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To Elin Mai with love


One

1946

It was Midsummer Eve when she first saw the annual celebratory bonfires flickering in the curious brightness of the everlasting northern daylight. Landfall had come while she had been in the dining saloon and, when dinner was at an end, she had come up on deck to gaze at the rocky landscape gliding past. The ship had entered the Oslo fjord.

Somebody came to lean on the rails beside her and she saw it was the well-dressed businessman from the same table on the voyage from Newcastle across the North Sea. They had chatted together and his slight accent was not one that she recognized. Yet during World War Two many foreign accents had become familiar, for so many thousands of men and women had escaped Nazi occupation in their own countries to come to the United Kingdom and fight on for freedom.

He nodded towards the shore. ‘This is not my homeland,’ he said, confirming her supposition, ‘but before the war I came here often on business just as I am now. In my opinion – and I have travelled a great deal in my time – Norway is the most beautiful country in the world.’

‘So I have been told by others.’ Anna’s heart contracted at the memory of the beloved man who had promised to show her all the places in this country that had meant most to him. But the Norwegian squadrons had been highly active with the rest of the Allies throughout World War Two and he had been shot down only weeks before hostilities had come to an end.

As a war widow, she had had no difficulty in getting a passage across the North Sea, the Norwegian government paying her fare. Yet ordinary travel was generally restricted, for Norway was still recovering from five years of brutal Nazi occupation and was only in need of those able to help recovery. The businessman beside her was dealing in tractors and he expected to find a ready market in a land that had been robbed of almost everything. Although other war brides had come to their new land quite soon after Norway’s liberation in May 1945, she had needed time to come to terms with her bereavement. It was why she had waited for this summer of 1946 to visit her late husband’s country. In the interim she had finished her teachers’ training course, which the war had interrupted.

‘Is anyone meeting you when we dock in Oslo tomorrow morning?’ the tractor dealer asked. He thought her a striking-looking young woman with her soft brown hair full of amber lights, her long-lashed eyes a greenish grey, and her fine complexion tinted by the summer sun.

Anna nodded as she replied. ‘Yes, I have an English friend, Molly Svensen, who is married to a Norwegian. She will be on the quay, I know. I’m to stay with them for a while.’

‘That will help you get accustomed to your new country,’ he said approvingly. ‘I wish you good luck.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. Then he bade her goodnight and went to stroll round the deck.

Although he had assumed she had come to settle in Norway, that was not the case. How could she earn a living in a country where she had no knowledge of the language? What was more, her most recent work experience was limited to four years in an armament factory as her part in the war effort, mostly on twelve-hour shifts either from eight o’clock at night or eight in the morning.

Her friendship with Molly had sprung up when they were recruited at the same time into their war work, Molly from a hairdresser’s and Anna herself from a teachers’ training college. Later, Molly had married Olav Svensen, one of Johan’s fellow pilots and his friend since their schooldays. During the Nazi occupation, and in spite of German posters warning that anyone attempting to leave Norway would be shot, the two young men had escaped together in a small fishing boat across the North Sea to the Shetlands. This had become such a popular route to freedom – despite the constant danger of Nazi attack from the air as well as by sea – that it had become known as the Shetland Bus. Many lost their lives on the way over, but the flow of escapees never stopped, and in England the numbers in the Free Royal Norwegian Forces swelled daily. Molly’s marriage to Olav had taken place just two months before Anna’s own to Johan. Her intention now was to stay a while with Molly and then try to see as much as possible of Johan’s homeland before she returned to England.

A smile touched the corners of her lips. On their first date after meeting, Johan had brought her a book entitled How to speak Norwegian in three months. He had told her later that he had known from the first moment they had met on the dancefloor that he had found the girl with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. She did study the book now and again. But she had had very little time for study and he spoke English so fluently that learning Norwegian was something easily put aside for the future. Sadly, there was to be no future for them.

The day before leaving home near Portsmouth, where she lived with her aunt, she had gone back to the dancehall where she and Johan had met. In those days, with the invasion of the continent drawing near, there was a tremendous gathering of Allied forces in the south of England. As a result there were always long lines of service men and women, American GIs and other nationalities among them, filing in to dance under a rotating sequin ball that had flashed multicoloured lights over the dancers. On the evening of her meeting with Johan she had arrived at the dancehall with Molly, who had immediately been swept into jitterbugging with an American soldier, the two of them soon gaining applause.

The band was playing Glen Miller’s Moonlight Serenade when a tall Norseman loomed up in front of Anna, blue-eyed, handsome and fair-haired, a pilot’s wings on his uniform and, like all overseas troops, his nationality proclaimed on his shoulder flashes: Norway.

‘Would you like to dance?’ he asked with a bow. Later she was to discover that Norwegian men took bowing as a matter of common politeness, but that evening she was further enchanted by his courtesy and seemed to melt into his arms as he swept her into the dancing.

Standing nostalgically outside the closed and deserted dancehall, already in the clothes in which she would be travelling, these were poignant moments of intense memory. Then, full of heartache, she had gone home to label her suitcases and make ready to leave.

Her Aunt Evelyn was waiting for her in the hall when she came downstairs. She was an embittered woman, having lost her husband in the first World War, but she had taken care of Anna after her mother had died soon after she was born and later when her father had been killed in an accident at work. Never demonstrative, Aunt Evelyn submitted to a farewell kiss on the cheek, but pushed away an embrace.

‘Well, off you go, Anna. Why you couldn’t have married an Englishman I do not know.’ She shook her head disapprovingly. ‘Then there would have been no gadding off to a foreign country, which you will either like or hate on sight – most probably the latter. Then you’ll be glad to come home. At least,’ she added acidly, ‘those foreigners will be able to see you coming in that coat!’

It was scarlet in colour. Anna had bought it from a war bride going to the United States, who was confident that she would get lots of new clothes there. In spite of her aunt’s dislike of anything that was not sombre in hue, Anna knew the colour suited her. She patiently ignored the barbed remark as she had learned to do with many other such taunts over the years.

Now here she was on-board ship, seeing Johan’s country for the first time. It would not be a case of liking or hating it, because already she loved it for being Johan’s land and for which he had given his life.

How warm the evening was and how soft the air! Everybody she knew at home had the idea that Norway was dark and frozen for half the year, but, as Johan had told her, it was only in the very far north, beyond the Arctic Circle, that the sun slipped away in wintertime, creating a short dark period, only to shine again for twenty-four hours a day in summer, which was making this arrival so pleasant for her.

The Oslo fjord was opening up and a few small isolated houses were to be seen now, but she guessed that they were holiday cabins, for she knew from all Johan had told her that his fellow countrymen and women liked nothing better than to get out into the peace and beauty of nature in the mountains or by the sea. All the cabins were built of wood and from a distance they looked like pastel-coloured matchboxes perched here and there.

It was in this sixty-mile long fjord on a dark April night in 1940 that the German invasion had begun without any declaration of war. A skipper on a small fishing vessel had seen the great warship looming out of the darkness and in horror had realized what was happening. He managed to make contact with those manning an ancient fortress farther up the fjord before he and his vessel were blown to pieces by an enemy showing no mercy. At the fortress an ancient cannon was swiftly loaded and when the warship came level it was fired, scoring a direct hit that sent many hundreds of armed soldiers on-board to a watery grave. Most importantly, this delay to the invasion gave King Haakon and Crown Prince Olav and the government time to flee from Oslo with the country’s gold and make a stand against the invaders. At the same time, the Crown Princess and the three royal children were able to slip away to safety into neutral Sweden and later to the United States on an American warship.

For three months, Norway, a lengthy country over a thousand miles long with a population of just four million people, who had known only peace for two hundred years, held out against the German invaders. Yet, eventually, the King and his son and the government were forced to flee into exile in England. It was the moment when a resistance movement was born and became so strong that the Germans could be said never to have conquered Norway. As for the country’s gold, it was smuggled out to safety in fishing boats to be housed in Fort Knox, while every ship in Norway’s large mercantile fleet made its way to an Allied port and served in convoys and performed other wartime activities throughout the hostilities.

