again.

		They were all looking at me.

		I was just wondering if any of you knew her or might know somebody I could talk to who did. A friend of hers perhaps, a boyfriend or a girlfriend, I said.

		I managed to get the spare tire on. It was smaller than the other tires. I got in again, switched the wipers on and pulled away, stopping at the first gas station I saw. It was the afternoon. I went inside and asked the guy behind the counter what I could do. My hair and clothes were soaking wet. He smiled at me. Was man damit machen könnte. He explained to me which way to go, follow the autobahn out of town for a bit, then turn off at a burger restaurant. Zentraler Gummi, the place was called. They’d fix it for me.

		They exchanged glances. The oldest of them took a drag of the cigarette he held cupped inside his hand. He sucked so hard, his cheeks hollowed. He blew out the smoke in front of him while staring at me.

		He looked like he was angry about something, or angry with me.

		She was strong for her build, the second teenager said. The others all nodded.

		Tough, she was.

		I thought of the little heart on her left arm.

		They shuffled uncomfortably. One of them took out some tobacco to roll himself a smoke, handing the packet on to the man beside him, who followed suit, rolling a meager cylinder with his grubby fingers before running the tip of his tongue along the edge of the thin white paper. I was about to ask if she smoked too, but paused, realizing it was of no relevance. And then I asked anyway.

		Yes, the one who’d joked about the rope replied.

		I smiled at him.

		Likely not just tobacco either, he added.

		What do you mean? I said.

		How is it you want to come here poking about, the older man wanted to know, flicking his cigarette end onto the floor and glaring at me.

		She’s dead and gone now, what’s the point?

		There was a silence.

		Her funeral’s on Friday, I said. At the church inside the fjord. I’ll phone the office here and let them know the details. Thanks, anyway, I said with a nod, and then smiled before turning to leave.

		She liked her drink, and her dope, the teenager said, following up on his previous comment.

		Sex and drugs and rock ‘n’ roll, the other one said.

		They sniggered.

		Friday was gang-bang day, the first one said to my back, louder now.

		She’d be flat out on the bench over there. We’d queue up to give her one, he said, then get straight under the shower afterwards. Plenty of soap and water.

		I didn’t turn round. Someone started hammering. Heavy, measured blows that rang out.

		I paused at the door and looked back into the room. The air filled with noise again, the huddle now dispersed. Break over.

		The older man had put on ear protection and stood measuring something with a measuring rod. He was standing completely still, his eyes fixed on his work.

		I pulled the door open. Someone called after me. I swivelled around but could barely hear through the din.

		Would the pastor need fucking after church on Sunday? the same kid shouted.

		I’ll be there, if she does.

		

		—

		I lingered a moment in the entrance. The metal door closed behind me. There was a young woman in the office now. She was sitting at the desk, staring at the computer screen.

		I tapped on the pane that had been slid aside, and she looked up. I asked if she’d known her.

		No, she said.

		Do you know if she knew anyone here?

		No, she said.

		So you wouldn’t know if she had a boyfriend, anything like that?

		She smiled faintly.

		No. She was from out on the spit, she said.

		The hatch seemed to muffle her voice.

		She could hardly not know anyone, though. I mean, she did go to school here and everything. You could try talking to her family.

		She smiled at me, then looked back at her screen and typed something. I could see graphs and columns of figures. She was about my age, fair hair gathered in a ponytail. Her eyes were done up. There was a gold chain around her neck with a heart on it, and a wedding ring on her finger. Her fingers fluttered at the keyboard. Pink nail polish.

		The plaid blazer couldn’t have been hers. Perhaps she was the daughter, I thought to myself. The daughter of the man who owned the place. The boss, who normally sat at the desk.

		I went outside, through the line of cars in the parking lot, back to the road.

		The building had been much the same size as the workshop here, only with brown cladding on the outside. It wasn’t difficult to find, the directions I’d been given at the gas station had been easy enough to follow. I pulled in and took the wheel with the flat tire with me into the repair shop. The light was dim inside, and the air smelled of dust. Kristiane came towards me across the floor, smiling. As if to say: Told you so. But I couldn’t work out what she meant, whether I’d got something right or something had gone wrong, or perhaps it had nothing to do with me at all. I wanted to duck, to hide from her, pretend to be just a lump on the floor and cover my face. It was as if she were standing over me like a witch, a mistress, and all I could do was await the lash of her whip. At last I’d arrived, found my way, and now it was time to be punished. Told you so. But no, a man came towards me, wiping his hands in a rag that he stuffed into the back pocket of his overalls before reaching out to relieve me of the heavy tire. He went away and returned with a receipt. I showed him where I’d left the car. He said it would be ready in a couple of hours. Lying there on the floor, with my face in my hands. I went outside again. There was the autobahn, a short distance away, several levels of it, with arcing slip roads, and the red flags of the burger restaurant hanging limply on their poles. It was still raining. Opposite the tire place was a supermarket. There was no crossing. I had to wait for some time before I could scurry to the other side.

		The wind was up and I couldn’t see the fjord. I started walking, into the wind, towards town.

		

		—

		Maja’s dark hair hung down in front of her face. I could see her over by the snacks, bending forward to tear open a cardboard box before picking it up and shoving it into place on the shelf. Empty boxes lay dropped on the floor beside her. I went towards her, my red shopping basket in the crook of my arm. I said hello just as she bent down to another box.

		She looked up at me.

		Why didn’t you say anything?

		She drew herself upright.

		You’ve known all along, haven’t you? Only you haven’t said a word. There are other people it concerns besides you, you know.

		What are you talking about?

		The girl who hanged herself, she said. She was in my year at school.

		Why hadn’t it occurred to me? They were the same age, it was a small place. Yet it had seemed like there was a gulf between the stockfish rack out there in the wind and Nanna’s snug kitchen, the cozy light above the counter, the long wooden table by the window where Maja had sat that morning.

		It was like a puppet show, the painted flats going back from the stage, the puppets moving in between, disappearing from sight here, reappearing there. Only without me knowing, without me being prepared.

		Do you want to come with me? I asked. To the fishing village. I’m going out there now.

		What does it look like? she said. I don’t get off until seven.

		It was barely four o’clock. I noticed a little sore had opened where the shiny stud pierced her upper lip.

		I’ll speak to your boss.

		She looked at me.

		It’ll be all right, I said.

		Maja looked down the shelves of items, towards the illuminated dairy display. Her eyes blinked a couple of times, and then filled with tears.

		

		—

		We walked next to each other up to the house. I felt the wind at my throat, where the collar of my coat wouldn’t reach. I was carrying a bag full of groceries, keeping my eye on where I was going so as not to step in a puddle.

		Oh, to be nineteen years old, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen. Parties in rooms with the ceiling light on, beer bottles strewn across the table. Blushing boys on the sofa with pillows in their laps, eyes wide, bare buttocks on their inner screens. To wander around in such a house, looking in all the rooms, the little sister’s cuddly ponies lined up on a shelf above her bed, all different colors.

		

		—

		
			We turned onto the main road. I’d driven all the way out to the little row of brick-built flats, leaning forward to look up at them, before carrying on and making a left. There were no lights on in any of the windows. I didn’t know which one was his anyway. We followed the low road along the fjord. There was a final row of houses before the grass sloped down to the rocks at the shore. A yellow band of sunlight was strung out behind us at the horizon.

		I glanced at Maja. She was staring straight ahead. We left the last of the town, following the road as it swung upwards and flattened out.

		Why did you go to Germany, she wanted to know.

		Have you ever been there? I asked.

		No, she said. I’ve been to Finland and Russia. I’ve hardly been outside the district.

		Would you like to travel, I asked.

		She didn’t say anything, but looked out her window.

		Do you know we’re driving on basement rock, I said. The reason it’s flat here is because there’s been no geological activity to disturb it.

		It was he who’d told me, the night before.

		Further ahead we could see the few houses that stood on their little sliver of land, a tongue jutting out into the fjord, little boxes, and the triangular structures of the stockfish racks. The day before seemed like such a long time ago.

		Can we go out there, Maja asked.

		Yes, if you want to.

		I do, she said.

		I flicked the indicator and heard it tick. There were no cars coming towards us, and nothing behind us.

		I turned off down the track and drove slowly through the snow, over the bumps and potholes, past the empty houses, out to the point. I swung around before pulling up and switching the engine off.

		Everything was quiet at once. The only thing I could hear was the wind. It sounded like it was battering something, or maybe it was just the way wind was supposed to sound.

		Maja sat looking straight ahead, as if she’d stiffened again.

		Would you rather we went back?

		She shook her head, slowly, as if she were thinking. Then she opened the door and got out.

		I got out too, threw the car door shut, and turned around to watch her as she went down to the racks. She was looking at the ground as she went.

		I followed her, only then looked up and paused, my eyes trying to pick out the remains of the blue rope that still hung from the beam. As if it were no longer connected to what had happened.

		Maja carried on to the shore. I went after her, through the snow, and where the snow had been swept away by the wind a path had emerged in the frozen grass. The fjord was dark, the waves tipped white. I went up to her and stood beside her. She looked at me, her eyes rimmed by her dark make-up, a stud gleaming from her eyebrow.

		I don’t feel anything, she said.

		No, I said.

		If only I could feel something.

		Her eyes filled with tears. They spilled over and ran down her cheeks.

		We stood for a few minutes without speaking. I looked out across the water, the wind in my face. The sun had gone down now. The color had bled from the sky.

		Maja stood there too, looking out. Then she crouched down, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, picking up some pebbles with the other, examining them.

		Look at this one, she said, holding it out to me. She’d smudged her make-up. I took the stone in my hand. It was sleek and round, and very pale.

		It’s lovely, I said.

		It was so smooth, like an egg.

		We crouched there at the water’s edge for a moment. Hugging the ground, two round lumps with legs sticking out, like a pair of gulls.

		

		—

		First to the car! said Maja.

		We jumped up together and began to run, Maja hoisting up her skirt, passing me in a flash.

		The winner gets chocolate, she shouted.

		She hadn’t tied the laces of her boots, they flapped about her legs in the snow, and yet somehow she didn’t fall. Reaching the car, she spun around to see where I was.

		And I thought I was in good shape, I said.

		I smiled.

		I’m freezing, I said.

		We got in the car. There was some chocolate in the shopping bags. I leaned back between the seats to find it, my eyes registering the fjord and the stockfish racks through the rear window.

		Here, I said, tossing it into her lap. I started the car and shifted it into gear. Maja leaned forward and switched the radio on.

		Is the radio okay with you?

		We drove past the houses up to the main road again. The radio played folk music. I turned right. We still had a bit further to go.

		Someone had mentioned at one of the coffee mornings that there were some old sacrificial sites belonging to the Sami along the fjord here. There was supposed to be one here too, out near the spit, a kind of monolith with a number of smaller stones surrounding it.

		I could but smile, I concede, at the several tragicomic scenes. The church was situated on a hill. The snow lay deep in many places; partly from being thrust aside, partly because of their turning their faces towards me, necessitating that they walk backwards, while at the same time hopping in unison and flapping their arms violently, they did either sink into the snow or else roll backwards down the slope. Regardless, these confused individuals would tirelessly get to their feet again. Their falling about served more to double than to diminish their hooting and hopping, their arms moving up and down like crowing cockerels.

		He wasn’t even trying to see things from their side. In fact it didn’t seem like he ever had. Inflexible and bound by his own perspective, that was what he was, seeing only what he chose to see.

		You’ll be leaving, I said. In the autumn?

		It had grown darker. The car headlights lit up the road ahead, the verges. There were no trees, only the dark fjord and the flat land stretching away on the other side.

		She didn’t answer.

		Isn’t the deadline soon, for your uni application?

		Yes, she said.

		I could take a look at it with you, I said. If you want.

		Again, she didn’t answer. I didn’t know what she wanted to do. Her grades were good, Nanna had told me so when we’d eaten together one night. She’d been angry with Maja about something. You, who can get in anywhere you want. Medical school, wherever, Nanna had said. And Maja hadn’t blown up the way she normally did, but had sat there quietly, keeping her head, yet sinking down into her chair, as if she were shrinking away.

		We came to where the main road leads down through a tunnel, out onto an island. There ahead of us it lay, the island, we could see the lights from the houses there, and then the great, open sea. A gravel road on our left led away along the shore. I turned onto it and drove cautiously, minding the potholes. It was quite a way, and completely dark.

		

		—

		The headlights picked out the strangest rock formations that made everything seem alien, as if we’d come to another planet. As if the rocks had once been the softest clay and giants had been at play, rolling great lumps of it into spheres which they piled up and then pressed down. Like the terracotta figure Kristiane had reached up to touch in the doorway of the convent, as round and as dumpy as that, only the figure had been so much smaller, with horns in its forehead.

		He would have been able to tell us about it, I thought. What kind of rock it was, the reason for its peculiar appearance, in this particular place, so much more exposed to the wind from the sea than inside the fjord.

		We rounded a small inlet and saw the light from the house up ahead. It was the only house where there was a light on, the house where Nanna and Lillen were. During the winter, a garland of colored fairy lights had been strung up on the gable end of one of the neighboring houses, by someone who’d been there for Christmas, and when they went away again they’d just left it there. Red, blue, yellow, orange, and purple. Now they’d been switched off, or taken down.

		I pulled up next to Nanna’s car and killed the engine. We sat there for a moment in the darkness. Everything was still. I thought about what the place looked like on a map. This was the furthest extremity, the most easterly spot on the last bit of land.

		They say she swallowed a load of pills and alcohol before going out there, Maja said.

		How do you feel about it?

		I don’t know, she said.

		She was always with the guys, playing soccer and hanging out. She turned up at a late performance of ours one night. She was drunk and kept shouting. We had to ask her to leave.

		I thought about the room, the black-painted room where I’d been the night before, his eyes when we looked at each other across the floor.

		I stared into the darkness outside the car. So dense it was when there were no reflections of electric light in the sky, no stars, no moon.

		Seen from the window of my rented German room, the sky never really got dark at all. Sometimes, when sitting up at night, I’d go out onto the balcony that ran along the front of the building. I’d stand there and listen to the wind in the trees, looking out at the town below. All the lights that were on while people were sleeping. As if they were shining for the underside of the day, I’d thought, keeping it going from underneath, supporting the bottom.

		And yet there was no bottom.

		Even so, it was as if the light were supporting it.

		Let’s go in, Maja said.

		I nodded, and opened the car door. The little light came on and I took the groceries from the back seat, and my bag, and followed Maja to the front step. She opened the outer door, kicking off her boots at the same time as opening the inside door and shouting hello. Lillen came running from the living room. Maja snatched her up and hugged her. Lillen laughed, and Maja squeezed her tight, making her giggles come out in little hiccups. Nanna appeared in the kitchen doorway. She leaned against the door frame and looked at them, at us, stood there smiling, and said hi.

		She’d put some potatoes on the boil and the windows steamed up. Nanna always put the cooker on full heat and would forget to turn it down again. She went over to the sink and carried on with what she was doing, gutting and cleaning some fish. I sat down on a chair.

		Lillen and Maja played Chinese checkers, Lillen kneeling on her chair and leaning forward. Maja was making multiple hops, while Lillen emptied her starting corner one by one.

		I set the table and we had dinner. Nanna put Lillen to bed, Maja sat reading on the sofa. I did the dishes and then went outside, walking down to the shore, my path lit dimly by the lamp on the wall. I looked at the water through the darkness. The wind was blowing and it was cold.

		When I came back in, I heard Nanna’s voice in the living room, muffled and blunt, as if she were angry about something, and then Maja’s underneath, as if Nanna were sitting on top of her, pinning her arms to the floor and talking as if they’d had a fight and Nanna had won, and now she was pressing on top of her with her face lowered to hers, showering Maja with saliva as she spat out her words, spit running from her mouth as she sat there on top of her, her face distorted, swollen with rage, eyes bulging.

		I stepped through to the doorway and poked my head around the door. They were sitting at opposite sides of the room, Maja on the sofa with her legs tucked underneath her and her skirt pulled over them like a cover, her arms resting on her knees. Nanna was sitting with her back to me, in an armchair. Maja looked up and took a sip from the mug she was holding in both hands. There was a scent of honey. She looked at Nanna again.

		Nanna turned her head to look at me, but she didn’t say anything either.

		I’m off to bed, I said.

		Goodnight.

		They both said goodnight.

		I went up the blue-painted staircase with the bend in it, into the room where I normally slept. It was long and narrow, with a sloping ceiling.

		

		—

		I switched the lamp on above the bed and looked at my watch that I’d left on the floor. It was nearly six o’clock. I switched the lamp off again and lay in the darkness with my eyes open. I could pick out the joins in the ceiling panels above me, dark lines, grooves.

