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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

The book’s title might also be translated Morning and Night, or Daybreak, Nightfall.

This translation is dedicated to my wife and son.





I




More hot water, Olai, says the old midwife Anna

Don’t just stand there in the doorway, she says

No, sorry, Olai says

and he feels a heat and a chill spread all across his skin and make it prickle and he feels a joy move through all of him and force its way out through his eyes, as tears, as he hurries into the kitchen and over to the stove and starts to scoop steaming hot water into a wooden bowl, hot water like this yes that’s what she needs, yes, Olai thinks, and he scoops more hot water into the bowl and he hears Anna the midwife say that’s probably enough, yes, that should be enough, she says and Olai looks up and there is Anna the old midwife standing next to him and she takes the bowl

I can take it in myself, I’ll do it, says the old midwife Anna

and then a muffled scream comes from the room and Olai looks the old midwife Anna in the eye and he nods at her and is that a little smile on his mouth as he stands there

Not much longer now, the old midwife Anna says

If it’s a boy we’ll name him Johannes, Olai says

We’ll see, she says

Johannes, yes, Olai says

Like my father, he says

Yes, that’s a good name, the old midwife Anna says

and another scream comes from the room, louder now

Patience, Olai, says the old midwife Anna

Patience, she says

Do you hear me? she says

Be patient, she says

You’re a fisherman, you know how womenfolk don’t belong in the boat, right? she says

Uh huh, Olai says

It’s the same for menfolk here, do you know what would happen? the old midwife Anna says

Yes, bad luck, Olai says

Exactly, bad luck, yes, the old midwife Anna says

and Olai sees Anna the old midwife go straight to the door of the room and she is holding the bowl of hot water in front of her with outstretched arms and then Anna the old midwife stops in front of the door to the room and she turns around to face Olai

Don’t just stand there, the old midwife Anna says

and that scares Olai, can just standing here cause bad luck unintentionally? no that can’t be what she meant, and will something go wrong now, with Marta, the woman he loves and honors and respects so much, his beloved, his wife, now will something, no, it can’t

Close the kitchen door, Olai, and sit down on your chair, the old midwife Anna says

and Olai sits down at one end of the kitchen table and he puts his elbows on the table and he holds his head in his hands and it’s good he took Magda to his brother’s today, Olai thinks, when he went to get Anna the old midwife he rowed around to his brother’s with Magda first and he didn’t know if that was the right thing to do, because she’s almost a grown woman, Magda, the years go by so fast, but Marta asked him to, when it was time and he was going to row out to get Anna the old midwife he had to take Magda with him so that she could stay with his brother during the birth, she was still too young to learn too exactly what awaited her as a grown woman, Marta had said, and he had to do what she told him to do, of course, even if he would actually have liked to have Magda at home now, she’s such a smart and sensible girl, has been for as long as he can remember, good at everything she does, he ended up with a good daughter, Olai thinks, but then it didn’t seem like the Lord God would grant them more children, Marta wasn’t with child again and the years went by and eventually they resigned themselves to not having any more children, that was just how it was, that was their fate they said and they thanked the Lord God for having given them Magda because if they hadn’t had even her, no, it would have been sad and lonely for them here on the island of Holmen where they lived, in the house he had built himself, his brothers and neighbors had helped of course but he had done most of the work himself, and when he’d proposed to Marta he already had Holmen, he had bought it for a small sum and thought it all out, where their house should be built, he had thought of that, it had to be sheltered from the wind and the storms, where the boat house and landing should be, he had thought of that too, he needed those too didn’t he, and the first thing he built was the landing, in a calm bay facing inland, sheltered from the wind and storms from the sea to the west of Holmen, yes, and then he built the house, not so very big and not all that nice maybe but it was good enough and now, now Marta was lying in the room there about to give him a son at last, now little Johannes was about to be born, he was sure of it, Olai thought, sitting there at the end of the kitchen table, on his chair, his head propped up in his hands, as long as nothing goes wrong, as long as Marta has a good birth, brings the child into the world, as long as the child little Johannes doesn’t stay inside Marta’s belly and neither survives, little Johannes or Marta, as long as what happened to his mother that terrible day doesn’t happen now, to Marta, no, he can’t bear to think about it, Olai thinks, because they’ve been so good together, Olai and Marta, they loved each other from the very first moment, Olai thinks, but now? will Marta be taken from him now? could God be so evil to him? no, God surely doesn’t want that, no, but Olai has never doubted that Satan rules this world as much as the good Lord does, it’s probably ruled more by a lower god or by evil itself, this world is, but not entirely, because the good Lord exists too, that’s how it is, Olai thinks sitting there at the end of the kitchen table on his chair and propping his head in his hands, no the good Lord has been merciful to him, at least so far, he has been so happy and loved his wife and his daughter Magda, no complaints, no since Magda they had no complaints about their fate at all but only praise for the Lord God because they had had her, that’s what they really thought, both Marta and him, but then Marta’s belly began to get bigger and then it was clear to them both that now the Lord God had given them another child and when there was no more doubt they thanked the Lord God for having blessed them with another baby and this time it would surely be a boy, now it was time for little Johannes to be born, Olai was very sure of it, so now the day and the hour had come and it was taking such a long time, such a long time, Olai thinks sitting there at the end of the kitchen table on his chair and propping his head in his hands, now it is time for the baby boy to come into the world, that was certain, the only thing uncertain was whether it would come into this evil world alive or dead, yes, that’s what mattered now, Olai thinks, but if the boy was born alive there was no doubt about what he would be named, he had told Marta a long time ago that the child she was pregnant with should be named Johannes after his father and she had not said anything against it, yes, that’s a good name, she’d said, the boy should be named Johannes after his father, Olai’s father, Olai thinks, and why is it so quiet in there in the bedroom now? can something have gone wrong? it didn’t seem like anything was wrong when the old midwife Anna was in the kitchen to get more hot water, did it? no he couldn’t see any sign in the old midwife Anna that anything wasn’t the way it should be, no, Olai thinks, and suddenly he feels calmer, yes, almost happy, that’s how he feels all of a sudden, yes you can change just like that, can’t you, hard to believe, Olai thinks, now a little baby boy, little Johannes, will see the light of day, in the darkness and warmth inside Marta’s belly until now he has grown big and healthy and strong, he has turned from being nothing at all into a person, a little fellow, yes, there in Marta’s belly he has gotten fingers and toes and a face too, eyes and a brain in there and maybe a little hair too, and now he’s coming out, while Marta his mother screams in pain, out into the cold world and there he’ll be alone, separated from Marta, separated from everyone, he’ll be alone there always alone and then, after it’s all over, when his time comes, he will be dissolved and turn back into nothing and go back where he came from, from nothing to nothing, that’s the path of life, for people, animals, birds, fishes, houses, bowls, for everything that exists, yes, Olai thinks, and then there’s so much more too, he thinks, because even if it’s possible to think such thoughts, from nothing to nothing, it’s not like that’s it, there is so much more to it than that, but what is this everything else? the blue sky, the trees where leaves grow? the word that was in the beginning, as it says in Scripture, that lets a person understand deep things and shallow things, what is this everything else? no, to say it, who can say it? because probably it’s a spirit of God that’s in everything and turns everything into more than a nothing, gives it meaning, and color, and that, Olai thinks, is why God’s word and spirit is in everything, that’s how it is, he’s sure of it, Olai thinks, but he is just as sure that Satan’s will is active too, and whether there is more of the one or the other, no, that’s something he is not so sure about at all, Olai thinks, because they fight each other, they battle to see which of the two will come out the strongest, and that was probably how it was when the world was created too, Olai thinks, that God created the world and it was good and no, he has never fully believed that He is all-powerful and all-knowing like they say, the pious people, but that God exists, no, no doubt about that, because God does exist, but far far away and very very close, for He is in everyone, and he has never doubted that the distance between the faraway not at all all-powerful God and the not at all all-powerful individual human being became smaller when God made himself human and lived among us, when Jesus walked the earth, no, that too he has never doubted, but that God rules all and decides everything and that everything that happens is God’s will, no, that is something he does not believe in, as sure as he is Olai and he is a fisherman and he is married to Marta and he is the son of Johannes and now, any moment, will be the father of a little fellow who will also be named Johannes, after his father. There is a God, yes, Olai thinks. But he is far away, and he is very close. And he is not all-knowing and not all-powerful. And it is not this God alone who rules over the world and humankind, yes well He is here too but he was interrupted and distracted during his work of creation, Olai thinks, and since he thinks that way he probably has to be considered a heathen, he cannot stand behind his belief, no, he can’t, but he also can’t pretend that he doesn’t know what he knows and hasn’t seen what he’s seen, hasn’t realized what he’s realized, and it is hard to put into words what he knows because what he has is probably a knowledge that can’t be spoken, it is more like a worry than a word, and his God, if he had to say it, is not of this world, it is a God you can dimly sense when you turn away from this world, that, strangely enough, is when He shows himself, both in the individual person and in the world, Olai thinks, and he can hear a little of what his God wants to tell him when a musician plays well, yes, then He is there, because good musicians turn away from the world of course, but Satan doesn’t like that, that’s why he always arranges for so much commotion and devilry when a truly good musician is playing and that’s horrible, Olai thinks, and now, in the room, now little Johannes is fighting for his life in there, little Johannes, his son, now it’s time for his son to come out into the world this hard world and this may be one of the hardest struggles in a person’s life, coming out from his origin there in his mother’s body, in his mother’s life, and starting out on his own life, out in the hard world, already you’re connected to both God’s goodness and a lower god or a devil, no, he can’t keep thinking things like this, it has to, yes it, no what, yes, yes, Olai thinks and he gets up and he hears Marta scream and he hears the old midwife Anna say good, good, push now, you’re doing good, good Marta, and the old midwife Anna says something and something is pressing on his head and the darkness is not red and soft anymore and all the sounds and the steady throbbing ah ah there there ah ah ah there ah and ah oh like that ah eh ah eh ah roaring ah rushing ah the old river and swaying ee ah eh ah ee eh ah eh water eh ah and eh oh ah everything is yes sa sa ah sa smooth sa and the voices and then this horrible sound and push eh ah eh and this cold piercing ah ah scraping stone go back ah and ah forth and everything that happens oh to you and it hurts ee arms ee legs ee everything that is ee fingers and cur ee ah url up oo and everything eh it eh still water eh ah oh ah and the hard growling and voices eh ne ah ah en ah ya ah and then the eh light ou far ee from afar everything is somewhere else ah ah and it is not there anymore but it roars and then a sound and something hurls him out of himself somehow into something and then hands and fingers ee fingers curl up and all these old and everything is not where it is anymore in a house on the water in an old sea of green and shining stars that move far away and come close and they come and nothing is clear but a brightness comes through everything as if from a star and soft and a line a defined cold line up from the earth and then this silence ee a huge old silence up from the not in from the but something that should be and it does not come again it disappears and the disappearing is nothing but the old and never the same and then the clear scream bright a scream clear as a star and then as a name a meaning a wind this breath a calm breath and then a calm a calm calm movements and cloth soft whiteness not so old but from the sea a piece of cloth and not dark and red but dry and horribly quiet and then a hand and that scream is gone and so soft soft just like the redness and darkness and soft and warm and so white and soft and warm there between the lips and solid and white and everything is calm and then you are so sweet look at you what a perfect little boy you are and you are the prettiest little boy there ever was you’re the sweetest in the world the most beautiful the best little Yes you are what a good boy yes He’s beautiful Yes my goodness You’ve got yourself a son and soft and wet and then this strange calm stillness and then oh oh oh and the white oh and soft so oh and hard and oh oh like that like that oh oh and so white and then almost hot and oh oh so quiet Johannes his name will be Johannes That’s what it will be yes and then and to slip away and not be What a good strong boy Johannes yes and to stay in this stay here where nothing else Johannes will be a fisherman like his father That’s what Johannes will be yes and so calm quiet stay and there and there and then then Olai is standing there, next to the bed in the room, and he sees little Johannes lying there on Marta’s breast and his short thin dark tufts of hair are stuck flat on his high forehead and Marta is lying there with her eyes closed and breathing calmly in long even breaths slow and little Johannes is lying there on her breast and sucking and sucking

What a beautiful baby boy you are, Olai says

Yes a pretty little boy, he’s healthy, the old midwife Anna says

And everything went well, she says

It all went well, both mother and baby, she says

And now they need to rest, they’re exhausted, mother and baby, they need to rest now, she says

Yes and thank you for all your help, Olai says

Give thanks to God, the old midwife Anna says

And now it’s almost time for you to row me back home, she says

Yes I’ll do that, Olai says

and Olai stands there and looks at Marta and little Johannes lying there on Marta’s breast, which has now become big and heavy, he can’t remember ever having seen her breast so big, it is big and white and full of little blue veins and Marta is lying there looking healthy and pretty she just looks infinitely tired and infinitely calm lying there with her eyes closed breaching slow and deep as though from a place of rest far outside her body, Olai thinks standing there in the room next to the bed looking down at Marta and at little Johannes lying there on Marta’s breast

You all right, Marta? Olai says

and he thinks that he had to say something, he couldn’t just stand there clumsily and not say anything at a moment like this, Olai thinks, standing next to the bed where Marta is lying with little Johannes on her breast, and Marta doesn’t answer and Olai sees Marta open her eyes and look at him and he doesn’t understand her eyes, it’s like they are seeing from somewhere far away from anywhere, and they know something he himself doesn’t know, and he has probably never entirely understood women, there is something they know, something he will never understand, something they never say and actually more like never can say because it cannot be said

Yes, Marta says then in a low voice

That’s good, Olai says

She’s just tired, you know, says the old midwife Anna

Tired, yes, she says again

and Olai sees Marta nod and he sees her eyes close again and then he hears her breath again, calm, slow

You need to bring Magda home, Marta says from deep inside herself

Yes of course, Olai says

and he doesn’t understand why Marta’s voice is coming as if from so far away, she is talking as though she is not here in the room where he is but in some other place where only she is, in an enormous calm

So she can meet her brother, Marta says

and she is still talking with her eyes closed and from a slow and deep calm breath

Yes while he’s still a newborn, Marta says

and Olai can see a careful smile spread across Marta’s lips and now he sees how pale her lips are and just then little Johannes somehow curls his legs up under him and then he lets out a scream and good lord what strength in the tiny little boy, no it’s hard to believe, that such a little scamp could have such power in his voice, Olai thinks, no good lord good lord

Good, it’s good that he screamed, says the old midwife Anna

It’s good that he’s doing that, it means he’s alive and breathing the way he should be, she says