With a last lingering look shoreward, Anna turned away from the rails and went down to her cabin.

She was up early in the morning and now there was plenty of activity on shore amid clusters of houses. Almost without exception, every one of them had the red, white and blue flag of Norway or an equally patriotic pennant flying from a flagpole or staff. On the water there were a number of sailing boats and those aboard exchanged waves with those cruising past.

The ship still had not docked at its destination. Anna was full of wonder at the length of this great fjord and gazed ahead as the city of Oslo began to reach out around her, giving her a splendid view of the great red-brown block that she knew to be the city hall lying directly ahead. Soon the ancient Akerhus Castle was sliding along to starboard. The city, bathed in sunshine, its windows sparkling, was truly a fine sight against its background of rising hills. And there on the quayside was her friend, Molly Svensen, waving frantically to get her attention.

Anna responded eagerly, guessing that Molly must have been early to the quayside, because the bunch of flowers she was holding had drooped in her hand. The immigration officers were already coming aboard. With a final wave, Anna went to follow other passengers to the first-class saloon where the officials had seated themselves at tables to check everyone through. Then, ten minutes later, she was descending the gangway to be met by Molly’s exuberant hug of welcome, the bouquet of flowers crushed between them.

‘You’re here at last!’ Molly exclaimed with delight, thrusting the bouquet into Anna’s hand. ‘I’m so glad! I can’t wait to hear the news of everyone we know. Olav would have come with me to meet you, but he’s instructing pilot recruits today.’ Then, with a complete switch of topic and looking Anna up and down admiringly, she declared. ‘I love your coat! What a glorious colour! Every woman that sees you will want to snatch it off your back! There is almost nothing to buy in the shops here yet.’

‘You said in your last letter that things are getting better.’

‘So they are, but not that you will notice. We have ration cards for goods as well as food, but mostly shelves are empty.’ Then she turned her attention to the nets of luggage being unloaded from the hold of the ship. ‘Now let’s hope your luggage doesn’t take too long to arrive.’

Fortunately, Anna’s two suitcases soon appeared and the custom officer did not ask her to open them, but simply made chalk marks to pass them through. Molly’s fluent Norwegian soon gained them a porter quite swiftly and he carried the luggage to the taxi rank. On the way Molly took the crushed flowers back from Anna and dumped them in a rubbish bin.

‘They are finished now, but I had to bring them. In this country all arrivals are usually met with flowers and Olav’s aunt – with whom I stayed last night – insisted that I bring you a bunch from her garden. Now – as I told you in my letter – we’re going to have lunch with her. She is a darling and looking forward so much to meeting you. I have wondered since passing on her invitation whether Johan’s father had made some arrangements for you.’

‘No,’ Anna answered. ‘His correspondence has been very brief and crisp. My impression is that he is not overjoyed at having an English daughter-in-law and he has shown no eagerness to meet me. He just suggested that I should visit him at some time in the future and that perhaps Christmas would suit me.’

Molly’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Christmas! That’s months away! I can’t believe that if you turned up on his doorstep that he would not welcome you. All the war brides that I know personally have been received most warmly. After all, there are strong ties between our two countries. Not only were we allies during the war, but King Haakon was married to Maud, sister of our George V, until she died some time ago.’

Anna shrugged, but a catch in her voice gave away her disappointment in the coolness of her father-in-law’s correspondence, even though she felt immense compassion for him in the loss of his only child. After all, he knew nothing of his son’s fate until the war’s end and then it was the worst possible news.

‘He may feel that the special family atmosphere of the Christmas season would help him to accept me,’ Anna said. ‘I truly believe that he is so deeply grieved that he still needs more time to adjust to his loss and to having a daughter-in-law who is a stranger, instead of the son he had loved.’

‘It is odd that he should have arranged for a lawyer to come after lunch to see you today.’

‘Yes, he wanted to know where I would be immediately after my arrival. The tone of his letter suggested an urgent matter, which was why I gave Christina’s address after you had given it to me. I have no idea what it can all be about.’

‘Perhaps he wants to give you some money. Maybe an allowance? Olav says the Vartdal family has always been wealthy.’

‘I have no need of anything,’ Anna answered firmly, hoping that money would not be the reason for the lawyer’s visit. ‘I have my Norwegian widow’s pension and that covers all my needs.’ She had turned her attention to the passing city, eager to see everything and to change the subject. ‘Where are we now?’

‘We’re on Karl Johan gate,’ Molly answered, indicating the wide street along which they were travelling, and then she pointed through the window. ‘That’s the parliament building we are passing now. But look ahead. There is the royal palace.’

It was located in a fine position on a rise at the head of the wide street, similar in appearance to Buckingham Palace and virtually crowning the city. Although at the entrance there were two guards on duty in their dark uniforms and plumed hats, the vast forecourt lay without walls or railings to keep the public at bay.

‘It’s all open!’ Anna exclaimed.

Molly laughed. ‘Yes! Once I looked through a basement window at the side of the palace and saw a royal shirt being ironed! I should not have done it, not because I was committing any crime by walking past there, but because people respect the royal family’s privacy.’ She settled back in her seat. ‘But now I’ll finish telling you the rest of the arrangements for today. After we have had lunch and your lawyer’s visit is over, we’ll catch the train to Jessheim where Olav will meet us with transport. We have one of the little houses – more like cabins really – near the gates of Gardermoen airfield that officers of the German Luftwaffe used when they were there. Their loss is our gain,’ she concluded on a triumphant little laugh.

‘You sound very happy there,’ Anna commented with pleasure.

Molly answered thoughtfully, ‘Yes, I am, but I have to admit to being a bit homesick at times. The other war brides – or should we call ourselves war wives now? – feel the same way, although only one of us suffered badly from it for a while. After all, although we have parties and dances and meet for drinks or for coffee, bridge or just a chat, it is – by comparison with the hectic wartime years that we all knew – very quiet here. The local people at Gardermoen all worked for the Germans – many had no choice and were secretly loyal to the King, but they had to obey their Nazi masters or get sent to a concentration camp. It is the quislings – those who were Nazi-minded – that show their hostility towards us and towards our men that escaped from the German occupation and went to join the free Norwegian forces in England.’

Anna knew all about quislings. The name had become synonymous with traitors in every Nazi-occupied land, for it had been Vidkun Quisling, a minor member of the Norwegian government, who had welcomed the Germans and grovelled to them. His reward was to be made Prime Minister and they let him take up residence in the royal palace, where King Haakon was now back in his rightful place. Quisling had been the only traitor to be shot after the liberation and, in spite of his crimes and all the terrible suffering he had caused, it had upset many people in a country that had no death sentence in its own laws.

The taxi had arrived at Aunt Christina’s house. It was a charming, sun-faded peach-coloured house, built of wood, as were almost all houses in Norway, and it was enhanced by a porch and a flowering garden from which Anna’s discarded bouquet had come. The door opened wide and Aunt Christina appeared. She was round-faced and smiling, a buxom lady with curly white hair, her arms thrown open in welcome to the newcomer.

‘Welcome, Anna!’ she exclaimed excitedly in English. ‘I was sure that Johan would have chosen a lovely girl and you have proved me right!’

‘You knew him?’ Anna asked eagerly as she was warmly embraced. After she had lost Johan, so many people had avoided mentioning his name or anything about him, thinking to spare her more grief and not realizing that talk of him was a comfort to her and kept him in her life.

‘Yes, I knew him well. A fine young man! Before the war he and my nephew – Molly’s Olav – used to race the Vartdal yacht on the Oslo fjord and they were frequent visitors here.’