		The dream had been so vivid. We were driving in the car through an underground channel of some kind, a tunnel. There was a bend in the road, and a bump to warn against oncoming traffic. We passed it several times, as if it were the same stretch of road over and over again, and each time there was someone in the car who said, Mind the bump, oncoming traffic. And then there was the movement of the car, the abrupt swerve to get back on the right side of the road. I looked out the car window, and it was as if suddenly I could see much further. I was looking out to the side and there were pools of water at the side of the road, like ponds or wells or forest pools, on the left-hand side of the road inside the tunnel, and to the right there was only the bare rock face. These pools were separated off from each other by partitions, like different enclosures in a zoo, with rock in between, compartments with small underground scenes in each, tableaux, set apart from each other. I was sitting in the car as we drove along the same stretch of road, thinking about these pools, which here and there were interrupted by great blocks of stone, as if in imitation of organic forms, though without them being organic at all, as if they were only pretending to be real. “True to nature.” As if everything were genuine. But it was impossible to know whether it was real, genuine, or just a set-up.

		And then some girls appeared in red, high-necked wool sweaters, with long, straight hair, and threw themselves into the water. Or perhaps it was more like they let go in some way, and allowed themselves to fall. It was as if the resistance in them had gone. There was no transition. Suddenly, there was a girl just standing there, without any expression on her face, and then she fell forwards, like a doll.

		And in the next compartment, a girl came on a big horse, following the edge of the pool from the rear. We were looking at her from the side, looking at the horse from the side, seeing that strong and splendid animal, that black horse on which she rode. And the horse came around the pool to where it narrowed towards us.

		The compartment was enclosed by rock on all sides, except on the side where the road was, where we were, like a diorama.

		The horse came to a halt and faced the pool. And then the girl launched herself over the head of the horse, into the water. Silently, and without a sound. A seamless movement, as if it were choreographed. Down into the murky water she plunged. While I sat there, a pssenger in a car, driving past, looking on from inside the car.

		I don’t know who was actually driving, who we were, driving there underneath the ground, inside the rock, in that dark tunnel. I don’t know if the others saw what happened. Had they taken me with them in order for me to witness it? Were they testing me to see how I reacted?

		I lay looking up at the ceiling in the dark. I couldn’t find an answer. And I didn’t know if it was a theater piece I’d seen, or a surreal sort of road movie. I hadn’t known in the dream either, whether it was art or reality. It had all been so stylized.

		

		—

		
			I got up and dressed in the dark and went downstairs, the staircase creaking underfoot. I went into the kitchen, switched the light on over the work surface and filled the coffee maker. The light outside had turned grey, as if the darkness were slowly being illuminated from within, everywhere, all at once.

		I looked out at the slate-colored sea, thinking of the Sami treading their path through the snow, the way they lowered their heads when passing through the door of a house, stamping the snow from their feet; the black woollen coats of the lensmann, the merchant, the pastor; the stocky frames of the Sami in reindeer coats, their feet in boots of hide. All then rose, to hop and beat their arms, hooting and swearing. Some among them were so hoarse they could barely emit a sound. Imagine it, people clad in reindeer furs, in a confined room, hopping without cessation and with the fiercest gesticulations.

		I recognized how they must have felt. It was as if I too had something inside me, something that could find no outlet other than by hopping and hooting. I sensed it when things felt like they were tightening around me, when there was no longer any access to words, and therefore nothing more to say, all words then being the same, stripped of meaning, unable to forge any connection. Everything must have felt so claustrophobic to them, as if they were penned in, suffocating, the ceiling bearing down on them, and all they could do was flap their arms to keep it from falling on their heads, and hop up and down to keep it up. And the pastor made fun of them, and the lensmann and the merchant too, laughing at them, at their desperation, which they could not see. They found the Sami to be silly and foolish, unintelligent, in the thrall of their emotions, pitiful and insignificant.

		What they had discovered in the translation of the Bible into their own language was something they felt they could finally demand, and they felt it within them to pass judgement too. Their reading was literal: The Bible says. Their justification for both judging and condemning remains founded upon 1 Corinthians 6, 2-3. The Bible empowered them, and they felt themselves to be saintly and chosen. For is it not what the Bible says? And they believed so, that they were saintly and invulnerable, chosen to pass judgement. Because that was what they wished to believe, or perhaps had to believe? Was it their final chance?

		Their dissent, the injustices they experienced, the humiliations, the scorn. I had no way of knowing what it must have been like to be them. But I recognized the fire inside them, the flame of something that was so very important. And their understanding of the words on which their anger was built, the consequences of what they were doing, was so flawed, it sent everything spiraling so drastically and so irrevocably out of control.

		Yet they fought for something they believed in, something that mattered to them. They fought for something they had felt for so long. And they had been kept down for so long. Suddenly, in their own language, they had received the Word, and the Word said that Jesus was on the side of the weak. That God would set free the oppressed. They believed in it, and they wanted to be free. Not just spiritually, but individually. But tangibly, physically, as a people, socially and structurally.

		And then they were mocked. That which they felt to be true, and which the Bible said was true, was suddenly supposed not to be true at all, to have nothing to do with reality in the slightest. It was as if the words merely highlighted their own emptiness, their own unbinding vacuity. And all they had left then was to hop. To hop and hoot, and issue their profanities into the air. A cry. The shot ringing out in the woods, the sudden report. I was rolling around on the ground with Kristiane, trying to stop her.

		Who are you fighting?

		It was Maja, standing in the doorway of the kitchen. I hadn’t heard her come.

		What do you mean?

		You were waving your arms about.

		Was I? I didn’t realize, I said. But she was right, I’d been standing there flailing my arms.

		It was just something I was thinking about. The Sami rebellion, my research.

		She nodded.

		Why get so worked up about it, she asked, then yawned, stretching her arms above her head, leaning her head back, her hair dipping towards the floor behind her.

		It was such a long time ago.

		She sat down at the table. Her rings lay in a little pile where she’d left them the night before, and she began to put them on. The big shiny one with the red stone was for her thumb.

		That’s what I was trying to find out in Germany, I said.

		And did you? Find out, I mean.

		In a way, I said. But there’s still a lot I can’t work out, or can’t understand, both in what happened then and in me.

		She didn’t say anything, but looked out the window, and I didn’t know whether to go on or not. I realized the coffee was done and asked if she wanted some. She said yes. I poured for us both, into the small, delicate cups with the red floral pattern and the gilt edging.

		I cut some bread and dropped a couple of slices into the toaster, got the butter from the fridge, found the honey for Maja, and a jar of orange marmelade.

		We ate without saying any more. The sky got lighter. We sat opposite each other at the table, looking out at the snow and the grass and the rocks at the shore, the slate-grey water sloshing at the land. I glanced at her. She didn’t have any make-up on yet, and her eyelashes were fair, almost white.

		I felt how much I liked her, the rebellious streak in her too, that she was headstrong and defiant, the way she could fly off the handle. And how patient and considerate she was with Lillen as well. I’d seen them go down the road together, hand in hand, heard the low hum of their voices behind the door of Maja’s room when they were doing something secret, as Lillen put it. Once, Lillen had emerged with Maja’s make-up around her eyes, her lipstick on, and had told us we’d never guess what the two of them had been up to, and of course I guessed all sorts of other things, that they’d been playing cards, singing and dancing in front of the mirror, tickling each other. Lillen shook her head at every guess, grinning with glee, and then eventually I led her over to the mirror and both of us laughed.

		I didn’t think anyone else could see, she said.

		There was no one else there at the time.

		I considered that Maja used her make-up to highlight the contrasts inside her, to make them plain and visible. As if it helped her to see the person she was, in a way. To keep herself primed. Nanna thought it was over the top. I thought it was great, but didn’t say so.

		We cleared the table together and I stood by the window, watching the sky and the sea, allowing Maja to use the bathroom first. I could hear her brushing her teeth. The wind was up, the waves edged with white. Everything out there was grey.

		In the car I began to sing. Maja was sitting next to me, she had to go to work. She dropped the sun viser down and dug out her little yellow make-up bag. It was shaped like a banana. She stared into the vanity mirror while outlining her eyes with her black eyeliner. Nanna and Lillen would be coming back later and were still in bed when we left.

		We passed by the strange rocks. So still they were in the feeble light, as if someone had forgotten them. The little figure outside the convent had been there for centuries. It had seemed so ancient and unfathomable the day I was there, when I first met Kristiane, as if she too had belonged to all that was old, a kind of connecting line leading back, establishing continuity. But the rocks had been there forever. Whatever that meant. As we approached the main road, a car emerged from the tunnel on its way from the island. It was going fast. By the time we’d turned onto the road to join it, it had disappeared over the rise.

		The sun appeared through the layer of cloud on the other side of the fjord and tinged the water, illuminating the road ahead of us and making everything stand out. The engine hummed. Here and there, we passed a house. The bright light made everything so clear, and all of a sudden I felt a sense of bliss. I was useless at remembering song lyrics, but it didn’t matter, I made them up and tra-la-laed over the gaps, and Maja laughed.

		We came past the houses out on the spit, the stockfish racks, I could see them a long way off. Maja seemed unfazed, and I didn’t much feel like bringing it up again either. I stopped singing. We drove past as I turned the dial looking for a radio station to listen to, but the only ones I could get were in Sami and Russian, and some Finnish heavy metal that kept disappearing.

		I switched it off, and a short while later we came through the final bend, the town appearing ahead of us. Neither of us spoke. We followed the road past the houses at the fjord, before turning off towards the ugly blue box of the supermarket where Maja worked, on the flat site that had become the town’s shopping hub.

		

		—

		Have a good day, I said. See you Friday.

		Maja opened the door, then twisted round to face me.

		And abruptly it hurt to look at her again. It was as if a great void had opened up inside her, a wound into which I now found myself staring through the window of her eyes. For a moment, she seemed no longer to be attached to anything, as if she were plummeting backwards into her own emptiness. It lasted only a second or two, and then everything leveled out again, her gaze returned, the wound closed. Only I didn’t know if it was because she’d managed to put a lid on the void, and was now standing on top of it, or if the opposite was true, that she was underneath, falling and falling away, and had simply put the lid on so that no one could see.

		She didn’t say anything.

		For some reason, I thought about Lillen’s computer game where Tarzan has to run around collecting bananas as they fall from the trees, and if he doesn’t get any bananas he’ll have nothing to give to the gorillas when they come after him. But what were the bananas here, and who were the gorillas?

		I didn’t know what to say. I just wanted to hold her, put my arms around her.

		Are you rehearsing the performance tonight, I asked.

		She nodded.

		I like you so much. All I had to do was say so. I looked at her, the fine bulb of her nose with its shiny little stud. But I didn’t want to push her away from me either, by coming too close.

		Thanks for lovely company, I said, and smiled.

		She looked at me, and for a moment it seemed as if she was going to cry again.

		And I felt my hand move, from the steering wheel towards her, towards where she sat, towards her arm, her cheek, I felt it with every fibre, from my shoulder to my hand, how I reached out to her. But I did not reach out. Before my hand had moved even halfway, she had stepped out of the car and I felt the cold wind gust through the open door, into my face. She threw the door shut, and I sat and watched her make her way over to the building, her long strides, her wide skirt flapping about her legs.

		I sat and watched Kristiane as she went off into the mist. No, I hadn’t been there then, that wasn’t what I saw at all, the sun was shining the day we were there, running together. But still it’s what I see. Her small, fragile frame, supple and firm, in her black training gear, those pink legwarmers of hers, her dark, cropped hair. The thin white line of her neck that was visible above her scarf. The way she disappears into the forest, that misty dell. And then silence. Complete silence. I don’t hear the shot, only the silence that precedes it. Like when she turns away from me in the glass house, and her face is no longer visible. So silent it becomes. And I call after her, in every place at once, I call after her, in the glass house, the forest, the performance space, the church, in my room, at my desk in front of the window at home, I call after her, I shout at the top of my lungs, but I cannot hear my voice. There are no words anymore, only the hideous rasping of the throat, and I hear no words.

		Do you believe you speak from the Spirit when speaking to the people, one of them asked me. Indeed, I replied, for first I have read the Holy Scripture and have prayed to God, and am therefore of the sound conviction that I speak from the Spirit of God.

		I reversed, turned the car around, and drove over to the house.

		

		—

		
			I stood at the desk, the papers for the seminar in a pile in front of me. I got the map out, and the directions that had been sent in the post. There was only one way you could go, a journey of some five hours. Once I reached the town, I was to turn left and I’d see a sign. I gathered some more clothes and stuffed everything into a backpack.

		When I was ready I stood by the desk again, in front of the window. Outside were the dark branches of the tree, the fjord beyond, the grey-white sky above. The fell was there too, on the other side, I could see it now, straight in front.

		

		—

		I took the top road out of town. It led past the local administration building. I slowed down and peered up at the windows, scanned the open area at the front that had been cleared of snow, checked the entrance. As if somehow he knew I’d be passing and was just waiting to throw open a window up there and wave. Or come dashing through the main door and jump into the car next to me, curl into a ball on the passenger seat and say he didn’t want to ever get out. Drive, wherever you want!

		I couldn’t see him anywhere. I carried on, past the bus depot and the workshop where the girl who’d killed herself had worked, and various other similar places, a lumber store, shipping containers in bold colors, stacked behind a fence.

		And then the town was behind me. An occasional house dotted the roadside here and there on the side of the shore, but after that there was nothing. The road meandered on, curving at every inlet.

		I saw the small white church on the spit before my eyes, picked out the house with its grey, weathered cladding. I drove past. There was a light on upstairs.

		I remembered a photo I’d seen when I was there, of the girl sitting in a car. It had been stuck on the wall inside the front door, I’d seen it when I was putting my boots back on, on my way out. She was sitting in the back seat of a car leaning her arm out of the window, the same car she’d used to drive out to the stockfish rack. A blue one.

		She was looking up at whoever was taking the picture, wearing a red-and-white striped sweater with the sleeve pulled up so you could see her tattoo. Maybe she’d been showing it off when the picture was taken, maybe she’d just had it done. Her dark hair, her bangs hanging down into her eyes. The photo had been a bit blurred, but she’d been smiling, and I remembered the gap between her front teeth, that her teeth had seemed small, as if she still had her baby teeth.

		Kristiane’s daughter stood in the middle of the performance space and was quite blonde, long blonde hair all down her shoulders. She was as white as chalk and stood out, luminous almost, in the darkness of the room, light falling in from the doorway where I stood, from Kristiane’s glass house.

		

		—

		At the bottom of the fjord the road continued over the fell, then swept down towards a river on the other side. The place had a Sami name meaning “where they dragged the boats across.” It seemed like a long way to drag a boat, twenty kilometers or so over the fell and then down to the fjord. Is that what they’d done? I came past the camping site. An old bus stood parked at the main building. It looked empty. Further up lay a scattering of small brown huts the Russian women rented. Men from the town came here. I’d had some of them come to talk to me about it.

		I thought about the women I’d seen standing along one of the main arteries out of that big city in Germany. I’d passed them on my way home one day, during rush hour. There was a traffic jam, the cars were at a standstill. I’d been at the national library all day, reading up on significant formal elements of the Bible, the use of rhythm, particular figures and tropes. The way tone opens up meaning in the written text. It was dark, and yellow street lights hung above the road. The women peered into the cars.

		I came around a bend in the road, sweeping right, following the river towards the bridge. The river was capped by ice, topped with snow. The directions said to cross the bridge, then double back in the same direction, taking the road I could see on the other side.

		The eyes of her daughter were big and wide. I’d only ever seen a photo of her, the one Kristiane had shown me that was fixed to the wall with a drawing pin in the little kitchen area of her glass house. She was younger in the photo, which was curled at the edges by steam from the sink, and stood with a brown school bag at her feet. She was a year older than Maja.

		Mom didn’t want to grow up, she said.

		There was a long, flat stretch, then a steep rise. At the top, I could see far into the wide valley where the river ran, almost as far as to where it ran out into the sea. I thought of Kristiane running ahead of me up the steps, up to the top where we turned around and looked at the view that would stretch away into the distance when the sun was out. The way she laughed, dear Kristiane, her happy, weightless laughter. I’d felt so heavy in comparison, heavy and slow, like a lump of dough, a stone. It wasn’t a child’s laughter, but it was so abundant that it puzzled me. It reminded me too of the Sami, their hopping with rage before the pastor that time, only now I was the pastor, the pastor who didn’t understand why Kristiane laughed.

		The road descended through scattered birch, through a pair of bends on its way to the bridge.

