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Chapter 1

Heavy with rain, gray clouds floated above the mountain tops the day Eline Innstad was carried to her final resting place. It was a fitting atmosphere, Mali thought as she sat in the church pew. This was not a good day. The Stornes people had found seats in the middle of the church. From where she sat, Mali could sometimes see Bengt’s bent neck in the first row. Before entering the church, people from Stornes had quietly shaken hands with those from Innstad. Halldis Innstad was in tears while her husband held her awkwardly with an arm around her shoulders.

“Thank you for everything you did that… that awful day,” Halldis gasped, embracing Mali. “What would we have done without you?”

“There really wasn’t much I could do,” Mali replied in a low voice.

She stared at the flower-covered coffin and thought how unnecessary it was that Eline and her child had died. Both the doctor and the people around her –especially Bengt –should have realized something was terribly wrong. As always, Eline, of course, had made herself invisible in order to not cause any trouble. For that reason all signs of danger had been overlooked.

The only thing that comforted Mali somewhat was the belief that the last minutes of Eline’s life had been happy. Maybe even the happiest of her life when Bengt sat by her bed, held her and said he loved her. Mali would never forget the beautiful, otherworldly light that briefly appeared in Eline’s face. Lord in heaven, how much she must have loved that man, Mali thought. Even if he’d treated her miserably since the day she came to the farm. Despite that, she’d loved him all the way to death.

Love could be like that. The happiest time in her life was the short moments she believed Bengt had loved her after all. It was a poor happiness, Mali thought bitterly. The truth, of course, wasn’t what Eline thought, but fortunately she didn’t have to experience that. She’d died believing in blissful love and that was a good thing. Not many people were lucky enough to experience it.

Mali had stayed at Innstad until Eline’s body had been washed and prepared. She hadn’t shed a tear, just done what had to be done, quietly and calmly. She would mourn later when night fell and she lay in bed with Little-Sivert close to her. Then she would cry over Eline the same way she’d cried over Kristine, her friend, during that terrible time, the same way she often cried over her own destiny. Still, she’d never break down entirely and never give up. Not now. Rather the opposite. In fact, she’d concluded if you were to survive as a woman and keep your dignity as a human being, you had to be stronger than all men combined. It was necessary to never give in, to never let yourself be trampled on, even when suffering things no one should ever experience. Over time, Mali had learned to ignore both her thoughts and emotions when Johan degraded her. She closed her eyes and saw Jo’s handsome face in her mind and tried to think it was he on top of her. It didn’t help every time, but did allow her to cope with the degradation. She’d sworn to herself Johan would never break her. As a result, Mali felt she’d become a strong, indomitable woman. And she liked it! Between the two of them, she was certain she was the stronger. Even if he did have the power. At least over her body.

After the funeral there was a quiet gathering at Innstad. People talked together in subdued voices, but still managed to help themselves to a lot of food and drink. Mali, however, didn’t eat much. She was sitting on a hard bench by Johan’s side. Her thoughts circled around the terrible day when she’d last been at the farm and almost felt sick. After a while air in the room became hot and stuffy, even when the day was so gray and rainy.

Mali left the table as soon as it was appropriate and went outside. She told Johan she had to go to the outhouse, even though it wasn’t true. She needed to spend time alone and strolled up to the cookhouse where she sat on a rock that couldn’t be seen from the house. No one would’ve discovered her anyway. Most people didn’t go outside in the rain and those who needed to visit the outhouse didn’t see much. Bent over to avoid the wet and protect themselves from the wind, they just concentrated on finding their way back and forth as quickly as possible.

Mali startled when she heard a sound behind her. She turned quickly and saw Bengt coming around the corner of the cookhouse. He must’ve been outdoors for awhile. His hair was drenched and his face soaking wet. He appeared strangely gray as well, Mali thought as she watched him. The otherwise smiling, charming man had been reduced to a mere shadow of himself.

She hadn’t thought Eline’s death would have affected him so much. Perhaps it was the child he regretted most, she thought bitterly. He’d almost had an heir in his hands, but now was left with nothing. For Bengt Innstad, of course, it would be no big deal to find another young wife, she thought. Before long, he’d return to his former self.

“Did I frighten you?” he asked softly, when he saw her startle. “I didn’t mean to. You shouldn’t be sitting out in the rain. You’ll catch cold.”