Christina swept the two girls into the house, which was full of sunshine through the many windows. There were several interesting wall-tapestries in traditional patterns and every window-ledge held colourful potted plants. Prettiest of them all in Anna’s opinion was one with an abundance of small white blossoms cascading from a holder on the wall.

‘What is the name of that lovely plant?’ Anna asked when she and Molly had freshened themselves up before luncheon.

‘It is called the Bethlehem Star,’ Molly replied, giving a final touch to her hair before a mirror. ‘I have a mauve one. You’ll see them in houses everywhere. I’ll give you a cutting when you have a place of your own.’

‘You are forgetting,’ Anna replied with a smile. ‘I’m only here on a visit.’

Molly looked unconvinced. ‘Wait until you have been here for a little while. These are exceptionally hard times in Norway as they are everywhere else that has suffered in varying degrees from the war, but there is something about the beauty of this country that gets into your blood and you never want to leave it for any length of time.’

At that moment their hostess returned to guide them into the dining room where a round table, covered by a white lace cloth, held an unusual centrepiece of a silver Viking ship filled with flowers, and the napkins were folded like fans. In a silver candlestick a lighted candle, symbol of Norwegian hospitality, flickered in the sunshine. Two large dishes of smorrebrod had been placed in readiness.

‘What a beautiful table!’ Anna exclaimed spontaneously. Until she had met Johan she had only known British sandwiches, which always had a lid of bread, but then he took her to the Shaftesbury Hotel in London, which had been given over to the Norwegian forces for the duration of the war, and where smorrebrod had always been available. Yet those had been prepared with whatever meagre food was available, whereas these were piled with pink prawns, smoked salmon and some with lobster, all pleasingly garnished with parsley.

Aunt Christina was beaming at Anna’s compliment. ‘Please sit down or – as we say in Norwegian – Vaer so god.’

It was a phrase Anna knew well. ‘Mange takk,’ she replied as she seated herself. During the conversation that followed, Christina was extremely interested to hear that Anna was a trained teacher, for during the occupation the Germans had forbidden the teaching of English in schools.

‘The lapse is being made up now, but our children’s education suffered, because so many schoolteachers were sent to concentration camps in the far north for refusing to teach the Nazi doctrine.’ Christine heaved a sigh. ‘Those were terrible times. Even our judges and clergy had their authority taken away from them for refusing to be influenced by Nazism.’ She shook her head as if shaking away the past and smiled brightly. ‘But we look to the future now. In my eyes, you, Anna, symbolize our new beginning, because you have endured sorrow and have now come to make a new life in this land for the sake of the loved one whom you lost.’

Anna was aware of Molly shooting her a warning glance, daring her to say that she intended to be only on holiday, but deceit was not in her nature and she felt compelled to answer honestly.

‘I’m not convinced that my future lies here—’ she began.

‘Of course you are not.’ Christina conceded at once, interrupting her. ‘You need to look around and get to know this country before you make firm decisions about anything. Keep an open mind.’

Having been widowed young herself, her kind eyes showed a deep understanding of Anna’s dilemma. During the meal she spoke of Johan several times, recalling amusing incidents and how he and Olav had sometimes taken her on sailing trips.

‘It was my father who taught me how to sail when I was very young and I had my own little boat and loved it,’ she said. ‘I used to enjoy watching Johan and Olav racing the Vartdal yacht when they were competing in races on the Oslo fjord.’

Anna recalled how often Johan had spoken of his love of sailing and how he felt that flying was akin to it in some ways. There was the same vastness in ocean and sky, the same power in one’s hands, the same intoxicating sense of freedom.

After lunch they moved outside to sit on the veranda, which faced a lawn at the back of the house and was surrounded by trees. When coffee was served, there were crisp little home-made biscuits, known as sand-kaker, served in a silver bowl. Anna thought them well named, for they reminded her of the fluted moulds in which she had made sand cakes on the beach during the annual childhood holidays at Margate with her aunt, who never chose to stay anywhere else.

‘I had a wonderful visit to London with Nils, my late husband, before the war,’ Christina said reminiscently. ‘Tell me, Anna, how much of it survived the terrible Blitz. Molly is not familiar with the city, but I believe you are.’

‘Yes, Johan and I were often in London whenever he had leave. There were still plenty of places of entertainment and theatres to go to and we had many happy times there.’

‘Is the Café de Paris still standing?’ Christina enquired eagerly. ‘Nils and I had several wonderful evenings dancing under those grand chandeliers to the music of “Snakehips” Johnson and his band.’

‘Sadly, no,’ Anna replied. ‘It was full of people enjoying themselves and defying the Blitz when it received a direct hit from a bomb with the most tragic consequences.’ She saw a look of sadness pass across the woman’s face. Then, in an encouraging tone, she added, ‘But all of London will be rebuilt eventually and then people will dance there again. Where else did you go?’

‘Oh, we did a lot of sightseeing. I have kept all the guidebooks. I think I liked visiting Westminster Abbey most of all. There was so much of interest.’ At that moment they heard a car draw up and its door slammed. ‘That must be your visitor, Anna! Bring him indoors to the other room where you can talk privately.’

Anna went round the side of the house to reach the path and waited to greet him. He was not middle-aged or even older, which somehow she had expected, but was tall, lean and broad-shouldered, a physically attractive man with an athletic look about him, and she judged his age to be about thirty. He had classic and rather fierce Nordic good looks in a straight nose, strong cheekbones and a determined jaw. She was acutely aware of his very blue eyes seeming to pierce into her as he advanced towards her along the path. He had thick and well-groomed, wheat-coloured hair with a healthy sheen to it in the brightness of the sun. As for his mouth, it was wide and well shaped and presently set in a very firm and serious line. With a private smile, she thought it would be easy to picture him in a Viking helmet, with weapons and a round shield, instead of the light-grey suit he was wearing and the briefcase he had in his hand. When he reached her, he took her hand and bowed over it as he introduced himself, his English clear with a strong Norse accent.

‘I’m Alexander Ringstad,’ he said, his attitude very formal. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Vartdal. Welcome to Norway. Please accept my sincere condolences on your bereavement. I know that your late husband was a very courageous man.’

‘Did you know him?’ she asked eagerly, hoping to gather yet more snippets of Johan’s early life to add to Christina’s reminiscences.

‘Unfortunately not, but I know he was decorated for his bravery by our King.’ He seemed to realize that he had disappointed her by not being acquainted with her late husband and promptly explained the reason why. ‘Although your father-in-law has had a long association with the firm of lawyers that I represent, it is only recently that I obtained a partnership with them and so I’m relatively new to that part of Norway. Previously I was in Bergen, my home town.’

‘I cannot imagine why my father-in-law wanted you to come and see me.’ She was still inwardly agitated by Molly’s mention of money, for her independence was all-important to her. ‘My affairs are wholly in order.’

‘I’m sure they are and there is nothing to be worried about,’ he replied reassuringly. ‘In fact, I have something to tell you that will be to your advantage in a very unusual way.’

She led the way indoors and they sat down on comfortable chairs opposite each other, a coffee table between them. He promptly opened his briefcase to draw out a sheaf of documents, which he placed towards her on the coffee table.

‘Do you read Norwegian?’ he asked.

‘Not very well. I know that a legal document, such as this sheaf of papers seems to be, would be past my understanding.’

‘I thought that might be the case,’ he said, ‘which is why I had the same document drawn up in English for you. However, I’ll explain everything to you. There is an old house on a lower slope of the Romsdal mountains that lies on the opposite side of the fjord from the Vartdal family home in the town of Molde. It has not been lived in for many years. Neither had it been visited recently until at my client’s request I went there last week to inspect the property and check that it was still intact. Not that there would have been any local vandalism, because that simply never happens.’

‘That’s very commendable,’ she said with a note of surprise.