You think that’s what it is, Olai says

Yes that’s what it is, says the old midwife Anna

and Olai looks at Marta lying there stroking little Johannes on the back over and over and she says sh yes sh yes, just rest, you don’t have to scream so loud, everything’s fine, sh yes, Marta says and she says it still with her deep slow breath, a breathing from a calm place outside the world, Olai thinks, standing next to the bed where Marta’s lying and little Johannes is screaming and screaming and little Johannes hears his own voice ring out big and strong into the world and the scream fills the world where he is and nothing is warm and black and a little red and wet and whole anymore, everything is now just his own movements seeming to fill up all that is and he and his voice are separate but at the same time not separate and there is something else too, something he is a part of but he isn’t it because his voice slices through everything out there and comes back to him and gets louder and louder and

Everything’ll be fine, yes, Olai says

and out there there are also other voices other wings other lights and they are all like each other and everything is different and he is like a part of the whole and now

Sh, sh, Marta says

and then these calm calm sounds sh yes sh a sh e sh sh o u o and feel so sh yes and the calm sh yes and the warmth and the sounds there sh so calm warm then this terror, separate, separate, and then, and then the voice out there, out there, all the voices and nothing fits together anymore and then that’s right yes sh yes and then little Johannes screams and screams and nothing goes together anymore and everything is just separate and apart from everything else and the scream and everything is a calm quiet commotion

There there little Johannes, everything’s fine, Olai says

His name will be Johannes, yes, says the old midwife Anna

and nothing is calm anymore everything is just piercing noise cutting opening closing again and then then and that’s how it has to and slow faster movements at each other with each other and nothing is clear anymore in any way everything is just movements no colors no even beats anymore nothing is moving calmly anymore and calmly onward everything sticking out nothing can be told apart and little Johannes screams his scream out and the voice eases up and he is in it and he is apart from it and he is so completely alone no colors no noises no light and it hurts not in his arms legs stomach it hurts this light this these movements this that breathing this it all goes in and out and then yes it has to it has to it has to and the soft white the hard in the mouth it and feels

There there, Marta says

His name will be Johannes, after my father, yes, Olai says

Yes, we’ll call him Johannes, Marta says

and Marta opens her eyes and now it is like she is looking at them, at both Olai and the old midwife Anna

Yes, that’s a fine name, the old midwife Anna says

He can have a good life with that name, she says

I’d say so, Olai says

And he’ll be a fisherman, like his father, Olai says

That’s good, the old midwife Anna says

Yes, yes, Olai says

You’ve got a healthy son, it all went well, the old midwife Anna says

And he’ll be a fisherman, yes, Olai says

That’s how it is, the old midwife Anna says

Yes, look how good he has it now, the little scamp, Olai says

Yes he has taken his place in life now, says Anna the midwife

and then she says that it’s probably time to think about getting home soon, there are other women in the area heavy with child too, she says, so she should probably get on home and wait there for the next person to come and get her, that’s the safest thing, isn’t it, she says, so maybe they should think about setting out? there’s a good ways to row now too, says the old midwife Anna, and Olai nods and says all right let’s go and Anna the midwife says to Marta and the little boy all right take care now and if anything isn’t right he should just let her know, Anna the midwife says, but for now everything looks good, she can say that and she knows what she’s talking about, the old midwife Anna says, and Olai looks at Marta lying there with her eyes closed and little Johannes on her breast

All right then I’ll go row Anna the midwife back home now, all right, Olai says

and Marta just lies there as if she didn’t hear what he said, she just lies there quietly, almost as though she’s asleep, with little Johannes on her breast

All right, Marta, Olai says

She’s tired, she’s worn out, the old midwife Anna says

Yes you can go, Marta says

and Olai sees Marta not open her eyes

Yes you need to rest now, the old midwife Anna says

and she softly strokes Marta’s forehead

And you have to bring Magda home too, Marta says

and she looks straight at Olai

I will, Olai says

and then Marta smiles a careful smile at Olai and he raises his hand and then he strokes her forehead with his rough long thin fingers and feels that her forehead is clammy and then he gently rubs little Johannes on the jaw the cheek and he feels how strangely soft it is when he rubs his cheek

Time to go now, Anna the old midwife says

Good let’s go, Olai says





II




Johannes woke up and felt stiff and sore and stayed lying in bed a long time in his room off the main room behind a curtain, and he thought about how he had to get up now, but he stayed in bed, because it was another gray day outside, he was sure of it, raining and drizzling with gusts of wind and a gray sky, chilly and shivery like every day this time of year, and what did he have to do today? he couldn’t just sit here at home, everything in the house has been so sad and lonely since Erna died, it’s like all the warmth left with her, yes he could light a fire in the stove and yes he could turn the electric heater on and anyway he always turned the heater on full blast, he was not saving up for anything anymore, he didn’t need to, ever since he had gotten old and started collecting social security, the same as everyone else, but no matter how much he heated the house it never got truly warm and no matter how many lights he turned on it never got truly bright either, so as far as that went he could just as well stay in bed and put off getting up for as long as he wanted, only he couldn’t just let himself go either, he had to keep active, had to do something, or else he’d get even stiffer and woozy because no it’s been a long time since he was a young man, Johannes thought, no, he had to get up now, he thought, he couldn’t stay lying in bed anymore, and he had such a craving for a cigarette too, at least one cigarette anyway would be so good right now, Johannes thinks, and it’s cold in his room, in the main room too, but in the kitchen the stove has been on all night so he should go out there, roll himself a cigarette, put the coffeepot on and then make himself a little something to eat, a slice of bread with caramelized cheese, same as every other day, Johannes thinks. But then what? What is he supposed to do then? Maybe take a walk west to the Bay, see how things are looking there? and if the weather isn’t too bad maybe he can head out onto the water, do a little fishing, yes that sounds about right, Johannes thinks, and right away he thinks that that’s what he thinks every morning, every single morning he thinks exactly the same thing, Johannes thinks, but what else is he supposed to think? what else is he supposed to do but take a walk west to the Bay? Johannes thinks, and he thinks that he shouldn’t feel as miserable as all that, it’s not so terrible, he still has a roof over his head, he’s warm enough, and he has children, and they’re good kids, and his youngest daughter Signe doesn’t live too far away and she looks in on him almost every day doesn’t she and she calls on the phone too, yes, of course, and he has grandchildren too, the little scamps, more than one, and he has a lot of fun with them, the grandkids, no, don’t be like that, and just lying there in the room and whining and not getting up, no that’s too much, Johannes thinks, and he struggles up from the bed and suddenly he feels so light, like there’s no weight in him at all, Johannes thinks, that’s strange, that he can just sit up without any pain or strain in his muscles and bones, he just sat up, just like that, like he was a youngster again, Johannes thinks sitting there on the edge of the bed and if it’s as easy as that he should just stand up right now, no?, Johannes thinks and then he stands up just like that and it’s easy and then Johannes is standing there, and he is unsteady as he stands there, he’s swaying, quite a bit, that’s true, he is, but he feels light, wonderfully light, in body and in mind, Johannes thinks, and he sees his pants draped over the chair and his shirt is there and he picks up the shirt and puts it on and he buttons the shirt and now it’s time for the pants and he takes his pants and sits back down on the edge of the bed and bends forward and puts one foot into the leg of his pants, there it goes, and then the other foot, there it goes, and today there’s no strain and nothing hurts when he bends forward and Johannes stands up and stands there and it’s as easy as anything, that was very strange, wasn’t it, Johannes thinks, and he pulls up his pants and then pulls one of his suspender straps over his shoulder, there it goes, and the other one, there, and now it’s off to the kitchen, because the packet of tobacco is sitting in its place too, where it’s supposed to be, on the kitchen table in front of his chair, where it’s been all these years, Johannes thinks, and he goes out into the main room and he sees that everything there is where it should be, he keeps things neat and tidy even if he does live alone now, no one can say that Johannes doesn’t keep his house in order, Johannes thinks, and it doesn’t feel so cold out in the main room, the way it usually is, in fact it doesn’t feel cold at all, neither hot nor cold, just nice and warm, like on a summer morning, a regular beautiful summer morning, Johannes thinks, and now it’s time to head over to the kitchen and have a little smoke and a little coffee, the same as every morning, all these years, Johannes thinks, and he opens the kitchen door and there on the kitchen table, right where it should be, is the packet of tobacco, and the box of matches is there too, yes, that’ll be good, to have a cigarette, he always really craves one in the morning, but today, now that he thinks about it he’s not craving it at all, that’s strange, he can’t understand it, no, still he’ll roll himself one this morning too, Johannes thinks, and he goes over to the kitchen table and he pulls out his chair and sits down and it’s neither hot nor cold in the kitchen too, Johannes thinks, and he looks at the other side of the kitchen table, where Erna sat, all those years, and now the chair is empty and yet this morning it is almost like she is still sitting there, Johannes thinks, and he looks over at the kitchen window and the weather looks gray and nasty out, but had he expected anything different? no, of course not, Johannes thinks, sitting there on his chair where he’s sat all these years, he sat there and Erna sat on her side, Johannes thinks, and he picks up the packet of tobacco and rolls himself a cigarette, a nice fat one, and he picks up the box of matches and lights it and Johannes takes a long drag and then another and he has always felt, every time he smoked a cigarette, how it spread into his legs and arms, how he felt calmer or however you’d put it, Johannes thinks, but today he doesn’t notice anything and now that’s strange because all these years he only came to life so to speak after a few good puffs of his first cigarette, Johannes thinks and he stands up with the cigarette in his mouth and goes and picks up the coffeepot and goes over to the sink, turns on the faucet, fills the pot with water, turns off the faucet, then Johannes puts the coffeepot on the stove, turns on the burner, and stands there and looks at the coffeepot so glittering and shiny and sees before his eyes a hard metal fishing lure so glittering and shiny, but the lure, the day when he and Peter were out on the water together, for it not to sink, no, it’s unbelievable really, Johannes thinks, he threw the lure into the water and for it to stop there a few feet under the boat stuck in place in the clearest water and just not sink any deeper, no, for that to happen to him, and what can it mean? can it be that Peter was right, when he said that the water didn’t want anything more to do with Johannes? is it possible? Johannes thinks, but to start thinking about that again, see before his eyes the lure hanging there a few feet underwater and see the line floating there on top and then see himself standing there pulling it back in and throwing it back out and the same thing happening again even when he tries it on the other side of the boat, no, really, it’s just not possible, Johannes thinks, and he thinks that what happened with the lure that wouldn’t sink is something he can’t tell anyone, they wouldn’t believe him anyway, they’d probably think he was telling tales or that something was wrong with his head, Johannes thinks, and he sees the pot boiling and he goes and takes the coffeepot off the stove, and turns off the burner, and then puts a couple good scoops of coffee in his coffeepot, yes, he’ll have a cup of coffee or two in any case, Johannes thinks, and he’ll make himself a slice of bread too, even though he is just as little in the mood to eat this morning as on every other morning, but still he should have a slice of bread this morning too, Johannes thinks, and he puts the cigarette down in the ashtray, goes over to the kitchen counter, opens the bread drawer, and takes out what’s left of a loaf of bread

Hard, hard and bad, Johannes says

and he puts the bread on the cutting board and picks up a bread knife and cuts himself a slice and then puts a good amount of butter on the slice and then cuts himself a good slab of brown cheese with the knife

Yes well a person’s got to eat, Johannes says

and he picks up his cup from the counter, no, he doesn’t exactly wash up all that often but why should he? a man living alone, Johannes thinks, and he goes over to the sink and rinses the cup out and then he goes and pours himself some coffee, tastes it carefully, and then he goes and puts the cup down on the counter, then goes and gets the slice of bread with brown cheese, goes and sits down, puts the cigarette down in the ashtray, takes a little bite, then a little coffee, chews long and hard, and the truth is it doesn’t taste at all, neither good nor bad, Johannes thinks, he swallows it down and then sips a little more coffee, then another bite, another sip of coffee, yes, there it is now, that’s real good now, Johannes thinks

Yes, that’s real good, Johannes says

and now what he wants is a couple of drags on his cigarette, Johannes thinks, and he picks the cigarette up from the ashtray and lights it and takes a couple of puffs and he can taste the coffee a little again and now isn’t it slowly starting to come? it sure is, yes, Johannes thinks, now the day is starting to come to life and now he’ll go take a walk west to the Bay, or maybe he should go by bike? he could probably do that, because now the streets aren’t slippery anymore, so he can bike there, can’t he, he’ll just go right out to the shed and see how the bike is doing, Johannes thinks, yes, why not bike? Johannes thinks, but first he has to just get through the rest of the slice of bread with the brown cheese and then at least one more cup of coffee, and then he’ll feel like he did before again, Johannes thinks, and he puts the cigarette down and Johannes thinks that now he’ll just eat up the whole slice of bread without thinking about it, Johannes thinks, and he picks up the bread and bites and chews and drinks his coffee and the bread gets smaller and he puts the crust down on the kitchen counter, he doesn’t need to eat that, he can allow himself that much, Johannes thinks, and he picks up the packet of tobacco and rolls himself another cigarette and he picks up the matches and he lights the cigarette and with the cigarette in his mouth and the cup in his hand he goes over to the stove and pours himself some more coffee and again he goes and sits down at the kitchen table and if it weren’t for that thing with the fishing lure that wouldn’t sink into the water that time then he would definitely go fishing today, but if that’s how it is, if the lure won’t sink when he casts it, no, he’d rather just let it be, or maybe? maybe he’ll go out in the boat for a little while anyway today? even if he does he doesn’t have to fish, Johannes thinks, and if only Erna was here now, Johannes thinks, no, for her to have been taken so suddenly, without any warning at all, the evening before she died they were just sitting here at the kitchen table squabbling about something or another, he doesn’t remember what, but it was something or another wasn’t it, and then they went and lay down, he in the room downstairs, she up in the attic room, the way they had slept all these years, and then she didn’t come down the next morning and that was that, Johannes thinks

