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            Prologue
      

         

         An abandoned smallholding in Bratsberg, end of November 1843

          
      

         “Rakel, you have to wake up!” Mother shook her awake.

         “I’m tired,” she mumbled.

         “I know, my love,” Mother said quietly. “But you can’t sleep anymore. We have to leave right now.”

         “Now?” Rakel asked, squinting. It was dark inside the house and the moon was high in the black sky.

         “Yes,” Mother said, helping her out of bed. Rakel suddenly wasn’t tired anymore. A nervous tremor was starting to spread throughout her body.

         “Why?” she asked, but didn’t get an answer. Mother hurried Rakel into a pair of boots and pulled a thick sweater over her night shift. It was far too big, but Rakel didn’t protest. Mother’s ever-present smile was gone, and her mouth was a thin line.

         “I’m scared,” Rakel said. Mother was in the process of pulling a hat down over her ears but stopped and looked at Rakel, her eyes glistening.

         “Oh, darling! I’m so sorry!” Mother hugged her so hard it was almost painful.

         “Why do we have to leave?” Rakel asked anxiously.

         “We can’t stay here anymore,” Mother answered quickly. “Someone has seen us.”

         “I don’t want to leave, Mother,” she said tearfully.

         “We simply must, my dear,” she said in a hushed voice. “There’s someone who wants to hurt us, someone who…” she stopped herself at the sound of hooves outside the house. She strode quickly to the window and looked out. “Good God!” she cried. Then she grasped the cross hanging around her neck and clenched it in her hand.

         “Who is it, Mother?”

         When she turned away from the window, Rakel saw the pure fear in her mother’s eyes.

         “Do you remember how we hid the rowboat under the tree that hangs over the river?” Mother grabbed her hand and pulled her towards the back door. Rakel nodded. Mother had been so happy when she found the rotten old rowboat, and they’d spent the summer fixing it up.

         Mother opened the back door, and Rakel shivered. An icy cold wind brought tears to her eyes. She squinted. It was pitch black outside. The snow had gathered in high drifts against the wall.

         “Go down to the rowboat and hide in it,” she said. “I’ll come as soon as I can. Hurry!” She let go of Rakel’s hand.

         “I’m too scared,” Rakel answered, staring out into the dark.

         “Here,” Mother said, and unhooked the chain with the cross on it. Then she fastened it around Rakel’s neck. “Jesus will protect you. If you feel alone, think of him. Jesus will guide you and make sure you’re safe.”

         “Mother, I…” Her voice broke. She didn’t want to go out into the dark alone, much less down to the river. Mother normally said she was too young to do that. The fear made her chest tighten. There was a sudden banging on the door at the other end of the house, and they heard loud male voices yelling Mother’s name.

         “Listen to me!” Mother crouched down and took Rakel by the shoulders. “You’re the bravest little girl I know. You can do this. It isn’t far down to the river, and the darkness will protect you from the people who wish us harm. You’ll be safe if you get into the rowboat, and Jesus will watch over you so you won’t fall in the water.” She put her palm on the cross on Rakel’s chest. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. I promise.”

         Rakel really did want to do as Mother told her, but her feet wouldn’t budge. She flinched when there was another banging at the door.

         “Make me proud, Rakel! Show me that you aren’t afraid of the dark,” Mother said, standing up. “Run!”

         She shoved Rakel out the door and shut it behind her.

         Rakel stood as if she was frozen. The darkness felt like it was getting menacingly close, prickling against her skin and causing her breath to catch in her throat. She started to cry. She couldn’t be as brave as her mother told her to be – she simply couldn’t. She was about to knock on the door and beg her mother to let her back in when there was a loud bang from the entryway. Rakel crouched down. The sound of men shouting and her mother screaming pierced her to the bone. She threw herself at the door and started hammering at it.

         “Mother!” she shouted as loudly as she could. “Let me in! Mother!”

         She could still hear shouting and screaming and the sound of furniture being smashed inside the house. Then, the light of an open flame flickered from the window next to the door. Rakel looked up and froze.