‘Country people respect one another’s property, especially when the same families have lived on their farms for many generations and they all know one another so well, which is the case in all the agricultural valleys. They bring their children up in the same way. The house had been broken into by the Germans during the Nazi occupation when they were searching for a resistance fighter who was on the run from them. They failed to find him there, although later they boasted that he been shot and killed somewhere in the area. The soldiers did some damage to the house, leaving broken windows and a few smashed doors, but Harry Jensen – your father-in-law’s nephew – managed to get permission from the local German commandant to personally carry out the repairs. These days he specializes in restoring buildings of historic interest. I found the old house still boarded up and partly hidden by bushes that should be cleared away and a couple of young trees that need to be felled. When that work is done, the house will once again have a wonderful view of the fjord and the valley from almost every window.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’ she queried. ‘Does my father-in-law want me to see this house?’

‘More than that! He wants ownership of it to be yours! It has been handed down to the youngest daughter in the family since 1840 and your marriage to his son makes you the next in line. There has never been a will entailing the property as there should have been and the family has just kept to the old tradition. The last owner, who was childless and lived away, has died without settling who the next owner should be. It has fallen to your father-in-law to settle the matter, and unless you are willing to accept the house, it will go to a distant relative in the United States. That is not what Steffan Vartdal wants to happen to the house for reasons that have not been disclosed to me. All I do know is that it has some special family significance. Did your husband ever mention it to you?’

She thought carefully. ‘Not specifically. He talked a lot about the weekend exodus before the Nazi occupation from towns and villages to cabins in the mountains or for sailing in the fjords and, of course, in winter for the skiing. He did once say there was a family property that he wanted to restore, but never said anything more about it.’ She let her hands rise and fall expressively. ‘Perhaps he would have done one day if time had not run out for us.’

He was still watching her very closely, his blue gaze unwavering. ‘Now that you know it was your late husband’s wish to restore this property, would you be willing to consider the project? There’s a fund available that has not been touched for many years.’ He tapped the papers lying on the table. ‘This is the document you would be required to sign. It would be your agreement to accept the property and to ensure that it would pass to the next female in line. Hopefully – without any wish to distress you in speaking of a possible event in the future – it could be your own daughter.’

She caught her breath sharply; another dimension of her grief was that she would never have Johan’s children, and the pain caused by his words cut through her. ‘I can’t consider that possibility.’ She straightened in her chair. ‘If it lay in my power and if circumstances were different, I would gladly fulfil my husband’s wish to restore the property, but at the present time I can’t make any commitments.’

‘You would have professional help and advice.’

She paused before answering him in a firm tone. ‘I have come here on holiday with no plans to stay permanently. This is my first day on Norwegian soil. How can I begin to consider such a proposition?’

He nodded immediately in understanding. He had advised his client that it would most surely be far too soon for any decision to be made by the new arrival, but the old man had been anxious to have the matter settled. He slid the papers back into his briefcase, except for one lot clipped together, which he pushed across the table towards her.

‘Here’s the copy of the agreement in English, which I will leave for you to read through at your leisure. When shall you be meeting your father-in-law?’

‘I have been invited for Christmas,’ she replied.

He frowned thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps after I make my report to him he will wish to see you sooner. If you should decide to view the house, I would willingly take you there.’

‘Thank you for your offer,’ she said.

They both rose to their feet and he shook her hand again in farewell. ‘It has been a pleasure meeting you, Mrs Vartdal. I hope you will decide to stay in Norway.’ Then his serious expression changed as he gave a sudden wide grin that unexpectedly made his eyes dance. ‘I can recommend it.’

‘Time will tell,’ she replied, smiling herself as she responded to his sudden, more informal attitude.

She went with him to the door and stood there as he went away down the path. At his car he gave her a wave before he slid in behind the wheel. As he drove away, she turned back into the house to find that Christina and Molly had come in from the garden and were clearly bursting with curiosity to hear what had been discussed.

‘Do tell us!’ Christina exclaimed, clasping her hands together in excitement. ‘Have you been left a fortune?’

Anna laughed and shook her head. ‘It’s quite a mystery.’

When she had told them what had been discussed, they were both all for her claiming the property, but she merely inclined her head without replying. It would be pointless to take on the responsibility for the house if she should be far away in England and unable to keep a personal eye on it. Yet, if it should be the house in the mountains that Johan had wanted to restore – and there seemed little doubt about it – then it would be something she could do for him, but not if it proved to be just a casual thought on his part. She would know more when she eventually met her father-in-law, although Christmas, as Molly had said, was still a long time ahead.




Two

The train journey to Jessheim took just under an hour, following what was mostly a gently undulating landscape with farms on both sides and areas of thick forest here and there. Once, to Anna’s excitement, she spotted an elk trotting along not far from the track.

‘There’s plenty of them around,’ Molly said, being well used to sightings. ‘But, as you will know, there are no reindeer this far south.’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Do you remember how during the war some of the Norwegians used to tell tall tales about polar bears roaming the streets of Oslo and gullible people believed them?’

‘I’m afraid they did,’ Anna said in amusement.

‘But it’s not surprising that people swallowed their tales,’ Molly continued, ‘because it was only rich people that came to Norway before the war or went anywhere else abroad on holiday. I remember at school how envious I was of girls whose parents could afford for them to go on trips to France. The rich visitors here came for the salmon fishing in summer and deer hunting in the autumn. Olav says he can remember them arriving in their tweeds with their loud posh voices, and pony-carts or open cars were always lined up to take them to their destinations or on sightseeing trips.’

‘So much has happened since then. Perhaps when more affluent times return again, those rich sportsmen will come back.’

‘I expect they will,’ Molly agreed. With amusement in her voice, she continued to speculate. ‘Then there’ll be all those relatives coming to see how the war brides are faring and view their new grandchildren. It could mean a whole flood of different tourists!’

‘Maybe I’ll be one of them, coming to see your children.’

Molly frowned with a change of mood at Anna’s light-hearted remark. ‘I would want you on the spot whenever I should give birth, because there will be nobody from my family to be with me. Olav would go to pieces if he saw me in labour. He gets frantic if he thinks there is anything wrong with me. It was bad enough last winter when I fell badly on skis?’

‘How have you progressed with skiing?’

‘Quite well until I had that fall, but I love it. If you stay for the winter, you can have all the skiing you could possibly want – and have a whole mountain slope to yourself for it.’

‘I must admit that I would like to learn.’

Molly nodded with satisfaction. She usually managed to get her own way in most things, and keeping Anna in Norway was her new resolve.

At Jessheim station, Olav Svensen, tall, copper-haired and good-looking in his uniform with two ribbon decorations under his pilot wings, greeted Anna exuberantly. ‘Welcome, Anna! It’s great to see you again! For weeks Molly has talked of nothing else but your coming to stay.’ He picked up her two suitcases. ‘I parked over there.’ He nodded in the direction of a jeep with the white star of the Allied forces still on its sides. ‘I couldn’t bring my sports car, because there would not have been room for the three of us and your luggage.’

Anna smiled to herself. The pilots always seemed to get hold of open-topped sports cars in the war. Johan’s had been ancient, but he had been vastly proud of it.

It was not long before they reached the outskirts of the airfield, which was flanked on one side by a thick forest. They drove past a little shop, which Molly said was the only local store. Logs for sale were piled along the wall at the side of the shop and some were in sacks, which, with a sense of shock, Anna saw were stamped with large swastikas. Immediately, Molly noticed her reaction.

‘I know the sight of those swastikas makes your blood run cold,’ she said, ‘but the sacks are being used simply because there are no new ones available yet. So many things left by the Nazis are filling gaps in the meantime.’ Then she nodded in the direction of a parked truckload of soldiers in greyish uniforms that they were passing. ‘You’ll have to get used to seeing them too.’

Anna gasped, twisting around in her seat to look at them again through the rear window. ‘They’re German soldiers!’

‘Yes, they and others of them are awaiting repatriation. In the meantime they work on the airfield.’

‘But surely they should have been sent back to their homeland by now!’ she queried.