		There was a concrete anchorage for the bridge cables, with two pairs of legs dangling from its wall. I leaned forward to see. Two girls were sitting there, perhaps thirteen years old. What were they doing? The river was the only thing to see, and the bridge in front of them, the cars that drove across. It wasn’t lunchtime yet. Weren’t they supposed to be at school?

		There was was some signage on the other side, just before a roundabout. I needed to go left, inland. If I turned right, there was a place to eat. I turned right and then pulled in when I saw the sign, by a gas station. Community center and café, it said. There was a big wooden sculpture outside. I went in through the door behind it. There was a row of tables and a counter on the right, but the place was empty, it looked like it was closed. The walls surrounding the counter displayed sports trophies in glass cases. A notice said they belonged to a rally driver who came from the town. On the other wall there was a sales exhibition, paintings of the local landscape, winter light, the mouth of the river, a great delta of sand. I went over and looked at them. Some of them were all right in parts, whereas elsewhere whoever had painted them seemed simply to have repeated their brush strokes again and again, as if there’d been something they wanted to show but couldn’t express.

		

		—

		I returned to the car and drove back to the roundabout, noticing then another café, or restaurant, one that looked more like a regular eating place. There’d been a bus parked in front, now it was gone. I turned into the parking lot and pulled up.

		It was colder here, the snow hadn’t started melting yet, as it had back in the town. I went up the short metal steps to the door. There was piped music inside, and a smell of melted butter. At a table by the window facing the parking lot, four men sat smoking. I bought a coffee and sat down further inside. Some billiard balls clacked together. There must have been a game room somewhere, though I couldn’t work out where.

		I saw the road from above, as if looking at a map. I saw my car, a small moving dot. I saw the map crumpled in a hand and tossed away, the car and me with it.

		I sat at the brown Formica table with my white coffee mug, my hands curled around it, absorbing its warmth. The music played, but I didn’t know what it was. I felt like just sitting here for a while. I could go over and join the men at the other table. I could let one of them take me home and cook some food. I could sleep beside him in his bed, and stay with him. What did it matter. Maybe we’d be kind to each other, and have a life together.

		Significant formal elements, rhythm, tone, figures, and tropes. I could see all that. I was standing looking at it, but I couldn’t find my way in.

		A tear dripped onto my hand.

		What was it I wanted that was too much for me? This abyss, this void in me that couldn’t be filled. What was it? What was I doing here? What would I have done somewhere else? Why wasn’t there anyone to hold on to me?

		They stood in front of me with their arms at their sides, like puppet figures revolving on a little merry-go-round, gently turning. Kristiane, Nanna, and now the geologist. He was there too. Sailing slowly by, right in front of me, right next to me. But it was no use.

		It wasn’t enough.

		Why did it have to be that way?

		Why was everything so loose and disconnected? The ground on which I stood, that I believed in, had become displaced, its plates were shifting, and I fell through the gap in between.

		Down I fell, and there was nothing there.

		I headed on. It was like driving through a monochrome photograph, great white formations of snow, the thin black scribble of trees. I drove another four hours without stop, following the line of the river, the landscape flattening out. There were no more cafés, no more clusters of private homes, gas stations and retail outlets, only at first a scattering of houses, with cars and snowmobiles parked outside, then trees and endless snow.

		Eventually, as I approached the town, the forest abruptly stopped. There were bushes and scrub here and there, but apart from that the landscape was wide open and bare, a great, uninterrupted, snow-covered plain, the town tucked into a lazy bend.

		

		—

		I turned off at the sign for the folk high school where the seminar was to be held, driving slowly down the track the snow-plough had cleared to the huddle of low buildings with their brown wooden cladding.

		We are without flesh; the flesh is killed; be those of the flesh delivered to Hell. We are saintly and just, that we condemn to Hell; we die no more, for we are already dead. We care not for priests of the flesh. We are before Christ, we are God, a holy fire burns within us; you have the Devil. Without us, no one shall go to Heaven.

		Her voice was so bright, the voice of Kristiane’s daughter. When she spoke, it was as if her breath came only from the uppermost part of her chest, and her voice was a whisper almost. Soft and quiet. As if she too were without flesh.

		Kristiane had been angry with her daughter the last time they’d seen each other. They’d argued, Kristiane told me, though about what she didn’t say, only that enough was enough. It had got to the point where something had to give. She wasn’t going to accept her daughter behaving like a kid anymore. She’s twenty years old, she said. Isn’t it about time she grew up?

		I parked the car next to the ones that had already arrived. I didn’t know any of the people who were going to be there. My senior, the parish priest who I assisted, had attended a couple of other seminars that had been held during the course of the year, while I’d stayed behind. I noticed some figures moving behind the glass pane of a door. The snow was so white outside.

		

		—

		Now I was there, where the rebellion had occurred a hundred and fifty years before. I surveyed the landscape, turning full circle to orient myself. Driving up from Germany, I’d imagined that I would come here as soon as I settled in, but it was a long drive and for some reason I hadn’t. But now I was here! It was flat and open, white and expansive, and still.

		After I had administered some few words of comfort and encouragement, the churchwarden and his son rowed me to the site of the church, a journey of 1 Norwegian mile. The time was already approaching 7 of evening when at some distance from land I began to hear a clamor of voices, and the closer I came, the more dreadful became to me the whooping and shrieking and cursing I heard, which noises all were followed by the most terrible wailing. These mad individuals stood then outside the Merchant’s Residence. The churchwarden and son declared themselves fearful to step ashore and come into contact with them. However, it became so dark that we could not be seen, and their screeching prevented them from hearing the sound of our oars. When eventually I came upon the Merchant, they had abandoned him and moved on.

		I got my things out of the car and crossed the compacted snow of the circular open area outside the main building. I pulled the door open, immediately hearing a babble of voices, chatter, laughter, cries, and exclamations. A group of men were standing in a huddle, all corduroy trousers and wool sweaters, shirts and tweed jackets, bobbing grey-white heads, among them a few younger ones, chestnut brown, a red-haired man raising his voice above the rest, stretching onto his toes and shrieking out a laugh: “And he just put it in the back of the net, it went through his hands, through his hands, he had it in both hands, but the shot was so hard it went straight through him!”

		His dialect was from the southwest somewhere. They were all jabbering away, I couldn’t hear half of what they were saying, but it seemed like they were talking about a football match everyone had obviously watched.

		The noise reverberated in my head. I went over to the big windows on the other side of the room and looked out. They needed cleaning. I wondered if there was a place somewhere inside all the babble, at the very center perhaps, where everything was perfectly still.

		The rest of the school appeared to be empty. Maybe it was the holidays, or maybe the students were off on a field trip. The snow outside the windows was untrodden. I looked at the grey-blue linoleum on the floor, the window frames where the paint was flaking away. Everything seemed uncared for, and the thought occurred to me that perhaps the place had closed down and was no longer a school at all, just some abandoned buildings, silent corridors, classrooms left unused.

		

		—

		We were given the keys to our rooms. I looped my arms through the straps of my backpack and put it on. The sleeping quarters were in some other buildings. Paths had been cleared through the snow to lead us there. A short flight of stairs, parallel to the face of each rectangular building, led to the door. The exteriors were clad with the already familiar brown-stained planks. I found my building, went up the stairs, and let myself in. There was a small bathroom on the right, and a little kitchenette with a table and chairs straight ahead. From there, four doors led off to the bedrooms. Mine was first on the left. Inside was a sink, a sofa bed that had been made up ready, a desk, a chair, a lamp.

		I sat down on the bed and looked out the window. It was too high up. All I saw was sky, white sky.

		The white mask with the hooked nose of the witch. A kind witch, but is she really kind? Kristiane is behind the mask in the darkened performance space, sneaking about, darting here and there on tiptoes. No, it was me who wore the witch’s mask, and I was standing in the sanctuary before the altar, in my cassock, the witch’s mask covering my face. I saw the white hair of Kristiane’s daughter. She shrank back, slumped, only then it was Lillen standing there, in the great murk of the performance space, standing there in her nightdress with her hair sticking up, her white cheeks, she’d been having a bad dream. But it wasn’t a nightdress at all, it was the stole Kristiane had given me, only in miniature, and now she was coming towards me. She came right up to me and was about to say something, only her mouth was gone, it wasn’t there anymore where it was supposed to be. But her eyes sparkled, unknowing of what had happened to her mouth, as if they couldn’t feel it.

		

		—

		I stood in the doorway of the dining hall, looking in at those who had already found a place at the tables. It was getting dark outside.

		I looked at the two women who were standing over by the swing doors that led into the kitchen. They were talking as they scanned the dishes of reindeer meat and potatoes. One of them went back out through the doors and returned with a bowl of lingonberries which she put out on the buffet table.

		Groups of men sat together at the long tables, facing each other, chatting animatedly. I noticed the man with the red hair and went over to his group, placing my hand tentatively on the back of an empty chair and asking if it was all right for me to sit there. They stopped talking and looked up at me.

		Hi, one of them said, smiling and getting to his feet, putting his hand out, smiling the whole time.

		You’ll be the better half at Kjøllefjord, I suppose?

		Sorry?

		Married to the pastor at Kjøllefjord? he clarified, still smiling.

		No, I said.

		I told him who I was and where I was from.

		I only came last spring.

		The others at the table rose too and introduced themselves in turn, saying their names and where they were from. I visualized various places on a map, longitudes and latitudes, islands and fjords, lines projecting into the middle of the vast administrative region, the roads they’d taken to get there.

		After that, there was a lull. Some others came and joined us. No one had gone to the buffet yet.

		You all seemed so excited before, I said. Can I ask what you were talking about? They glanced at each other, and eventually the man with the red hair said it was just a problem of exegesis.

		Interesting, I said, sensing a smile on my face, and leaned forward. Would you care to elaborate?

		He narrowed his eyes, as if not quite knowing whether he should go on, whether I would understand.

		There’s a word in the Greek version of the OT that has a different meaning from the Hebraic, which skews the whole foundation of the verse.

		What verse is that? I asked. What’s the word?

		But before he could reply we were interrupted.

		Hello, a woman’s voice said behind me. The others at the table all looked at me, making it obvious that it was me who was being addressed. I twisted round on my chair, looked up, and returned the greeting. She was a bit younger than me, wearing a black dress set off by an orange necklace, a pair of black-framed glasses. She said her name.

		I’m married to Hans-Petter, she said.

		The pastor at Kjøllefjord, I said.

		She nodded.

		I noticed on the list of participants that we’re the only women here, she said.

		Someone stood up and clapped his hands together. As he began to speak, she bent down and whispered in my ear: Do you fancy going for a walk afterwards? I looked up at her and smiled while listening to what he said.

		

		—

		We said grace and started on the food. The woman had now sat down at the end of the table to talk to me, meaning I had to keep turning away from the others to answer her. They were discussing an article a professor from the theological faculty had written, and I tried to follow what they were saying while she went on about her work. She was a teacher, apparently. Someone said something about deviations in ritual as I watched her mouth. I could see she’d been wearing red lipstick.

		Afterwards, the seminar began. I sat in a corner at the back. We were in a classroom, and the tables had been arranged in a horseshoe set-up. I felt like I could fall asleep. I wasn’t sure if it was the air in the room, the stuffy air that seems to be so characteristic of all schools, as if the walls had been daubed with some kind of sleeping agent, or whether it was some lingering boredom of old, not in the walls, but in me. We sat with our handouts in front of us, a glass of water, a Bible, a pen. The theme for this first session was “Where is the Church headed?” There was a round of introductions, then someone kicked off with a talk.

		There’d been an opening event for the doctoral program one evening in the main aula, an imposing structure built in the 1930s. I’d sat at the front, looking up at the mayor who was giving a speech, his heavy chain of office hanging from his neck, the insignia resting on his large stomach.

		I’d sat there looking at him, the insignia rising and falling as he spoke. I watched the way his entire mouth, the fullness of his lips, was brought into play as he uttered the German words, and I felt as if I could be almost anywhere in the world. It seemed not to matter in the slightest that I, as opposed to anyone else, was there, in that particular place. I knew why I was, in the rational sense. I’d gone there to study, to pursue academic inquiry within the particular tradition of the Faculty of Theology there. I was there to be a part of that. Yet somehow it felt as if it were all just thoughts, words. I couldn’t relate to it.

		Afterwards there were canapés and sparkling wine in the long hall leading off. There were benches along the walls, with tortuous legs and upholstery in red velvet. Great paintings hung in gilded frames, portraits of men in uniform or religious vestments. I wandered about the room with my wine, studying them. After a while, I left, walking home in the dark to my room. It was before I knew anybody there, long before I knew who Kristiane was.

		I looked at the others, my eyes following the curve of the horseshoe. They were all men, concentrating on the man who was talking in front of the blackboard.

		It wasn’t until I’d rung the bell at Kristiane’s place and she came to the door, not speaking at first, but standing there looking at me, that it dawned on me how everything hung together, that there’d been a reason all along. It had come to me then, as she stood and stared at me. That the reason I’d gone to Germany wasn’t to read academic theory, but to ring the doorbell of that particular door. I’d gone all that way so that Kristiane would come and open the door for me.

		

		—

		That first evening of the seminar was given over to visions, which was what the geologist had talked about too, a vision project he’d called it. There were various contributions and talks about different ways to go, in order to stimulate ideas and spark inspiration, it said in the program.

		And was that what she’d been hoping, taking me with her in the van from the convent that day, that she could escape being on her own? That I could open her door, in a sense? Do we really think like that, or do we simply do, do, and do, allowing everything to turn out as it wants? But she wanted something from me, and I from her. She needed me for something, without perhaps knowing what. She certainly didn’t need me pushing her even further away, as I’d ended up doing. I pushed her away. To bring her closer? But of course that wasn’t the way it turned out.

		A man from some evangelical center over on the west coast gave a talk about a bible that had been published in the United States, in which they’d tried to remove every difficult word, every hint of contradiction or shadow of ambiguity.

		It had been a huge success.

		He’d spoken with zest, his face round and smiling. He talked about how the much bigger centers in the towns down south were now holding several services a day, tailored to suit different demographics, either evangelical Low Church or more ritual-based High Church.

		And they’re packing them in, he said, they can’t keep them away. Young people, he said, in particular those between eighteen and twenty-five, turning up in droves. They all want to meet Jesus, he said. And we mustn’t stand in their way. We must open our doors, and open them wide. That was our job, he said. No one else is going to come and do it, it is up to us. Go ye therefore, and teach all nations. The opportunity is there, he said. Let’s grasp it. Let us open this holy community that all may find joy in it. This message of charity, the blessing of grace.

		I couldn’t handle it.

		I gathered my things and got to my feet, sent him a nod of apology and left the room.

		I couldn’t handle it, after all. I’d thought I’d be able, that I could sit there and let it all wash over me and not take it in, not let it get to me.

		But all of a sudden I’d felt like I was going to explode just listening to it. As if what he’d been saying struck a nerve in me that I couldn’t control, and sparked a fire.

		I went down the quiet corridor, pushed open the door and stepped outside. I stood for a moment, breathing deeply in and out, as if to get rid of all the air I’d brought with me from inside.

		It was cold there too, a different kind of cold than I was used to from the town where I lived, where the fjord seemed to make the air that much damper. I clutched my coat together at my chest, and followed the path through the snow, to the stairs outside my dorm. It was dark now. The key hung from a string with a wooden wedge on the end. My fingers were almost too cold to unlock the door.

		There was a smell of something burnt in my room, the dust from the electric heater. I got the bottle of whisky from out of my backpack and took the glass from the shelf above the sink. The cushions from the sofa bed had been piled on the floor. The fabric was coarse wool, dark blue.

		The blessing of grace.

		I pushed the desk over into the corner by the window, leaned a cushion against the wall and placed another on top of the desk. I climbed up and sat down on it. Now I could see out. I filled the glass halfway up and drank as I looked out at what little I could see in the darkness, branches of trees, snow, a section of the building to the rear. I poured some more. Behind that building was a snow-covered plain. I knew that, but I couldn’t see it.

		Why had I left the room? Why couldn’t I just have stood up, voiced my opinion, overturned the tables if the urge struck me, discussed the matter?

		If this was a flame in me, why was I hiding it away, instead of lighting a torch for the illumination of those men in the room?

		But what burned inside me was not the desperate blaze I’d known before, but a flickering flame of despair. During the year that had gone, it was as if the fire in me had dwindled, I’d barely felt anything burning at all. Instead, I’d felt so weary and empty, as I’d done at the window of that motel in the German ferry port on my way north, the great darkness of the sea before me.

		But then Nanna had come, a few weeks ago, and had sat down on the sofa and looked at me.

		The girl out on the spit. Maja’s outburst. Lillen, who was just Lillen.