Even his voice has changed, Mali thought in wonder. There was something new in his gaze as well although she couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was. He seemed much older. As if he’d grown up in just one short week. Well, sooner or later life hit everyone. Not even people like Bengt Innstad were ever spared entirely –even if he’d believed that himself. If he’d ever even given it a thought, that is.

“That goes for you, too,” she said, looking at him. “You’re soaking wet.”

“I just had to get out,” he said, passing a hand through his dripping hair. “I felt strangled in there. Isee Eline in every room. Isee her behind me. Iwake at night and see her by my bed. It’s…”

All of a sudden he sank down on the rock beside Mali and started to cry. He put his head in his hands and his shoulders shook. Mali stiffened. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a grown man cry and it made a strong impression on her. Also because it was Bengt. She’d never believed he could do anything but laugh, enjoy life and seduce women. Besides, she couldn’t understand why he was reacting so strongly. It definitely wasn’t an act, what was happening before her eyes. Bengt was apparently both desperate and in anguish.

Slowly she reached out a hand and placed it on his neck.

“Bengt,” she said in a low voice. “It’ll be better after a while, you know.”

“No,” he said decidedly, looking straight at her. His eyes were black and lifeless.“No, it won’t be better. Ididn’t have time to ask Eline to forgive me. And I never would’ve either,” he added bitterly. “Not if everything had gone well. Inever cared about her. You know that Mali. Ionly thought about myself, like I’ve always done. She wasn’t the one I wanted. Ididn’t want any wife. Not really. Not yet anyway. But father…”

Mali sat there, letting him talk, keeping her hand on his neck. Strange, she thought vaguely. I’m sitting here trying to comfort the man who ruined the life of his wife and my sister both. The man, for whom I have utter contempt. And yet she couldn’t do anything else. She couldn’t let him suffer more than he already did.

“You acted in a good way when you came upstairs and held Eline in your arms,” she said. “I know you didn’t care for her. She knew it, too. She had a hard time because she truly loved you. Did you know that? But when you sat there in her last minutes holding her and said you cared about her… She was happy, Bengt. You could see that, couldn’t you? In the end you made her die happy,” she added softly.

“Yes. By lying to her,” he said in a choked voice. “I sat there lying. You know that as well as I do.”

“Sometimes it’s the right thing to do,” Mali replied quietly. “What’s important is she died believing you loved her. Lying or not doesn’t matter that much.”

“It means something to me,” he said abruptly. “I sat there with my dying wife in my arms, knowing the kind of life I’d given her since she arrived at the farm, because I didn’t care for her. I’ve never cared about anyone but myself,” he repeated in a thick voice. “The only thing I cared about, since I was forced to marry her, was to get an heir. She gave her life trying to give me…”

“I’m sure she’s forgiven you. Where she is now,” Mali said, withdrawing her hand from his neck to stroke her eyes. Her face was cold and wet.

“I wish I could believe that,” Bengt said grabbing her hand. “But there’s so many I need to ask forgiveness from,” he added, looking down. “Even if they haven’t given their life for me.”

Mali sat perfectly still and wondered if he’d mention Margrethe. But he just kept sitting there, absorbed in his own thoughts.

“You don’t need to die to get your life ruined,” she said suddenly.

He looked at her. Their eyes met. Bengt lowered his gaze first. Mali stood up and shook water from her hair and dress.

“You should go inside and change,” she said. “Or you’ll get sick.”

“What does it matter?” he answered, also standing.

“Stop whining!” Mali’s voice was hard. “It’s Eline who died, not you. You won’t become a better person if it just makes you feel sorry for yourself. Grow up, Bengt. It’s high time. At least Eline’s death won’t be in vain then.”

She turned around and headed indoors.

The gray heavy mood that had gripped Mali during Eline’s funeral wouldn’t let go as the days passed into late fall. The weather just made it worse. Day after day, thick fog hung down the mountain sides, and one heavy rain followed another. Wet, windy and cold –it was uncomfortable indoors and out.

“What’s the matter? Why do you still go around moping?” an irritated Johan asked when they woke to yet another gray morning. “Eline wasn’t family or someone close to you as far as I know.”

“She was a human being,” Mali responded sharply. “She was also an incredibly good person who didn’t have a happy life at Innstad. If you think forgetting what I experienced the day she died is easy, you’re wrong.”

“Exactly. That’s how you behave,” he said bitterly. “You have so much concern for others. But your husband you neglect and turn your back toward and that doesn’t seem to bother you at all.”