Yes, yes, he says

That’s how it is, he says

No now no I really do need to get moving, he says

and Johannes stubs out his cigarette, stands up, picks up his cup and takes it over to the kitchen counter and then picks up the packet of tobacco and then he goes out into the hall and his jacket is hanging there on the peg and he pulls it on and puts the packet of tobacco in his pocket and there on the shelf is his cap and he takes it and puts that on too, and now the first thing he probably needs to do is go use the bathroom, see if he needs to go a little, but he doesn’t feel any pressure, Johannes thinks, so maybe he’ll take a look in at the shed first? Johannes thinks, it’s been a long time since he’s been in there, yes that’s what he should probably do, he’ll go take a look in at the shed, yes, see how things are looking there, Johannes thinks, and he walks over to the shed across the yard and he opens the door to the shed and there in the corner is his old bicycle and will you look at that, one of the tires isn’t flat, is it, it sure is, Johannes thinks, and he thinks no, the tire probably has a hole in it, in that case he’ll have to walk west to the Bay after all and just patch up the bike this afternoon, that way he’ll have something to do too, Johannes thinks, and he goes back out of the shed and then stands in the door to the shed and he suddenly feels, yes, how should he put it, it almost feels as if a voice is telling him that he has to go in again, go back inside, Johannes, take a good look around, the voice as it were says, and Johannes can’t understand that and he thinks that he has to listen to the voice so he probably should go back into the shed again and see if everything is the way it should be in there, but why? why should he? Johannes thinks, why in the world does it feel like he needs to go back into the shed? he’s never felt that way before, has he? could there maybe be something wrong in there? Johannes thinks, and he thinks that no he really doesn’t understand what’s going on with him anymore but he might just as well go back in the shed, why not, he thinks and he goes back in and stands there and looks at his bicycle, at the two tubs, the sawhorse, and there on the wall hang the rakes and the shovels, and everything is in a way heavy in itself, everything in a way announces itself and announces everything you do with it and everything is really old, the same as him, and everything is motionless in its own weight and with a quietness he has never noticed before, but what is he doing? standing like this and looking at all these old things in the shed? why would he do that? stand there like that and think meaningless thoughts, Johannes thinks, but every one of these things, he sees it, is at the same time heavy with all the work that ever has been done with it and light, so light, so unbelievably light, Johannes thinks, just think of all the times Erna used those tubs, how much laundry she washed in those tubs before she got a washing machine, yes, a lot of clothes, that’s for sure, and now Erna is long gone while the tubs are still here, that’s how it is, the people leave and the things stay, and up in the crawlspace there are so many things he has collected over the years, all kinds of fishing gear and tools of all kinds, yes, he should just take a quick look up there too, Johannes thinks, and today he’ll probably be able to get up the stairs without any problems too, when he woke up today he was so vigorous and light in body, wasn’t he, like a youngster again, Johannes thinks, and he starts to go up the narrow flight of stairs inside the shed, it is almost like a ladder, and he gets up it light and easy and then there’s the hatch in the floor of the crawlspace that he has to push open and even that will probably be all right today Johannes thinks and he raises one arm and pushes and the hatch opens so easily, as though it had no weight left in it at all, so completely perfectly easily, so easy he can hardly believe it, Johannes thinks, and he climbs up into the crawlspace and he looks around and everything he sees looks like gold, no he has never seen anything like that before, Johannes thinks, that really is strange, all his tools in their place, almost everything old and worn out, and now everything is where it belongs in its own golden halo somehow, no, good lord, Johannes thinks, and he stands up and looks around and then he thinks that everything is somehow what it is and at the same time different, all the things are normal things but they have become somehow dignified, and golden, and heavy, as though they weighed much much more than themselves and at the same time had no weight, Johannes thinks, and does he like it? no, he can’t say that he does, because obviously the shed and the crawlspace are the same as ever, it’s just he who is seeing and experiencing it differently and he doesn’t like that at all, Johannes thinks, so he probably should just go back down the stairs again, even if it seems, in principle, as though it would be nice to stand here and look at the things that look heavier and lighter than they are, the things lying around somehow heavy with everything he has ever done with them, with all the work, and at the same time as though they weigh nothing, it is as if they are lying there perfectly calm and quiet and at the same time floating or hovering, no he needs to just go back down from the crawlspace now, Johannes thinks, not be a crazy old man standing here and thinking things like this, standing here looking at perfectly ordinary things as though they weren’t there, Johannes thinks, even if it really is beautiful to see them this way, he thinks, but he can’t just stay standing here like this, Johannes thinks, and he turns around and goes back over to the stairs and he grabs the handle of the hatch door and starts to go down the steep stairs holding tight to the hatch’s handle and he stops on the stairs, his head sticking up through the crawlspace floor and the hatch resting on the top of his head, he stops there and looks at the things up there on the crawlspace floor and now it is as though a gentle rain of light has fallen over the things and transformed them and now he really does have to go downstairs, Johannes thinks and he goes down a couple of steps and the hatch falls into place over his head and he goes down and he goes over to the shed door and he doesn’t turn around when he shuts the door behind him, he just leaves, and now he really should pay a visit to the bathroom, shouldn’t he, Johannes thinks, before he walks west to the Bay, but no, does he have to? no, there’s no pressure, is there? Johannes thinks, in that case he might as well head out on his walk west to the Bay right now, why not, go take a look at the boat he has there, his good old rowboat, yes, Johannes thinks, and since the weather isn’t really so bad he can probably take a turn out on the water too, he won’t row too far out, definitely not west out to the open sea, but he can row up the coast a little bit anyway, he doesn’t want to go fishing, no he’s done with that now after that time his lure wouldn’t go down into the water no matter how much he struggled with it, he decided he had fished enough, there’d be no more fishing for him, let other people do it, he has done all the fishing he’s going to do, Johannes thinks, and he starts to walk down the street because he can walk west to the Bay anyway, Johannes thinks, and maybe he’ll run into someone there he can have a little chat with too, Johannes thinks, and he looks at Peter’s house and it seems to him that the house looks different too, it’s never looked like that before, it too is somehow heavier, sitting somehow more solidly on the ground and at the same time looking so light, like it might float up into the sky at any moment, but if it did it would float calmly, as if there were nothing strange at all about its floating there, and the windows of Peter’s house are looking calmly at him somehow as though they were people, old friends, and that’s what they really are because he’s been in Peter’s house more than a few times, Johannes thinks, he went there again and again, yes, ever since he and Erna and the five children they had at that point bought the old house that they’d lived in ever since and moved here, they couldn’t keep living on Holmen anymore, it was so far away from other people and he and his father Olai didn’t get along so well either, and then came the two more children, Signe and Little Olai, yes, in the end he had to name one after his father, didn’t he, Johannes thinks, seven children they raised, him and Erna, and they all turned out well, didn’t they, every last one, and the youngest daughter, Signe, visits him almost every single day doesn’t she, when she goes shopping she usually looks in on him, and she calls him on the phone too now and then, yes, that’s how it is, Johannes thinks, and still he is looking at Peter’s house and didn’t they cut each other’s hair all those years too, Peter and Johannes, indeed they did, saved a pretty penny, helped each other look decent and proper, but now that Peter’s dead, yes, it was sad that Peter had to go away, Johannes thinks and now it’s time to keep walking, he thinks, up the road now and he can go up to the top of the hill and see Signe’s house, the house where Signe lives with her husband Leif and their three children, Signe, yes, his youngest daughter, she has been the biggest help to him in his old age, which was not entirely unexpected since Signe and Johannes, Signe and Father as she called him, had always been close, they had understood each other somehow, for whatever reason, yes, but also the other children lived all around the island but it was only Signe who lived close enough to him that they could visit each other on foot, Johannes thinks, walking up the hill, and he thinks that everything has changed somehow, the things, the house, they all look different, heavier and lighter somehow, as though there were more of the earth in the houses and more of the sky too, yes almost that, yes, Johannes thinks and he gets to the top of the hill and there, on the other side, on one of the ridges there, is Signe’s house, white and handsome, standing there, she has done well in life, Signe has, house and home, husband and children, it’s always gone well for her, never any trouble with Signe, no, Johannes thinks, and maybe he should drop by Signe’s? because her husband, Leif, he must have left for work by now, Johannes thinks, and he stops and takes his watch out of the pocket of his pants and he sees that it’s quarter past, no, in that case he’s out too early today, waking up so early is just crazy, not being able to sleep in a little longer, but that’s the way it always was isn’t it, he always woke up early in the morning and it used to be even earlier than now, and then he was always tired early too, Johannes thinks, but now it means he’s out for his walk so early, if he had left the house an hour later he could have dropped by Signe’s and then had a cup of coffee there and chatted a little about the weather, the wind, but Signe probably isn’t even up this early, or she probably is up, her husband Leif does leave for work early, so she probably is up already but the kids are probably still asleep and Signe has so much to deal with in the mornings, so he should probably take a walk west to the Bay first, check on the boat, maybe he can row out for a bit too, the weather is not that bad at all, Johannes thinks, but it’ll cloud over again soon enough, the rain will be right back, and the wind, Johannes thinks, and he walks across the field and now he should take a right just over here and then go down to the Bay and take a look at the boat and maybe row out a little too along the shore, but not out to the open sea, not west out into the ocean, no, Johannes thinks, and he starts to take the road, the almost overgrown path, down to the Bay, where his own boat and Peter’s dory and Leif’s boat and various other boats are moored and he stops and he stands and looks down at the buildings on the wharf along the Bay and he notices that something is different about them too and Johannes stands there, closes his eyes, what is wrong with him? because everything he sees is different somehow, now he is looking at the buildings on the wharf and they are also heavy and at the same time so strangely light, no, what is going on with him today? Johannes thinks, no he’ll never figure it out, Johannes thinks, and it’s probably all just his imagination, the buildings on the wharf looking different too, anyway he can’t point to anything specific that’s happened, and if something is different then it’s probably in him that something’s happened, but could it also be something outside of him? can something have happened, maybe not anything big but something very minor, out there in the world too, to give him this feeling of everything being different now? but he himself is the same as ever, isn’t he, or is he? he did feel so strangely light in body when he got up this morning? and the stairs in the shed were so easy for him, like he was just a child? but the road down to the wharf is still the same old overgrown path it’s always been, and the rocky peaks around him are the same as ever, and the heather is the same, and at home this morning everything was just like before too, he rolled himself a cigarette as usual and made coffee and a slice of bread with some brown cheese, everything this morning was like every morning before, except that everything had been so much better before, when Erna was alive, not to mention when Peter was alive, now these mornings were sad and lonely instead, it had always been cold and shivery in the house, old as it is, and drafty, and the bread today had been very hard and dry, but he wasn’t one of those people who bought new bread before the old bread was used up, no, not him, he had never been a wasteful person, absolutely not, they had always had to make do, how else could they have managed, Erna and him with seven children? since he couldn’t bring in that much money, even though he worked late and worked early, always keeping at it, when the catch was good there was some money in it but when it went badly, and that’s something that happened a lot, it meant poverty and if Steine the shopkeeper hadn’t gone easy on them and let Erna buy on credit then he just doesn’t know, and if they hadn’t been able to get by eating fish it would have turned out pretty bad too, but he had always managed to catch as much fish as they needed for themselves so they never went hungry, or thirsty, since there was water and water was free, and clothes, yes well the children always had clothes, and shoes, even if the clothes weren’t always so new, they were passed down from one to the next, yes, and a bit repaired and patched up after a while, and their shoes were hand-me-downs too, and Cobbler Jakop mended and fixed them up for practically nothing for as long as they could be used at all, yes, Cobbler Jakop was a good man and strong in faith he was too, like no one else, truly, even if he had his beliefs and let others believe what they wanted to believe, the God he believed in was far away from this evil world, Cobbler Jakop said, how could anyone believe that it was a good and all-powerful and all-knowing god who ruled this world? Cobbler Jakop said, no, his God, the God of everyone who realizes the truth, that was not a God for this world, even if He was here too, it was still another god, other gods, who ruled here, Cobbler Jakop said, and he was probably right about that, Johannes thinks, he was in complete agreement with Cobbler Jakop about that, but then everyone thought of Cobbler Jakop as godless, but what difference did that make? Johannes thinks, Cobbler Jakop was kind and considerate and asked for practically nothing for all the work he did, a good man, yes, that was Cobbler Jakop who lived in the old house at the bend in the road but now he was gone too, no, soon there’ll be no one his age left at all around here, Johannes thinks, otherwise it would have been nice to have a chat with Cobbler Jakop, yes, he helped them many a time, he had even lent them a little money once when it was especially tough going and he got his money back too, every last penny, Johannes had wanted to pay interest too but Cobbler Jakop did not want to be a usurer, he had made that very clear, so Johannes had paid back no more and no less than he had borrowed, he was a good man, Cobbler Jakop, Johannes thinks, yes they had always managed and Johannes had not needed much for himself, just tobacco, he allowed himself that, and when there was enough for coffee then of course there had to be coffee in the house too and now that he was on social security he never had to go without tobacco or coffee and even today the coffee had been good, this morning like every morning before, when you look at it that way everything was the same, and it was the same, but at the same time everything was different somehow, or was it, was it? Johannes thinks standing there looking up at the sky overhead, but that is the same as ever too, gray this morning like on most mornings. Everything is the same old thing, Johannes thinks. And he is too, the same, and old, no doubt about that, but he is strong and healthy and this morning he feels as light on his feet as a child, but now doesn’t one of his hands feel a little numb? like it’s falling asleep and floating away? it is, isn’t it? Johannes thinks, and he tries to raise his arm and it’s hard, he can barely raise his arm at all, and then he looks at his long tired fingers and he sees that his fingers out at the ends by the nails are starting to turn blue

No, no, what’s this now, Johannes says

That’s strange, he says

and he tries to shake out his hand and it doesn’t help, and how is that supposed to help anyway? Johannes thinks, and isn’t he also starting to feel a little numb in the face? yes, he definitely is a little, Johannes thinks, and he has always been healthy as can be, his whole life, and it’s probably just his imagination this time too, he needs to go out on the water for a bit, try to fish a little like the old days, yes, right, he can’t let the lure not wanting to sink that day stop him and if he catches something he might just as well head over to the city and tie up at the quay and try to sell the fish, yes, that’s just what he’ll do, Johannes thinks, so much for having decided to stop fishing, because Johannes didn’t have anything else to do this morning besides row out for a bit, did he? what else was he supposed to do? And that’s how it was yesterday, and the day before too? That’s how it is every morning, isn’t it? Didn’t he row out every morning, or practically every morning, as long as the weather wasn’t too terrible? yes of course that’s what he did, that’s how it was, and he never liked mornings very much, it was always so chilly in the house in the morning and even though most days were gray and cold they never got as gray and cold as they did in the morning, the sky always hung lowest and heaviest in the morning, yes, he would say so, even though there were also of course clear early summer mornings sometimes, with a deep blue sky, and it even happened sometimes that the light in the sky was soft and gentle early in the morning, yes, sure, that could happen, but still it never seemed that way to him, he had often thought about why mornings always seemed gray and cold whether they were bright and gentle or dark, even black, whether they were bitterly cold or not. He had never liked mornings, all these years, he liked them so little that the first thing he did in the morning was throw up, there was pressure down in his gut and something wanted to come up and up it came, not much, usually a dry heave, air, some phlegm, but it did sometimes happen that more came up, that he seriously vomited into the piss-pot, and that’s how it had always been for as long as he can remember, wake up, stand up, throw up. But then it was better, after he’d thrown up. Then it felt better. Then the day could start, but today he hadn’t thrown up, had he, the way he’d done on every single morning since Erna died. So then that was something different from other mornings. And had he actually eaten breakfast? Or was that just something he’d thought he should do? Make himself a slice of bread with brown cheese and some coffee? He probably must have done it, yes, he probably ate the bread and drank the coffee and smoked a few cigarettes, Johannes thinks, yes yes, he probably did, Johannes thinks walking down the overgrown path to the Bay. And now he would row out onto the water for a bit, and since the water is pretty calm today, he stops and looks out over the water, shading his eyes with his hand, he can probably risk even going west out onto the open sea too? but no, it’s so stupid, he’s in such a ridiculous situation with just his little rowboat, what a disaster that his dory sank, one night in a storm and rough weather it came loose and was smashed against the headland and sank with all the nets and lines and other fishing gear, no, that was bad luck, a great loss, Johannes thinks, but when the weather is like it is today he can probably venture out pretty far west into open water even in a rowboat, he should think, Johannes thinks, walking down to the Bay, and there, isn’t that Peter standing down there on the shore? yes, yes it is Peter, now he can have a chat with Peter after all, he’s probably going out to check on his crab traps, Johannes thinks