		The geologist. So close he’d come.

		And now this, here.

		It was like being assailed, my curtain torn aside.

		I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t find a perspective.

		I didn’t know what I was going to say to the others in there now. I was afraid I was going to set light to them.

		Was I to burn everything to the ground?

		Again?

		Time after time, I destroyed everything around me, no matter what I did, or tried to do. There was an imbalance, between me and those around me. I had no business being among them. That time with Kristiane. What had I done? What had I said? It had all come pouring out of me. And afterwards I’d resolved to never, never again get myself so worked up like that. Because when I did, no one ever wanted to stay with me. They left.

		But couldn’t they see that I wouldn’t get myself in such a state if it wasn’t so important, if it didn’t mean something? If there wasn’t a fire inside me that in the core of my heart meant just the opposite. What the fire wanted wasn’t to repel people. Come here to me, it said. Stand beside me, fight this with me. Stay.

		Stay with me.

		Tears trickled down my cheeks.

		There I sat, the pastor, weeping.

		With no way of comforting myself, unable to save myself. The man who’d been giving the talk, going on like that about blessing, how certain he’d been. “I speak from the Spirit of God.” How could they be so certain? I didn’t have it in me to say anything of which I was certain. I couldn’t, I wasn’t capable. But they could, and just how was unfathomable to me. My job, which I’d accepted by joining the clergy, was it to be able to point and say that somewhere certainty exists? Something solid and true? Something that won’t ever fail?

		Oh, but it was all such a tangle, a hopeless endeavor to unravel an impossible tangle.

		Why can’t I be with you? Why don’t you want me?

		And this, the thought of having to get up and speak in there, when I was in the middle of this fall. That was what it was about. I was falling, plummeting away into an emptiness, with nothing there that could halt my descent.

		But trying to get rid of contradiction and ambiguity wouldn’t help, the fall would still be bottomless, for the Bible couldn’t ever be as tightly woven as that. And what kind of certainty would it give, if not a single question were left?

		I looked at the white snow through the window. I had so little to say, and what I had seemed so feeble, as if waiting for a hand to sweep it away.

		I wanted to keep things open.

		It was such a tiny thought, a pitiable little plough in such hard and compact soil. But behind it came the heavy machinery, steamrolling on, my whole life coming up from behind, tailgating and sounding its horn.

		That was what I wanted. It was all I wanted. It was what I was compelled to do.

		That was all.

		To keep everything open, in all its vastness.

		Not fence things in and pin them down.

		Yes, it was all I wanted.

		For it all to be vast.

		Yes, that was why I’d joined the clergy, that was why I’d gone over to theology that day in the rain, from social economics. It was the reason I’d sat down with my notepad on the little folding chair at the back of the auditorium.

		Because there was something greater.

		Something greater than what they said, greater than their systems and theories and models.

		There was more, there was so much more.

		And don’t you dare destroy it! Don’t you dare it strangle it, lessen it, kill it. Because that was what he was doing, that idiot in the classroom. How could he!

		Oh, can they not see?

		I wanted to shout, I wanted to shout with everything I had, to shout it out through the window, out into the snow, there, in that little place way out in the wilds, to shout it out so the whole world could hear me.

		Can you not see how vast it is?

		And that man in there, I ranted on with a sweep of my hand, whisky sloshing in my glass, prompting me to take another gulp, that little sputnik, didn’t he understand that everything that was difficult and odd and contradictory about the Bible had to be just that? That it had to be left impenetrable. Otherwise everything would implode and collapse around us, trapping us forever.

		I peered into my glass, what remained of its contents sliding about at the bottom, clinging almost imperceptibly to the side. I looked at the color and was reminded of lava, a hot, flowing mass, and of glass too, the fact that the glass I was holding in my hand had once been liquid, melted sand. I imagined how it might be smashed and pulverised, heated up again to become a new glass.

		But could it ever be sand again? Could it be taken back in time to its original state? Could it return to stone?

		I couldn’t be taken back in time either, to the girl I’d once been, reading voraciously and believing that eventually the vast space that surely lay beyond would open itself to me. Thinking that if only I tried hard enough, I would be admitted, that all would be good there, real life could begin, and I would be like Thumbelina, happy and content in her tulip-petal boat. If only I read and understood, and tried every door, eventually I would come to the right one. And then I could lie safely and snugly down, and would look up and know that my boat lay well in the water and floated.

		But nothing had opened itself to me.

		I had sat in Germany, at the national library, at home in my room, bent over the books, the significant formal elements, with the remnants of some long-forgotten system of logic, shining my flashlight into this other, trying to find some point of access, seeking meaning in tone, not merely in semantics, but in the way the words embraced human experience by their sound and rhythm and the images they deposited in the places they were situated. I hunted for clues. They had to be there somewhere, and whatever it was that connected us up with the great vastness beyond had to be there too.

		But I remained on the outside. No matter how much I read, how much I tried, how much I stretched myself to the utmost, I could not find my way in. I stood beneath the stockfish rack out there at the sea and felt the wind in my face.

		I’d stood in the pale sun as it slanted into the cloister.

		And later, at the door of Kristiane’s performance space.

		All through my life, its every point, this cry within me.

		Don’t say it doesn’t exist. Don’t lessen it. Don’t make it small and inconsequential. Whatever it is, whatever it might be like.

		Let it exist. Let it – be.

		

		—

		There was a knock on the door. I looked at the time. Almost an hour had passed. My cheeks were moist and my nose had been running, a dribble of mucus stuck to my lips and chin. I got to my feet and wiped my face on the towel by the sink, dabbed my eyes.

		Come in, I said.

		It was the woman in black. We exchanged greetings.

		Turi, wasn’t it?

		Yes, she replied, and you’re Liv.

		That’s right.

		She asked if I was okay, seeing as I’d gone out like that, and whether I still wanted to go for a walk, get some fresh air. There was a half-hour break before the late session.

		I felt like my head was about to explode. Was that the idea, time for the girls to air their cunts together? Because of course we had so much in common with each other, so much to talk about, those of us with cunts. Whereas that other lot in there, who’d studied exactly the same things as me, and for the same number of years, they had dicks, so obviously our thoughts and ideas, mine and the men’s, were that much further apart than ours, cunt-brains that we were, she and I.

		Oh, for goodness sake, Liv. It’s not her fault.

		No, it wasn’t her fault. I always forgot what these theological get-togethers were like. It was as if there were two different strata to them, two different planes, the men all talking on one and me trying to find a way in from the other, only never succeeding, no matter what I said or did, because they were all connected to each other on the same plane of communication, connected to each other by their dicks, on the dick plane. They would address each other, listen to each other, converse with each other. Often I’d be one of the only women there, in Germany nearly always the only one, certainly in the seminars upstairs in the corner room of the Schloss: Ja, und Liv, diese Zusammenstellung, gibt es denn keine andere Möglichkeit? Indeed, Liv, would there be any alternative to this juxtaposition?

		It was pathetic, the way they showed off to each other, their fatuous swagger, dropping references, putting forward their analyses, quoting themselves. And then they would glance around their audience, their eyes darting from one to the next to make sure everyone had got the point and was suitably impressed by their little intellectual demonstration.

		All right Liv, that’ll do.

		Yes, I’d like that, I said, and looked fleetingly out the window, my whisky glass on the sill where I’d left it, empty. I could see the wind swiping at the snow. I put my big coat on, wrapped my scarf around my neck, pulled my stocking cap down over my ears, and put my gloves on. Turi was wearing a black fur that went down to her ankles.

		That looks nice and warm, I said.

		She smiled back at me.

		We walked away from the school buildings and turned left towards the town center. There was a church there, though not the same one as at the time of the rebellion. I couldn’t see far with all the snow blowing about. The wind had really picked up all of a sudden.

		Turi talked as we went. I enjoyed listening to her, her voice was soft and pleasant, and she made a little noise now and then, prrrr, as if to illustrate what she was saying. She talked about the school where she taught, and her community work, as she called it. Apparently, the parish numbered quite a large section of conservative Laestadians.

		I thought about my own work. Preparing christenings, the cure of souls, evening prayer in the church on Wednesdays. Visiting people in their homes, teaching the confirmation candidates. I looked down at my legs and saw them walking next to Turi’s through the white snow on the road. We were so far apart, all of us. This distance there was to all things, it swallowed me up, swallowed everything. Everything kept slipping away. I couldn’t get a hold.

		The powdery snow blew into our faces. A car went past, slowly. There were some young lads inside. I saw them peer out at us, twisting around to look as they passed. One of them in the back knocked on the window and waved.

		I’d read that in the old Sami ancestral cult the child inherited not only the name of someone in their family, a relative or ancestor, but also the properties of that person. So if the child became ill, or was particularly unsettled in some way, it could be because the name was wrong, in which case it would be changed. This applied to adults too, it said. It happened that some people changed their names up to three or four times, even as late as in their seventies. How tangible the language then, that the word had so much substance, an effect.

		Turi pulled up her coat sleeve with her gloved hand to look at her watch.

		Best be getting back, she said. The next speaker’s the pastor for an island fishing community in our neighboring district.

		She looked at me from under her big knitted hat. Her glasses were covered in snow. I supposed she could hardly see out.

		I don’t know, she then said, and stopped.

		I probably shouldn’t mention it, but I think you ought to know. He sent a letter out to all the others saying they should refuse to come because of you.

		I stared at her.

		You know, female priests and all.

		We looked at each other, and then we began to laugh.

		

		—

		When we came through the foyer, they were closing the door of the conference room where the talk was to be held.

		Hey, I called out. Wait for us.

		We scurried along the corridor. Turi’s coat flapped open, and I could see that her hat was white with snow. Mine was too, probably. I took it off and beat it against my thigh a couple of times. We went inside. The room was warm.

		The others looked up at us, and I looked at the man standing at the front who was about to speak. He was short and thin and wore a red sweater with a collar. His hair was grey and parted at the side. He looked at me and appeared to be angry. I smiled at him, found a place to sit and took off my coat and scarf, draping them over the back of a vacant chair. I sat down, picked up the pen from the desk in front of me, and fixed my eyes on him.

		He started talking, about some new church legislation. It wasn’t clear to me what he was trying to say, but he went on at length about gender and homosexuals and the Sami. It was all very disjointed and embarrassing. He tried to lend force to his arguments by wagging his skinny little index finger, referencing passages of the Bible. He could just as well have been speaking a different language, referring to a completely different book.

		It wasn’t actually women that he was against, I found myself thinking, and it wasn’t homosexuals either, or joyful expression. No, his anger had to do with something else, it was something else he was struggling with, perhaps something specific to his parish, his wife even, or something that was inside him, something longstanding, a humiliation he’d once experienced, the mark it had left.

		He stepped up to where I was sitting and stood in front of me. He’d worked himself up now and looked like he was seething. His cheeks were flushed, blooming red.

		And you, he said, what God-given authority is yours? What is it that makes you suppose that things have changed, that the words of Paul the Apostle no longer apply?

		He glared at me.

		But his anger passed over my head, it was as if it couldn’t get through to me. It felt like it didn’t concern me, that it was too remote. There was no point in answering him.

		He stood there, directly in front of me, and I looked him in the eye. Because in a way he was right. The words were there. The words of Paul, of Mark, of Matthew and John. Of Jeremiah, Psalms, the Book of Job.

		The words are there, where they’ve always been, I thought to myself.

		And so what.

		I said nothing.

		The room was quite silent, then someone cleared their throat, another coughed. In fact, they couldn’t stop, and eventually had to get up and fetch a glass of water from the tap behind me. People shifted uncomfortably on their chairs. Something gave. The moderator got to his feet and announced a five-minute break, there was coffee in the corridor, and after that there’d be another talk.

		The others rose, a scraping of chairs against the floor. But there was no floor. If I stood up and took a step, I’d fall, plummet and fall.

		The men filed towards the door, slowing momentarily to allow those in front to pass through, into the corridor, out of the plane, onto the train. They went through the door and it was the gangway of a ship that closed behind them, and they sailed away.

		I looked at my hands, placed on the sheet of paper on the desk in front of me. I felt cold, and thought about the hands of the Virgin Mary in a painting I’d seen, the infant Jesus lay in her arms, but she wasn’t holding him at all, it was as if the child had been placed in the crook of her arms independently of her, glued on, and her hands lay in her lap the way mine were now, empty, palms facing upwards.

		I looked outside. The wind was still blowing, everything was white out there and it seemed as if the snow was coming not only from above, but also from below, tossed about in all directions, with no apparent source.

		Kristiane had considered all theology to be nonsense. A regressive yearning, she called it, and looked at me with a smile. We were in my room and she was standing at my desk, looking at my books.

		The break came to an end, and the men filed back in from the corridor. I’d put my coat on. Turi came over with a cup of coffee. You look like you could do with something warm inside you, she said, and I smiled and thanked her.

		It had felt like a let-down. Not Kristiane thinking theology was nonsense, because I often thought that myself. It was a system, a framework, by no means perfect, not the be-all and end-all by any stretch of the imagination. But what made theology important was that it addressed the idea that there was something more, something that wasn’t a system, something we couldn’t grasp. It pointed to this other, and offered a space in which it could be investigated. But then she’d come and wanted to pin it down and capture it, to force God back inside me, into the wriggling baby I’d once been. She wanted to destroy it. She stood there with that smile on her face, wanting to crush it, to crumble it between her fingers and say it didn’t exist.

		We’d come to the topic of the neo-religious movements. A man with golden curls, dressed in black denims, stood ready to speak. He wasn’t one of the delegates, but had been invited to come and talk. He introduced himself, apparently he worked part-time in the local authority’s psychiatric services, and alongside that he ran a center for inner growth and personal development.

		He told us we had to find our inner being before we could find God. Who will open the door to Jesus, if there’s no one in, he asked. If you can’t say, Here I am. Here I am, come to me. In order to forget the self, we need first to discover ourselves. Until we do, there is no self to forget.

		I’ve forgotten how we moved on from that day in my room. I suppose I just told myself she didn’t understand. That she had no way of knowing. But her smile said something else. I remember her small, irregular teeth become visible for a moment, the dark cavity of her mouth, the abrupt darkness that came to her eyes. And I stood there, in the middle, caught between her words and her smile. For why had she smiled like that, if she hadn’t understood? Her smile said she knew. That was what it felt like. She knew she was trying to destroy something. And yet somehow we moved on.

		

		—

		I was looking at him, the psychiatrist with the curly hair, but I wasn’t listening. He seemed more interested in being enthusiastic than in what he was actually saying. As if he were watching his own performance, and it was obvious that he was pleased by it.

		The wind was so strong now I could hear it howl as it whipped around the corners of the building.

		The weather, its constant shifts and turns, could seem appealing when you heard or read about it, in photographs or on TV. But reality was another matter. The snow stayed on the ground. The air was so cold. The wind kept blowing. The darkness was so dark, and went on for so long.

		It had been a long time since I’d done any running, though I’d been skiing a fair bit. There was a floodlit loop up where the plain began, behind the town. The lights were far apart, and sometimes I had my work cut out to reach the next one before the one behind me went out.

		If the sky was clear when you came in over the fjord by plane, you’d see the lights of the loop from above. They seemed so close together from up there, as if there were no distance between them at all. They formed a circle, a shimmering, shining ring. A halo, I’d once thought.

		We need to reach out, lower the bar, I heard someone say. We need a church for the people, with room for every emotion. A church not just for the high festivals, but for everyday life.

		Laughter, another said. The church needs more laughter. It’s as simple as that.

		The man from the center for inner growth talked about how many people joined them in what they had to offer, the various courses they provided. They ran everything, from Neopagan naming ceremonies and other such rites, to rebirthing groups and mutual therapy within a spiritual framework.

		So many people come to us, he said, so many people in search of something more holistic, a more complete way of life. He said he and his team had lots of ideas about how they could create synergies with the church.

		He referenced shamanism in the Sami culture, saying how natural it was to synergize with each other in an area of the country such as this. There’s already a religiousness here, he said, it’s integrated into the culture. We need to confront it head-on, he said, we need to reply to it, to enter into dialogue with it. This was true of all peoples, he went on, and of each and every one of us who claims faith. The challenge consists in drawing as large a circle as possible while still remaining true to our beliefs. We want to make sure that no one gets left out.

		His sentence hacked into my thoughts.

		We want to make sure that no one gets left out.

		I looked at the sorry little man who was against female priests. He seemed to be in pain just listening to what the psychiatrist was saying, as if each and every word were a stinging slap delivered to his cheek. He bloomed red, his throat streaked.

		And what about me, what about my own rebellion against this, where had that got to? Was it the whisky keeping it down?