         A man was standing in the window. He was holding a torch, and the flames illuminated his face, the shadows distorting it so he looked like someone Mother had drawings of in the book she’d hidden under the mattress. A devil. His nose was crooked and long, his eyes close-set and narrow. His eyebrows were bushy and his chin was pointy. His gaze searched across the snow, cold and menacing. He was looking for someone.

         She swallowed hard and pressed herself against the back door so he wouldn’t see her. Run! Her mother’s words echoed in her head, and when the man moved away from the windowpane, that was precisely what she did.

         Rakel ran as fast as she could through the knee-deep snow. Her thick clothes hindered her, and she was so exhausted and out of breath that she almost collapsed when she finally got down to the river’s edge. The river smelled damp and cold, and a strong wind raged down the mountains, agitating the water. She quickly ducked under the tree that had blown over during a storm a few months earlier and made her way to the little rowboat. It rocked from side to side, and she clung tightly to a tree branch as she clambered on board.

         The tree creaked ominously as she let go. An agonising creak, as if the tree were about to take its last breath. Then, the mooring line tightened with a jerk, and she was thrown forward. She hit her knee when she fell and couldn’t hold back the tears. She sat down at the bottom of the boat, sniffling. Then she waited.

         Mother had said she wouldn’t be long. Rakel looked up at the dark sky and saw a narrow crescent moon over the mountains in the distance. It was hard to sit still, and she bit her lower lip to keep the terror at bay. The river tore at the boat and tossed it from side to side. Her feet had got wet when she ran along the river’s edge, and now she was really starting to get cold.

         Why wasn’t Mother coming? Rakel didn’t want to be in the boat anymore. She stood up to make her way onto shore when a strange sound caught her attention. It sounded like a roar. She stood on her tiptoes to see over the branches of the tree… and gasped. The house was on fire!

         “No!” She stared in disbelief at the dancing flames that lit up the pitch-black sky. The crackling reached all the way down to the riverbank. She had to help Mother! Rakel grabbed hold of the branch the boat was moored to and tried to pull herself ashore.

         Suddenly it snapped, giving way with a loud crack. She fell forward and hit her forehead on the gunwale. It made her dizzy and it took a while before she could get back on her feet. It was only then that she realised the rowboat had drifted out into the middle of the river, where it got caught in the rapids and started gaining speed.

         “Mother!” she screamed, but in vain. She stared towards land, towards her home. The flames had taken over the entire house. They surged in a red-hot dance over the roof, devouring everything. Rakel clutched the cross around her neck and squeezed it tightly in her hand, just as she’d seen Mother do. She clung to the boat with her other hand. The river grew in strength and used its mighty powers to send the rowboat wildly down the rapids. She took one last look back, too afraid to do anything but hang on. Then the river took a turn, and the sea of flames disappeared out of sight behind the forest.

         She was alone.

      
   





Chapter 1



Carljohansværn, June, twelve years later

 

It was one of those rare summer days where the sky is pale blue, the sun is shining, and there isn’t a cloud to be seen or a breath of wind in the air. Rakel’s neck and back were sticky beneath her dress, but it didn’t bother her. At least the colder season was over, and summer had finally arrived.

She took a deep breath and hummed to herself. It was the tune the children at the naval school had been singing. She’d visited the school as a favour to Aunt Esther and had caught a bit of the boys’ choir practice. She learned they were rehearsing for when their teacher, Herr Lia, retired from his post later that month.

She turned her face towards the sky so the sun’s rays crept beneath the brim of her bonnet. The feeling of summer on her body was lovely. A jasmine bush with pink and white flowers was hanging over the fence she passed. It smelled sweet and tempting. A bumblebee buzzed from flower to flower, reminding her of the farm at home, but the sound was soon drowned out by a carriage snaking its way up the steep Ollebakken Hill. The horse snorted heavily, dragging a large load of planks and timber. Several carts followed behind it, and the air was filled with dust from the wheels and noise from the men shouting to each other from the drivers’ seats. A pack of stray dogs was barking frantically as they zigzagged between the wagons. They scuttled off into the cemetery when the men snapped their whips at them.