“And how does that husband behave toward me?” Mali replied through clenched teeth. “Had you been different, showed me respect and been good to me like you are to your son, maybe things would have been different here, too. But you behave shamefully toward your wife. Even you can see that, can’t you? You just take and take. You force yourself on me and like to cause pain. It isn’t easy then to show good feelings in return.”

“Don’t blame it on me, you shrew of a woman! If you treated me the way a wife should treat her husband, I wouldn’t have to force you against your will. But you… It’s your fault, all of it!”

“You must’ve forgotten I never wanted to come to Stornes as your wife,” Mali replied coldly, looking straight at him. “You could’ve found another. Someone who wanted to be wife here. Someone who liked you. At least better than I did,” she added. “I told you no. Do you remember that? But you just asked your father to open his wallet and buy me as if I were cattle!”

She felt her face flush from anger and tears pressed behind her eyes, but no way she’d let him see them. Her tears weren’t for him! Nothing of her was for him.

“It might have worked,” Mali added, more calmly. “I was willing to give our marriage a chance. At least before we were married. But you…”

The memories became so strong she had to gasp for air.

“You knew I was a virgin. You knew I was scared. You say I care about other people, but you don’t care about anyone but yourself. Especially that night –that first night –not even then could you behave like a decent human being. You always said you loved me, then you attacked like a wild bull. Istill remember that night clearly!”

Johan threw his shirt at her, black fury in his eyes.

“How long are you going to nag me about that night? I don’t think you were all that decent and innocent anyway. Men had probably touched you before I did, but it suited you to use me as a scapegoat. That way you could become the unwilling troll of a wife you’ve become. If it wasn’t for the fact that you’ve given me a son, then I’d…”

“You’d what?” Mali asked, feeling her heart pound. “You’d exchanged me for another. Is that what you’re trying to say?”

He didn’t answer, but continued to dress.

“There’s something you should realize,” he said abruptly, standing up and staring at her hard. “If you ever try to go behind my back… If I ever learn you’ve let another… I don’t share what’s mine,” he concluded with intensity.

His eyes burned with a black fury that could easily overpower him, Mali thought. Once again she felt a sickening fear grip her chest and squeeze hard. Beste had known Johan better than anyone else. She’d known early on he could be dangerous, beyond evil even, if driven to the abyss by jealousy and thoughts of revenge. He must never know the truth about Jo and Little-Sivert, Mali reminded herself. She didn’t know how many times she’d had this thought. She worried not only for her own sake, but even more for her son’s. She could absolutely see if Johan were driven over the edge, no one would be spared. Not her, not her illegitimate child…

In many ways Mali’s heavy mood lifted when it started snowing at the end of November. One morning when she pulled back the curtains in the sleep loft, the landscape outside was all white and beautiful. The reflected light was so strong it made her eyes hurt. A new Christmas was approaching, although she didn’t look forward to it very much. Thanks to Little-Sivert, however, the house would be filled with joy and life, because he rejoiced over every new day. New wonders constantly occupied him and made him laugh. That made other people chuckle. It would be the snow now, Mali thought, smiling to herself. Her son was sure to “give them a hand” with Christmas preparations this year. He ran around everywhere. After learning to walk, he was almost unstoppable. He even walked to the “kår” house. To the great pleasure of his grandparents. They never seemed to tire of him. Mali couldn’t remember one time Beret had complained about unwanted visits from her grandson, even if he arrived during their afternoon nap. In that case, he’d lie on the couch with his grandfather. The young boy would laugh out loud when the old man put a newspaper over their faces. Beret would then rise quickly from her rocking chair and retrieve a box of cookies. Mali never stopped wondering how one person could have two different personalities the way Beret did. If she’d behaved toward others the way she did toward Little-Sivert, she would’ve been almost lovable, Mali often thought. Or at  least likeable. With her grandson, her strict features softened. Life and light shone from her eyes. No one but Little-Sivert could do this, although Beret was no longer as harsh as before toward other members of the household. Maybe because she’d finally realized she was no longer the most powerful person on the farm. Even if she still wanted a say in most matters.

That Christmas the Innstad people didn’t take part in traditional Christmas celebrations. They wanted a quiet holiday. Everyone understood and respected their wish. It made the usual party more quiet with a reflective mood and thoughtfulness marking the event. People are strange, Mali reflected. While she lived, no one had noticed Eline very much. They hadn’t had much positive to say about her either. Now that she was dead, there was no end to the positive qualities people attributed to her. And how they sympathized with the poor widower! He’d been crushed by grief, they said, shaking their heads in regret. They’d seen it themselves at the funeral and afterward as well. Mali didn’t join in the wailing choir. She couldn’t quite rid herself of the impression that Bengt pitied himself most of all, being totally unaccustomed to life offering him any real trouble or resistance.