		Glowing torches in the darkness of night, the sound of the sleds, pulled by the reindeer through the snow, to the church at this place, in 1852.

		I looked out the window. Perhaps they were on their way once more. Or were they here already, waiting outside? Yes, they were in the snow that blew in the air, particles that permeated through the cracks, into the room where we sat. They had traveled through time, or else time had stood still. Something in time was always of another time, immutable.

		Therefore, in the climate such as it exists in the community at present, it is my considered opinion that we must make it required of any person wishing to participate in the Eucharist, that such person present themselves before the Pastor and account for his or her conception of the Sacrament and to what end they seek it, and that the matter of whether the person in question shall be admitted or otherwise shall then be dependent upon what the Pastor learns in such instance. They shall no more exclude a person who harbors longing for union with the Lord, no matter that such longing be less than clearly understood, than they shall allow that His precious gifts be received to cloak ignoble faithlessness or bolster the shameless and un-Christian teachings of fanatics. To the extent that we here act under the guidance of God’s Spirit, our line of procedure in this highly important matter will attract great attention and go a long way towards opening the eyes of the multitude to the Truth.

		The psychiatrist passed along the row of desks inside the horseshoe, handing out an information folder. The front showed a meadow of flowers, with some wordings about the center inserted into the photo.

		The guidance of God’s Spirit.

		I studied him as he went. His neck was rather stooping, and it made him look like he was hiding from something.

		I found myself thinking about the unclean woman who had come up behind Jesus in the crowd and touched his cloak, and Jesus who had turned around and asked who had touched him, for he had felt a power go out of him. She had thought it would heal her just to touch him, and it had.

		I shook my head. Listening to all that had been spouted had done my brain in, my thoughts were all over the place.

		

		—

		I lay on the bed in my little room, in the warm, dry air from the heater, lay with my eyes closed, and tried to sleep. And among the thoughts that turned in my head was this one: I will never find my way. It will always, always be like this. Blind, dumb, still.

		I couldn’t breathe, suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I sat up, and my throat felt so constricted, as if not enough air could get through, and I couldn’t think of anything else but to speak to myself, to tell myself over and over again: Relax, breathe easily, breathe in slowly, slowly slowly slowly.

		I’m not sure how long it lasted. When it passed, I lay down again. I looked at the faint lines on the ceiling. From somewhere, light was coming in through the translucent parts of the patterned curtains. The lines were the poles of a fish-drying rack, the rungs of the stockfish rack out at the fjord. I was lying in bed, yet standing beneath it looking up, scaling its side to look down on the girl in the frozen grass. And then she was gone, I was looking down and it was me lying there, among the frozen tufts of grass, in the snow and wind.

		

		—

		
			That’s basement rock you can see exposed here on the plain, I said to Turi. She looked out across the snow, the white expanse, and it was the lunchbreak, everything was still, there was no sun, everything was white and still. The landscape, its shallow depressions, stretching out as far as I could see, here and there black ribbons of scrub, stunted trees, dark scribbles in all the luminous white. The sub-Cambrian peneplain, I said to Turi. The same words he had said.

		We’d been to the silversmith’s workshop. Turi had bought some brooches that were like a stylized midnight sun. She was going to give them away as presents to friends and relatives who came to visit her family in the summer. She’d also bought some small silver rings for her nieces in the southwest.

		I’d thought about getting a komsekule. They’d been hanging on display from a twig of birch. A komsekule was a shiny little ball the Sami would traditionally have dangle above the komse, the cradle in which the child would sleep, which in turn would hang from the ceiling of the hut or tent. The little ball, the komsekule, would protect the child from evil spirits while it slept. I’d felt the heat from the powerful little light bulb that had illuminated the display, a searing sensation of heat against my cheek.

		We walked on and looked at the new Sami parliament. It was Turi’s idea, she said it had been given a prize for its architecture. A large number of cars were parked outside, but there was no one about. The brightly colored flag with its circle motif hung on high.

		We passed the church where the seminar would be formally concluded on the Thursday. The old church that had stood on the site at the time of the uprising had been burnt down by the the retreating Germans at the end of the war. The new church was surrounded by trees, the tallest trees in the whole community – tall, straight, mottled birch.

		Sometimes I wished that churches had glass walls at the rear instead of the altarpiece, so the gazes of those who were there, instead of stopping at the altar, could continue through the glass wall to what was outside and beyond. The way the language was supposed to be as well, the words of the sermon, no more than a transparent membrane.

		The snow creaked under our boots. The air was a lot colder than on the coast where I lived. Someone came past on a kick-sledge. I heard them coming from behind, the brisk sound of the runners in the compressed snow on the road. It was two girls, eleven or twelve years old, wearing skirts over their snow pants. They didn’t look at us, and said nothing to each other, but were looking straight ahead. Perhaps it was their only chance in months, to show off a skirt outside.

		At other times it was good that there was a wall at the rear of the church, behind the chancel, behind the altar. That there was something there that was closed.

		We walked back up the driveway of the school to the dorms. I wondered if the place had been built during the time in which the wave of Norwegianization had been so strong, after the war too, when the Norwegian language was seen as a means of bringing people together, of integrating the people here into Norwegian culture and society. They had even given out free copies of the popular weekly magazines that people read, to that same end.

		The priest who’d been here during the rebellion wasn’t actually a cleric at all, but a philologist, documenting the Sami language and translating parts of the Bible. This too had been a part of the government’s strategy to bring the two peoples together, turning the Sami into Norwegian taxpayers, allowing Norway to claim the land as its own.

		And now we were there, taking part in a religious seminar. Our host, the local pastor, had referenced the history in his introductory speech, dwelling on the rebellion and saying that our gathering was being held in the spirit of reconciliation. Not with the wider community, who perhaps were unaware of those past events, but with ourselves, he said, the Church. Our looking inwards in reconciliation would have a profound impact on our outwardly directed work in the parishes on our return.

		We went up to the entrance. Turi pulled the door open. I didn’t move.

		Aren’t you coming in?

		I shook my head.

		There’s something I need to do, I told her. I’ll see you later. She nodded and smiled, lifting her hand in a little wave as she went in.

		What was it that I needed to do? I didn’t know exactly, but that was how it felt, that there was something I needed to do before leaving. Perhaps it was why I’d come. All those hours in the car. My senior pastor had been looking forward to it, he enjoyed these things, time spent with colleagues and so on, but I’d asked if I could go this time instead, in view of where it was being held.

		How could the Pastor preach of Peace, when Christ himself says: I came not to send Peace?

		In the wake of an evening service one Sunday in January, nearly a whole year before the rebellion, they accused the pastor on four counts: of preaching false doctrine against the clear and express words of the Scripture. Of failing to properly discharge his duties as priest and director of souls. Of wandering in darkness and ignorance. And, consequently, of failing to command the respect and humility normally accorded to a person of his position and age even by persons of youth.

		This he put in a letter to the bishop, reporting them, the Sami gathering, for repeatedly scorning him in public.

		I came not to send peace, but a sword, the Bible said. I am come to set a man at variance with his father.

		But the pastor had not come on such an errand. He raised not a sword, but his stick, and had beaten them away with it.

		I wondered what my sword might be. What had I come here to do?

		I turned and went back to the road that led through the town, heading left, following it down to the river. Both the pastor’s residence and the merchant’s house had been situated on the little rise on the eastern side of the river. The merchant’s yard had been quite substantial, housing several warehouses, with timber and goods, provisions. There were no old houses there now, no heavy timbered structures to be seen. It was the same as in my own town on the coast, by the fjord, where the Germans had razed everything to the ground. A path led off into the snow between a scattering of homes. I followed it, realizing it to be a snowmobile track, the snow compressed into a hard surface.

		After a bit, the ground fell away to a wide bend in the river. I went out onto the snow-covered ice. Everything was still. The odd car on the road, but apart from that completely still, the open landscape all around, its sweeping, horizontal lines. I lay down on my back and stared up. The light was so bright. I closed my eyes, the snow creaking as I settled my head.

		And then I heard a hum of voices in the distance. I’d read about names in the Sami tradition, that besides having a word bestowed on them for a name they were often given a brief snatch of melody too, their own personal joik, whose particular tone and clang said something about the person they belonged to, his or her character. But language can be like that too, I thought, in a different way, yet similar nonetheless, language as melody and clang, if only we listen to that side of it too, when we talk to each other, when we read. The part of it that is more.

		The sound came closer. I opened my eyes. Above me, the sky was white, the heavens were white. Was I in heaven? Was the sound I heard a heavenly host that was approaching? I lifted my head and looked around me. A bit further away, a procession came trudging through the snow, following the bend in the river, from where the new Sami parliament was. Men and women in Sami tunics, the wind tugging at the shawls they wore over their shoulders, the men with knives in their belts, the light gleaming in silver buckles and brooches. They were singing.

		I lay down again. I hadn’t been drinking. Was I asleep? I closed my eyes, but it was still there, their song, it sounded like a joik. I sat up and watched the procession veer away from the river and continue up the long slope of the bank. They were many in number, fifty or sixty at least. A woman with a TV camera on her shoulder backed up the slope ahead of them as she filmed. When she got to the top, she raised her hand, prompting them to halt, and the procession paused there, on that gentle slope, above the bend in the river. She panned across the landscape, and I could see what a good place it was for such a shot, the procession snaking down the slope, the meandering river, the new parliament building in the background, and behind it all, behind the little town, the great, open plain.

		

		—

		
			A panel of flashing lights on the wall just inside the door made me pause. I stood for a second and looked into the room, rubbing my hands, my cheeks stiff from the cold. It was a new place, Maja had shown me a picture of it in a magazine. A new build incorporating elements harking back in time. Seen from the road, it looked like a gamme, clad with turf, with an arching roof. Turi and I had walked past it that day, it wasn’t far from the parliament building. There’d been another photo in the magazine, taken from a different angle, from the river, I now realized, for there was the big window, the steel, bright colours.

		A flame was burning in a big cast-iron vessel in the middle of the floor, as in a lavvo, the conical tents the Sami traditionally used in the summer. Along the wall on the left, below the high-set windows, was a row of computer stations with bar stools in front of them, for the place was an internet café too. There were a couple of people at the terminals. And straight ahead, the big glass panes facing the river.

		The landscape wasn’t visible in the dark, only the bare contours, the inkling of it, in the light that streamed from inside. In the summer, I imagined the windows could be drawn aside, allowing you to walk right out, but now they were closed. I saw the snow being blown about. I saw myself in the snow, as if I were standing outside in the wind looking in. Against the darkness, the windows were mirrors.

		I went up to the bar and ordered a drink. The music was loud and contained a particular, undulating tone that kept shifting up and down at long intervals, underpinned by a steady, thudding beat that was faster. It was the same music that Maja listened to. I got my drink, paid, and remained standing at the bar.

		

		—

		After the evening meal, they held devotions in the lounge, where there was an open fire. The devotions were dialogical, two pastors in conversation, taking a passage of the Bible as their point of departure. I didn’t listen, and when my mind went back to it, their voices dissolved into music, a single, drifting tone, up and then down.

		Then there were prayers. We’d sat on the sofas that were backed up against the wall, bowed our heads and folded our hands. One of the pastors who had conducted devotions led us. We prayed for fruitful discussions the following day, and for peace.

		After that, there was coffee, tea, and cake. A woman came in and laid everything out for us, a small, round, bandy-legged woman. She reminded me of the mother of the girl who had committed suicide, and I thought about the kitchen in their house, the strip lighting, the reflection in the window facing the fjord, the cakes she’d baked, as if the cake we were having now had been one of hers.

		The meeting broke up. At one table they were talking football. Turi was tired. She was pregnant, she’d told me, though it was too early yet to be showing. She went to bed.

		I stood in front of the fire, putting my hands out towards its heat, watching the logs as they burned. The flame looked like it came from inside the wood. After a bit, I went out into the corridor and put my coat on, my scarf and my hat, then went outside into the darkness, walked along the road beneath the street lamps in the snow, walked until I came to the bar.

		There was a TV screen above the counter. I looked up and saw a close-up of a Sami tunic, a blue Four-Winds hat, the face of a man. It looked like he was singing a joik, his mouth rounding, his eyes swiveling in their sockets. But the sound was turned down. Then came the images of the procession I’d witnessed at the river earlier in the day. It was a fine camera shot, the way she’d panned across from above. The landscape looked even emptier on the screen. Was it a music video? I’d always supposed it took a long time to produce that sort of thing, but I’d seen them filming myself only a few hours before. It seemed simple and amateurish, no fancy angles, just straightforward filming. Maybe that was what they were meant to be like now.

		I finished my drink and ordered another. The girl behind the bar was young, with fair, almost white, hair and bright eyes.

		There you go, she said as she put the glass down in front of me.

		I gulped down a mouthful, then pointed to the TV screen behind her. The man in the hat was in close-up again, only this time it looked like he was talking. Perhaps he was rapping. He looked angry, but his words were lost. All I could hear was the loud, swirling electronic music that was now playing in the bar.

		I leaned forward and asked if she knew what the band on the TV was called, whether they were from here, and if they were any good. She looked at me and shook her head.

		What do you think this is? Samiland?

		How do you mean? I said.

		That’s the local news program. It’s a report about a demonstration, she said.

		She picked up the remote from beside the sink behind her and switched the TV off. The screen went dark.

		But you obviously don’t deserve to watch it.

		What was the demonstration about, I asked.

		The new law, she said.

		I knew about it, but said nothing. Nodded and listened.

		The regional authority is working on a new piece of legislation. If it gets passed in its present form, it’ll mean giving up our natural rights to the fish, the berries, the water, the land. What they’re proposing is a free-for-all, with no consideration for our way of life, our history, and traditions.

		She talked as if it were something she’d learned by heart, or as if she were reading a pamphlet out loud.

		It’s the final colonization, total annihilation. There’ll be no difference between us anymore, she said, nothing to set us apart.

		She wheeled around and turned her back on me, clearing away glasses with angry movements.

		She had the kind of Sami accent that makes every word clear and enunciated, as if the words of the Norwegian language were diagrams that had to be followed in their every detail, like small children being led by the hand.

		I turned away from the counter and stood with my glass. There wasn’t much left in it. I tipped my head back and drank up.

		There was hardly anyone else in the room. We were inside a spaceship. Soon it would detach itself, to hover a moment above the hill, before disappearing vertically into the firmament. The scorch mark on the ground would quickly be obliterated by snow, and by tomorrow no one would be able to see that anything remarkable had happened at all, no one would miss the building, nor any of us either. We would be gone.

		

		—

		
			On my way back to the dorm, I heard bells in the distance. I made sure my scarf was covering the collar of my coat, so as not to leave my neck exposed to the wind. Here they come, I thought to myself, they’re coming back now, the procession from the fell. Bells tinkling and clanging, far away in the wind and snow, slow and measured. Their sound came closer. Something flashed orange, and I turned. It was the snow plough, with chains on its wheels. It made such a terrible racket as it went past.

		

		—

		I lay in bed listening to all the voices, or perhaps it was the wind rushing through my head. Then I was driving, trees flashing past, tall, thin birch trees one after another in the disintegrating snow, grey-white, grey, the road coming towards me, then sweeping away under the vehicle. I was dropping off, and suddenly I felt myself smile. It was as if I’d driven into a secret. Like reaching the crest of a hill and being able to see for miles, a great, wide-open landscape stretching out to all sides, and then continuing, descending into it, entering it. I asked myself what it was. I didn’t know. There was no reason or explanation, only a feeling of warmth in my chest, in my body, a circle of warmth and happiness inside me somewhere.

		

		—

		
			I was floating slowly upwards through water, passing among the leaves of a tall tree. Was the tree under the water? It was a very big tree, like the ones in Germany. I was in Germany, rising upwards towards the light, the air, only then I woke up and stared into the room, the faint light falling in from outside, hearing the sound of my phone. That was what had woken me up. My phone was ringing.

		I switched the bedside light on and rummaged for it in my bag. I’d forgotten to switch it off, completely forgotten. I answered, and it was Nanna.

		Maja, she said. Maja. There was a silence, and then I heard her draw in breath, as if she’d run out of air altogether, as if saying Maja’s name had used it all up.

		Do you need me to come?

		Yes, Nanna whispered back. Please. It’s Maja, she said. She’s cut herself and there’s blood everywhere. My lovely girl.

		Are you at home?

		No, out at the house. They’re sending a helicopter.

		I’ll get going straight away, I said. I’m on my way. I’ll have the phone on the seat beside me. Ring, if you need to, just ring.

		Yes, said Nanna.

		Her hands are so small, she said, so small and cold. I’ve tied a tourniquet, but the blood keeps coming, it’s everywhere and I can’t stop it.