Molly spoke patiently. ‘Don’t forget that Hitler had fifty-seven thousand men under arms in Norway when the war in Europe ended, all because he thought the Allies would invade here. Once, he had five hundred thousand men here until so many more troops were needed on the Russian front. It is taking time to get those here home again.’

Anna thought how gloomy the prisoners looked, packed together in the back of the truck, but it was natural that they should be yearning for their homeland and to see their loved ones. She despaired again at the futility of war, although this time there had been no choice but to take up the fight for freedom against a horrific regime.

Olav drew up outside one of the cabins located near the gates of the airfield. Molly jumped out and led the way indoors.

‘It’s small and the furniture is what the Germans left behind, but it is home for the time being.’ She was standing in the middle of the little sitting room with her arms outflung. ‘Do you like my décor? I queued for over three hours to buy this cretonne in an Oslo shop. It was the first stock that had arrived in months.’

‘Yes, I like it,’ Anna answered honestly. The material was bright and cheerful with a design of multicoloured flowers that showed up well against the white-painted panelled walls. There was just rather a lot of it, for Molly had covered cushions, chair seats and a sofa, as well making it into curtains.

Viewing the cabin took only a matter of minutes. There was a tiny kitchen, and the two bedrooms were narrow and cramped. Anna’s room had a single bed and a wall cupboard where once a German uniform would have been housed. There were two single beds pushed together in Molly and Olav’s room with the same standard wall cupboard and a stack of boxes that were obviously crammed with their possessions. Anna realized immediately that Molly and Olav would have used her room for storage and that, however welcome she was as their guest, she was causing them great inconvenience. At the first chance she would suggest to Molly that it would be best if she could rent accommodation nearby. She knew her friend well enough to know that common sense would prevail and Molly would not take offence at her suggestion.

By sheer chance, the opportunity to raise the subject came that evening when Molly spoke apologetically again of their quarters being so cramped.

‘What was space aplenty for two German officers mostly on duty is not enough for us!’ she declared. ‘We would apply for an apartment in one of the old houses along the lane, where the rooms are large and there’s plenty of space, but that’s all very old property. There’s no indoor plumbing, except a cold-water tap in some of them, and the loo is always in an outhouse.’

‘But would it be possible for me to rent somewhere if I should decide to stay on for a few months?’ Anna asked casually. She knew that only the possibility of her extending her visit would sway her friend into allowing her to move elsewhere.

Molly frowned at her. ‘I would agree to that only if I knew you were serious about staying on.’

‘I’ll take Christina’s words to heart,’ Anna answered, ‘which means allowing plenty of time to make up my mind.’

‘That calls for a drink of celebration!’ Molly declared happily and prodded Olav, who was reading a newspaper and had not been listening. ‘Get out that bottle of champagne that we’ve been saving for a special occasion! Anna is going to give Norway a good try!’

The evening ended merrily. Olav and Molly knew there would be difficulty in getting a place for Anna, for there was a waiting list for all the accommodation. Yet, as a war widow whose husband had flown with all the surviving pilots in the squadron, more than one owing his life to Johan Vartdal’s leadership, there was every chance that somewhere would be found for her.

The next day Molly took Anna to meet the other British war brides. She explained that there were a number of Norwegian wives living on the far side of the airfield, and although they were friendly and sociable, they had formed their own friendship circles just as Molly’s own group had done, and to whom Anna would soon be introduced. She would be meeting them in an apartment in one of the old houses that had the large, well-proportioned rooms, but almost no indoor plumbing. These properties all faced the forest on the opposite side of the long lane. As Anna walked along with Molly on their way there, she thought the houses charming, with their filigreed porches and ornamented windows, even though most were in need of paint. All were well spaced and Molly paused once to point out through a gap between them a nearby airfield building beyond the bordering hedge.

‘There’s the shower unit for the wives and children of the air force. It is a wonderful facility for the war brides living in old properties without civilized plumbing. There’s another unit on the far side of the airfield kept for wives and families there. Sally and two or three others with apartments along here go through the dividing hedge to get to this one. It saves going all the way to the main gate to reach it.’

They walked on and soon saw ahead the house they were to visit, for a Union Jack was draped over the balcony’s balustrade.

They had been sighted. A young woman, sleek and beautiful with a swirl of shoulder-length fair hair, suddenly appeared on the balcony and called down to them.

‘Hi, Molly! Welcome, Anna! Just walk in and come up.’

‘Thanks, Sally!’ Molly paused in the porch and spoke quietly to Anna, although there was no one to overhear. ‘They all know you’re a widow and so there will be no thoughtless remarks.’

Then Molly opened the front door and Anna followed her in. There was a buzz of voices upstairs where the wives had gathered. It was easy to see that the house must have known grander days, for there was a wide staircase in the large hall, which was presently cluttered with stacks of packing cases and three prams with a sleeping baby in one of them.

‘This is Terry,’ Molly whispered as they both peeped in at the pink-cheeked baby. ‘His mother is a fellow English war bride, Vanessa Holmsen. She nearly died of homesickness before he was born.’

‘Whatever do you mean?’

Molly put her hand on the baluster rail as they began to mount the stairs and again she lowered her voice. ‘She literally began to pine away. In fact, she took to her bed and turned her face to the wall, wanting to die. All of us British wives did our best to coax her back to some interest in life, but she would not speak or look at us. Gunnar, her husband, was at loss to know what to do. He was afraid to let her take a trip back to England in case she never returned.’

‘Did a doctor see her?’

‘She refused to see the first one who came, but then in desperation Gunnar called in the medical officer, whom Vanessa knew well. He told her brusquely that she was pregnant, but even that might not have jolted her out of her lethargy if a few days later she hadn’t felt the baby give a flutter of movement or imagined that she did.’ Molly gave a laugh. ‘That did the trick. She left her bed and ate three scrambled eggs with four pieces of toast!’

‘How is she now?’

‘Still thin as a rake and not really settled, but she is not likely to leave Gunnar or die, as he had begun to fear. They have the ground floor of this house as their apartment.’ She paused on the stairs again to impart some more information. ‘Sally Brand, whom you’ve just seen, is Canadian and financially the most well-off of all of us, because her father is a very successful businessman and sends her a generous allowance every three months. She can afford to have almost anything she wants and is the only one of us with a part-time nursemaid. Sometimes she even takes a shopping trip over the border into Sweden where – not having been occupied by the Nazis – the shops do have more goods to sell. She is generous and usually buys us all a gift – sometimes a lipstick or chocolates, and once we all had a bracelet, each one different. You should see her wardrobe! She has some lovely clothes that she brought with her from Canada.’

Molly had spoken without envy, simply setting the scene for Anna. They had reached the open door on the landing and a hush fell as they entered to face a circle of eight smiling young women, all of them curious to meet the newcomer arriving in their midst. One of the two toddlers playing on the floor turned quickly to his mother in shyness.

‘This is Anna Vartdal!’ Molly announced. ‘My friend through thick and thin and more air raids than I care to remember!’

They laughed and greeted Anna while Sally poured coffee into a fresh cup. ‘Do you like milk or cream in your coffee, Anna?’ she asked. ‘We buy our dairy products from local farmers. They are not supposed to sell off ration cards, but they do and charge us a little extra for it.’

‘Cream will be a great treat,’ Anna replied. ‘I cannot remember the last time I had it.’

‘Have one of Jane’s sugared cookies with your coffee. She is the best cook among us.’

Jane, dark-haired and tall, gave Anna a welcoming grin and offered the plate of cookies. ‘It’s good to have you aboard.’

‘You sound as if you were in the Navy,’ Anna replied.

‘Yes, I was a Wren, stationed at Portsmouth for most of my time.’

Anna had found the cookie to be crisp and delicious. ‘Did you bake these for the sailors, Jane?’ she said jokingly.