Rakel pulled her bonnet down and put a handkerchief in front of her mouth; there was always a great deal of dust and noise when the materials for the officers’ houses were transported from the harbour up to the plots in Keisemark. Many people – especially the elderly – found it irritating, but Rakel watched everything with curious expectation. There was so much life in Carljohansværn and the surrounding areas. Something was always happening. It was always so quiet back home in Skoppum.

Strangers seldom stopped by Ovreid Farm where she lived. She liked that it was peaceful, but at the same time, there was something alluring about Carljohansværn and all the people. Everything happened so quickly here, and people were constantly streaming in. In the summer, there were also hundreds of day labourers at the naval base, in addition to the permanent employees. If she had to choose, though, she did prefer life on the farm. She missed milking the cows in the morning and spinning yarn from the sheep’s wool in the dim evening light, when she would often sit with her mother, sharing their joy for the work and chatting about this and that. Most of all, though, she loved taking care of the animals. Her favourite moments were when she was bottle-feeding a lamb in the spring, looking after the horses, or wandering the fields with her father and making sure the animals were healthy.

A grateful warmth spread in her chest when she thought about her parents. She called them Mother and Father even though they weren’t that in the traditional sense. She’d come to Ovreid when she was only six years old, abandoned and alone. A lost child no one knew anything about. She’d been confused and afraid, but her parents’ love soon made her safe and happy. They thought of her as their own daughter, and she was set to inherit the farm – so there was no doubt that Ovreid was where she belonged. She had her roots there and was looking forward to returning home as soon as Uncle Peder came back from his voyage.

Rakel walked over the narrow wooden bridge that had been built when the canal was excavated, past the hospital, and along the wall of the shipyard towards the garrison church. As always, her gaze was drawn to the beautiful church. It was nearly finished, but there was still a good deal of work to be done before the King officially opened it in August. The walls were partially hidden behind scaffolding, and there were piles of bricks and construction debris behind the building site.

She walked past and across the road towards the beautiful brick barracks where she’d been living with Aunt Esther for the past two weeks after her aunt fell and badly sprained her ankle. Uncle Peder was on a voyage with the navy, and Rakel had offered to look after her. They’d always had a close bond, and Rakel had spent a lot of time in the barracks in Carljohansværn growing up.

She smiled to herself. The barracks was actually a misleading name; it made you think of simple, unappealing shacks, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. The four barracks in Carljohansværn were beautiful, two-storey brick buildings, each with four entrances. Between each barrack was a carefully planned courtyard with plants and sitting areas frequently used by the many families who lived there. And there were many – everyone from high-ranking officials to the poorest labourers had residences in the barracks in Carljohansværn, and the apartments were adapted to all walks of life.

Aunt Esther and Uncle Peder’s apartment had high ceilings and two bedrooms in addition to a living room and kitchen. The apartment was small compared to the big house in Ovreid, but Rakel didn’t complain. The barrack apartments were divided into classes, some of which were considerably smaller than Aunt Esther and Uncle Peder’s – like the apartment where her friend Jenny lived. An entire family of six was squeezed into one room and a tiny kitchen. Their whole apartment was barely the size of Aunt Esther’s living room.

Rakel went into the shared courtyard and immediately wanted to turn around: before her was a small group of women, and the widow Sørensen was the centre of attention as always. She heard Captain Horgen’s name mentioned and guessed that they were gossiping about his wife again. They fell quiet when she came closer. The women greeted her politely, but the widow Sørensen was the most courteous of them all. She squinted a bit, and her smile was far from sincere. She was about the same age as Aunt Esther, but she looked much older, Rakel thought.

“Frøken Ovreid!” she said overly cheerfully. “Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon,” Rakel replied and was about to pass by, but the widow took a step to the side, stopping her.

“Tell me,” she said smugly. “We were just wondering about something. Your friend, Jenny Hoem… is it true that she’s started working?”