While the Boxing day celebration had been quiet, the “romjuls”party at Gjelstad proved to be a lot more lively. On that farm, Eline’s death put no restraint on the overall mood. Adding to that, there was plenty of good food and strong drink. It only took a short time before the party was in high spirits.

Contrary to her usual behavior, Mali had said yes to beer and schnapps both. She’d felt unwell for a few days before, thinking a cold might be coming. Since strong drink was supposed to be good at preventing colds, she’d accepted the drinks. Unaccustomed as she was to alcohol, she quickly felt the effect. Not that she grew sick or got drunk, but her head felt so light, almost like wool. For the first time in as long as she could remember, fear, anxiety, sad thoughts and unrest totally disappeared. She sat there smiling to herself, feeling life was quite good. When she rose to leave the table, however, her knees almost collapsed under her. Confused and dizzy, she half fell over Johan who was also trying to stand up beside her.

“What in the world,” he said, in a somewhat slurred voice, supporting her. “Are you drunk, woman!”

“What if I am,” she said laughing, having problems with her tongue. “It’s about time, isn’t it? I’ve never been drunk before.”

She put an arm around Johan’s neck and shook him causing his “hentesveis” (hair drawn across the head from one side to the other to conceal baldness) to become disheveled. He flushed, not knowing how to handle the unfamiliar situation. Sitting again, he held his softly laughing wife and suddenly became hot with lust. He’d never experienced her this way before; heavy in his lap, warm and relaxed. Quickly, he looked up. Others were leaving the table and no one noticed the two of them on the bench. Mali startled when she felt him press her firmly against his hard, throbbing organ. She tried to stand up, but her legs were strangely weak, her head light and empty of thoughts.

“What are you doing?” she asked, trying once again to stand up. “You’re over the top! I can feel it,” she giggled a bit foolishly.

Johan’s head buzzed from alcohol and lust. What he would’ve done next if his mother hadn’t called him, he had no idea. But her sharp voice woke him up.

“See to it that you leave the table like grownups. Don’t sit there making fools of yourselves.”

“Let the boy enjoy himself a little, Beret,” the Gjelstad farmer sneered. He’d also noticed the two of them alone at the table. “Your son doesn’t get his wife to sit in his lap very often!”

The Gjelstad farmer’s voice made Mali’s head clear quickly. What in the world was she doing! With her face burning red from shame, she stood up, a bit unsteadily, and quickly left the living room.

She remained standing for a while in the cool entrance. Her cheeks burned and her hands shook as she tried putting her hair in order. What on earth had come over her? Suddenly she understood what drink could lead to! She’d surrendered herself, laughing, in Johan’s lap after just some beer and a little schnapps!

The cold air felt good, although her head didn’t clear completely. Her legs still felt weak as if she’d just left her bed after a long sickness, she thought. She startled when someone opened the door behind her.

“You shouldn’t be standing here,” Håvard said. He came up behind her and put his arms around her to provide warmth. “It’s so cold, you’re going to get sick. What happened at the table?”

He put a hand under her chin and turned her face toward him. He smiled and raised his eyebrows.

“I saw you let yourself drink beer and schnapps both,” he said. “And your head became dizzy. It does when you’re not used to such drinks. But it was only Johan’s lap you fell into, so no harm done. Come inside now,” he repeated.

Mali’s legs still wobbled slightly. When Håvard put his arms around her and drew her toward him, she sank into his embrace. Vaguely, she thought she should pull herself together, but it felt so good standing there with him. Instead of withdrawing, she leaned more heavily against him.

“Mali…  Mali, what…”

She raised her eyes and looked at him. His eyes were so near her face and his gaze reflected something  she’d never seen before. Something that reminded her of… Something she’d seen in Jo’s eyes! Quickly she tried to withdraw, but he held her tight with one arm around her waist. With the other he touched one breast and squeezed it softly.