Here you are again, Peter, Johannes calls

and Peter turns toward him and squints his eyes at Johannes

Well now, I didn’t think, no, that you would be climbing down here again, Peter says

Off to go check on your crab traps, Peter, Johannes says

Yes, I’ve got to, Peter says

How was the catch yesterday? Johannes says

It was really something yesterday, Peter says

Really something? Johannes says

Yeah, you should have been there yesterday, Johannes, Peter says

You should have been with, he says

I’ve probably never caught more crabs than I did yesterday, he says

And they were big and meaty too, he says

And I sold them, every last one, he says

and Peter makes a fist and hits the breast pocket of his overalls

It’s probably halibut for me today, Johannes says

You set out your longline? Peter says

No I’m casting, Johannes says

So, I see, Peter says

That’s what I’m doing, Johannes says

Yes, you’ve always been a strange one, Johannes, Peter says

and Johannes suddenly stops and stands and looks down at the shore where Peter had just then been standing in his old worn-out overalls and Johannes quickly walks down to the shore and it definitely smells of smoke too from Peter’s pipe but where is Peter? Johannes thinks, and he breathes in the salty smell of the sea and the smell of Peter’s pipe again and again and he was just talking to Peter a minute ago and then Peter said he had just caught a lot of crabs, the way he always said, so now he had money, Johannes should come too, but now? where did Peter go? where in the world did he go? Johannes thinks and he doesn’t understand it, wasn’t Peter standing right here on the shore, right about where Johannes himself is standing now, and saying that yesterday he had caught so many crabs, such good crabs, and now Peter isn’t here anymore and his dory is gone too, Johannes can’t see Peter’s boat anywhere, not anywhere, but Peter was here just a minute ago, they were talking to each other, he should go take a look out on the dock to see if he can see the mooring of Peter’s boat, but his buoy, the buoy he moors his boat to, he can’t see that anywhere either? no what’s going on now? this is almost scary, Johannes thinks, because did he just imagine he was talking to Peter? no, that definitely wasn’t what happened, as true as his name is Johannes and that he’s standing here right now he was just talking to Peter. There’s nothing more to say about that, Johannes thinks. He and Peter were just now talking to each other, Johannes thinks. But what’s happening? Everything is somehow different and at the same time everything is the way it was, everything is like it was before and everything’s changed, Johannes thinks. But where did Peter go? Is Peter playing a trick on him? And what could that mean? No he needs to pull himself together right now and shout for Peter, but can he, an old man like him, can he stand here shouting Peter’s name? No, but then where did Peter go?

Peter, Peter, Johannes shouts

and he looks out over the water

Peter, he shouts again

and then Johannes hears a voice saying now he has to make a decision and it is Peter’s voice, but what in the world can he mean? no Johannes can’t understand any of it, not a thing, he thinks and then he turns around and Peter is standing down there on the shore, just like before, and as if nothing had happened, and Johannes thinks that Peter is just playing a trick on him and now he definitely has to play one back on Peter and Johannes walks down to the shore and he sees Peter standing there looking west at the ocean and Johannes wonders what he should do, he definitely has to try to wake Peter up from the state he’s in, an old man standing there looking and looking out west at the ocean, maybe he should pick up a little stone and throw it at Peter? yes that’s just what Johannes should do, Johannes thinks and he bends down carefully so Peter won’t hear what he’s doing and finds a tiny little pebble and stands up carefully, raises his hand over his head, and then throws the pebble in an easy pretty arc and it descends and it hits Peter’s back but look at that, no, have you ever seen anything like that, the stone went straight through Peter’s back and hit a big round rock on the shore and then bounced off it to the edge of the water, no, will you look at that, what’s going on now? Johannes thinks, and he rubs his eyes and then he feels something take hold of him neither anger nor fear and he picks up a big stone and lifts it up over his head and he throws the stone with all his might at Peter’s back and the stone goes, no, it, right through Peter’s back and a good ways out into the water before it hits the surface and lands with a splash. No, it, Johannes thinks. No, it

Hey, Peter, Johannes says

Peter, hey, how are you, Peter, he says

and Johannes can hear how totally meaningless it sounds to say that and Peter turns around to face Johannes and then comes walking up to him

Yes well same as always, Peter says

Same as always, yes, he says

Not much new with me, but that’s how it’s always been, he says

and Peter sits down on a stone next to where Johannes is standing and then Peter sits there and looks out west at the ocean and then he takes his pipe from the breast pocket of his overalls and takes out a matchbox and then he lights his pipe and Johannes smells the good smell of strong tobacco mix with the salty sea air and Johannes thinks that he should roll himself a cigarette too in that case and then he takes his packet of tobacco out of his jacket pocket

Yes, you want a cigarette too, Johannes, don’t you, Peter says

and then Johannes starts to roll a cigarette

Seems like the thing to do, Johannes says

Take a little break, right, Peter says

Right, Johannes says

and he feels around in his pocket and he can’t find any matches and so now he has to ask Peter for a light

Hey, Peter, I must have forgotten my matches, can I have a light, he says

Yes sure, Peter says

and then Peter takes his matchbox and holds it out to Johannes and Johannes lights his cigarette and then they sit there next to each other, Johannes and Peter, and they smoke and look out west at the ocean and Johannes thinks now that was extremely strange, those two stones he threw going straight through Peter, no, it’s absolutely impossible, it must have been a hallucination pure and simple because things like that are not possible, Johannes thinks and then he thinks that maybe he can ask permission to touch Peter, but no he can’t do that, what would Peter think of him then, Johannes thinks, no, that’s all I need, he should ask Peter if he can touch him? no, that’s over the line, Johannes thinks, and then he thinks that he can probably just brush against Peter’s shoulder in passing or something like that, he can allow himself that much, Johannes thinks

Yes I’ll be needing another haircut soon, Peter says

Yes you’re right, Johannes says

and then he sees that Peter’s hair has grown long and gray, it hangs down over his shoulders, thin and wispy, no oh no Peter has such long hair now, Johannes thinks, no, such a long time it’s been since he went to his house and cut his hair

We saved a lot of money cutting each other’s hair, Peter says

Yes you’re right about that, Johannes says

But now you really need it cut, Johannes says

Your hair has gotten so long, it’s all the way down to your shoulders, he says

That’s true, Peter says

I should come by and cut your hair, Johannes says

Yes you should, Peter says

and Johannes sees Peter take his old pipe out of his mouth

It’s been many years we’ve been cutting each other’s hair, Johannes says

I’m trying to work it out, Johannes says, I think it must be

Yes it must be coming up on forty years, Peter says

More that that, I think it must be getting on close to fifty, Johannes says

and he looks at Peter and at Peter’s long hair, Peter’s hair has probably never been so white before, and so long, it’s gray and reaching down to his shoulders and hanging down his back and Peter never combed his hair back, Johannes thinks, Peter never had hair he could push back, Johannes thinks, and now his hair is reaching down to his shoulders, no, now Peter definitely needs his hair cut soon, Johannes thinks

I see you need a haircut, Johannes says

Your hair is down to your shoulders, isn’t it, he says

No, I can’t believe it’s been that long since I cut your hair, he says

No, now I’ll have to drop by your house and cut your hair, Johannes says

Yes you should do that, Peter says

Maybe I’ll come by this afternoon, Johannes says

Yes do, Peter says

But first I’m going to go check on the traps, he says

You should, Johannes says

That’s the thing to do, Peter says

The fishing’s good now, Johannes says

Yes incredible, Peter says

I can hardly remember ever having caught so many crabs, he says

So many, and so meaty, he says

You don’t say, Johannes says

And they’re selling, Peter says

As soon as I pull into the quay in the city the people come, and old Miss Pettersen is the most eager customer of all, he says

and Peter looks at him with a grin, like he wanted to remind him of something, and Johannes is startled and looks at Peter with frightened eyes

Old Miss Pettersen, Johannes says

Yes, she comes every day, as soon as I pull into the quay she’s there, Peter says

No now you’re joking, Johannes says

Joking, Peter says

Not at all, he says

Old Miss Pettersen, yes, old Miss Pettersen, he says

and Peter pauses for a long time, then looks at Johannes again

You remember her, I know you do, Peter says

Yes sure I do, Johannes says

and Johannes looks down at the ground in front of him and he thinks that he has to say something to that, he can’t just let Peter sit there and talk about old Miss Pettersen and all the crabs she’s buying off him, it’s downright shameful, because old Miss Pettersen died last year, or was it the year before, anyway she’s gone

No, well, it’s time to get to work, Peter says

and he stands up. Johannes stays sitting and looks at Peter standing there and turning to face Johannes

Have you talked to Cobbler Jakop lately? Peter says

No, it’s been a while now, Johannes says

I was thinking I would drop by and see him tonight, Peter says

You need some work done, Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

and he lifts up a foot and shows Johannes his boot

It has a nice rip on the side here, he says

and Peter points to the rip in his boot

Yes Cobbler Jakop will be able to fix that, no problem, Johannes says

You can be sure of that, Peter says

Cobbler Jakop, he’s a good man, he says

Yes he is, a good man, Johannes says

Maybe you’d like to join me, those nets of yours aren’t going anywhere, Peter says

Yes, maybe, Johannes says

and he thinks that Peter apparently thinks he’s going out to pull in his nets, but that’s not what he was going to do, and he hadn’t said anything about that, he hadn’t, Johannes thinks

Yes, come along, we’ll take in the traps first, then we’ll go to the city and moor at the quay, Peter says

Yes, maybe, Johannes says

And then you’ll see old Miss Pettersen again, Peter says

and it seems to Johannes that Peter has such a roguish look in his eye and Johannes thinks now Peter really is almost going too far, she’s been dead for at least a year, old Miss Pettersen, and to talk about her as if she were still alive no it’s disgraceful, Johannes thinks and he stands up

Yes, come on then, Peter says

All right I’ll come along, Johannes says

and then Peter and Johannes walk over to the shore and Johannes thinks Peter can barely put one foot in front of the other, look, it’s like he’s climbing and climbing something step by step and somehow staggering slightly from side to side at the same time, every time he lifts his foot it’s like he is about to fall over, and goodness how thin Peter has gotten, and his hair has gotten so gray and long, it definitely needs to be cut, Johannes thinks, and they go out onto the landing and Peter starts to pull his dory in and Johannes thinks that this isn’t entirely safe, going out on the water when there’s such rough water like today, Johannes thinks, and for him to think like that, hasn’t he been a fisherman all these years, and now to get cold feet about rowing out onto the water, no what’s wrong with him, today is not like the other days, today is its own day, nothing is the way it usually is today, Johannes thinks, and then he’s startled, because here’s Peter standing right in front of him now, alive, but isn’t Peter dead? didn’t Peter die a long time ago, didn’t he? but isn’t this Peter standing here pulling his dory into shore? Yes, Johannes can see it with his own two eyes, so it’s certain, Peter is alive, no doubt about it, but then how come he thinks Peter’s dead? Johannes thinks, and he shakes his head and he thinks that he should have just asked Peter whether he was dead or alive but he can’t do that, you can’t just ask someone something like that, that’s a bit much, Johannes thinks, no, really, to ask someone something like that, it’s indecent, Johannes thinks, and he doesn’t understand how he could think Peter was dead because isn’t he standing right here in front of him, alive? he is, he absolutely is, Johannes thinks, and he sees Peter climb on board the dory

All right now you too, Peter says

Coming, Johannes says

and Johannes puts one foot on the gunwale, sore and stiff

Well now, look how old you’ve gotten, Peter says

No, what’s happened to you, Johannes, Johannes, says Peter

Yes yes, Johannes says

and he can’t fall in the water now, no, Johannes thinks, that would be the last straw, he has only fallen in the water once before, he can still remember it, Johannes thinks

Now don’t fall in, you know you can’t swim, Peter says

and that time, Johannes thinks, he just barely made it, yes, they just barely got him back on board

I pulled you out of the water that time didn’t I, Peter says at the last minute, but he was so cold by then hypothermia exhaustion

You almost didn’t make it, your life was hanging by a thread, Peter says

and Johannes can’t really quite remember exactly how it happened, of course he remembers how he fell in the water and that darkness was closing in and there was a driving snow, obviously he remembers it, he was pulling and hauling at a line and his fingers were stiff, he could hardly bend them, because his mittens were soaked through with cold water, then the line, the damned line, got stuck in something down in the water and he had to pull with all his might, as hard as he could, he leaned back and pulled and then like a joke the line came loose from whatever it was caught on down in the water and he flew back overboard into the freezing ocean, no, no, he mustn’t think about that, not falling backward into the freezing ocean, into the deepest darkness, while the snow was whipping down and the wind was howling, no, it was horrible

Don’t think about it, Peter says

No, Johannes says

That was horrible, yes, Peter says

It sure was, Johannes says

and he thinks that at the moment when he fell in the water he thought about Erna and the children, he thought about each and every one of them, no, how would they manage now? after he went to the bottom of the ocean and stayed there, that’s what he thought, Johannes thinks, but luckily he wasn’t alone in the boat that time, Peter was with him for some reason or another that he can’t remember anymore, otherwise he was always alone, yes, but just that one time Peter was there and he caught hold of his oilskin jacket, yes, he used the gaff hook, didn’t he, he sure did, Peter got him with the hook like he was just another big fish, and in case anyone doesn’t believe it Johannes can prove what happened because he still has the scar on his shoulder, doesn’t he, the scar is still there as clear as anything, Johannes thinks

