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Chapter 1

The 20th of July happened to be on a Thursday that year, so moving the household to the mountain-farm would take place on the following Saturday. For several weeks, food, clothes and provisions had been packed to prepare for two long months in the mountains. Everything had been fastened to the sledge to be pulled by horse. This was the easiest way from Stornes. From there one could get to the mountain-farm in the summer by crossing big patches of moorland that weren’t too watery for the sledge to sink in. From most other farms people had to use packsaddles, which took at least two trips to carry everything needed.

Ane was to be the mountain-farm girl this year. Usually there were two girls, but only where the farms were situated far apart. In the small valley that contained Stornes, four of the big farms had built their mountain-farms close to one another around a small country yard. For that reason one girl was enough. If they needed help, three other girls were close by. Besides, they each had a “litl-gjetar” or young shepherd with them. These were half-grown, adolescent farm boys. At Stornes, they had to hire their shepherd from a nearby cotter’s farm. These shepherd boys followed the cattle and sheep around all day and returned in the afternoon in time for milking. Bears and other predators made this arrangement necessary, otherwise the loss of animals would be enormous.

For the same reason, animals had to be indoors at night; cattle in the cow barn and sheep in the loft room above. In this way they were also safe from predator attacks at night. Sometimes it happened that sheep strayed from the flock, climbing to the mountaintop near Stortind if the weather was good. Even though this was risky, they usually survived and returned to the flock next day.

A flustered Ane ran around the house in the days before leaving for the mountains. Being in charge of a mountain-farm was very popular since it allowed the girls to escape control and daily chores down on the farm. They also had a good time together. It was common knowledge men would visit on the weekends. Giggling, flirting, and fooling around could then be heard in the dark nooks and crannies of the farms. Sometimes these mountain visits were the beginning of more permanent relationships including marriage.

The plan was for Sivert to take the horse-drawn sledge to the mountains bringing Olav with him. If everything went well, they’d both return to the farm in the evening. A few days before the trip, however, they received a message that one of Beret’s uncles had died and was to be buried that same Saturday. This meant Sivert and Beret had to attend the funeral. Since this was located outside their parish, they’d have to spend the night.

“One shouldn’t die in the middle of the busiest haymaking season,” muttered Sivert, making sure Beret didn’t hear him. “Especially with the task of moving to the mountain-farms on top of it.”

Mali knew he didn’t mean any harm with his comment. He just got restless and frustrated when things didn’t go as he had planned. In the end, Johan had to take the load together with Olav. Because haymaking was under control, (thanks to Jo who did the work of two men) Johan decided to stay the night in the mountains. The long winter had taken its toll on one building’s roof. Since they had the time, they might as well get it done once they got there.

This meant only Mali, Beste and Jo were left at Stornes for one weekend in July. Even Ingeborg had been given leave to go home.

“I can manage the cooking for the three of us,“ Mali said when Beret asked if it was all right for her to leave.

What she kept to herself was the fact that being alone with Jo on the farm terrified her. The only comforting thought was that Beste would be there, too. That meant she could join the old grandmother after supper and then go to bed early in the evening.

“You go ahead, Beret,” Beste said quietly. “What can possibly go wrong here at the farm?”

The whole time they ate dinner Mali tried not to look at Jo. After their meeting in the “mastua” or cookhouse, she’d avoided him. Still, she noticed his eyes on her often and felt helpless. No matter what she tried telling herself, one thing was clear: she could not control herself and the feelings she had for him!

After helping Beste go to bed around ten in the evening, she climbed to her bedroom in the loft. She had no idea where Jo was. She hadn’t seen him since they’d eaten their evening porridge. For all she knew, he’d gone to another farm. Being open-minded, cheerful and friendly, he’d gotten to know several people in the short time he’d been staying at Stornes.

Opening the window, she felt warm summer air touch her face. A faint breeze carried the scent of sea salt and seaweed. She realized she wouldn’t be able to sleep. Besides, this was the first night since she’d married that Johan wasn’t home to decide when it was time for her to go to bed.

Stealthily, she descended the stairs and went outside. She ran quickly through the old apple orchard to the “naust” or boathouse. There, she sat down on a soft grassy bank, loosened her braid and shook her head to let her hair flow down her back. Leaning against the wall of the boathouse, she closed her eyes and listened to the quiet lapping of the sea against the shore.