Rakel had known Jenny since they were little girls. They’d played together when Rakel visited Aunt Esther and Uncle Peder, and Rakel didn’t like the fact that the widow had taken an apparent interest in her friend. Jenny already had enough to worry about. After her stepfather had left the family a few months before, she’d become the sole provider for her sick mother and four younger brothers. That commanded respect, and she didn’t deserve to be mocked.

Rakel mostly wanted to tell the nosy neighbour to mind her own business, but then she noticed the two other women. They were watching her wide-eyed, and she realised she needed to choose her words carefully.

“Yes, that’s right,” she said quickly. “As you’re surely aware, Jenny’s mother is unwell, and her stepfather is… away. If the family is going to put food on the table, Jenny has to work.” She crossed her arms. “There’s nothing wrong with that,” she added.

“You don’t think so?” the widow asked, her voice saccharinely sweet. “It can’t possibly be a good idea for you to associate with such a woman, can it? It could damage your reputation, Frøken Ovreid. I thought you’d be more careful than that.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Rakel nearly spat out the words. “How could it damage my reputation because Jenny has gone into service?”

“Ah, but she hasn’t gone into service, has she?” The widow was practically gloating now. “Perhaps you don’t know? You poor thing!” she continued. “Then I must warn you here and now, so you can distance yourself from her before it’s too late.”

Rakel stared at the widow angrily. “Jenny works as a maid in Tønsberg and has done so for several months.”

“She was in Tønsberg, yes,” the woman continued with a satisfied smile. “But now she’s working at the post exchange. At the tavern, to be specific.”

“At the tavern?” Rakel stared at the middle-aged woman, stunned. “Here, in Carljohansværn?”

“Yes, here!” she replied triumphantly.

“That isn’t true! Jenny doesn’t work at a tavern. Only harlots work there…”

“That’s true,” the widow replied. “And your friend. I saw her with my own eyes when she was going to work last night.”

Rakel couldn’t bear the widow Sørensen’s smug smirk. This rumour had to be stopped before Jenny’s good name was destroyed.

“Then you saw wrong,” she said sharply. “And you should be careful not to jump to conclusions. Such rumours don’t just destroy someone’s life, but can also have consequences for the person who’s been gossiping.”

“I know what I saw, Frøken Ovreid,” the widow responded, chagrined. “I don’t jump to conclusions, and I don’t fear any consequences.”

“We’ll see about that,” Rakel said firmly and looked at the other women. She hoped they had the sense not to spread the rumour any further, even though the widow wouldn’t be stopped. It was at least encouraging to see that they’d lowered their gazes and looked ashamed.

 

Rakel entered the apartment and took off her outer garments in the hallway. It smelled fresh and clean. She put her shoes in their place and continued into the living room.

Aunt Esther was sitting in the chair by the window, and it looked like she was asleep. Leaning against the wall beside her was the crutch Rakel’s father had made for his sister. Her injured foot was propped up on a pouffe with a big pillow beneath it. When Rakel came in, her aunt turned towards her and smiled.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Rakel said.

“I wasn’t asleep,” her aunt replied. “I was just lost in my thoughts.”

“And was Uncle Peder in those thoughts?” she asked with a smile, sitting down on a chair next to her.

“He always is.” She smiled dreamily. “And as soon as he’s home, you can go back to Ovreid.”

“There’s no rush, Aunt Esther. I like it here,” she said.

“Yes, but you miss home. I can see it on your face. But it’s not long until Peder will be back. Just over two weeks.”

Rakel smiled. “I think you might have mentioned that once or twice.”

“Oh, I suppose I have,” her aunt replied. “And don’t poke fun at me! Just you wait until you have your own dear husband. Then you’ll be just as silly as your old aunt.”

“You’re neither old nor silly,” she replied. “And I hope I’ll be just like you when I meet the one. Uncle Peder is lucky to have you.”

“Do you think so?” Aunt Esther laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell him that when he gets back, but right now, I’m more curious about what went on at the school. Were you able to talk to the headmaster?”

“Yes, I delivered your letter to him, and he invited me to stay so I could listen to the boys’ choir practice. They were preparing for Herr Lia’s retirement concert.”