Yes, just think, I had to hook you like a fish, Peter says

You sure did, Johannes says

And if you hadn’t had such a long gaff hook, no, I don’t know, Peter says

But why were you with me that time? Johannes says

Don’t you remember? Peter says

No, Johannes says

We were going to, really you don’t remember? Peter says

and Johannes thinks and thinks and yes wasn’t it like that, no, did he really use to do such things, him and Peter going into the city and drinking, because yes that was what they used to do wasn’t it, after the lines were taken in and the fish were sold they went to the bar down by the port and had themselves a couple of good pints of beer and warmed up a little in body and soul while Erna and all the children sat at home and had barely enough clothes to wear and food to eat, but all that ended in a hurry when he almost drowned and he had to be hooked out, Johannes thinks

Yes, no more beer drinking after that, Peter says

Right, Johannes says

But now come on board, man, Peter says

Yes yes, Johannes says

Don’t just stand there, come on board, Peter says

Yes, coming, Johannes says

Or should I help you? Peter says

Yes, maybe, Johannes says

No really you have gotten old, Peter says

and Johannes raises one foot and Peter grips his leg and lifts his foot over the gunwale, and Johannes stands there, with one foot on the landing, one on deck

No is it really that bad, Peter says

and then Peter takes Johannes by the arm

You’ve gotten so old and weak, no, I wouldn’t have believed it, Peter says

and while Peter holds his arm tight, Johannes lifts his other foot over the gunwale of Peter’s dory and Johannes thinks that one wrong step now would knock him over, he’d probably land smack in the ocean, but if that happened now it wouldn’t be of any great importance, Erna is dead now and the children are long since grown up, if he ends up food for the fishes now then let him, Johannes thinks, and then Johannes is standing firm with both legs on deck

No, have you ever seen anything like it, Peter says

No, you being like this, Johannes, he says

No it’s just wrong, he says

No you’ve gotten so old, Johannes, Peter says

I can’t believe it, you were so strong, in your day you were the strongest of any of us, no one wanted to start any trouble with you, no way, he says

There were people who got a pounding from you they didn’t forget, he says

Ha, he says

Pull yourself together now, he says

and Peter thumps Johannes on the back

Buck up, he says

Come on, he says

and Johannes stands there and nods and nods and thinks about nothing in particular, he just stands there, breathing heavily, and then Peter shakes his head

No, it’s terrible getting old, Johannes says then

Yes it is, yes, Peter says

and Peter goes and starts the motor and it turns over with a bang and a crash and it puffs and then gives a mighty roar and then a regular thudding sound and then Peter goes forward and unties the mooring and then he puts the motor in reverse and then they gently back out of the Bay and Johannes stays standing up and he looks at the hills and meadows and ridges and houses there on land, at the landing and his old rowboat floating moored to a buoy and attached to land, and he looks at the warehouses on the wharf and he sees the houses and homes up there along the road and he is filled with such a powerful feeling for all of that, for the heather, for all of it together, everything he knows, all of that is his place in the world, it is his, all of it, together, the hills, the warehouses, the stones on the shore, and then he has a feeling that he will never see all of this again, but that it will stay in him, as what he is, as a sound, yes almost like a sound in him, Johannes thinks and he raises his hands to his eyes and rubs his eyes and he sees a shimmer on everything, from the sky behind it all, from every wall, from every stone, it shimmers at him from every boat and now he doesn’t understand anything anymore, today nothing is the way it’s always been before, something must have happened, but what could it be? Johannes thinks, and he just doesn’t understand it, because everything is the same, the only difference is that he didn’t row out in his own boat, instead he met Peter and now he’s gone with Peter to take in his crab traps and that’s something that’s happened before, right, yes, sure, especially since he retired and didn’t have to fish for a living anymore but only for fun, yes of course he’s gone with Peter before to take in his crab traps, Johannes thinks, but why is everything he sees so big and clear before his eyes this gray morning? no he just can’t understand it, Johannes thinks

Don’t stand there just looking around, no, Peter says

Sit down, he says

All right, I will, Johannes says

and he goes and sits down next to Peter, who is sitting there with the tiller in his hand, looking out into the distance, squinting

Now we’ll see, yes, Peter says

I think there’ll be a nice lot of crabs for old Miss Pettersen again today, he says

But, Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

Can’t we also try a little with a line too, Johannes says

Over by Storegrunnen Reef? Peter says

Yes let’s go by there, Johannes says

Why not, Peter says

We’ll do that then, he says

and Peter sets their course due west, out to sea, and out there the sea and the sky come together, far out there, and before them is nothing but sea and sky, broken up only by Storeskjer and Vesleskjer, the skerries, with a few seagulls sitting on them, and Johannes sees a gull take off and disappear up into the sky across the wind, no, good lord, he thinks, all this, he has seen it so many times, he has sat like this so many times on the way out to Storegrunnen, over the waves, on the way to the fishing ground where he’s fished most often

Get a couple lines ready, they’re in there, Peter says

and he points at a box of fishing gear and Johannes stands up and goes forward to the box, takes out two lines with a big metal fish-shaped lure on each one, and then he goes back and sits down next to Peter who is squinting at the weather and the sky and then Peter changes course, slows down

Yes, we have to go by landmarks, he says

and he steers slowly out

Storeskjer blocks Vesleskjer and then you’re right in line with the Church, Johannes says

Those are the landmarks, yes, Peter says

and Johannes sees that now they are right in line with the Church and then it’s just a little farther out

A little farther out, Johannes says

Yes I see that, Peter says

and Peter’s dory goes farther out into the open sea and then they’re there, at the place right in the middle, and Johannes picks up the line and throws the big shiny lure out and feeds out more line and he feeds out more line but look at that, there’s no weight, everything feels so light, he couldn’t have lost the lure could he? Johannes thinks and he leans over the side

Something wrong? Peter says

and down there, a few feet underwater, there’s the lure, floating perfectly still in the clear water, he can’t see anything under the lure, it’s just sitting there, not moving, and the line is lying and floating on the surface, no, what’s this now? Johannes thinks, no this can’t be happening, he thinks, is the lure stuck on something under the boat? but he can’t see anything? just glittering clear water and then the lure floating down there, no, it, it’s more than he can understand, Johannes thinks, and he raises a hand to his face, rubs his eyes, and again he sees the lure floating there a few feet underwater, no it must be caught on something, Johannes thinks, but he can’t see anything? no he can’t tell Peter that

Don’t you want to cast a line too, Johannes says

and he sees Peter shake his head

You try it first, Peter says

If there’s fish I’ll cast one too, he says

and Johannes thinks that he has to figure it out, has to figure out why the big glittering lure won’t sink, it must have just gotten caught on something probably

Can you pass me the boat hook, Johannes says

and Peter hands him the boat hook and Johannes jabs the boat hook down where the lure is floating calmly in the water and the boat hook reaches at least a few feet farther down, below the lure, no now I’m getting scared, Johannes thinks

What’s that you’re doing? Peter says

Nothing, Johannes says

and he pulls the boat hook back up and he hands it back to Peter, who puts it back in its place, and Johannes thinks he’ll just pull in the line and try again and he starts to pull the line back in

You’re pulling it back in, Peter says

Yes it must have gotten a little tangled up, Johannes says

Tangled up, Peter says

and Johannes pulls the line in, coils it up on the deck, and then the lure comes up too, and then Johannes puts the lure out in exactly the same place and again the lure stops a few feet under the boat, he pulls it in a little, lets it out, and the lure stops in exactly the same place

No, it, Johannes says

What? Peter says

and Johannes doesn’t answer, he just pulls the line back up and then goes to the other side of the boat and lets it out there and again, a few feet under the boat, in the clear glittering water, the lure stops and won’t go any farther down

No, I don’t understand anything anymore, Johannes says

What? Peter says

and Johannes pulls the lure back in and he stands there with the lure in his hand

You have to let it out farther, you know that, Peter says

Yes yes, Johannes says

But can’t we move a bit, go a bit farther out, Johannes says

Sure, Peter says

and he starts the boat and they move a little farther out

Yes there are usually fish here by the reef, Peter says

Cast out here, try it here, he says

and Johannes lets out the line and again, again, the same thing happens, a few feet under the boat, in the clear glittering water, the lure stops, and Johannes pulls it back in

What are you doing? Peter says

and Johannes goes to the other side and throws the lure out and it stops, it floats there, motionless, a few feet under the boat. No, it, Johannes thinks, it, he thinks and he pulls the line back in and then starts to spool it back up

Don’t you want to fish, Peter says

No, Johannes says

No, all right, Peter says

and Johannes thinks he can’t tell Peter that the lure won’t sink, that it stops a few feet down and stays floating in place without anything there for it to rest on and it stays

Is the lure not sinking? Peter says

No, Johannes says

and he shakes his head

That’s not good, Peter says

and Johannes looks up and sees tears in Peter’s eyes

No that’s not good at all, Peter says

That is not good news, he says

The sea doesn’t want you, he says

and Peter wipes the tears away

Now all that’s left is earth, Peter says

and Johannes thinks what kind of thing is that to say? and now they really do need to see about cutting Peter’s hair soon, it’s gotten so darned long, so gray, so thin, and he’s gotten so thin too, it’s almost indecent

So, the sea doesn’t want you, Peter says

Yes, looks that way, Johannes says

But what does that mean? he asks

and he sees Peter shake his head and then steer the dory back to land toward the shore in front of the churchyard

I have some traps laid out by Churchyard Coast, Peter says

Oh yes, Johannes says

And the crabs there are probably nice and meaty, he says

Yes, plenty of crabs there, Peter says

and Peter’s boat glides slowly black and with white gunwales in toward Churchyard Coast and Johannes can see Peter’s cork floats, painted white, along the whole length of the shore there

Yes let’s go see how the catch is, Johannes says

Should be good, Peter says

And how is Erna doing? Peter says

Yes good thanks, Johannes says

And Marta, he says

Yes thanks same as ever, Peter says




Peter’s dory is floating alongside the quay in the city and Peter is sitting on the edge of the quay and he looks fragile sitting there, it seems to Johannes, as though he might fall apart at any moment, and everyone who was supposed to come and buy crabs, no, not one has showed up, not one single customer, even though they must have been here at the quay for several hours by now, and there are no other people in sight either, he can hardly remember ever having seen the city this dead, Johannes thinks, yes, there are a few boats moored to the quay but they are completely empty of people, and when Peter walked a little ways up Main Street he didn’t see any people either, he said, and what was even stranger was that the shops were closed too, and then Peter must have seen something that he doesn’t want to talk about, Johannes thinks, now what could it be? Johannes thinks, sitting there in the stern and holding the plastic bag Peter has filled with crabs for old Miss Pettersen, he picked out the best crabs for her, because she was coming, Johannes could be sure of that, Peter said, and he always did that, picked out the best crabs, the ones with the most meat, for old Miss Pettersen, he had done that all these years, Peter said, but how long were they going to sit here and wait? Johannes thought, the boat is half full of crabs, scuttling and scurrying around everywhere, the catch was definitely good, but they had to get rid of all these crabs too somehow, crabs were scuttling and scurrying across the whole deck of the boat and not a single customer had appeared so far, and they’d probably been here at the quay for several hours now, and how long were they going to stay here then? they couldn’t just stay here hour after hour? at some point they’d have to say enough is enough, Johannes thought, and he had already thought all that a while ago, but thinking it and telling it to Peter no those weren’t the same thing at all now were they, but he’d probably have to say something soon

Not many customers, Johannes says

Nope, Peter says

Why isn’t anyone coming? Johannes says

Beats me, Peter says

and suddenly Johannes has the feeling that Peter knows more than he’s saying

Even old Miss Pettersen’s not here, Johannes says

She’ll be here soon, Peter says

and then Peter stands up and stands there swaying on the edge of the quay and he raises his right arm and Johannes sees that he can barely lift his arm, and Peter shields his eyes

Yes here she is I think, Peter says

You don’t say, Johannes says

and he stands up and he sees a young woman come walking toward them along the quay and Johannes thinks no, Peter really has to stop it now, that’s not old Miss Pettersen there

Yes here comes Anna, Peter says

and Johannes clambers up onto the quay and he feels young and vigorous, just like earlier today when he stood up from bed so easily and climbed the stairs in the shed like a young man again, he feels so light and young, and he looks down the quay and if it isn’t Anna Pettersen walking this way, and no, no what should he say to her? because she hadn’t answered the letter he’d sent her, no, it was embarrassing, both for him and for her, but maybe he could ask if she wanted to go to a cafe with him? and if she wanted some crabs, obviously she could have them for free, he could probably ask her that too? yes, but for him to have sent her that letter, no, it’s all wrong, Johannes thinks, because isn’t that Anna Pettersen walking this way, and she’s charming and pretty and her hat looks so good on the thick blond hair on her head and her dress moves so airily around her soft body and she is quite a sight

Yes, she sure is easy on the eyes, don’t you think, Peter says

Yes she certainly is, Johannes says

and he hasn’t told Peter about the letter he sent her, no, he didn’t, did he? Johannes thinks, if Peter knew, Johannes thinks

Now that’s a good-looking girl, Peter says

A servant girl, with the Aslaksen, Alasken the factory owner, Peter says

Yes, Johannes says

From Dynja, Peter says

I think so, Johannes says

And a maid for a good family, Johannes says

Maybe she’ll buy some crabs for the Aslaksen, Peter says

Probably, Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

and Johannes sees Anna Pettersen come closer and then she is standing on the quay in front of Peter and now he probably has to say something, Johannes thinks, even if it’s embarrassing, at least something, yes, Johannes thinks

Hello, Anna Pettersen, Peter says

Yes hello hello, she says

Hello yes, Johannes says

Would you like some crabs for the mistress today? Peter says

No I’m off today, it’s Sunday, Anna Pettersen says

Yes, right, it is Sunday today, Peter says

Maybe you’d like some company on your walk, Peter says

Yes, we, we could walk with you, Johannes says

I’m on my way home but you could always come with me, Anna Pettersen says

Yes, we’d be glad to, Johannes says

and then Johannes starts to walk along the quay and Anna Pettersen walks at his side and Peter is walking a few steps behind them and Johannes thinks now someone has to say something, now he has to have a conversation with her that follows all the rules and he mustn’t say anything about the letter he sent her

Yes, I have to thank you for your letter, Anna Pettersen says

Yes, Johannes says

It was a lovely letter, you have such lovely handwriting, and my you certainly know how to express yourself, Anna Pettersen says