		I heard her breathe as if she were freezing cold, as if her teeth were chattering.

		I can’t stop it, she said again. I can’t stop it.

		I started getting my things together, stuffing them into the backpack, the phone clamped between my ear and shoulder.

		Yes, I kept saying. Yes.

		They’re here now, she said.

		I assumed she meant the helicopter, and then I heard it too, I could picture it there, in the darkness over the fjord, the beam of its lights flattening into a circle as it landed, illuminating the inky waves, the snow swept aside, the chopping of the rotor blades, rescuers jumping out with a stretcher, stooping as they ran towards the house, in my mind’s eye, all in the space of a second.

		And then everything went quiet. Nanna had hung up.

		I left the key in the door of my room and lugged my backpack out to the car. It was just past three in the morning. It was a five-hour drive back to town, and another hour from there to the house. I dumped the backpack on the back seat. I was trying to hurry, but everything went so slowly, as if nothing hung together and everything could only slip through my hands. I gripped the car key so as not to lose it in the snow, opened the door and got in, turned the ignition and reversed. I looked back at the parking lot, its vehicles covered in snow, the lamp post shining down, and it felt as if there were no more people there at all and I was the last to leave.

		I turned onto the road. There was no traffic. I passed the church and the smattering of houses on each side, each with its little flight of steps leading up to the front door, where an outdoor lamp shone into the night. Cars were parked outside them, snowmobiles and kicksleds.

		And then they were behind me too. The road led over a short rise and then on, away from the town. I saw the line of light from the street lamps, I saw it in the mirror, an undulating ribbon of light there behind me, before my eyes returned to the road ahead, which was lit up by the main beam, and I picked up speed, the heater on full.

		I tried to think about what I was thinking about. My thoughts wouldn’t stick. I visualized Maja lying smeared with blood, and everything was totally white, as white as a sterile bathroom in too strong a light, the floor red with blood, the walls. But I couldn’t see Maja. All I could see was Kristiane, in that misty little dell in the woods, her body on its side, in the rotting leaves. How awkwardly she lay. I hadn’t seen her, and knew only what her daughter had told me. But still I saw her, quite clearly. Her strong, slender hand that had held the pistol to her temple and pulled the trigger.

		And then there was the road ahead of the car, as if the white road ahead were telling me something that went too quickly for me to catch. It just kept coming towards me and sweeping away under the car as I drove. As if the road were actually talking to me as it were coming towards me, speaking, shouting at me, only I couldn’t hear what it was saying.

		What did she want with all those whistles? Someone in the car had posed the question, in the dream I’d been having before Nanna’s call. The dream was connected with the one I’d had about the house in the fishing village, at least it felt like it was. I’d been in the same tunnel, we’d been driving the same car, and one of the others had looked out the window at the other side of the road and had seen a pile of whistles, little shiny whistles piled up at the side of the road, and that person had asked what she wanted them all for. And I knew they were Kristiane’s whistles, I knew it even though I’d never seen more than one. What were they doing in the tunnel, why were they there?

		My head felt thin and flat, without any room inside it, only a thin little plate, and my thoughts were just scratches on that plate, images on a screen, and every time I blinked they changed and a new image appeared.

		I saw the great expanse of the plain stretching out to all sides, the long, uninterrupted view as the car came to the top of a rise and the headlights lit up the darkness far into the distance. It was as if I were sweeping a searchlight over history, a history that had frozen and been lying there, still and immovable. As if everything in it could melt and be brought to life at the same time. Maja, Kristiane. The rebellion.

		As if everything was now.

		As if they were coming, on their sleds, from somewhere out there, torches in the snow. Or had they extinguished them and were coming in darkness? Silently, whooshing and swishing their way through the crusty snow. Or perhaps the leading animal had been equipped with bells? Perhaps they had sung or called out to each other as they raced along. Were there children among them? What was it like to be there?

		What is it like to be here, I asked myself. I didn’t know. It was as if the person I was asking wasn’t anywhere at all, though there was no anxiety about it, only a sense of quiet emptiness. Of being in a place that was not desolate, only deserted. Like with the journey I was making in the car, in the darkness and snow. Maja was there somewhere, with people around her now, tubes and instruments, sounds and light.

		There was a remoteness between everyone, everywhere. I sat there in the car, driving as fast as I could. But it was no help. It was the same with Maja out there in the house, the wind wrapping itself around the house out there. The sea, the seaweed. Nanna with her phone in her hand, me with mine at the other end, only we couldn’t reach, there was an emptiness in between. As if we were running and running towards each other in the darkness, but couldn’t get there in time. All we could do was run, and continue to run. Continue to drive, sweep through the bends, change gear, breathe in, breathe out. Kristiane’s distorted face screaming at me. No, she never did that. I was the one who screamed. She was calm. She smiled a bit, laughed to begin with, then became quite calm, aloof almost, her face oddly one-dimensional, as if she was bored. As if what I was saying didn’t matter. Was that why I’d screamed? As if I didn’t mean anything to her at all. As if nothing meant anything to her, nothing and nobody. Was that what I’d said?

		There was a hill before the road led down to the bridge over the river, the place where I’d stopped at the restaurant. I pulled into a rest stop where the snow had been cleared and stopped the engine. It was seven o’clock. I got out of the car. My legs were so stiff they trembled. The landscape undulated on, rises and hollows, towards the mouth of the river far in the distance. I could see it from where I was standing. It was getting light, a pink band ribboned the horizon where the river ran out into the sea, and it was as if everything, the river, the wide valley, the fells, converged in that single point.

		I bent my legs, reached my arms above my head, stretched my back. Nanna hadn’t rung. I didn’t know whether to call her. Yes, I would. I opened the car door and leaned inside for the phone on the passenger seat. It was cold, and I shivered, but I stood outside and waited for the connection. When I got through, it was her voicemail. She’d turned her phone off.

		Abruptly, it felt like something had come to an end. There was no longer a connection. It was as if I’d been driving towards the town along an unbroken line, a wire. But now the wire was broken, it had deteriorated and crumbled away. Like a stick of birchwood in a bog on the fell. You step on it so as to have something firm under your feet, only it isn’t firm at all. It doesn’t break, but yields, gives way. Crusty snow that’s suddenly soft and deep.

		And that point in the distance, it wasn’t there anymore. The light had shifted, risen, and now there was light everywhere.

		I got back in the car and drove down to the bridge. The parking lot in front of the restaurant was empty. I swung past it, out onto the bridge, the concrete anchorage straight ahead, hard and real, straight ahead of me. At the other side, I turned right, and the road went up a little hill before leading down and flattening out. At the point where it carried on to Finland, I turned off to the left, away from the river, past the cluster of small brown huts. There was no one there either, just a dog sniffing around. I stared ahead as the road rose again. I crossed the fell, and the fjord came into view. It wasn’t far then.

		

		—

		
			I followed the line of the fjord, in and out. It was as if every deviation from straight road, every winding bend, every detail, right down to the grass underneath the snow at the verge, the seaweed at the shore, could be felt inside the body. A density, a weight. A tickling sensation in the stomach. As if every sweep through every curve was deposited within me.

		First I saw the church on the spit, and after a moment the grey house too. I drove past.

		Kristiane smiled at me.

		How lucky you are.

		We’d been sitting on the mattress in her glass house, drinking wine. It was late. She’d done a show, a lot of people had come, and it had been a joy to watch, even though once again I couldn’t help thinking that what she was doing was too easy. It was all very good, impeccably done, and clever as well, but it was too easy. It felt like it didn’t go deep enough, as if she wasn’t even trying to get to what was important and difficult, dodging and sidestepping the whole time, and I found this troubling. But I was still unsure about it, and didn’t really know what to say. She must have sensed something, that I was holding back.

		How lucky you are, Liv.

		And I didn’t get what she meant, why she said that, instead of saying something else. It was a kind thing to say. But it wasn’t kindly meant. It was as if she meant the opposite. That’s what it felt like, but still I didn’t get it. It wasn’t true either. How was I supposed to be lucky? I didn’t feel like that at all. It was as if she were turning everything on its head, all the things I’d confided to her and despaired over, my studies, my research, me, everything I was and did, that seemed so hopeless to me, turning it all on its head by saying what she said, that I was lucky, turning it on its head, and emptying out the meaning. It was as if what I felt didn’t matter.

		I’d stared at her, the smile on her face, not getting what she meant at all. Why was she sweeping me aside like that, to a place where I was all on my own?

		Had I ever been lucky? Had anything ever just come to me? No, and yet somehow it seemed I was supposed to be grateful. Grateful for what?

		And even now, a year later, I still couldn’t understand why it hurt so much, the accusation that lay in her words that day. Why did it get to me? I couldn’t work it out.

		I pulled in at the side of the road outside the pastor’s residence. It looked so unfamiliar. I sat for a bit in the car. People were up and about now in the streets, kids on their way to the school next door. I shivered, though it was warm in the car. I didn’t know where to go, whether I should go inside or drive out to Nanna’s house, to the hospital, or the church. I tried her number, but all I got was her voicemail again.

		I looked down the slope at the house. The curtains were drawn in Maja’s room, and although it was light outside I could see the lamp was on, its red glow through the curtain fabric.

		I should have driven straight to the hospital, I told myself. But I got out of the car and walked down to the house. It felt like the wind hugged the ground as it swept along. The path and the front step were slippery. There’d been a thaw, and then frost again.

		The door wasn’t locked. I went into the hall and was about to go upstairs when the door of Nanna’s flat opened. It was Lillen. She was standing in her nightdress, her fair hair sticking up at the front and back, disarrayed by sleep.

		Hi, I said.

		I hadn’t given Lillen a thought. She didn’t say anything.

		Is Mommy in, I asked.

		She shook her head.

		Who’s looking after you then?

		She didn’t answer. We stood quietly for a moment. I wondered if she might be cold, it was chilly in the hall and her legs were bare.

		Are you on your own? I asked.

		She nodded slowly.

		Can I come in?

		She opened the door for me and I went inside, closing it behind me. The flat was warm, at least.

		We went into the kitchen. It hadn’t been tidied up the way it usually was. I asked if she’d been awake long. She shook her head, then climbed up onto the chair by the window, where she kneeled, elbows on the windowsill, and looked out.

		Where’s my mommy? she asked.

		I think someone needed her help and she had to hurry out, I said.

		I switched the light on over the countertop, and the one above the stove.

		Do you want some cocoa?

		Yes, she said, a little burst of joy.

		She gazed out through the window, and then suddenly she laughed. I turned around. It was something she’d seen outside, and I went over to see what it was. It was a chocolate wrapper, the wind tossing it about, scribbling in the air with it. And I thought about Kristiane again, as if the patterns drawn by the chocolate wrapper being blown around like that were a memory, or a message of some sort. But about what?

		I went back to the cooking area and got a saucepan out, some milk and sugar, the cocoa.

		Lillen wanted to stir, she told me.

		I pulled a chair up to the stove for her. She kneeled upright on it, and began to stir the milk with a whisk. I stood beside her, and together we watched how gradually the white and brown blended together, dissolving into the same color. I could smell her, the softness of her so close, her hair a dull sheen.

		We ate bread with slices of salami. I lit a candle. Outside was a dismal grey. We hardly talked, but sat across the table from each other with the candle between us, the jug of cocoa, the basket of bread. We ate the bread and drank our cocoa, and my head was filled with images and nothing more, images undeveloped into thoughts, images I simply watched as they drifted by.

		

		—

		Nanna phoned while Lillen was getting dressed. I’d found some clothes for her to put on, on the chair in her room, neatly folded from the day before. I’d thought I would take her to nursery school and then go on to the hospital.

		Nanna burst into tears when I picked up the phone.

		You’re there, she sobbed. Oh, thank goodness you’re there. I forgot Lillen, I forgot all about her. How could I forget her like that?

		Everything’s fine, I said. It’s all in hand here.

		But it’s not fine, she said. It’s not fine at all, I can’t do a thing right. I can’t even look after my children. They slip away from me. I can’t hold onto them. First one, then the other. They’re here and there, and I’m nowhere. Everything’s coming apart. I can’t cope, I don’t have the strength. I can’t manage anymore.

		I’ve been trying to phone, I said. How is she?

		Her reply was a tiny peep, a thin etching of sound. It was all she said. I could see her in my mind’s eye, her compact little frame collapsing on itself. Her voice sounded like it was riddled with holes.

		I’m taking Lillen to nursery school, I said. And then I’ll be right over. I take it you’re at the hospital?

		Yes, she replied feebly.

		I’ll be there as quickly as I can.

		

		—

		Are we going in the car to nursery school, Lillen asked. Yes, I said. Can I sit in the front? Yes, I said. You’re saying yes to everything today, she said. Yes. I said. And we looked at each other and smiled.

		

		—

		The hospital entrance doors were so heavy. I went over to a reception hatch where a woman sat in a white coat. I asked what ward Maja was on. She checked her screen. I realized my armpits were moist with perspiration, new sweat and old. I wanted to lie down on the floor, to lie down and stretch out on the floor.

		She found the name, pointing a finger at the screen to tell me Maja was in intensive care on the fourth floor. She indicated the lifts. I walked over and pressed the button. The panel above the door told me what floor the lift was on. I could see it had stopped on the second, and heard someone manoeuver a rattling trolley inside. There were fingermarks on the brushed steel of the door.

		What on earth had they been thinking, putting an intensive care unit on the fourth floor? Making people wait all those seconds, minutes perhaps, for a lift to come. It wasn’t logical. I felt an urge to kick the door, to yell and scream that whoever was in the lift up there should get their backsides into gear and find out whether they were coming or going, instead of holding everyone up. But of course I didn’t. I glanced around in search of a staircase, and when my eyes found the sign on a door, I strode over and hurried up the stairs, noticing as I went the tiny little stones that were encased in the concrete, red, white, and green stones, quite immovable. I took the stairs two at a time. Some people came the other way, and I hugged the wall to make room, squeezing past and continuing upwards.

		As if it mattered all of a sudden whether I got there a second sooner or later. As if it mattered.

		As if Maja would get well on that account, as if I could leap back in time if only I ran fast enough, back into the woods that day, into the mist, into the trees, to dash the pistol from her hand and hold her in a tight embrace.

		There was an IV stand with a blood bag on it beside her bed, a tube in her arm. Nanna was standing with her back to the bed, staring out the window.

		I lingered a second at the door. It was so still in there.

		I looked at Maja, her face with its shiny studs, as if the studs were just resting on her skin. As if plucking them would bring her back to life again. Why did I think that? She was pale and small, and seemed almost to have shrunk. She looked younger too. She looked like she was asleep.

		Nanna turned around. It was Nanna who looked dead. Her face was like pulp. Her eyes were so cold. Not dismissive or hostile, but as if the place from which they came was so cold it made everything freeze inside her.

		I went up and stood in front of her, looked at her.

		She put her hands out and cupped them. Stood there before me with her cupped hands in front of her, and looked at me, tears welling in her eyes, and it was as if her tears too were cold, as if they hurt as they ran from her eyes.

		Like this, she said. The only thing I wanted was to hold her like this. To keep her safe, to hold her and keep her safe.

		And then it was as if she could no longer manage to keep her hands together, and the cradle she’d made of them came apart. She splayed her fingers, making them look like claws, and in between were great, gaping spaces. Her hands trembled. I looked at them, and looked at her. Then her fingers, her hands relaxed. Her palms faced upwards. They were empty.

		

		—

		
			I stood at Maja’s bedside while Nanna went out. Her arms were at her sides on top of the cover, bandaged from halfway down her forearms to her wrists and hands. The air was warm and dry. There were various machines and instruments, a monitor that drew a curve across a screen, a bag of clear liquid being led into her vein through a catheter.

		Tubes and wires, leads and cords hanging suspended from the ceiling of the performance room, Kristiane moving about beneath them, rehearsing in the round pool of light, and she seemed to like me watching. I’d stood at first, then sat down, propping myself against the wall on the opposite side, watching her. As if it were a proper performance she was putting on, in that space, a performance for me only. She looked to be so immersed, her twisting movements, as if she were enjoying her own body and what it was doing in a way that was somehow beyond me. She was absorbed in a world I didn’t know, a world within her, a place to which I had no admission. I’d tried to watch her while thinking of what she’d told me about it, about existing only in the movements and what the body perceives. But it was beyond me. I found it superficial, hollow. All she was interested in was pleasure, sighs and moans, she wasn’t interested in thinking at all. She was uncritical, irresponsible, lazy. She wanted everything to be good, and nothing more.

		I told her so afterwards.

		You just want everything to be good, I said.

		She’d looked at me, swiveling around from the counter with the bottle of wine in her hand to give me that cold, hard glare. And then her little smile, the teeth in her mouth.