“My my, how quickly time flies!” Aunt Esther sighed. “I should probably make the trip over there to say goodbye to him as well.”

“I thought you didn’t care much for Herr Lia?” Rakel said, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t,” her aunt responded with a scowl. “He beats the students, you know. I don’t like that. It’s so unnecessary. But, I’m still civil enough to act like it’s expected. Did you see my class, by the way?” she continued without taking a breath. “Were a lot of them absent? Thorne’s infernal gutter is ruining things for the children!”

“The excavation of the navy channel, you mean?” Rakel asked.

“Yes, exactly,” her aunt said with a sigh. “I suppose it’s not proper to call it a gutter, but I get so angry when I see all those boys spending their days digging ditches instead of getting the education they so desperately need. But that’s just the way it is. The families need money, and the navy needs manpower, I know that. Schooling is a luxury the poorest can’t afford.”

“The students will be back in the winter when the work for the navy stops for the season,” Rakel said.

Rakel knew that Jenny was worried about him, but when she’d mentioned his silence to Aunt Esther, she’d said it wasn’t out of the ordinary. She’d heard of children who didn’t speak until they were as old as four, but then they’d produce complete and flawless sentences. Rakel crossed her fingers and hoped that would apply to Trygve as well.

“No, not these students,” her aunt said sadly. “At least not all of them. If only you knew how many of them stayed home from school because they don’t have proper footwear or warm enough clothes to go out in the winter.”

Rakel didn’t answer. She knew quite well what her aunt was talking about.

“Little Eilert Holm was at school today,” she said. “I saw his blond mop through the window as I was leaving.” They both knew Eilert; he lived on the farm next to Ovreid. They’d watched him grow up, and Rakel knew that her aunt kept an extra close eye on him.

“Oh, really? Well, that’s good news. I’ve been thinking about Eilert quite a bit since I hurt myself. He’s so terribly small and thin. I think Svartangen gives him a lot of work outside of school.”

“I’m sure he does,” Rakel replied. “Eilert is just skin and bones. I don’t even think he had lunch with him, either. The other boys ran home during the midday break, but it’s too far for him to go all the way back to Skoppum. I was thinking of making chicken soup for dinner today. Perhaps I can go over to the school and give him the leftovers tomorrow?”

“That’s so kind of you, Rakel,” Aunt Esther said. “You have a good heart.” She moved her leg and grimaced.

“How does your ankle feel today?” Rakel asked. “Can I take a look?” She waited until her aunt nodded before she unwound the bandage and inspected it. She gave the ankle a gentle squeeze and looked up. “The skin has a healthy colour, but you’re still swollen. Have you not been resting as the doctor told you?” She looked at her aunt sternly.

“I can’t just sit here all day staring out the window,” Aunt Esther replied, rolling her eyes. “And the doctor said I could start using my foot again.”

“Yes, but he also said you should be careful. You’ve been cleaning while I was gone, haven’t you? It smelled like it when I came in.”

Her aunt’s guilty expression was an answer in itself.

“You can’t rush back into things, Aunt Esther. You know that”

“I suppose you’re right,” she replied, “since now my ankle is more painful than it’s been in some time.” She grimaced again. “Can’t you… you know what I mean?”

“Yes, even though I don’t know what good it’ll do,” Rakel said, putting her hands around her ankle.

“It feels good, that’s why,” Aunt Esther said, sighing happily. “You have such nice, warm hands, Rakel.”

“I wanted to wrap them around the widow Sørensen’s neck just now. She’s going around spreading gossip again.”

“Yes, I saw her standing in the courtyard before you came. What was she going on about this time? Was it Captain Horgen’s wife and her alleged indiscretions with the day labourers?”

“Yes, but not just that,” Rakel said sadly. “Jenny also got a dressing down. The widow claimed she’s working at the tavern in the post exchange.”

“What?” Aunt Esther’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s the worst… Where on earth did she get that from?”

“That’s what I said,” Rakel sighed. “I hope I was able to keep her from spreading the rumour any further, but I’m so upset. Jenny has more than enough to worry about, and the last thing she needs are malicious rumours going around about her.”