Yes well I don’t know, I, Johannes says

Yes, definitely, it’s true, Anna Pettersen says

and she tucks her hand under Johannes’s arm and would you look at that, if Johannes isn’t walking arm in arm with Anna Pettersen herself, and now Peter will certainly notice that, Johannes thinks, and he turns around and can’t see Peter anywhere, he was probably too jealous, it was probably too much for Peter, Johannes thinks, yes, maybe it’s better that way, Johannes thinks, because it would probably be a lot less of a special occasion to be walking arm in arm with Anna Pettersen, servant girl at the Aslaksen, lovely and beautiful as the loveliest summer day, if Peter were walking behind them, as a chaperone, but now Johannes, no one but him, is walking arm in arm with Anna Pettersen down the quay here in Hunstad

Lovely weather we’re having, Johannes says

Yes it’s a lovely summer day today, Anna Pettersen says

And your day off, Johannes says

Yes today’s my day off, Anna Pettersen says

How nice to run into you, Johannes says

Yes that was a stroke of luck, Anna Pettersen says

and Johannes sees a bench and he wonders if he can ask Anna Pettersen if she would sit with him or if that would be pushy and rude, because it wouldn’t be long now before they got to Aslaksen’s house, Aslaksen the factory owner who made herring barrels for half the world

Yes that was a lovely letter you sent me, Anna Pettersen says

Should we have a seat on that bench? Johannes says

No, you know, Anna Pettersen says

I need to go back home, I, it’s, she says

and Anna Pettersen takes her arm back and Johannes thinks that he can’t let her leave so abruptly like that, he has to do something, and before he can think it through he puts his arm around Anna Pettersen’s shoulder and she slips away just as fast

No but Johannes, Anna Pettersen says

and Johannes doesn’t know what he should say or not say

I need to go home now I, Anna Pettersen says

and Johannes sees Anna Pettersen look down the nearest side street

Yes take care, Johannes says

Yes you too, Anna Pettersen says

but when Anna Pettersen said that, it sounded like she was about to cry? Johannes thinks, standing there watching her walk up the side street, and now doesn’t it look like her belly is starting to bulge out? it does, it is, Johannes thinks, and he thinks someone’s been doing it with Anna Pettersen, the pretty girl, she’s knocked up, and it wasn’t him, no, and to think, she was one of those types, Johannes thinks, no it’s too awful, he can’t stand it, Johannes thinks, no, who can it have been? Johannes thinks, and where has Peter gone? he thinks, and he should probably just go right back to Peter’s boat, Johannes thinks, no it’s horrible, Johannes thinks, and he turns around and walks back down the quay and there, on the bench he and Anna Pettersen just walked past, is Peter, sitting there so dashing and handsome, in his suit, with his new hat pushed far back on his head, so now they both have equally nice suits, Peter and Johannes, but why in the world should Johannes be walking around here in his best black suit, with his hat on his head, with an umbrella in his hand, with a pocket watch in his vest pocket, when Anna Pettersen has just hurried off down a side street and he could see that her belly had really grown and that someone had been with her and knocked her up, if only it were him, but it wasn’t him, he had never gotten any closer than today when he and Anna Pettersen were walking arm in arm along the quay

Come here and sit down, Peter says

Where did you leave the young lady? he says

I just saw you walking arm in arm with Anna Pettersen from Dynja, he says

and Johannes thinks sitting there on the bench next to Peter that he probably shouldn’t say anything to Peter, probably shouldn’t tell him the condition Anna Pettersen is in, not him, no not him

You took her home, brought her right to the door, Peter says

and there is a teasing note in his voice that Johannes doesn’t like

I did, yes, Johannes says

Right into the arms of Aslaksen Junior, Peter says

You think, Johannes says

Yes that’s what the rumors say, Peter says

Huh, yes, Johannes says

Either Aslaksen or Aslaksen Junior, one of them has been with her, Peter says

And they say it’s Junior, he says

So, it’s like that, Johannes says

Yes well you saw it for yourself, Peter says

I sure did, Johannes says

Yes that’s her, Peter says

Yes yes, Johannes says

No you got to her too late, Peter says

They say Aslaksen Junior is going to marry her, he says

and Johannes doesn’t know what he should say, if only it wasn’t for that idiotic letter he’d sent her it wouldn’t have gone so wrong but he had to send her that letter, what a fool, Johannes thinks, no, for him to do that, he thinks, now she’ll probably go and show it to Aslaksen Junior and they’ll laugh and cackle about what they read and make fun of him for having written to ask if Anna Pettersen mightn’t meet up with him one evening, if she wanted to, or could, and then he could buy her a coffee and a pastry and afterward they might take a walk on the streets of the city, yes, that’s what he wrote, for anyone who can read to see

Yes, don’t think any more about it now, Peter says

No, Johannes says

That’s the way it goes, Peter says

Yes, you’re right, but it’s just, she was a lovely girl, Johannes says

That’s what Aslaksen thought too, or maybe it was Aslaksen Junior, Peter says

Yes, that’s for sure, and it didn’t take long before you could see it, he says

But look over there, look at them, Peter says

and he stands up and nudges Johannes on the shoulder

Take a look at those two, Peter says

and Johannes looks down the quay and there are two pretty girls coming toward them, arm in arm, and they’re smiling and laughing and having a good time

Yes now there’s someone for you, Peter says

No sooner has Anna Pettersen gone off with another man than here come these two, he says

I’ll just introduce us, he says

and stands up and Johannes sees Peter go over to the two girls and he sees Peter doff his hat

Yes, hello, my name is Peter and back there

and he turns around and gestures with his hand in Johannes’s direction

Back there is Johannes, Peter says

and the girls giggle and stop

My name’s Marta, one of them says then

And my name’s Erna, the other one says then

Maybe we could take a little walk with you, Peter says

and he walks over and offers Marta his arm

Yes we’d be glad to, Marta says

and she takes Peter’s arm

Yes maybe we could, Johannes says

and looks hesitantly at Erna

Yes let’s, Erna says

and Johannes offers Erna his arm and she takes his arm and then they walk down the quay, Marta and Peter and Erna and Johannes and Johannes thinks that this is quite a girl he’s walking arm in arm with, she is, small and cute, and dark haired, with beautiful hair, and they walk down the quay in such a lovely rhythm, to Peter’s dory, and then they’re at Peter’s dory

Yes this here’s my boat, Peter says

That’s a nice boat, Marta says

Yes, I can do some good fishing with that, Peter says

Yes, I believe it, Marta says

We have to go back now, yes, Erna says suddenly and unexpectedly

and she gives Marta a meaningful look

That’s right we do, Marta says

All right then talk to you soon, Peter says

Maybe next Sunday, but a little earlier in the day, here on the quay? he says

Yes we’ll have to do that, Marta says

and she looks a little questioningly at Erna

Yes that could work, Erna says

and then the girls take their arms back and then Peter and Johannes stand there on the quay next to where Peter’s boat is moored and they, Marta and Erna, walk arm in arm down the quay, and then they stop, they smile and laugh, and then they raise their arms and wave at them and Peter and Johannes raise their arms too and wave at the two girls

Yes those were two nice girls, Johannes says

That’s for sure, Peter says

and Johannes climbs on board Peter’s boat and he sits down at the stern and he sees Peter standing there on the edge of the quay and Peter looks so fragile, as though he might fall apart at any moment, that’s how he looks, it almost looks like that, Johannes thinks, as though his arms might fall off his shoulders at any moment and Peter’s hair, for it to have gotten so long and gray, and his face, the skin on his face, it’s so thin and white, it’s practically like Johannes can see right through it to his white bones, as if Peter’s jawbone were visible inside his face, and that no one is coming, that it’s so quiet and deserted, that not a single person should come to buy crabs, and they have a boat almost full of crabs here, all the crabs scuttling and scurrying around on the deck and what are they supposed to do with all these crabs then since there’s no way they’re going to sell any? they had such a good catch today, lots of crabs, and meaty too, and Johannes is sitting holding a plastic bag full of the best crabs they’d caught, because Peter had picked out the nicest crabs and said they were for old Miss Pettersen, she always comes and buys some crabs, Peter said, but she hasn’t come yet, no one has, not old Miss Pettersen and not anyone else and how long are they supposed to stay moored here? they can’t just stay here along the quay forever, Johannes thinks

No one is coming, no one wants to buy crabs, Johannes says

No, doesn’t look good, Peter says

But we can’t give up now, we have a boat full of crabs, don’t we, he says

No, he says

No, we probably can’t, Johannes says

But maybe you could run me across the sound and drop me off and then come back and wait at the quay some more? he says

Sure, I could do that, Peter says

And then this evening, Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

And then this evening I’ll come by and cut your hair, it’s gotten so long and shaggy it’s a disgrace, Johannes says

Yes, come over this evening, Peter says

I will, Johannes says

But it’s strange that old Miss Pettersen didn’t come, Peter says

She usually always comes, he says

I can hardly remember a time that she didn’t come, this must be the first time, yes, I do believe it is, he says

But I thought she was dead, Johannes says

Dead, what, Peter says

Can’t you run me across the sound? Johannes says

Yes sure I’d be happy to, Peter says

and then he says what will old Miss Pettersen think when she comes to the quay to pick up her crabs and Peter isn’t there, old Miss Pettersen will really be surprised when she comes and doesn’t see him, but that’ll just have to be the way it is, Peter says, and Johannes says they could just leave the bag of crabs on the quay, that way she could just pick them up, he says, after all there’s no one else here, no one’s going to come and steal her crabs, Johannes says, and Peter says he’ll do that, he’s done that once before too, Peter says, so Johannes can just hand him the plastic bag, he says, and Johannes hands the bag to Peter and he takes it and then puts it down on the quay and then Peter goes and unties the forward mooring and throws the rope on board the boat and then he unties the aft mooring and then Peter climbs carefully on board the dory and Johannes thinks it’s a terrible sight, it looks like Peter will just manage to get on board, like he can’t try hard to do anything at all or else his arms will fall off, Johannes thinks, no, what a terrible sight, Johannes thinks, what’s wrong with Peter? he thinks, he looks so decrepit now, no, terrible, Johannes thinks and Peter sits down next to him

Maybe you can start the motor, Peter says

and Johannes nods and he goes over to the engine box and he grabs the cord and he pulls hard on the starter a couple times and then it makes a couple of loud bangs and then there’s the good old thudding noise and then they glide out away from the quay, gently, out into the sound

No, that didn’t go well, Johannes says

That’s how it is sometimes, Peter says

Either there’s no crabs or no one who wants to buy them, he says

That’s how it is, Johannes says

and Johannes looks up and he sees that the sky is starting to cloud up and he thinks that now he should be getting home, and then, in the evening, he’ll take a walk up to Peter’s house and cut his hair

Now look at that, Peter says

and he points across to the quay and there, where the dory had been, there on the quay, they can see old Miss Pettersen standing and bending down and picking up the plastic bag of crabs

Yes didn’t I tell you she always comes, she always does, Peter says

That’s her all right, Johannes says

Yes it’s good she got her crabs, Peter says

It certainly is, Johannes says

and the boat makes its way across the sound, pounding and thudding, and up ahead Johannes sees the landing in the Cove and not far from the landing is his house, and won’t it be good to get home now, Johannes thinks, and if only Erna were still alive, then it would really be something to celebrate, but now that Erna is gone it’s really all just too sad, but at least it’ll be warm in the house and he can find himself a little something to eat too, Johannes thinks, but it’s too bad about Erna, for her to be taken from him, he had always thought it would probably be him who would go first but then it was Erna, and it’s pretty strange to have to live alone of course, they were married for so many years, a good husband and wife, they had seven children, and were so good together all those years, even if they did sometimes fight and bicker now and then but by and large it was quiet and peaceful between them, but now she is gone forever gone

That’s how it is, Johannes says

No don’t sit there talking to yourself again now, Peter says

and Johannes sees Peter sitting there with the tiller in his hand and looking at him

You’re right, that’s what I’m doing, Johannes says

Yes you’ve gotten old, Johannes, you too, Peter says

and he smiles a good-natured smile at him

I have, yes, Johannes says

Yes, me too, I can’t deny it, Peter says

We’re not young anymore, no, Johannes says

No, far from it, Peter says

Are you going to go west to the Bay and moor the boat there? Johannes says

I was just wondering that, Peter says

You’re thinking about going back to the city for a bit? Johannes says

Yes someone has to come sooner or later, Peter says

Yes it’s strange how quiet it was, Johannes says

Not a single person, Peter says

But old Miss Pettersen did finally come, Johannes says

Yes, yes, Peter says

She did, he says

She always does, he says

We were silly not to wait, don’t you think, Johannes says

Maybe a little, Peter says

Because I always do see her there, he says

If I have crabs to sell, she comes, you can count on it, he says

That’s how it is isn’t it, Johannes says

and he looks up ahead and sees that they are getting closer to the landing down in the Cove, now Peter will just tie up his boat and then he’ll climb out onto land and then he’ll walk up to his house, Johannes thinks, and then he’ll make himself a cup of coffee, he thinks, and now if only Erna were still alive it would really be nice to come home, but now, no, now there’s nothing especially pleasant there, Johannes thinks and Peter steers the boat in to the landing in the Cove and Johannes stands up

You don’t want a few crabs do you, Peter says

No, I don’t know, Johannes says

You don’t feel like cooking a big meal, Peter says

No not really, Johannes says

No, that’s how I feel too, Peter says

and then Johannes climbs up onto the landing in the Cove and it’s easy, like nothing, as easy to do as when he was young, no he really doesn’t understand it, Johannes thinks, sometimes his body is so heavy that he can just barely manage to move and other times, like now, or like earlier today, it is so light and easy that he can hardly feel in his bones that he’s moving at all, it’s like that, yes, Johannes thinks