		Yes, she said. I do. She paused, making it clear she had more to say, but pausing to study me.

		As long as it’s good, it doesn’t have to be truthful.

		She said the words, and knew she was saying them, and what they did to me. And it was exactly what she wanted. That’s what it had felt like. Because it wasn’t just about her theater work or my studies, it was about everything, everything we stood for and believed in. It was about us. And she knew this, knew what she was saying, and wanted to trample on me by saying it, to trample on me and hurt me. And I lay there, kicking and flailing. Because to me it was the opposite. If it wasn’t truthful, it couldn’t be good.

		

		—

		But what had happened, exactly? I looked at Maja, the mask they’d put over her nose and mouth, the machine breathing air into her. Was there some truth she’d discovered, something that was truthful, but wasn’t good? A truth so heavy and dark as to smother her, snuff her out?

		She’d gone out to the fishing village on her own. Nanna didn’t know where she was. They were meant to be doing something together in the evening, Maja was going to her theater group straight after work, and when she came home they were going to make pancakes and watch TV. There was a program Lillen liked, a contest between two teams who had to recognize snatches of old pop songs and then sing them for the audience, they watched it together every week. I’d watched it with them, just once, and Lillen had laughed so much it got the rest of us going too, we couldn’t stop. We’d been in stitches, all four of us.

		But she hadn’t come home. Nanna and Lillen had watched the program without her, and then Nanna had put Lillen to bed. Maja still hadn’t come, and Nanna, too restless to just sit and wait, had decided to clean the living room, taking the pictures down from the walls, dusting, and wiping in behind.

		She goes off on her own sometimes, that’s all, she said. I did too, when I was nineteen. You can’t be angry with her for that. Only she loved to watch that program with Lillen. We’d talked about it before she went off in the morning. She’d been looking forward to it.

		After a while, I phoned one of the others from her theater group, and she said Maja hadn’t turned up for rehearsal. So then I phoned her boss at work, and he said she hadn’t been there either.

		Nanna had told me all this and been quite calm about it, as if it were all something that had happened a long time ago, as if it were something she’d seen on TV, or heard on the radio.

		And then suddenly the bottom went out, she said.

		It felt like I was falling and there was nothing that could stop me. I was so frightened, she said.

		Not for Maja, for what could have happened to her. And not for myself either. Just frightened, that’s all. As if being frightened was the only feeling there was. And I remember feeling so cold too. I emptied the bucket, put the pictures back on the walls, and tidied up after me. Then I went out to the car and drove off. I didn’t actually know where to go, it was more like there was only one direction, into the darkness.

		She fell silent for a moment and stared at the floor.

		That was how I ended up there, she said.

		I could see from a distance that someone was there, because all the lights were on in the house. I thought it was on fire at first. The car Maja sometimes borrows from one of her friends was parked outside. So I went in.

		

		—

		I looked at Nanna, and at Maja in the bed, and I thought about Lillen who was at nursery school, perhaps she was sitting on a chair at a little table, playing with some plasticine. I thought about the girl who’d hanged herself out at the stockfish racks, her mother in their kitchen, with a plate of cake in her hand, her father on the fell with his shotgun slung over his shoulder, the dog lying on its side at his feet, white in the white snow, dead.

		It was Kristiane who lacked depth, not me, yet there she was implying the opposite. I was lucky, she said. I, who had nothing. As if somehow things just came to me. Was I lucky? I thought of her standing there in that space of hers, releasing words into the air as if they were balloons, standing back to watch them, pointing at them and laughing.

		I’ll simply use some others instead, Liv. I’ll use some other words if these are no good.

		And then I came along, stiff and waddling, my words as heavy as rocks.

		Aslak: Indeed, but the Lord says that he has not come to send peace, but a sword.

		I: But what Jesus was referring to there was the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.

		Aslak: Also Peter took the sword to the enemies of Jesus.

		I: But then said Jesus unto him too, Put up again thy sword into his place: for all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword.

		Aslak: Indeed, for it would help not for Peter alone to take the sword.

		It was as if what happened that night was that the sword of language became a real sword. Heavy and hard and smooth.

		And I had held that sword, and had plunged it into Kristiane’s flesh. Had stood over her, straddling her body, as I thrust the blade into her, thrusting and thrusting until the blood ran out into the moldering leaves, the broken twigs, in that little dell in the woods, that misty dell, a stream of blood forging its path beneath those tall trees.

		No, it was me lying on my back on the floor, and she who was standing over me, about to crack my head open with the wine bottle. And though I grasped the sword and held it aloft, she would not yield, but fell forward onto the blade, her hand raised high to strike me with the bottle.

		You can’t deal with pain, I said.

		That was what I told her.

		You can’t deal with anything that hurts, all you want is for everything to be delightful. Only everything isn’t delightful, a great many things are not delightful at all, airy and weightless, the way you want them. And you can’t deal with that, I said.

		What are you talking about, she replied. What? What can’t I deal with?

		Anything of substance, I said. Your performances are shallow, they never look for any truth, because you can’t deal with that, it hurts too much. You couldn’t be bothered listening to me when I come to you in despair, all you can do is sweep it aside. You can’t deal with anything that’s got any substance to it at all, I said.

		She just sat there staring at me. Why didn’t she say anything? How could she be so cold and unruffled, wordless? I wanted her to answer me, I wanted her to stop destroying me, that we should halt our fall, reach out and hold each other tight. I’d wanted to give her a shove, knock her off balance, make her fall towards me. Or were my intentions really that grand? Wasn’t it the case that I simply wanted to hit out, in order to hit back?

		But she didn’t answer. She just sat there like a stone and stared at me.

		You prefer not to deal with having to carry the weight of your daughter needing you when you weren’t there for her, I said. You prefer not to deal with having to carry the weight of having failed her, so now you criticize her instead, I said. Your own daughter, coming here now, twenty years on, because she needs you.

		This was what I said to Kristiane. This was what I yelled into her face, because she wouldn’t listen.

		She sat there, unresponsive, while I fell, and her arms weren’t there to catch me.

		She stood up and went to the door, and held it open for me. She didn’t say a word. All she did was gesture towards the door, a nod of her head.

		Go.

		Raus.

		And I got up off the mattress and went, went through that cavernous room, out through the passage, out. And of course the realisation came to me as I walked home through the dimly lit streets in the rain, as I trudged up the steep hill, around the bend in the road, to my rented room. I’d stood at my window and looked out over the town, realizing that it hadn’t been for her daughter’s sake that I’d raged at her like that, but for my own. That I was the one who needed her, now.

		But I hadn’t realized that she also needed me.

		

		—

		The landscape, the fjord outside the windows of the pastor’s residence. The wind blowing, the light changing, the vast and endless sky. It felt like everything had converged into a hard, concentrated lump, without order, without form. There was no structure to any of it, no sense of anything whole, everything was just mashed together, a denseness of matter, lacking in air, nothing to define it, and no peace anywhere.

		During the winter at some point, when we’d gone out to the house in the fishing village, I was standing in the kitchen cooking dinner and happened to look out the window. It was snowing, dense globules of snow descending gently through the air, for there was hardly a breath of wind. In the light from the outdoor lamp on the side of the house, I saw Maja and Lillen twirling around in circles, their arms held out to their sides, heads tipped back, their faces open to the falling snow. It was a scene of such stillness.

		It was like flying, Lillen said afterwards, lying in bed with me seated at her side. It wasn’t the snow falling down, it was me floating up. There was something in between the snow, she said, something in the dark sky that made me want it. I asked her if she’d found it scary. No, she said, because I was so light.

		I thought about another time, a morning out there during the winter. I’d come downstairs and it was still early. I’d thought the others were still asleep, but Maja was up and was sitting in the kitchen when I came in. Sitting on a chair with her knees tucked up to her chin inside her sweater, her thick black hair framing her face, sitting completely still, looking out the window, out at the fjord.

		There was something about her body, as if something inside her were straining, and I’d thought to myself that it was as if she were waiting for something out there, something or someone, as if her eyes were searching.

		But there was only darkness there, darkness and the sea, occasional smears of light above the horizon, pink, purple, dark blue.

		

		—

		I hadn’t known how to connect with Kristiane again. I’d phoned, later that same night, to say I was sorry. That I hadn’t meant what I’d said, about her daughter. That I shouldn’t have interfered in something that was none of my business. That’s all right, she said. And then hung up.

		After that, all I got was her voicemail. I kept leaving messages. But she never called back.

		Maja on the stage, her strong frame in the slanting light from above, her eyes darkened by it, thin etchings of shadow from her shiny piercings lining her face like little cuts. And I was reminded of the group of boys who’d suddenly started walking with me that night under the tall trees, along the river in Germany. It was dark, autumn, the air was full of drizzle. I was on my way home. They walked with me, fifteen, sixteen years old, speaking an Asian language, Korean perhaps. I remembered the gleam of their narrow eyes.

		

		—

		I’m so angry, said Nanna.

		She was standing at the window again, facing the grey light. I could see the masts of the broadcasting station, three masts with red and white stripes.

		They’re saying they don’t know which way it’s going to tip, that she’s still so weak her condition can deteriorate. And that if she does wake up, there’s every chance she’ll try again.

		Inside me I’m crying, she said, but it’s like I can’t cry anymore. I’m just angry now. The only thing I feel is this terrible urge to shake her, yell at her, hit her.

		

		—

		
			I left the hospital and went down the steps towards the road. The cracks in the paving were dark with ice, the air whirling with tiny shards of hail that stabbed at my cheeks. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, along with a piece of paper with a phone number on it, and called the organizer of the seminar, explaining why I’d had to leave so suddenly. He said they would pray for me. I hung up and stood there for a moment on the frozen road. As if I didn’t know where to go. Go home, I told myself. Go home and go to bed.

		I’d said to Nanna that I could stay, in case she needed a break. But she’d said she wanted to be there until they were more certain about the outlook.

		Like upside-down crosses, she said quietly as I went towards the door. I turned around to look at her, not knowing what she meant. It was the way Maja had cut herself, she said. Upside-down crosses, the intersections cut deep into her palms.

		She could have talked to me, she said.

		Why do a thing like that when you can talk, when there’s someone there for you to talk to? Cutting a cross into herself, as if it was a sign for someone to find. Was it a sign for me? Was it?

		Couldn’t she just have told me?

		Her words beat away at Maja’s silence as she ransacked herself, as if in the hope that an answer would fall out of her pockets, if only she turned them all inside out.

		I thought about the wry smile of the suicide girl in the photo, the one where she was leaning her arm out of the car, showing off her tattoo below the rolled-up sleeve of her sweater, her bangs dropping into her eyes, the lines of her cheekbones. Her smile.

		Her photo too was silent.

		I stood on the icy road, and the thought occurred to me that the crosses were only upside down to us. To those of us on the outside, standing at the foot of her bed, looking at her bandaged hands as they lay on the cover. But from Maja’s perspective, looking down at her own hands, the crosses were of course the right way up. To her, holding her arm out in front of her, the foot of the cross was below the crook of her elbow, the cross itself at the top, in the palm.

		But what did it matter? The blood had pumped from her veins. And what did any of our signs have to say, our images and words? They were little more than scribblings and scrawl, meaningless lines drawn in the sand with a stick, to be washed away by the waves. Always, something would come and wash them away. There was only ever the sand that was sand, the stick that was stick. Only the sea that was sea.

		I wanted to lie down and let it wash over me too.

		Kristiane hadn’t rung back.

		Two weeks later, her daughter phoned. She’d heard my messages on her mother’s voicemail, seen my number on the display. She asked if I could come over to the theater space.

		What’s it about, I asked.

		Kristiane’s dead, she said.

		

		—

		
			Go home, I told myself. I was in the car. All I had to do was follow the road left, but I found myself going right instead, towards the church. There were houses, a few other buildings, and then the church, grey-white and solid, with the peculiar hole in its steeple, the split façade. I hadn’t paid it much attention before, but it was as if the entrance divided everything into one side and another, as if the building were relativizing itself. Why couldn’t it just be solid and whole and still? Why couldn’t it just stand there and be a church? Be what it was. Surely a church could do that?

		A tense fatigue had gripped my body, I could feel it now. Soon I wouldn’t have the strength to resist it.

		I unlocked the main door and went inside. A grey light fell in through the windows. I hadn’t switched the lights on.

		I wanted to pray. That was why I’d come, I realized now. I wanted to pray for Maja.

		I stood at the back of the church, behind the last row of benches, and looked up at the altar. There was no alterpiece as such, only a white cross, an arcade behind it. I wanted to pray for Maja. I was quite empty.

		Have mercy upon me.

		The words came out in a tiny squeak, preceding any thought of what I wanted to say. I began to cry, I cried like a baby, sniveling, sobbing. And all I could think were those words, as if they were the last thing left I could say.

		Have mercy upon me.

		I wanted to pray for Maja, and there I was praying for myself.

		

		—

		There was no one else in the vestry, the offices. I went to my desk. It felt like such a long time since I’d been there. I looked at the seal, still unborn. I sat down and put my head to the desk, resting my cheek against the back of my hand, among the papers that lay there, closing my eyes. But I wasn’t tired enough. Only heavy with fatigue, weighed down by everything, heavy.

		I sat up again. I needed to prepare the eulogy for the funeral the next day. The eulogy should be brief, the handbook said. I thought about her tattoo, the heart with the arrow going through it. I thought about what the Bible says about Mary, that she had kept all the things the angel had said to her, and pondered them in her heart.

		

		—

		The plane had flown low over the waves. It was small, with room for perhaps no more than twenty passengers. I was coming from a meeting out in one of the fishing communities where there was a landing strip, a little airfield, and was on my way back to the town. We flew over the waves and I could pick them out below, each one, every tip curling forward, edged with white. The mouth of the final fjord before we came in over the peninsula, to the town on the other side.

		There were two houses there, at the point of an inlet. A long, long track from there to the main road, many kilometers. Just two houses, at the furthest edge of the land. In winter, they would surely be cut off.

		Smoke was rising from one of the chimneys. I saw someone pass from one house to the other. I thought I could make out that it was a woman. She was small, and wearing something red.

		I lost sight of her as we flew inland, over the last of the great plains before the town, a miserly landscape scattered with rocks, at the northernmost coast, nothing there but snow and rocks and lichen.

		

		—

		I thought about the house where the girl had lived, and I thought about her parents. I pictured them inside, the mother in the kitchen, sitting there, looking out. I couldn’t place the father. Perhaps he was in the other room, the one I hadn’t seen, where the TV was. Perhaps he was watching it. Perhaps it was for his sake that it was always switched on, even when he wasn’t there. Perhaps he was watching the news, sitting on the edge of the sofa, leaning slightly forwards, flicking between the channels so as not to miss anything.

		Or perhaps he was chopping wood beside the house, raising the ax and striking the log, splitting it into two parts that fell away on each side of the block, the sheep lying in the frozen grass and snow behind the fence a bit further away.

		I pictured the parents in bed beside each other, lying on their backs with their arms at their sides, lying quite still and staring at the ceiling.

		

		—

		I saw Maja lying on her back in the hospital bed with her bandaged arms and hands. I picked up the black receiver and dialed Nanna’s number, only to reach her voicemail again. I left a message asking how things were, telling her that I hadn’t gone to sleep and most likely wouldn’t, and that she could phone if she needed me. And then I put the receiver down.

		I looked at the seal. It was only stone, a lump of stone, and yet there was a baby seal in it. I wondered what kind of stone it was, whether it was a type peculiar to the area, in the basement rock. As if it mattered. I thought about his head, the rear of his skull where his hair had thinned. I reached out and stroked my hand over the stone. It was smooth, soft, and cold.

		

		—

		
			I stopped in at the hospital on my way home, taking the stairs again, slowly this time, my legs aching and stiff. I went down the corridor and nodded to the nurse who emerged from the duty room to see who it was. I thought I recognized her face from church. Perhaps I’d seen her somewhere else. Cautiously, I opened the door of Maja’s room. It was warm inside, warmer than in the corridor.

		My eyes latched onto the two faces, one behind the other. Maja in the bed, Nanna on a chair beside her. They’d brought in a high-backed armchair with a headrest for Nanna. She was asleep. Maja’s eyes were closed too. Careful not to make a noise, I stepped further inside, and studied them, the curves of their eyes, the different lines of their cheekbones, which nonetheless seemed in some way revealing of their kinship. The fullness of their lips. Their arching foreheads.

		

		—

		I stopped by the duty room and waited in the doorway. I leaned my head against the door frame. The nurse from before was typing at a computer, at a desk in the corner. After a moment, she swiveled around to face me.

		How is Maja progressing, I asked.