‘I did once for a sailor who was special to me,’ Jane answered on a quiet note, ‘but he was lost on convoy duty when his ship was torpedoed.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Anna said, distressed that she herself should have been the one to make a thoughtless remark.

Jane waved a forgiving hand. ‘That was about two years before I met Per on a train. We started talking and that was it. I thought I could never love a second time, but he showed me that it was possible and I’m grateful to him for it.’

Anna thought to herself that Jane was unaware of being a little tactless herself in advocating second love to a widow, but she put it from her mind as she was introduced to Vanessa, who was still pale and very slim from the time homesickness had made her ill. Her appearance was not helped by her thin pointed features and her pale golden hair, which gave her an ethereal look. Anna hoped that she was eating more now than scrambled eggs and toast.

‘We’ll do our best to make you happy here,’ Vanessa said quite shyly. ‘I’ve found everyone in our group to be very supportive.’

‘That’s very kind,’ Anna answered sincerely. ‘Thank you.’

She had been waved to a chair and sat down while the next introduction was to Helen Jensen, who had curly brown hair, bright hazel eyes and a very practical look about her.

‘We all want to know how you and your husband met. That’s why we are telling you how we all matched up. I’m a Scottish lass and married to Kristian. We met in an Aberdeen pub. It was a case of one glance across a crowded room, because as soon as I walked in he said to Wendy’s husband, who was with him, that he had seen the girl he was going to marry.’

‘That was very romantic,’ Pat said approvingly. ‘But what a pity it was in a pub! You should have been on an exotic beach somewhere with Bing Crosby singing about love and moonlight in the background.’

Helen laughed. ‘Better in a pub than not all!’ Then she turned to Anna. ‘You are very welcome, Anna. As Vanessa has just told you, we do our best for one another. I’ve been teaching Highland dancing to our friends here. It’s excellent exercise and they are all getting quite good at it.’

‘Could I learn?’ Anna asked. ‘I’ve always thought the reels look such fun to dance.’

‘Yes, they are.’ Then Helen addressed the rest of the company. ‘Did you hear that? I have a new pupil!’ There was applause and some vocal encouragement for Anna.

The war bride sitting near Anna leaned forward, having been waiting for a chance to speak to her. She had abundantly beautiful hair, a rich red-brown, which Anna thought was just like film star Rita Hayworth’s shoulder-length hair, a style that so many had copied in the war years as being the epitome of glamour.

‘Welcome to Norway, Anna,’ she said. ‘I’m Rosemary Strom, married to Henrik. I was in the WAF and we were stationed on the same airfield. That’s how we met.’

Again Sally offered some information, ‘Rosemary is a marvellous needlewoman. She made that gorgeous blouse she is wearing.’

The next introduction was to Pat Andersen, an Irish girl with a naturally happy face, her figure plump and round-hipped and her eyes full of fun.

‘I met my husband in hospital where I was a nurse. Where did you meet yours, Anna?’

‘At a dance,’ Anna replied. ‘I had not wanted to go that evening, having danced almost every night the previous week, but Molly begged me, because neither of us ever went on our own. So to please her I went and that’s where I met Johan.’

‘What a good thing you did go,’ Pat said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Anna was thankful that there had been no expression of sympathy and yet she sensed that all felt compassion for her. At times grief would drag at her heart so painfully that tears would come without warning. ‘Yes,’ she said quickly, ‘I’m so thankful that I did.’

‘Why was your Rolf in hospital, Pat?’ someone asked. ‘You’ve never told us. Was he wounded?’

Pat threw back her head in amusement. ‘Not that time! Later he was sent to a military hospital after he was shot down near the end of the war. He had come into my ward that first time to have his tonsils out! When I went to take his temperature, the cheeky devil put his hand up my skirt and snapped my stocking suspender belt! Even though he was my patient, I slapped him hard!’ She joined in everybody’s burst of laughter as she reached down to pick up one of the toddlers, a pretty little girl, who had made herself sticky with a candy. ‘Just look at you, Mandy! It’s all round your mouth.’

Matters were put right with a rough wipe by a damp cloth on face and fingers before the child was set back on the floor to continue playing with some cotton reels and a few coloured wooden bricks.

Sally, having refilled everybody’s cup, sat down next to Anna. ‘I’m from Toronto,’ she said. ‘Arvid and I met when he was training with other pilots at “Little Norway” in Canada.’ She lifted away the toddler that had burrowed into her and held him up in her arms. ‘This is Tom, our son and heir. According to Arvid, this little fellow will one day be the world’s champion skier with at least a dozen Olympic gold medals.’

The toddler regarded Anna seriously. When she smiled and spoke to him, he just stared as if making up his mind about her. He was a handsome child, blue-eyed and fair-haired. She could guess how his father would dote on him.

Next to be introduced was Wendy Misund, who was quaintly old-fashioned in that she had her straight hair parted on the side and caught back with a tortoiseshell slide such as a young schoolgirl might wear, her only make-up a touch of lipstick. Her whole manner was quiet and retiring, and yet her welcome was warmer than might have been expected.

‘I hope you will be very happy here, Anna,’ she said quietly. ‘We shall all do what we can to make that happen. As for how I met Edvard, it was at a dance, just like you. It was during a ladies’ Excuse Me waltz. I know the girl he was dancing with was furious when I tapped his shoulder for him to relinquish her for me. She looked as if she would have liked to claw my eyes out.’

Pat was regarding her approvingly. ‘It was probably the bravest thing you ever did, because you are the shyest person I have ever known.’

Wendy blushed. ‘Yes, I don’t know where I found the courage. But Edvard had such a gentle look that I felt magnetized towards him.’

‘The enemy didn’t find him very gentle,’ Pat joked.

‘Yes, but he’s different on solid ground. We married just before the Allied invasion. I had no clothing coupons left, but I borrowed a white satin evening gown from my aunt, which had been designed for her by Schiaparelli in Paris before the war. It was so elegant. Somebody loaned me a veil and a coronet of pearls.’

Sally gave a nod of approval. ‘That’s how a bride should look. I had no such luck. Arvid and I had arranged everything to marry on a certain date, but then only a day after he had finished his training and gained his wings he was suddenly told in the morning that he would be shipped back to England that same evening. So we married in a rush that afternoon with no time to wait for any of the finery still being made for me. I wore a blue suit and a wide-brimmed hat of the same colour. Not at all what I always thought I should wear as a bride.’

‘I’m sure you looked beautiful,’ Anna said sincerely, thinking that Sally would have looked elegant even if clothed in the proverbial sack.

Then Wendy spoke up. ‘I met Edvard at an Anglo-Norse wedding when I was one of the bridesmaids and he was the best man. I had to wear a pre-war white evening dress at my own marriage too,’ she said, ‘but I covered it from the waist with some white net that an aunt gave me to give it a bouffant skirt.’

‘That would have looked pretty,’ Anna said. ‘What flowers did you have?’

‘A Victorian posy. It was made for me by a cousin, who had been a florist before she went into an ammunition factory for her war work.’

‘I carried pink roses,’ Jane said, putting down her emptied coffee cup. ‘I had wanted white ones, but in those days one had to take whatever was available. In any case, I married in uniform.’

‘So did I,’ Helen said. ‘I was a sergeant in the ATS. Sverre and I met in an air-raid shelter during a night of bombing when we were both on leave in London. Needless to say, we spent the rest of that leave together and were married three months later.’

Rosemary spoke up. ‘I met Henrik when I was collecting for a Wings for Victory appeal. I was working in an aircraft factory then, although I never knew which part I was making! When I spotted Henrik, I shook my collecting tin at him and not long afterwards I was wearing my grandmother’s chiffon wedding dress from the 1920s. It had a low waistline and was covered with pearls. I loved it.’