All right so come by and give me a haircut later, then, Peter says

I will, Johannes says

and Johannes sees Peter back his dory out away from the landing in the Cove and he stays there standing and looking at Peter, no, to look like that, Johannes thinks, it’s a terrible sight, almost evil, he thinks and he sees the water, white around the black boat with its white gunwales, and then Johannes sees the boat disappear before his eyes and he doesn’t understand a thing, the boat was there and Peter was in it and suddenly the boat is gone, it didn’t sink, it didn’t sail away, it just disappeared, Johannes thinks and he thinks now he should just go home, now it’ll be good to come home to Erna, maybe she’ll have some coffee on in the coffeepot too, Johannes thinks, and he starts to walk up to his house, just a short ways to go now and then he’ll go around the hill and then a bit farther straight ahead and then it’ll be his house, Johannes thinks, and he walks up the road and now if only Erna would be there when he got home it would all be good, Johannes thinks, but for her to have died before him, no, that wasn’t right, Johannes thinks, and didn’t he promise Peter he would go up and see him? and cut his hair? yes, he definitely did, Johannes thinks, so in that case he’ll just have to go up and see Peter now, or maybe he should go home first and see if Erna is there, no how could he think that, Erna, she’s been dead a long time, Erna, and then he thinks that he can just go home and Erna will be there, no, how could he think that, and Peter has just left in his boat so he can’t have gotten home yet anyway, so how can he think he should go up and see Peter, no he is just not himself today, Johannes thinks, but then again he doesn’t really have anything else to do besides go home, Johannes thinks, and he stops and turns around and he looks out over the sound, toward the city, and he sees that the wind has really picked up now, so it won’t be long at all now before it starts raining, Johannes thinks, so now he’ll just see about getting home and good lord it’s getting dark now and the darkness is coming as though unannounced, no twilight, no dusk, but all at once, out of nowhere, everything is suddenly so dark that he can’t see where he’s putting his feet and now he has to get home, no, this is terrible, everything is all wrong today, everything that happens today is happening so immediately and suddenly, Johannes thinks and he starts to walk up the road to his house and he knows the way so well that he can walk it without seeing a thing and he stops, because those are footsteps he hears in front of him, aren’t they? yes, definitely, he hears footsteps, and aren’t the footsteps coming right toward him? and aren’t they Erna’s footsteps he’s hearing? so Erna is coming to get him, yes, she is indeed, Johannes thinks, but it obviously can’t be Erna coming toward him, that’s obviously not possible, Johannes thinks, and the steps come closer and he stands there and then the footsteps stop in front of him

Is that you, Johannes, Erna says then

and Johannes feels joy go through him

It’s you, Erna, Johannes says

Yes of course it’s me, Erna says

I was so worried about you, with the weather changing so suddenly, the wind picking up and it getting so dark and I didn’t know if you were still out on the water, she says

No, I came back to shore before the weather changed, Johannes says

Yes, good thing you did, Erna says

Now let’s get home, she says

Let’s, Johannes says

Yes definitely, Erna says

Here, take my hand, she says

and Johannes takes Erna’s hand and he feels that her hand is cold, her hand is not warm at all, and then Erna leads Johannes up the road

I turned on the outside light, Johannes, Erna says

That was nice, Johannes says

Yes it’s a good idea when it’s so dark, you can’t see a thing even right in front of you, she says

No it sure is dark, Johannes says

and Erna and Johannes walk up the road and Johannes sees the outside light and it’s shining above the front door, so homey, and everything feels good and safe now, the way it so often did before, now everything is the way it should be, Johannes thinks, this is how it should be, this is how it should be for all time, Johannes thinks

When we get home I, I’ll put the coffee on, Erna says

Yes that’ll be nice, some fresh coffee, and a cigarette, Johannes says

Yes I should think so, Erna says

and Johannes turns toward Erna and he cannot see her anywhere, but he does feel her cold hand, he thinks, and he did hear her voice, and he did hear her footsteps, but he can’t see her, she is nowhere to be seen and Johannes asks Erna if she’s there and she doesn’t answer and he holds her hand tight in his hand and he feels her cold hand, how thin she is

Erna, you need to answer me now, Johannes says

Say something, Erna, he says

Where are you? he says

Can’t you say something, Erna, he says

and Johannes clutches her cold hand tighter and he feels her hand slacken and disappear in his hand, no, but, Erna, Johannes thinks

What’s happening to you, Erna, Johannes says

and he stops and he looks at his house and it stands there the way it’s always stood there, and now it is not dark anymore but light and he is alone and Erna isn’t there anymore, she is gone, and all these things he’s imagining, Johannes thinks, that it’s dark, and that Erna is walking up to him, and that, yes well what then, Johannes thinks and now he’ll stop off at home and then just go up to Peter’s house and cut his hair like the old days, the way they’d planned, Johannes thinks, and he goes up to his house and he pushes the front door open and he walks into the hall and it’s good to be home again, he thinks, whenever he’s been out on the water it is so good to come back inside again, Johannes thinks, and he walks straight into the kitchen and there at the kitchen table, sitting in her chair as usual, is Erna

No, bad fishing today, Johannes says

Nothing biting today, he says

Yes, it’s a good thing we’re getting social security, Erna says

Yes, we have it good now, Johannes says

That we do, Erna says

and Johannes goes and sits down at the kitchen table, across from Erna, and she stands up, goes and gets his cup from the kitchen counter and then takes the coffeepot off the stove and pours him some coffee

Yes you probably want a little coffee now don’t you, Erna says

Yes I sure do, Johannes says

and Erna puts the coffee cup down in front of Johannes and he takes out his packet of tobacco and rolls himself a cigarette

Now that’ll taste good, a cigarette and some coffee, Johannes says

No you shouldn’t smoke, Erna says

I smoked for sixty years, I can smoke in the years I have left too, Johannes says

All right, go ahead, Erna says

But it’s terrible, how expensive it’s gotten to smoke, she says

Yes we shouldn’t discuss it, Johannes says

It’s really crazy, he says

That they can charge that much in good conscience for a packet of tobacco, he says

Yes, it’s all these taxes, Erna says

No, it’s crazy, Johannes says

and he picks up the matchbox and lights his cigarette and then he takes several good drags and then he lifts up his coffee cup, holds it in front of his face for a short moment, and then takes a sip of coffee

Yes, that’s good, Johannes says

Do you want a slice of bread too maybe, Erna says

No I don’t think so, Johannes says

No you’ve never been a big eater, Erna says

But a slice of bread with some brown cheese will do you good, she says

Yes, maybe, Johannes says

and he sees Erna stand up and go over to the kitchen window and she stops there, stands there and looks out, and Johannes thinks they have it good now, he and Erna, now that they’re on social security they have the money they need to get by, and the children are grown, and they all turned out well, every last one, didn’t they, and they have grandchildren, so many that he in any case loses count but he’s never been someone who’s good with numbers anyway, Johannes thinks, no, not at all, numbers and him never got along too well, Johannes thinks and that led to one thing and another over the years now too didn’t it, Johannes thinks

Yes, Erna, Erna, he says

and he looks at her and Erna turns toward him and stands there and looks at him silently, happily, and Johannes thinks they had it so good together in the past few years, Erna was alive, no money worries, no working and slaving about anything, they lived quietly, tolerantly, but then suddenly one morning Erna was lying dead in her bed upstairs, Johannes thinks, and he looks at the kitchen window where Erna used to stand and there’s no Erna standing there now, it’s just an empty floor, Johannes thinks and he puts his cigarette down in the ashtray and he walks over and takes the coffeepot off the stove

Probably still a splash of coffee left from this morning, Johannes says

and he takes the cup from the counter and pours himself some coffee

That’ll be nice, a little coffee, even if it’s cold, he says

and he goes and sits down at the kitchen table, takes a sip of coffee, picks the cigarette up from the ashtray, relights it and takes a few puffs, then goes over to the kitchen window and he stands there and looks out, no, this is too sad, Johannes thinks, it’s terrible to have to always be alone, completely terrible, Johannes thinks, he should go out again right away, he thinks, he can’t stay at home any more, Johannes thinks and he walks out into the hall and he turns around and there is Erna standing in the kitchen door

Yes now you need to be careful out on the water, she says

I will, yes, Johannes says

You know you can’t swim, Erna says

No, I know, it’s crazy, Johannes says

and he goes out, shuts the front door after him and now he won’t look back, now he’ll just go straight up the road to Peter’s house, Johannes thinks, because Peter really needs a haircut badly now, Johannes thinks, Peter’s hair has gotten so long and gray and thin, no, it was a terrible sight, Johannes thinks, and he goes up the road toward Peter’s house and there, over there on the road, that’s Signe isn’t it, his youngest daughter, walking toward him? yes it’s definitely Signe, maybe she’s coming to look in on him, look, Signe, Johannes thinks, now isn’t that nice, Johannes thinks and he stops and he stands there on the side of the road and he sees Signe walk with quick decisive steps down the road and why does she look so worried? and why doesn’t she notice he’s there? she just keeps walking, Signe, and she doesn’t see him standing there ten feet in front of her on the side of the road, and why doesn’t she see him? his youngest daughter, Signe, comes walking straight at him and doesn’t see him? no what’s wrong with Signe, Johannes thinks, why is she acting like she doesn’t notice him? Johannes thinks

Signe, Signe, hey, Signe, Johannes calls

and Signe just hurries on

Don’t you see me? Johannes says

Here I am, it’s me, your father, Johannes, he says

and that isn’t a little movement he sees in Signe’s face, something like fear, is it? Yes, he definitely did, a little movement, a little fear was there, but why isn’t Signe answering? did he maybe say or do something wrong? what was it? Johannes thinks and he walks out into the middle of the road, goes up to Signe and she comes walking straight toward him

Signe, Signe, don’t you see me, he says

and Johannes is seized with deep despair, because Signe cannot see him or hear him, she just comes walking straight at him

Signe, Signe, Johannes says

and Signe stops a little in front of him and never before has Johannes seen such fear in Signe’s eyes, her eyes are as if black with fear, Johannes thinks, and she just doesn’t see him, she comes walking straight at him and walks straight at him

Signe, Signe, don’t you see me, Johannes shouts

and Signe comes walking straight at him and then she walks into him and Signe walked right through him and he felt her warmth, but she walked right through him, right through him, Johannes thinks and Signe thinks that this, no, this, something is coming toward her, she saw it so clearly and she tried to go around it, get away from it, but it was no use, it came straight at her somehow and then, and then she just had to walk and then she walked right through it and it was so cold, but not bad in any way, just cold and helpless and it was terrible, she can’t tell anyone about it, because they’d probably think she was crazy, Signe thinks, and what’s going on with Father? what could it be? has he just laid down and died, him too? he can’t have, but she did call him several times today and he didn’t pick up the phone and she should obviously have gone to look in on him earlier but she couldn’t get away, she was working, it had to be on one of the days when she was working that he didn’t answer the phone, Signe thinks, and then Torset, from the house next door to Father’s, called and said that he hadn’t seen Johannes all day and there were no lights on in his house either, he said, so he thought he should call Signe, that’s what he said, and so she had to drop by, then, and see what had happened to Father, Signe thinks, since that really is strange, Father usually takes a walk every day, or a bike ride, for that matter, weather permitting, and for him not to have turned on any lights, not even when it got dark out, no, that’s strange now, Signe thinks, no, something must be wrong and just think if Father is lying there on the floor now, if he’s collapsed, and she didn’t come help him sooner, no, that would be so wrong, Signe thinks, and it’s so dark, if only it were a different time of year and not deepest winter and dark all day long so to speak, but she really has to go check on Father and what was that? for something to come toward her and not want to move aside but just walk and walk toward her, and when she stepped aside it stepped aside after her, no, terrible, Signe thinks, and then for it to go right through her, Signe thinks and Johannes stands there in the road and looks at Signe walking away and he thinks no, for his own daughter, his youngest daughter Signe, for her not to see him, not to recognize him, he stood there and walked toward her and she didn’t even notice him, it’s horrible, Johannes thinks, and for her not to answer when he called her name

Signe, Signe, say something, it’s your father, Johannes shouts

and he just hears her footsteps going on down the road, no it’s terrible, Johannes thinks, it’s horrible, that Signe can’t see him or hear him, it really is horrible, Johannes thinks and he thinks he should go home, follow Signe, because clearly she’s going to visit him, but he’s on the way to Peter’s, and since that’s what they’d planned he’ll just go up to Peter’s first, maybe he can cut his hair some other time, Johannes thinks, and he walks up to Peter’s house and he walks over to the front door, he knocks, but no one answers and then he puts his hand on the front door and opens it

Peter, are you there, he calls

but no one answers, no then Peter probably just hasn’t gotten home yet, Johannes thinks and he can’t very well walk into Peter’s house if Peter isn’t home can he? Johannes thinks, no, he can’t do that, Johannes thinks, so maybe he’ll sit down to wait on the garden bench, Johannes thinks, he can do that, since there’s a clear sky, the weather is mild and beautiful, a truly beautiful summer evening it is tonight, Johannes thinks and he shuts the front door of Peter’s house and he walks down into the garden and he sits down on Peter’s garden bench and now he’ll just sit here and wait, Johannes thinks, he can do that, yes, he thinks and Signe is standing in front of the door to Johannes’s house, yes, my childhood home, it wasn’t exactly flashy, Signe thinks, and she fumbles for the key and she unlocks the front door and she walks into the hall and she finds the light switch and she turns on the light in the hall, no, it’s so sad, Signe thinks, and what did she expect to see then? she thinks, what could have happened? Signe thinks, and now she has to take courage and then she has to go in, she can’t just stay standing here in the hall, but she so doesn’t want to, she dreads it, but still somehow it has to be done, Signe thinks and she stands and looks at the slabs of stone in the hallway floor and Signe thinks she just never understood why Father didn’t want to put a proper floor in the hallway, it wouldn’t have cost that much, but no, when the topic was flagstones he refused to budge, and why couldn’t Father put down a floor like everyone else, why did they have to have a hall made of stone slabs? Signe thinks, and no, it’s sad, and unpleasant, and now she has to pull herself together and go in and Signe opens the kitchen door and she turns on the light and there on the kitchen counter is Father’s cup and it doesn’t look as if it was used today and the ashtray is on the kitchen table in front of his chair and there is the packet of tobacco and the matchbox, so he never got up, Signe thinks, no, that’s horrible, because the packet of tobacco is sitting where Father always leaves it at night, Signe thinks, every evening he puts his tobacco and matches there on the kitchen table and the first thing he’s always done all these years after he gets up in the morning is have a cigarette, and then another one, and then one or two cups of coffee, that’s what he did every single morning, Signe thinks, but today he clearly didn’t Father didn’t touch the packet of tobacco and the ashtray is sitting there empty, no, it’s terrible, Signe thinks and then she says inside herself let the faraway good God help her now, now Jesus Christ, who joins the faraway good God with the poor lost people in this evil world ruled as it is by the powerless gods of death, has to help her, then Signe somehow is filled with courage and she walks into the room, turns on the light, and there everything is as it usually is, and then she goes over to the side room, she stops and stands in front of the curtain

Father, Johannes, Signe says

and she says it in a low voice and she thinks that she has to at least call his name out, just in case