Only when he came quite close to her did she notice him. The sound of wet, naked feet on hot, bare rock made her look up in astonishment. Jo! He’d apparently been out on the promontory taking a swim as he wore only trousers and no shoes while carrying his shirt in one hand. His dark hair was wet and more curly than usual down the back of his neck. Mali’s heart beat fast. For a moment, she considered running back to the house, but he was already too close to her.

“You’re sitting all by yourself,” he said as he walked towards her. “May I join you for awhile?”

She nodded and felt strangely embarrassed by his naked upper body, golden tan from so much time in the summer sun. He didn’t seem to notice. At least he made no attempt to put his shirt on. For awhile, they just sat quietly, listening to the song of a blackbird.

“You’re not happy, are you Mali?” he asked suddenly. “I know you think it’s not my business, and it isn’t, but I… I’d like to see you happy.”

Mali didn’t answer. He touched her loosened braid, letting his warm hand run over it. He then took a handful of golden hair and caressed it with his face. She trembled and pressed herself close to the boathouse wall.

“Don’t you want me to touch you?” he asked in a hushed voice. “Do you want me to go?”

Knowing she should’ve said yes, she remained silent. She took his hand to move it from her hair, but it didn’t turn out that way. When her hand touched his, their fingers intertwined in a mysterious way. She gasped trying to catch her breath and felt feelings of lust she’d had no idea she possessed until that day in the cookhouse. During that moment, she’d felt something similar, she thought, totally confused. She didn’t know if he kissed her first or if she offered her lips to him. Slowly, she sank down on the grassy bank. Above her, the sky shimmered in hues of copper and gold. And then she surrendered and gave herself to him.

Despite knowing it was madness, she couldn’t stop. She just didn’t want to. Not any longer. It had gone too far. His hands moved carefully under her blouse and squeezed one of her breasts. He opened all the buttons on her dress until she felt the evening breeze on her naked skin. When he closed his mouth around a hard nipple, she gasped from excitement.

“Oh my God,” she thought. “Is this what it can be like?”

Later on, she couldn’t fully explain to herself how it happened, except for her, Jo was the man she’d always dreamed of. Without knowing him at all, she knew by sheer instinct that he was the man she should’ve had. There was no reason to it, but she was beyond reason. Her soul, as well as her body, knew what happened was inevitable and right. Everything else was of no importance.

She met him with all the longing and passion that had been sleeping inside her, that Johan had ruined forever. Or so she thought. Instead, her body burned like fire in his beautiful hands with fingers that knew exactly how to touch her. She clung to him thinking of nothing but the moment and the wonderful thing that was happening. It was like a miracle, a sacred act, she thought. She opened up to him like a plant in the desert that had longed for water for so many years and finally experienced the life-giving rain that made it come to life and spring into full bloom. When he entered her she cried, not from pain, but from wild, uninhibited desire and joy. He covered her mouth with his own and led her to a world far beyond the one she’d known. Never before had she imagined that love could be like this; like a glimpse of heaven!

She was lying with her face close to his naked chest, crying. He lifted himself up and looked at her.

“Why do you cry, my Mali?” he whispered. “Did I hurt you?”

She embraced him and smiled happily.

“You’ve made me so happy,” she said softly. “I’ve sinned and perhaps it’ll bring me punishment. But it was worth it. I’ve never loved before, Jo. Iwas raped and believed I couldn’t feel anything. Ididn’t know it could be like this. No matter what happens I’m grateful for feeling what love is like.”

They were silent for awhile, lying close together.

“You must believe me when I say I’m not the type of man that goes around seducing other men’s women,” Jo said suddenly. “Such a reputation would spread quickly and make us all unwanted. Besides, I’m just not like that.”

Mali let her soft lips tenderly brush his chest. She couldn’t get enough of him. She already knew she’d only have him for a short time. She had to make the most of it.

“I had a woman,” he continued. “A good woman. But she died. Something in me also died. After that, I haven’t… There hasn’t been anyone since. Not until now.”