Anna thought to herself how wartime had been a time of quick decisions, for nobody in the services or in civilian life knew what might lie ahead and happiness was never taken for granted. During the talk of weddings she had noticed that all the women wore their wedding rings on the third finger of their right hands as Norwegians did, but there was no need for her to change hers from her left hand, for here in Norway it showed – being the same for both for men and women – that the wearer was widowed.

‘How is your Norwegian, Anna?’ Pat was asking her. ‘Snakker deg Norsk?’

‘No, I’m sorry to say that my knowledge of the language is almost negligible, but I’m sure each one of you is fluent,’ she answered, making a sweeping gesture to include them all.

‘Some of us are better than others,’ Sally replied, ‘but we all make mistakes.’

‘Funny ones sometimes,’ Pat said. ‘At my father-in-law’s farm I went for a walk and came to a field where a truly gigantic ox was tethered in a field. I was so impressed that when I returned to the farmhouse I wanted to tell my mother-in-law and sister-in-law what I had seen, but I couldn’t think of the word for “bull” or “ox”. So I translated it literally into Norwegian by saying that I had just seen what must surely be the largest ever man-cow in the world.’ She chuckled. ‘They had been so very polite and restrained about previous mistakes I had made, but this time they fell about laughing, unable to help themselves.’

The others laughed and Anna spoke up with interest. ‘So what was the right word?’

‘Ox! Oxen! Just the same as in English!’

‘At least you made yourself understood,’ Anna said, amused as all the others had been by the error. ‘That would have been beyond my ability.’

‘Then you should have some lessons in Norwegian from Fru Eriksen,’ Sally suggested. ‘She is a teacher by profession, but because she was a quisling and taught the Nazi doctrine during the occupation no school wants her now. She served a prison sentence as did other traitors. Her home is just near the shop. I went to her for a little while to improve my Norwegian and so did Vanessa and Wendy.’

‘I did too,’ Helen said. ‘She was very helpful.’

‘I should like to do that,’ Anna said, thinking that even if she were only in Norway for a short time, it would be useful to build on the smattering of the language that she had already learned. What was more, if she should meet her father-in-law before leaving, it might help to build a better relationship between them if she could speak a little to him in his own language.

‘Then we’ll go to see her when we leave here,’ Molly said quickly, not wanting Anna to have the chance to change her mind.

The morning ended pleasantly with various social events discussed and arranged. Anna was included in everything. She and Molly walked back along the lane with Pat and Vanessa, who were pushing their young ones in their prams. Both of them lived in the German cabins, all of which were exactly the same as Molly’s, and they were neighbours. It was there that the four of them parted company, Molly and Anna going off to see the retired teacher.

Fru Eriksen was a trim, slender woman in her fifties, but with a fine bone structure that would carry her good looks into old age. She spoke excellent English in educated tones that were almost free of a Norsk accent. Her home was as neat and spotless as she was herself.

‘So you wish to have lessons?’ she said to Anna when the three of them were seated. ‘How advanced are you?’

‘I’m a beginner,’ Anna answered, ‘but I’m very keen to learn while I’m here.’

‘Then we can start tomorrow morning if my terms are agreeable to you.’

Anna thought them reasonable, especially as she was to be taught individually and not in a class. Just before she and Molly left the house, Anna asked Fru Eriksen how she had learned to speak English so perfectly.

‘When my father was working abroad for a German company, he sent me to an exclusive school for young ladies in England,’ she replied. ‘Good speech and good manners counted for more there than education. A ridiculous situation, but I endured it and spent school holidays with him in Germany. Nevertheless, one particular teacher in England inspired me with an interest in languages, which I have studied ever since.’

When they had left the house, Anna asked Molly about Fru Eriksen’s husband.

‘He was a patriot and she was too fond of the Nazi doctrine. He went to sea just before the German invasion and never came back. On the day of the liberation, Fru Eriksen was one of the women seized for collaborating with the enemy. That’s when her head was shaved to mark her out as a traitor.’

‘It was a tough punishment,’ Anna observed.

‘Fru Eriksen went to prison for six months with other traitors,’ Molly said. ‘It would have been for much longer, except that on one occasion when she was entertaining some Nazi officers she had her cousin, a resistance fighter, hidden in her attic. He spoke up for her at the trial. Fru Eriksen has a large strawberry field and sells her fruit, but she must be aware that when people buy them, they always call them Nazi strawberries. Those berries in my kitchen are some of hers. We are having them for middag later today.’

‘They looked delicious.’

‘Her Nazi raspberries are big and juicy and equally good.’

Anna’s first lesson went well. She had brought an English–Norwegian dictionary from home, one that Johan had given her, and she took it with her. Fru Eriksen must have known that Molly would have filled in her Nazi background, but made no reference to it in any way. The woman began by explaining the basic rules of the language, the grammar, the pronunciation and why there was such an abundance of dialects in which people took a great pride.

‘It is like the national costumes in that a dialect can vary from valley to valley,’ she said. ‘It makes it easy for fellow Norwegians to spot exactly where a person comes from in this country. You may find it hard to believe now, but there will come a day when you will be able to do the same.’

The lesson ended with some basic social conversation, for Fru Eriksen believed in helping a pupil feel at ease early on when in company.

When Anna left at the end of her lesson, she paused to look in the window of the little local shop. There was a display of tins and cardboard trade signs, but no food on view. She had a newly acquired food ration card, which had been organized for her, but she had given it to Molly, who needed it for an extra person to feed. Yet perhaps there could be something in the shop that she could buy without a ration card for her friend. Maybe the shop sold bunches of flowers or had a choice of blossoming plants.

A little bell tinkled over the shop door as she entered. As the airfield was in the midst of farmland, she was not surprised to see there were swastika-stamped sacks of seeds propped along one wall and a stack of wooden hay-rakes. There was a box of potatoes and another of cabbages, but that was all. As for the shelves behind the counter, they were only displaying packets of dried vegetable soup and a number of wooden items such as spoons, mugs and plates, which Anna guessed were locally produced by a carpenter as they were very basic. There were a few sepia postcards of local views and a comical one of a girl sitting astride a pig, all of them slightly curled by age and the sun. None was suitable to send her aunt, who would judge Norway anew by the dreary views, and so she decided to keep to writing dutiful letters.

A woman in a spotless white apron had come to stand behind the counter and was eyeing Anna with curiosity, knowing her to be a new arrival.

‘Vaer so god?’ the woman said enquiringly.

Anna tried to think what she could say from her lesson that morning, but only one suitable phrase came to mind

‘It is a beautiful day,’ she said in Norwegian.

‘Ja,’ the woman replied, still with an expectant look on her face. She was surprised when the young woman bade her good day and left again.

Anna told Molly about it afterwards. ‘There was nothing to buy.’

‘No, there wouldn’t be anything today, but when there’s a delivery of food products, a long line of people wait to get whatever is available. Just like it was at home during the war. It’s the same in Oslo when goods come in. Would you like a day’s sightseeing there next week?’

‘I’d love it!’

‘We won’t be able to have any military transport, but fortunately there’s a local milk delivery truck that leaves for Oslo at seven o’clock in the morning with four seats behind the driver and we can book two of them for us. Now tell me about your first lesson with Fru Eriksen and try out what you have learnt already on me.’

Anna did her best and Molly applauded her.

‘Well done,’ she said encouragingly. ‘You should do well.’

The next day was Sunday when the wives and children of the officers were invited every week to lunch in the officers’ mess. Molly and Anna set off together through the airfield’s gates to pass by innumerable huts and offices. Anna was busy talking to Molly and did not notice the two cages at her right hand until suddenly there was a great snarling and barking as two large Alsatian dogs threw themselves against the wiring, wanting to get at these intruders. Anna gave an involuntary cry of fright, seeing their fangs in a shower of saliva only a foot away, and Molly pulled her on quickly.

‘I should have warned you about those monsters, even though they can’t get at you. The Germans left them behind. They were used to hunt down resistance fighters after cases of sabotage and other acts of defiance. Now at night they are put into the hangers to prevent thieving, because there are always outsiders that will still help themselves to anything that is not nailed down if they get the chance.’