“Oh, dear. Will you go over to her mother’s later?”

“Yes, after I’ve made food for us. I thought I’d get some water and help her clean.”

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate that. Maybe you could take the basket of bread and cheese that’s in the kitchen as well? It’s from the congregation – for the needy.”

“I’ll do that,” said Rakel, knowing well that it was coming out of Aunt Esther’s own pantry. Even though her aunt did volunteer with the congregation, she didn’t usually get food for the needy delivered to her door. Rakel smiled at her fondly.

After they’d eaten, Rakel put on a simple everyday dress. Then she got the basket of food and a water pail and went out to the well. It was in the middle of the barracks on the path next to the church. She filled the pail and made her way to the barracks where Jenny’s family lived.

It smelled of lye and boiled cabbage in their entryway, and she hurried towards the right door. She could hear crying children and angry voices coming from several apartments. This was the end of the barracks where the very poorest lived, the people who had the least of anyone in Carljohansværn – and now Jenny’s family had also been banished here.

Rakel knocked and waited. Little Henry opened the door. He was six years old and let her in without a word. They knew each other well; Rakel had been helping the Hoem family whenever she had the chance over the past few weeks.

“Mother is asleep,” Henry said when she entered the room, which was both a living room and bedroom. The oldest brother wasn’t home, and their mother was sleeping on a bed furthest in the room with the youngest child, Veslegutt. The next youngest, Trygve, was sitting on a mattress on the floor, watching her. He was three years old and didn’t speak yet. If he wanted something, he pointed.

She looked around the apartment. It didn’t look all that bad this morning. It was tidier and cleaner than the last time she was here and even smelled clean.

Rakel continued into the tiny kitchen, where she set the basket of food on the counter. Henry and Trygve followed her. When she turned around, she saw two sets of big eyes that couldn’t look away from the basket of food.

“I brought some bread and cheese,” she whispered. “Is anyone here hungry?”

They looked at each other before nodding.

“Come and sit,” she said, wiping the little kitchen table with a rag. They sat down, and Rakel fixed a slice of bread with cheese for each of them. Then she found a tin mug and looked in the cupboards – but it was as she feared: not a drop of milk to be seen. The little ones would have to make do with water.

When the boys had finished their bread, their gazes were still fixed longingly on the basket.

“The rest is for your mother and brothers,” Rakel said sadly. She saw that they understood, but they still sat at the table, hoping that more food would appear. It was a pity she couldn’t give them enough to fill their stomachs, and she understood why Jenny had chosen to go into service with strangers to support her family. Yet as a reward for her friend’s sacrifice, the widow Sørensen was spreading rumours, Rakel thought bitterly.

Perhaps she should warn Jenny? She could send a letter, even though she hadn’t received a response to the one she sent two weeks ago. It was odd that Jenny hadn’t written back. Her friend had been gone for nearly a month, yet Rakel hadn’t heard a single word from her.

“Have you had a letter from Jenny lately?” she asked Henry.

“No, we haven’t,” said a voice behind her back. Rakel turned and saw that Jenny’s mother was standing there with the youngest child on her hip. “Sending letters costs money, and Jenny saves everything she earns.” Then her eyes landed on the basket on the table. “Have you brought us food?”

“Yes,” Rakel replied. “It’s from the congregation,” she added, just as her aunt had instructed.

“Charity,” Jenny’s mother said with a sigh. Rakel saw both the despair and resignation in her eyes. Fru Holm had been a distinguished woman in Carljohansværn not that long ago, with a husband who was the foreman at the torpedo workshop. After he abandoned them last winter, though, she had no choice but to accept alms if her children were to survive.

“Are you doing better today, Fru Hoem?” Rakel asked. “I thought I could help with the cleaning, but it looks like you’ve already taken care of it?”

“What?” she looked at Rakel in confusion before calmly answering: “Yes, I got it done this morning. Thank you for coming, Rakel, but we’re doing fine now.” There was something dismissive in her voice, and Rakel didn’t feel welcome.
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