“What are you doing…” she whispered, confused and trying to push his hand away. “Håvard, you mustn’t…”

His warm lips pressed firmly against hers. Far back in her mind, she thought she mustn’t, but something inside wanted to continue. Wanted to feel the hot, dangerous lust she’d only felt with Jo. It was still there she realized, and had happened so long ago, she thought somewhat unclearly. She was on the point of drying up from longing since that wonderful time of Jo’s warm lips and sensual, daring hands. Håvard was so young, with such a firm body and soft, sensitive hands. Sighing, she gave herself over to the feeling, opening her mouth and responding to his passionate kisses. His hands were all over her. She felt herself becoming wet between her legs. It also made her hot from shyness and something resembling wonder. She hadn’t felt this way since Jo had touched her. She’d believed she’d never feel it again…

A sound from outside made them quickly let go. Dizzily, Mali straightened her dress and  blouse. She avoided Håvard’s eyes and started toward the door.

“Mali…”

He stopped her, turning her around.

“I didn’t mean to… do anything to you,” he began unsteadily. “I had a bit too much to drink, too. Please don’t let this ruin our friendship… I didn’t mean to do something you didn’t want yourself. Believe me! It was wrong. Iknow too well you’re married,” he added.

Before she could answer, the living room door opened and Johan stood there, glaring at them.

“What the devil… are you two doing out here?”

“Nothing,” Mali answered quickly. “I got so…”

Johan seized her arm so hard she moaned.

“Go inside,” he said sharply to Håvard. “I want a word with my wife alone.”

It looked as if Håvard wanted to say something, but he stepped past Johan and shut the door behind him. Johan pushed Mali against the door to make sure it couldn’t be opened from the inside. He grabbed her hair and turned her head toward him. Wild jealousy and anger burned in his bloodshot eyes.

“What did you two do out here?” he repeated in a low, slurred voice.

“Nothing. Itold you,” Mali answered quickly. “What do you think?”

“That’s what I ’ll find out,” he hissed in her ear and put his hand up under her dress. Stiff and scared, she felt his fingers find their way under her panties and into her wet vagina.

“Johan! Nothing happened,” she said in desperation, trying to press her legs together and wriggle out of his grasp. “I haven’t…”

He hit her so hard she almost fell over.

“Nothing has happened?” he hissed. “I can feel it! You’re soaking wet between your legs. That doesn’t happen very often!”

Without waiting for an answer, he dragged her after him upstairs to the “kavaloftet”. She hung behind and stumbled in her dress when he hauled her up the stairs.

“What do you want, Johan? We’re guests in a foreign house. You can’t…”

He didn’t answer. She then realized he must know Gjelstad as well as she did, because he found the door to an empty loft only used when the farm had extra help in the summer or many guests. He pushed her inside and shut the door behind them.

“Has he touched you?” he hissed with wild eyes.

“No, he hasn’t touched me,” Mali answered, meeting his eyes. “You ought to know Håvard Innstad even if you think I’m willing to do anything.”

Her mind had cleared and she tried to escape from him.

“How on earth can you believe someone would do… do what you think in the middle of a doorway! With the house full of Christmas guests,” she added.

He squinted at her. It was clear he was far from sober.

“Why are you so wet then? You who are always dry as old wood?”

Mali’s face flamed red. She looked down. She had to talk herself out of this situation or he’d be wild and furious, she thought in a panic.

“It was all the drink,” she replied in a low voice. “I’m not used to strong drink. You know that. It was when I fell into your lap as we were leaving the table. Idon’t know what happened, but it was then…”

An evil grin passed over Johan’s face.

“So, it’s me you’re hot for?” he said in a hoarse voice, pulling her hard against him. “That’s the first time ever that I know of. No wonder I suspected another.”

She could see he didn’t believe her. His eyes were black when he pushed her down on the bed along the wall.

“Well, I won’t deny you what you’re waiting for with such lust,” he grinned and pulled up her dress.

Mali didn’t answer. Nor did she protest. She knew what would follow was inevitable. In spite of everything she was glad things hadn’t gotten any worse; that he hadn’t made a scandal and accused Håvard of seducing his wife. It would have ended the friendship between the two farms, and she would’ve been blamed for it.

Tears that poured down her ice-cold cheeks felt strangely warm. When she closed her eyes a picture appeared in her mind. Not of Håvard, but of Jo. That was the reason she’d reacted so strongly to Håvard touching her, she thought. Because he’d reminded her of Jo. Because his hands had been as warm, at least almost as warm…

I’ve betrayed them both, she thought. Ilet Håvard do something I should’ve stopped. Idon’t really care about him that way. But I let him touch me even when I belong to another.

The fact that the one she really belonged to was Johan didn’t occur to her at all. She’d never been Johan’s woman. Only Jo’s…
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