Anna gave the dogs a wary backward glance over her shoulder. They were still snarling and barking and leaping up as if they wished to tear her limb from limb. She shuddered at the thought of what must have happened to those brave people who were caught by them.

There was a family atmosphere in the officers’ mess, which Anna thought must most surely contrast with the rest of the week when it was a male domain. There were children and toys everywhere and she enjoyed it. She was introduced by Molly to several of the Norwegian wives, all of whom bade her welcome to Norway and told Molly to bring her to have coffee with them.

To Anna’s surprise, one of the chefs, a dark-haired, good-looking Frenchman named Jacques, came from the kitchen to welcome her by kissing her hand before a curt nod from an officer sent him back where he belonged. She learned that during the occupation he had been brought to Norway against his will by a high-ranking German officer, who had enjoyed his cooking in Paris and wanted that enjoyment to continue. It was said that Jacques had raged and stormed at his compulsory exile, but was too much of an artist to spoil with extra salt or anything else the food he presented. Yet since the Boche – as he called the Germans – had been defeated, he had settled down and showed no wish to return to France for the time being. As a civilian, he did not sleep in air force quarters, but had comfortable lodgings with a family in the village.

‘Sally hates him,’ Molly said to Anna as they walked home, ‘and makes no secret of it. He tries to flirt with her at every opportunity and will serve her personally whenever he gets the chance. He seems to find her irresistible and that’s not surprising, because she is beautiful, but – knowing how Sally likes to be admired – I’m not entirely sure that she is as adverse to his compliments as she makes out.’

Next morning, Anna did not find it difficult to get up early, for the weather was still glorious and the sunshine streamed into her room. After breakfast she and Molly went to the roadside where the milk truck would pick them up. It was on time and they clambered up into it. There were gaudy cushions on the seats, which had long since ceased to be comfortable, and the other two passengers were local farmers, who talked between themselves, once sharing a mild joke with the driver.

The dropping-off place in Oslo was near the town hall, which was convenient for catching a bus as Molly wanted Anna to visit the Viking Ship Museum before they did anything else.

‘You might as well start with the beginnings of Norway’s history,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll search the shops and find out if anything new has come in.’

In the museum, it was as Molly had anticipated. Anna stood gazing almost in awe at the long dark sweep of the dramatic-headed, bow-keeled Viking ship in the pale, cavernous arched hall that housed it.

‘It’s such a beautiful shape,’ Anna said softly, ‘and such a great length! Like a vast work of art.’

Unbidden, Alexander Ringstad had come into her mind. She had thought to herself at the time of their meeting that he had the looks of a Viking and now, staring up the proud prow of the ship, she thought that it was easy to imagine him standing there with his dangerous gaze fixed ahead on a distant horizon.

Molly broke into her thoughts. ‘That’s how the Vikings went to rape and pillage in other lands a thousand years ago! Come along now. There’s another ship and much more to see, because it was a burial ship and when it was dug up it was found to be full of artefacts.’

After half an hour they caught a ferry back to the city. On the quayside Molly bought a bag of freshly cooked prawns from one of the fishing-boats tied up there. As breakfast was already a distant memory, they sat on the steps of the town hall and ate them with relish, other people doing the same.

‘Those were the best prawns I’ve ever eaten,’ Anna declared happily when they had disposed of the rubbish in a bin. ‘Now for the shops.’

They went first to Stein og Strom, Oslo’s biggest department store, but the shelves were empty except for some grey embroidery silks on one and on another some small oval wooden plaques, each of which had been decorated with a painting of a girl in national costume, all different from one another according to the district where they were worn.

‘Which one would be the costume of Johan’s county of Romsdal?’ she wondered aloud. Molly inquired for her and the assistant picked out one where the figure was wearing a deep-blue costume encrusted with embroidery on the skirt hem and the bodice, and also on the little cap worn on the back of the head. Even as Anna opened her purse to pay for it, the assistant took another plaque from the shelf behind her and placed it on the counter for her to see. It was a male figure in the scarlet jacket, dark knee-breeches and knee-high white woollen socks that was the Romsdal costume for men.

‘Now you can have the pair,’ Molly said.

With a pang, Anna thought how fine Johan would have looked in such attire. Maybe they would both have had these costumes to wear on special festive occasions. She paid for the plaques and held them to her as they explored the rest of the shop. There was a long queue at one counter for some imported crockery that was patterned with a flowery design. Neither of them wished to purchase, but they looked at it with interest, for it was a change from plain white crockery, which was all that had been produced throughout the war.

They did go to other shops afterwards, and one shop selling glass had some stock to offer. Molly bought a jug and some wine glasses, which made a bulky parcel to carry. As they came out into the street again, Molly pointed to a neighbouring shop.

‘Aunt Christina told me that on the day of liberation, when the Nazis were finally defeated, the whole country went wild with happiness and there was a notice in that window that said “Closed because of Joy”.’

‘What a wonderful reason to shut shop,’ Anna said, smiling. ‘I can’t think of a better one.’ They had come to one of the open street cafes where they sat down to eat a couple of smorrebrod and have a coffee each before they rounded off the day’s outing by going to the cinema. The movie was Caesar and Cleopatra, starring Vivian Leigh, which they both enjoyed.

‘We get films once a week in the officers’ mess on the airfield,’ Molly said as they made their way to the railway station, the milk lorry having departed the city long since. ‘Occasionally we get a fairly new film, but mostly they are old. That doesn’t really matter as it makes an evening out.’

When they arrived back at Gardermoen, there was a letter waiting for Anna from Johan’s father. It was as brief and cool as his first letter. He wrote that he fully understood that she wanted time to consider taking on the ownership of the old house, but he was sure that by Christmas she would agree to it. As before, the whole tone of the letter was that of someone well used to getting his own way.

Molly seized the chance to use her powers of persuasion again when Anna had read the letter to her. ‘You’ll just have to spend Christmas with your husband’s family now. You can’t possibly not go, whether you accept the responsibility of the old house or not.’

Anna nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. My original intention was to stay a couple of months this time and visit again next year. It was something of a shock to have Christmas defined as the earliest I could meet my autocratic father-in-law. Naturally, I want so much to see Johan’s home in Molde where he grew up and the mountains that meant so much to him.’

‘The west coast in itself is something that should never be missed. It’s unbelievably beautiful with its peaks and its fjords. I landed in Bergen when I arrived in Norway, and as Olav had two weeks’ leave, we had a wonderful time touring in his old car before we came south to get to Gardermoen. At that time hotels were still having to use paper sheets and pillowcases, because early on in the occupation the Germans had commandeered all their linen.’ She laughed. ‘In the morning it was like waking up in a waste paper basket!’

The days began to slip by. Then there came the news that Vanessa’s husband was leaving the air force to return to civilian life. It meant that their apartment in one of the old houses along the lane would become vacant. It was allotted to Anna with the agreement of the elderly couple that owned the house and lived downstairs. She already knew the layout of the apartment with its tiny kitchenette and a single cold tap from visiting at coffee gatherings and card parties. Before moving in, Anna met Vanessa there to have the eccentricities of the pre-war electric cooker explained to her, and from the window she was shown the best place to get through the hedge to the shower unit.

Finally, blushing scarlet, Vanessa gave Anna some personal advice.

‘I know this probably will not apply to you in any way,’ she said with embarrassment, ‘but these old wooden houses creak like mad and the bed most of all, which means any activity in it can be heard downstairs, even though the old couple are a bit deaf.’

Anna was amused. ‘Thanks for the warning. I’ll wear slippers by day and I can assure you that I will not be disturbing anyone at night.’

Vanessa gave a nod. Yet she wondered if a beautiful girl like Anna could remain immune to the attractiveness of some of the determined young officers at the airfield.
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