Mali didn’t reply. She just kept stroking his chest with the tips of her fingers. Suddenly in the dim light, she discovered what she thought was a small speck of dust under his left nipple. When she went to remove it, however, she found that it stuck.

“It’s my second heart,” he said with a smile.

When Mali looked closer, she saw the spot was shaped like a heart.

“Really it’s just a birthmark,” he added. “Something that runs in the family. We never know who gets it. It can pass one or two generations then pop up again. My father had it. Igot it, too.”

He stroked her hair and cupped her face with both hands. “It was so strange when I first met you, that time at Gjelstad. As if I’d always known you. As if I’d been looking for you all my days… From the very beginning,” he said in a low voice.

She lifted herself up and let her mouth brush his lips.

“That’s how I felt, too,” she whispered. “Even if I’ve been married for a year almost, I feel you’re my first. I’ve never given myself to any man before. Not freely of my own will. For that reason you’re the first. You’ll be the last, too. This other thing with Johan… it doesn’t mean anything. Idon’t regret; even if I should maybe. Idon’t regret this night we had together. It’s what I’m going to live on my whole life. Ideserve it. Ithink all people should experience love; at least once in their lives. Even me.”

“Are you really so unhappy? “ he asked softly.

A fit of crying seized her. She passionately drew him closer and wept against his neck. He tenderly touched her until she gasped again from pleasure and wild longing. Never before had she been more alive than when she opened herself to him and took him into her welcoming body.

“Come with me when I leave,” he said insistently. “You’re my woman now, Mali. Ican’t offer you the wealth you’re married to, but I can buy a small farm somewhere and settle there. We could manage. I’m not afraid of hard work.”

Her fingers caressed his wet hair, but she didn’t say anything. She just lay there enjoying the weight of his body against hers. Everything inside her wanted to say yes, but she knew she’d remain where she was. Deep down something prevented her. If she followed Jo, there’d be a big scandal. If it only affected herself and the Stornes-people, she could’ve done it, but it would ruin the life of her parents and siblings as well. They’d be made to suffer for what she’d done. She couldn’t bear this. Not even for the sake of love.

“I want to,” she said, “but I can’t.” She sat up. “It would ruin the life of my folks. And I can’t live with that.”

She touched his face tenderly and looked at him. “You’ve given me enough warmth and love for a whole lifetime. Ican go on living now because you’ve shown me the infinite beauty of love. When you go, you’ll still remain here at Stornes; in my heart… I have to stay,” she added softly.

They were sitting close together against the boathouse, enveloped by the soft, quiet, summer air. Mali knew she’d be unable to smell the scent of sea salt and summer flowers without thinking of this night. She’d think of it often, she told herself. The memory of this night would carry her through the life she’d been sold into.

“You must never tell a soul what we’ve done,” she said when they got up. “I hope you’ll never forget me, but you must never let anyone know. Promise me that!”

He drew her passionately towards him and she could feel him cry.

“How can I possibly walk around looking at you and never be allowed to touch you again?” he whispered in a painful voice. “I’m not leaving for a long while, you know.”

“This night we were alone. It won’t happen again,” Mali said. “You must never let Johan know… I don’t know how on earth I’ll be able to…” She stopped suddenly. The mere thought of Johan touching her made her sick. “If you love me, don’t let anybody guess what’s happened,” she repeated. “That’s the price we have to pay for this night, Jo. No one can know…”

When Mali tried to steal back to her bedroom, she heard Beste call her name. Flustered, she tried brushing grass and dirt from her clothes while rearranging her hair.

“Is something wrong, Beste?” she whispered as she opened the door to her room.

Beste scrutinized her as she stood in the doorway with her face flushed and her hair disheveled. It looked like a haystack around her head. Instantly, the old woman felt a sting in her heart. She’d never seen Mali look this way before. Instinctively, she guessed what had happened. A painful fear felt as if it would strangle her.

“No, no. Nothing’s wrong,” she replied, leaning back. “I just heard you coming and then…”

For a brief moment their eyes met. It struck Mali like lightening: Beste had guessed it all!

“I forgot the time,” she whispered. “It was such a beautiful night out. Iforgot the time,” she repeated, slightly out of breath.

She then closed the door behind her.
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