Father, are you there? she says

It’s Signe, your daughter, she says

Say something, Father, she says

Can’t you answer me, Father, she says

and Signe thinks that now she has to pull the curtain aside and look in, and Father will probably be lying there, and he’s probably dead now, Father, Signe thinks, no it’s terrible now, he has been a bit eccentric his whole life but he was good and kind and he worked hard for his family, as hard as he could, and now him too, Father? Signe thinks, no it’s terrible, Signe thinks and she can’t just stand here and wonder about it, she has to just do it, she thinks, and then she parts the curtain and she goes in through the curtain and she catches sight of Father lying there in bed and it looks like he’s lying there sleeping and there’s probably no ceiling light here in the bedroom is there, no, Signe thinks, and the curtain falls closed behind her and she puts both arms out in front of her and she fumbles forward and she touches the shade of the lamp on the bedside table and she feels along the shade and she finds the switch and she turns on the bedside lamp and then Signe sees Father lying there in bed, just like he was sleeping, with his eyes closed and mouth half open and his still-thick hair disheveled and sticking out on all sides he lies there and Signe puts her hand on his forehead and she feels that his forehead is cold and Signe takes Father’s hand and she feels that the hand is cold

Father, you need to wake up now, Signe says

and Father doesn’t answer, doesn’t move

No, but, Father, wake up, you have to wake up, she says

Father, wake up, Signe says

and she takes Father’s wrist in her hand and she presses down and she can’t feel a pulse and she puts her hand over his mouth and his nose and she can’t feel any breath, so then he must be dead, then, Signe thinks

So now you’re dead too, Father, Signe says

You too, you hung on for so long, you were so tough, but even you had to, she says

Father, Father, Father, she says

Dear old Father, Johannes, she says

and she stands on the floor of the room and looks at Father

Dear old Johannes, Father, Signe says

and then she shakes her head slightly and then she feels her mouth start to twitch and then there are tears in her eyes, and now? what does she have to do now? Signe thinks, what is a person supposed to do now? she thinks and does she have to call the doctor? yes that’s probably what she has to do even though there’s nothing he can do, so now she will have to call the doctor, Signe thinks, and she goes out into the main room and out into the hall where the telephone is sitting on a little shelf and she takes the phone book and looks up the doctor’s number and now she has to call the doctor, Signe thinks, and then she has to call Leif so that he can come over and help her, because he must be back from work by now and he is always so tired when he comes back, he works hard, Leif, but when something like this happens yes yes now she has to call the doctor, Signe thinks, and she picks up the telephone receiver and dials the number and the doctor answers and he says that he’ll come right away and Signe dials her home number, to call her husband Leif, and he answers too and he says that he’ll come right away and then Signe is standing there, in the hall, she is standing there and she looks down at the stone slabs in the floor and she thinks that these flagstones, he fought for them, Father did, he wouldn’t want them taken out, he liked these old flagstones so much, Father, Signe thinks, and now, what should she do now? Signe thinks and she goes into the kitchen and then she takes her father’s packet of tobacco and matchbox and ashtray over to the kitchen counter, there under the window, and what should she do? Signe thinks, should she make some coffee? for herself? for the doctor? for Leif? but that’s probably not a proper thing to do when she’s just found her father dead, Signe thinks, but what should she do? should she go back in to where her father is? sit next to him in there? after all he’s been lying there dead alone all day, so maybe she should go in to be with him? Signe thinks, maybe that’s the right thing to do, go in to where her old father Johannes is, now that he’s dead maybe he needs someone to sit with him, Signe thinks, or maybe Father would rather be by himself now, Signe thinks, whenever something was wrong or he was out of sorts Father always did prefer to be alone, the best comfort was to be alone, Signe remembered he said once, so if that’s true now too then Father probably doesn’t want her to sit with him in there, Signe thinks, but then what should she do with herself? probably she should go outside and keep an eye out for the doctor, maybe he doesn’t know which house it is? Signe thinks and she walks out and then she walks back into the hall, turns on the outside light, walks back out, walks down the road, and it’s horrible how dark it is and that something came walking up to her and followed her when she tried to avoid it and somehow came walking toward her and then walked right through her, Signe thinks, no she can’t think about it, Signe thinks, and for it to happen the same day she found her father Johannes dead, no, it’s horrible, it’s almost evil, it’s almost the most horrible thing in the world, Signe thinks and she sees a car coming and it’s Leif, no it’s good he came over so fast, right away, Signe thinks, and she sees the car stop and Leif gets out

So, now it’s his turn, Johannes, Leif says

Looks that way, Signe says

He’s lying in bed, he must have gone to sleep and, she says

You called the doctor? Leif says

Yes, Signe says

He probably died in the night at some point then, Leif says

He didn’t get out of bed anyway, Signe says

He just went to sleep and didn’t wake up, no doubt that’s best, Leif says

And he stayed healthy to the end, Signe says

Healthy and fit, Leif says

And he was out on the water almost every single day, if the weather was good enough, he says

He didn’t give in, no, Signe says

No not at all, Leif says

But it’s so sad, Signe says

and she takes Leif’s arm and she presses her face against his arm and then the tears come, not many, but some

It certainly is sad, Leif says

But that’s the way it is, he says

Nothing we can do about it, it happens to us all, he says

That’s just how it is, he says

and Signe lets go of his arm

Yes and now Father’s gone too, she says

Maybe I, Leif says

and Signe interrupts him

I think the doctor’s here, she says

and a car comes driving up and signals and stops and a short man with a gray beard climbs out and he opens the rear door of the car and takes out a bag and he comes walking over to Signe and Leif

It’s about Johannes, right, the doctor says

Yes, Leif says

Come inside, Signe says

and they walk over to the house without speaking and she opens the front door and walks into the hall and she thinks that she was always so ashamed as a child that they had flagstones as the hall floor but it doesn’t matter at all now, Signe thinks, and she goes into the kitchen and the doctor walks in behind her and Leif walks behind the doctor and he closes the kitchen door and Signe goes into the main room, the doctor and Leif following after

He’s lying in there, in the little room, behind the curtain, Signe says

and the doctor nods and then Leif takes the curtain and pulls it aside and the doctor goes in and Leif goes into the bedroom after the doctor and this is horrible, Signe thinks, it’s unbearable, she thinks and she goes out into the kitchen, now she has to have herself a cigarette, Signe thinks, and she goes over to the kitchen counter and she takes Father’s packet of tobacco and opens it, takes a cigarette paper, takes a good pinch of tobacco, and then rolls herself a cigarette and then takes a match and she lights the cigarette and then Signe stands there in front of the kitchen window and smokes and she looks out into the darkness and she thinks that now he’s gone too, Father, no, it’s horrible, but he was old, yes, and he had a long life, yes, but still, that he’s gone forever now, it is too horrible, Signe thinks, no it’s horrible, Signe thinks and then she hears footsteps and then she sees the doctor come into the kitchen

You’re smoking, he says

I am, Signe says

Yes he’s dead all right, the doctor says

He passed away quietly, peacefully, he says

It must have happened last night, or maybe early this morning, he says

Early this morning, yes, Signe says

He didn’t try to stand up? she says

It doesn’t look that way, the doctor says

He just went to sleep and didn’t wake up, the doctor says

Yes well there probably isn’t much more for me to do here, he says

It’s terrible, of course, but he did live a long life, he says

Yes, Signe says

Yes there’s nothing else I can do, the doctor says

Yes thank you for, Signe says

and she sees Leif come into the kitchen and he looks at the doctor

I’ll walk you out, Leif says

and he goes over to the kitchen door and he opens it and the doctor goes out and Leif goes out after the doctor and Signe puts the cigarette down in the ashtray and she goes into the main room and into the bedroom and she sees her father Johannes lying there and he looks calm, almost like he’s asleep, Signe thinks and she puts her hand in his, almost like when I was a little girl, Signe thinks, and she feels the pressure behind her eyes and her eyes fill up and Signe feels Father’s long rough thin fingers and she sees that they have turned all blue out by the nails and it is Sunday afternoon and Father is taking her somewhere, they are walking along the road and Johannes thinks that now Peter really does have to come soon, he is supposed to cut Peter’s hair this evening, that’s what they agreed on, right, Johannes thinks, but then he can’t stay sitting here on Peter’s garden bench, even if it is such a bright and lovely summer evening and just a little while ago he saw his son-in-law Leif drive by, now where was he off to, Johannes thinks, but he can’t just stay sitting here, that’s for certain, Johannes thinks and he stands up and there down on the road yes it’s Leif driving back and sitting next to him in the front seat is his youngest daughter Signe, no, for her not to recognize him, not to answer when he spoke to her, no, it was horrible, Johannes thinks, and if there’s some misunderstanding between them he should just go up to her and ask her what it is, they must be able to work it out, Johannes thinks, and that’s what he would have done right away if it hadn’t been for the plan he had made with Peter, Johannes thinks and he thinks he can’t stay here, maybe he should knock on Peter’s door again, maybe he was lying down for an afternoon nap when Johannes knocked a little while ago, that’s certainly possible, Johannes thinks and he stands up and walks over to the front door of Peter’s house and he knocks on the door, once, twice, several times, but he doesn’t hear anything and then Johannes hears footsteps behind him and turns around and there yes there’s Peter

Finally, you’re here, Peter, Johannes says

and Peter stands up straighter

You have to come with me now, Johannes, he says

Into your house to cut your hair? Johannes says

No, Peter says

I, I thought we had plans to do that, Johannes says

No you can’t cut my hair anymore, Johannes, Peter says

and then Peter raises his hand and he moves it right through his hair as though there wasn’t any hair there

Do you understand? Peter says

I don’t know, I, Johannes says

You are dead now too, Johannes, Peter says

and Johannes looks at Peter and it’s horrible what he’s saying, that he’s dead

I’m dead? Johannes says

You’re dead now, Johannes, you too, Peter says

And since I was your best friend, I’m the one who’s helping you across, he says

Helping me across? Johannes says

and Peter nods

You’re lying dead at home in your house now, Johannes, Peter says

So, I am, Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

Come with me now, Johannes, he says

and Johannes goes over to Peter and then Johannes and Peter start to go down the road

Are we going west, to the Bay? Johannes says

Yes, Peter says

What are we going to do there? Johannes says

We’re going away now, you and me, Peter says

Yes, Johannes says

We’ll go in my dory, and then we are going away to another place, Peter says

Yes lead the way, Johannes says

I will, yes, Peter says

and Johannes thinks what is this now, no, he can’t understand, wasn’t he just with Peter today taking in crab traps, and didn’t they also take the boat over to the city and moor at the quay there to try and sell the crabs, but they didn’t sell any, all they got rid of was a plastic bag full of crabs that Peter gave to old Miss Pettersen, or Peter put them on the quay for her and after a while she came and got the bag after all, just after they decided to go home, old Miss Pettersen came, all that really did happen, and now he’s supposed to be dead

Now you are dead too, Johannes, Peter says

You died early this morning, he says

And since I was your best friend, I was sent to come get you, he says

But why did we go catch crabs? Johannes says

You had to get used to not being alive, and we had to do something, Peter says

So, that’s how it is, Johannes says

That’s how it is, Peter says

and they turn right and start to walk down the overgrown road to the Bay

But I can see you, Johannes says

I got a little of my body back so I could come get you, Peter says

But now the two of us are going to get in the boat and then go away, he says

Where are we going? Johannes says

No now you’re asking as though you were still alive, Peter says

We’re not going anywhere? Johannes says

No, where were going is not any place, and that’s why it doesn’t have any name either, Peter says

Is it hard? Johannes says

Hard, no, Peter says

Hard is a word, there aren’t any more words where we’re going, Peter says

Does it hurt? Johannes says

There are no bodies where we’re going, so it doesn’t hurt, Peter says

But the soul, does it hurt in the soul? Johannes says

There is no you or me where we’re going, Peter says

Is it good, being there? Johannes says

It is not good or bad, but it is big and calm and it vibrates a little, and it’s bright, if I had to put it into words, but the words don’t say very much, Peter says

and Johannes looks at Peter and he sees Peter smiling behind his gray hair that has now gotten even longer, it reaches far past his shoulders now, Peter’s hair, and now it’s thick and healthy and it is as if a golden light is shimmering around his head

Yes, you, Peter, Peter, Johannes says

and Peter and Johannes walk side by side down to the Bay and then suddenly, without having climbed on board Peter’s dory, they are simply on board his dory and then, just as suddenly, they are on their way out of the Bay

Now you shouldn’t look around, Johannes, Peter says

Now you should just look up at the sky and listen to the waves, he says

You don’t hear the thudding of the motor anymore, do you? he says

No, Johannes says

And you’re not cold anymore, he says

No, Johannes says

And you’re not afraid either, Peter says

No, Johannes says

But Erna, is she there? Johannes says

Everything you love is there, everything you don’t love is not there, Peter says

So my sister Magda is there too? Johannes says

Yes yes, Peter says

and Johannes looks up and sees that Peter’s boat has set its course west, out onto the open water

Can we go out on the ocean when it’s so windy and stormy? Johannes says

We can, yes, Peter says

and Johannes sees that now they’re getting closer to Storeskjer and Vesleskjer and never before has Johannes dared to go west out to the open sea in weather like this, the wind is blowing and the waves are big and Peter’s dory is being tossed up and down in the waves and then it is no longer Peter’s dory they are sitting in, but it is a boat, and they are out on the sea, and the sky and the sea are like one and the same thing and ocean and clouds and wind are like one and the same thing and then everything is like water and light in one and the same and there is Erna yes and her eyes are shining and the light from her eyes is also like all the other things and then Peter isn’t visible anymore

Yes now we’re on our way, Peter says

and both Peter and he himself are himself and at the same time not, everything is one and at the same time different, it is one and also somehow just what it is, everything is separate and not separate and everything is calm and Johannes turns around and far away down there, far far below him he sees Signe standing, his dear Signe, down there, far away, down there his darling youngest daughter Signe is standing and Johannes is filled with such love for Signe standing there holding her youngest daughter little Magda’s hand and standing around Signe are all his other children and all the grandchildren and neighbors and dear friends and the pastor is standing there and then the pastor picks up a little clump of earth and Johannes sees Signe’s eyes and the light he saw in Erna’s eyes is in them too and he sees all the darkness and all the terrible evil that is down there and he

It’s terrible down there, Johannes says

The words are disappearing now, Peter says

and Peter’s voice is so firm

and Signe sees the pastor throw the clump of dirt on Johannes’s coffin and she thinks you were really something, dear Johannes, you were, dear Father, you were crotchety and odd but also good, and you had it hard, I know that, you threw up first thing every morning, but you were good, Signe thinks, and she looks up and sees the white clouds in the sky and she sees the water so calm today and it shines blue and Signe thinks Johannes, Father, you, Johannes, Father
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