		She just looked at me to begin with, without speaking.

		There was a smell of hospitals, the sounds of hospital equipment and footsteps, a washing or rinsing machine, something taking in water, pausing, pumping and hosing, a low exchange of voices. Monitors hummed, their graphs being drawn at different speeds, against black backgrounds.

		And yet everything was so still.

		We can’t really say, she said.

		Maja had lost a lot of blood, and there was something about the brain and oxygen, a failure that could suddenly occur.

		So we can’t really say, she said again.

		She looked at me, then frowned as she considered her words.

		But I’m sure she’s going to be all right.

		She spoke the words so calmly and with such assurance. There was a sofa inside the room and I felt the urge to lie down on it, to lie there and curl up in her room and be looked after. I nodded.

		Well, I said. Thank you very much.

		I went back along the corridor, down the stairs and out, out through the heavy entrance doors, out into the wind, the cold, icy wind, down the steps to the car. My hands were freezing. I’d forgotten my gloves. I hurried to insert the key and get going before my fingers became so cold I wouldn’t be able to feel them anymore.

		

		—

		The engine turned over, the heater blasting out warm air. I’d driven across to the island and pulled over at the end of the road, where the rocks were all that remained between me and the fjord.

		I’d driven around the town first, up and down the long, straight streets as the interior warmed up. I didn’t feel like going back to the silent house, and certainly didn’t want to walk anywhere in such freezing wind. I was meant to still be at the seminar, so there was nothing in my diary either. There was always something else I could do, someone I ought to look in on, but nothing that couldn’t wait. I decided it could wait.

		But wait for what? I wasn’t sure, and my head wasn’t clear enough to think. My thoughts reduced to little dots, like pins stuck into a map, with nothing to join them up.

		I thought about my studies, how I’d immersed myself, at home as well as in Germany. It had felt like I’d sunk into them. As if the words I read had been places I could stay for days, weeks on end, wandering about, investigating the environs, the hills and dales, listening to their clang, sensing what it was like just to be there. It had all been so real.

		I looked out at the snow, hearing the wind as it gusted against the car, as if it were trying to turn it over. Three reindeer were grazing a bit further away, seemingly unperturbed by the wind, their thin legs so firmly planted on the ground. The local paper had run an article about them. Apparently, they’d been left behind when the herd had moved to the winter pasture, and had been here ever since. One of them scraped away some snow with its hoof. I supposed it was looking for lichen.

		I felt so silent, as if words were animals too, moving from place to place, coming and going. Less connected all of a sudden to what they were meant to contain. What they were capable of containing. As if it all had so little to do with me. The only thing I could do was wait. Wait for them. Wait for them to be replenished. Wait for them to mean something. Bide my time, exist and wait. Accept whatever came.

		

		—

		Lillen was sitting at a desk, drawing something with a green crayon. I stood in the doorway with my boots still on. Footwear had to be left at the door, so I watched her from a distance. She’d colored nearly the whole sheet of paper green, her head lowered in concentration, her arm moving briskly from side to side, the crayon gripped in her hand.

		We drove the few hundred meters back to the house, Lillen beside me in the front. I couldn’t get myself together. I had no idea what to make for dinner, or what to do afterwards. My body felt quite weightless.

		I’d tried phoning Nanna again. She hadn’t answered, so I’d called the ward instead, only there’d been a different nurse on duty then. She said she wasn’t allowed to divulge that sort of information over the phone to someone who wasn’t close family. It felt like I was moving about on a thin net that was stretched out high above the ground, walking in air.

		I thought about what Lillen and I could do together. I could fill the bath for her, with foam up to the brim. Only then I imagined her little body floating face down in the water. Everything was so fraught with danger. If we baked buns, she could fall off the chair she was standing on and bang her head on the foot of the old iron range. Getting out of the car, she could slip and fall over in the road, and be run over by another car. I found I was sweating.

		Lillen told me they’d had a war at nursery school, and listed all the names, who’d been on her side and who on the other, and what had happened. Many had switched allegiance, it had all been very chaotic, with sympathies constantly changing and developing. She related even the most minor incident and circumstance, in the smallest and most far-flung fractions, and eventually I lost all sense of connection to what the actual conflict had been about, which was somebody pushing someone else over.

		And that’s wrong, isn’t it, she said, sitting there in the front seat.

		Yes, it is, I said. But what if it was an accident?

		Lillen sat quietly without replying. I wondered if it was she who’d pushed the other child over. But then we were home. I pulled in at the curb and switched the engine off. I could put the car in the garage later.

		It wasn’t an accident. Lillen said quietly.

		I’m sure, I said.

		

		—

		Why didn’t Nanna call? Lillen had asked where she was, and I’d told her she was out, helping Maja.

		I was standing at the window in the downstairs living room. Lillen was on the sofa behind me, watching children’s TV. It was starting to get dark. I stared at the trees outside, the naked branches, the darkness descending on the grey snow. A car went past.

		I’d walked out towards Härtlesberg again, the same way we’d run. It was the day before I drove back north, everything was packed and ready.

		I went via Heuberg and Hagelloch. The funeral had been sparsely attended. I tried to think about her as I walked, about us, and me. I tried to straighten things in my head, to understand. But I couldn’t think. Images appeared fleetingly in my mind’s eye, and I watched them as I would watch a theater performance: Kristiane bounding up the steps in front of me, turning around and laughing; Kristiane doing a little hop and laughing, her hand holding on to her hat to stop it from blowing away, laughing and laughing, with her pointy little teeth, her eyes glittering. And me, loitering like a shadow. At the fringe of every image, there I was, shadowlike and blurred. Dark and ponderous.

		It was a long walk. I came to the woods and continued down the path. Her daughter had told me it was in the woods that she’d done it, though had said nothing of where exactly. It could have been anywhere. There was no one else around, no one out running or walking the dog. I followed the path for a while, through the dell where we had run. There was a mist in the air, and the vegetation was dripping wet. Everything was about to turn green.

		I made dinner, set the table, sliced some bread. After we’d eaten, Lillen wanted me to play with her, with her dolls. I lay on the floor in her room, holding two of them in my hands, changing their clothes, driving places with them in the car, bringing them home again, following Lillen’s instructions. She had a big box full of clothes and accessories for them, high-heeled shoes and long evening gowns, and before long we’d assembled a whole crowd of ladies all done up to the nines, their hair brushed and shiny, flitting about from party to party.

		Eventually, I told her to put her pyjamas on. It was time for bed, and then I’d read for her.

		Before going to the bathroom, she arranged the dolls in a row on the shelf, where they sat in their finest clothes, smiling and staring into space.

		

		—

		
			I sat with her, holding her hand as she fell asleep. I looked at her drawing. It was too dark for me to see the ladder, the two lines going up, the shorter ones going across. I looked at it anyway. My eyes felt tired, and I closed them, immediately seeing Maja in her white bandages. I’d wanted to bind up a wound. But I’d come too late, had been in the wrong place, at the wrong time, had failed to see what I’d been meant to see. It had been wide open, as plain as could be, and in broad daylight.

		If only I’d been able to scrape myself, scrape myself with something, scrape it all away, I’d have done so. But my skin was too thick, I was numb, there was no feeling in me, all I could do was sweat, all the time.

		Lillen’s hand became limp in mine. She was asleep now, and I stood up and left the room quietly, leaving the door ajar so the light slanted in from the hall.

		

		—

		I stood in Nanna’s living room with the phone to my ear, listening to it ring at the other end. At last, she answered. I asked how things were. Her voice was low and feeble, as if she could hear herself in the distance, as if it were no longer she who was speaking and the words were simply passing through the place where she was.

		There’s something that’s puzzling them, she said. Something that’s not how it’s supposed to be. She ought to be much better by now. They’ve taken some tests and now they’re waiting for the results.

		Oh, I said.

		It’s as if she’s sinking, instead of rising like she’s supposed to, Nanna said.

		Yes, I said. I couldn’t think what else to say.

		I visualized her there, in Maja’s room at the hospital, standing at the window looking out. There was a good view in the daytime. Perhaps now she was peering into the darkness beyond the radio masts, at the murky contours of the low fell, perhaps at the lights of the airfield runway, the ribbon of lights there in the distance, red and blue, perhaps she could see them too. Or perhaps she was standing looking at Maja while she spoke, looking at her daughter who was sleeping there.

		It feels like it’s been that way with her all her life, she said. When I’ve been up, she’s been down. If I’ve tried to reach her, she’s drawn away. She’d never hold my hand if we walked anywhere when she was little, the way Lillen does.

		No, I said.

		There was a lull.

		I ask myself if I’ve ever backed away from her when she’s been reaching out. But I can’t see that I have, I can’t see it at all.

		Nanna, you were sixteen when she was born, and she’s been with you ever since, the whole time, I said.

		So what, she replied. What good has it done? I’m standing here looking at her, and I might as well never have been there for her. There’s no thanks for anything. It’s as if I never held her, as if she’s shrinking away, vanishing in front of me. As if the bundle she once was in my arms is getting lighter and lighter, lifting away from me. She’s lying here vanishing in front of me.

		I heard her gasp for breath.

		And the worst thing is that I can’t see what I’ve done wrong, not that wrong. I’m not stupid, I know I haven’t been totally unreasonable. I haven’t been bad to her.

		She started cying.

		I haven’t been bad to her.

		No, I said.

		I’ve done the best I could.

		Yes, I said.

		I’ve done the best I could, haven’t I?

		Yes, I said.

		

		—

		I went upstairs and showered, dried myself, put some clean clothes on. I went into the living room, to the desk, and looked out. There was no moon visible, no stars. I supposed it was foggy, or clouded over. It was so dark.

		I made sure the door was open, so I could hear Lillen in case she woke. The staircase light was on. Next to the door hung the blue doll. Kristiane’s daughter had given it to me.

		We hadn’t spoken at first, her daughter and I. She opened the door and let me in, the same door that Kristiane had opened for me that time when she’d played her penny-whistle for me, and we’d gone through the passage into the performance space, and beyond, into the room at the rear, Kristiane’s glass house. Then she asked if I wanted tea. I said yes, and she turned to the counter, where Kristiane too had stood, and put the kettle on. Only now it was different body I saw, her daughter wasn’t nearly as slight. We drank tea together. She told me what had happened, her voice was soft and clear. Kristiane had shot herself in the woods with a pistol three days earlier, among the trees in the woods, at Härtlesberg. A man and his dog had found the body.

		She looked out the window.

		And then her big eyes looked straight at me, and her soft voice spoke to me thinly.

		It’s not your fault, she said.

		We sat quietly and looked at each other.

		No, I said.

		

		—

		
			When the time came for me to leave, she asked me if there was anything I wanted, one of the dolls, perhaps. And I hadn’t wanted anything at all. But the way she looked at me made it seem like it would mean something to her, though I don’t know why. Was it a comfort to her, that someone else had something belonging to her mother too? So I’d chosen the blue doll, the one Kristiane had used the first time I’d seen her perform.

		

		—

		I looked at the stone on the windowsill, the one I’d found at the shore the previous autumn, with the brown specks in it. I thought about the geologist, and felt the urge to phone him. To listen to his voice as he told me about the different kinds of rock, all the various types of stone, events that happened thousands and millions of years ago, The stones and rocks that seem so far removed from us. That simply exist in our world, strewn across the landscape, silent and heavy. I wanted him to talk to me about all those things. I wanted it.

		I was so tired. I picked up the bottle from the floor by the desk, filled the glass halfway and drank. I sat down at the desk, its papers and documents, my thesis, the photocopies of the original documents I’d been allowed to borrow once, though it had been against the regulations.

		I looked out at the fjord. It was dark and I couldn’t see it well. I tried to think about Maja, and about Nanna who was watching over her. But my thoughts slid away, into a place that was empty and still.

		

		—

		Was I honest? Was I? I woke up and it was the middle of the night. It was as if the thought itself had woken me.

		It was cold. I saw the room behind me, reflected in the window pane, in the light of the desk lamp against the darkness outside. I’d fallen asleep at my desk. I noticed that the door leading into the hall was open and felt a draught. I remembered I’d left it open for Lillen.

		Was I honest?

		Before what happened with Kristiane, I’d been able to use words as if they were ice-axes, to hack my way into a matter. Now it seemed I’d lost the knack. Had what was inside me shifted in some way, become impenetrable? Was there even anything still there? Was there no longer a battle to be fought? And if so, did it mean I’d won or lost?

		I didn’t know.

		I couldn’t think that way, thinking with words, it was no good. It was as if words weren’t the way in at all.

		The way in to what?

		I didn’t know. But I was scared of not being honest with myself, scared that there was no truth and that I was failing to acknowledge it, wrapping myself in layer upon layer of something that wasn’t truthful, until at last I’d be unable to extricate myself. I was scared of pulling the wool over my eyes, allowing untruth to envelop me, blanketing me with stupidity. I was scared there was nothing solid and definite anymore, only soft, dry soil and sand, and withering leaves.

		I looked through the reflected image of myself in the window, out into the darkness. I couldn’t remember it ever being so dark before, on any night, all winter.

		I placed my hands on the desk in front of me and studied them. They were cold and small. I need to sleep, I told myself. I must go to bed and sleep. But I stayed where I was, at the desk, in front of the window.

		

		—

		I turned the ignition and pulled away. It was time to go, to the church there on the spit. My cassock and Kristiane’s stole were in a garment bag on the back seat.

		Light had gradually come, a low, yellow band melting into vision on the other side of the fjord. I’d sat staring at it before going downstairs and getting breakfast ready for Lillen, waking her up and telling her it was Friday, because she liked Fridays so much. I’d put the radio on to fill Nanna’s kitchen with sound, and lit a candle on the table while we ate. I made sure she brushed her teeth, took her to nursery school, and then went back to the house.

		I drove past the bus depot and through the roundabout, the workshop where the girl had worked was on the right, while to the left the land sloped away to the fjord. I drove straight on. It was colder than it had been for some time. The air was crisp and clear, and the bright blue sky, the sunlight reflecting in the snow, dazzled me.

		I’d spoken to Nanna.

		Something had shown up in the tests. They thought she’d taken something besides slashing her wrists, pills of some sort. Whatever it was, there were complications.

		The road curved, following the fjord. I looked out over the dark, grey-blue water, the frozen grass, the seaweed white-tipped with frost, darker at the bottom where waves were lapping.

		Some awkward moments then passed before M. was placed in the coffin and A. brought to the scaffold. So gripped by the fear of Death was A. that, more precisely, we had to carry rather than lead him to the chair of the scaffold, where he sat quite doubled up and trembling with cramp-like contractions of the muscles. After W. and I had once again admonished him, the Bailiff stepped forward as before, and when he was finished I endeavored to put to A. the same questions as to M. before him, yet some time passed before he appeared to hear me, for in his despair he kept sobbing: Lord Jesus! And when at last he collected himself sufficiently to reply, his words were quite unintelligible on account of his wailing tone. I shall endeavor to repeat the answers he gave, as I then understood them.

		To No. 1: I do not know if I believe, or if the Faith I have can help me at all.

		To No. 2: No reply but sobs.

		To No. 3: I would repent, if only a Spirit would come upon me to allow me to repent.

		To Nos. 4, 5, and 6 his answers were unintelligible.

		To No. 7 the meaning of his answer appeared to me to be as such: I do not know whether it be so, or if God even takes heed of my prayers.

		To No. 8: I do not know whether it can help me, that you promise me the forgiveness of sins.

		

		—

		The road to the church appeared on the left, after the weathered little house where the girl’s parents lived. I glanced at the window as I went past, but didn’t see anyone there. Several cars were parked outside.

		I turned off and drove slowly along the narrow, snow-covered road, the church ahead of me on the flat spit of land that projected into the fjord. The snow was so bright, the fjord so dark, and the sun shone so brilliantly down on it all, on the white church with its red door and its little steeple.

		I parked at the gate. The hearse was there already, and a couple of other cars had arrived too. I got out, took my vestments from the back seat, and closed the door before pausing for a moment.

		It was so cold, the air so still. I stood with my vestments over my arm, and gazed. Everything was so vast. The fjord, the flat land behind me, and there, in the distance, I could see the land on the other side. Then water again, the fjord stretching away, beyond the town from where I’d come, opening out towards the sea. The thin line of land and water, and the great sky above.

		I opened the gate and walked up the path. A grave had been dug, a dark pile of earth in the snow next to it.

		I went up the steps to the entrance, opened the door and then closed it behind me. It was warmer inside. The coffin had been placed in front of the altar, still and white. Light fell through the windows on the right. The girl’s mother was standing at the coffin, placing flowers on it, supported by two other people. I went up to her and put out my hand.

	
		
			[image: dingbat]
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