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This is a work of fiction. People, places and events are fictitious, with some notable exceptions, which the Acknowledgements at the end of this book explain in more detail. Everything that deals with the circumstances around the shipwreck of the Hurtigruten ship, the DS Prinsesse Ragnhild, on 23 October, 1940, is based on documentary sources.

This book is dedicated to the heroic crew of the cargo ship MK Batnfjord, which rescued more than one hundred and forty Norwegians and German soldiers from the Arctic Ocean that day. Those they failed to save rest in their graves in the sea cemetery.




DOCTOR ABROAD

Hans Falck has saved thousands of lives.

At the price of forgetting his own kids’ birthdays.

By John O. Berg

Lebanon, September 1982. Dusk. A young doctor walks with hurried steps through the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut. In his right hand he holds a large red first-aid bag. In the crook of his other arm, he carries a newborn baby wrapped in a blanket.

Hans Falck is surrounded by the smell of gunpowder and excrement, a stench he will encounter often over the next few decades, one that will always remind him of that evening in Shatila. A militia of Christian Phalangists has entered the camp. Their mission: to find the militant Palestinians hiding there. The slaughter has begun. The Phalangists spare nobody. Around him he hears scattered voices, screams and gunshots.

A rocket streaks across the sky, and a split second later the buildings are drenched in an unreal silver-grey light. Hans stops. Between the heaps of rubbish, boxes of war rations and spirit bottles lie the dead: young men with their genitals hacked off, pregnant women with their bellies sliced open, children, babies. Some twenty metres away to the left, he sees a cluster of people: women shielding their children, men in tight embraces, each with a small bullet hole in their forehead. All executed at close range.

The rocket fizzles out and the light vanishes like a switch has been flipped. Towards the camp’s southern exit, he can make out the silhouettes of the single-storey buildings that have been blown apart, and behind their ruins an iron ring of militiamen.

He hears the quiet, penetrating sound of the baby’s cries. Taking shelter behind a dustbin, he sinks to his knees and tries to rock the child.

Can anyone see him? No, he is well hidden.

But he must do something, or the infant will be taken from him. Hans unzips the large first-aid bag. He chucks out some bottles of saline solution and alcohol, together with a folding stretcher that takes up too much space, and catheters, stethoscopes and blood pressure monitors, whose sharp edges could injure the baby’s head.

There’s a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label in the side pocket. A gift from the Palestinian leadership, with whom he met. He knows, without actually knowing, that they are all dead now.

Hans opens the bottle and dips his finger into the whisky, then lets the baby inhale the fumes, before poking his fingertip into its little mouth. The baby sucks on it with the inexplicable strength of a newborn, then gives a little whimper before going quiet. Carefully Hans makes a bed of cloths and blankets in the bottom of the bag, then lowers the little body onto it, covering it with tourniquets and thin bandages. Then he zips the bag closed.

Hans Falck takes the bag and starts to walk towards the soldiers. He is already known for his charm, in the words of one colleague he “can seduce anyone from a tax official to a top politician”. On this hideous night in 1982, Dr Falck is facing his greatest test. He must deliver a newborn baby from a massacre.

*

Lebanon, summer 2006. It is almost twenty-five years since the massacres in the Palestinian refugee camps shook the world. Much water has passed under the bridge since then, yet much is unchanged: Lebanon is still at war and Hans Falck is as energetic and boyishly charming as he was in the seventies, when as a young Bergen shipping magnate’s son he checked out the ladies, dressed as an ordinary worker and declared that come the revolution he would put his father’s companies under collective ownership.

“But the probate courts got there first,” Falck says, flashing a smile at the famous Palestinian actress who is coming his way in the bar of the Mayflower, the legendary hotel where he often stays when he’s in Beirut.

“We just call him Hans Saqr,” says the young woman, blushing. “Saqr is the Arabic for ‘falcon’, or falck in Norwegian.”

Hans orders two Johnnie Walkers without ice. “Have to drink the PLO’s favourite tipple.” He raises his crystal glass. “To the living, the dead and the oppressed!”

The latter is, of course, a group to which nobody could claim Hans belongs. He descends from the powerful Falck family, who played such a prominent role in Norway throughout the twentieth century as shipowners, public benefactors and politicians. His grandfather, Thor Falck – known by the family as “Big Thor” – was a famous shipowner who died in the Hurtigruten shipping disaster during the war and was posthumously awarded the War Cross with Sword for his role in organising resistance efforts against German forces along the coast.

The Falck family has, since his death, been split in two. The Bergen Falcks, to which Hans belongs, reside on an estate south of Fana. Malicious tongues have consistently claimed that they suffered an injustice when the family’s fortunes were divided. Might we see future inheritance disputes between the Oslo and Bergen branches?

“Absolutely not, I can vouch for that,” Hans insists. “As a communist I am utterly opposed to the institution of inheritance. Nothing does so much to entrench inequality.”

He smiles. “Besides, losing our fortune has been a good thing. A blessing. The wealthy go through life fearful that everything will be taken from them one day. Only when you’ve lost everything are you free.”

The same cannot be said of the so-called Oslo branch of the Falck empire. Hans’s uncle, Olav, is a former Minister of Defence and leader of the influential SAGA Group, with its headquarters at Rederhaugen, outside the capital. Said to be worth approximately 10 billion kroner, Olav prefers to remain in the shadows, but has influence that cannot be measured in money.

Do we see echoes here of the classic schism in Norwegian history, between the entrepreneurial communities along our coastline and the administrative elites in Oslo?

“We Bergenites aren’t overly interested in the capital,” Hans says, laughing. “Put it this way: when I fly to the Continent or the Middle East, I never stop off in Oslo if I can avoid it.”

Bergen patriot, idealistic radical, champagne socialist. Hans Falck can be described in many ways. No matter the occasion, he always seems to have a good answer and a roguish smile lurking. But according to those who truly know him, Hans is like a Russian doll: when one layer is removed, another appears. He is on first-name terms with half the Middle East, from top politicians to taxi drivers on Hamra Street, yet he remains a mystery to his nearest and dearest. The man whose infectious laugh now echoes across the hotel foyer has seen more suffering than any Norwegian of his generation, yet he seems strangely unaffected. The doctor who is famed far beyond medical circles for saving thousands of innocent lives in the world’s worst conflict areas has forgotten his own kids’ birthdays more than once. The feminist who walks at the front of International Women’s Day marches is candid about his infidelity to the women in his life. But even here he has an answer: “To rephrase Hemingway: I like communists when they’re doctors, but when they’re priests, I hate them. I’m just a human being like anyone else.”

Is there anything that can ruffle him?

Well, yes, it seems so.

The question of whether Hans Falck has ever actually loved anyone, other than the world’s oppressed and his own reflection. For the first time his gaze falters and he shifts in his chair. He may not give me a direct answer, but perhaps he answers nevertheless.

*

Lebanon, September 1982. The stink of alcohol hits hard even at a distance. Preferable to the smell of death, Hans thinks. The young militiamen, eyes swimming, kerchiefs over their noses, aim their rifles at him. Behind him he hears gunshots, screams, then silence.

“We’re carrying out an operation against Palestinian terrorists,” says the Lebanese Phalangist officer. “As a foreigner you were given the opportunity to leave the camp before it started.”

He lights a cigarette. “The fact you didn’t take it indicates that you’re with the militant groups yourself.”

Some of the youngest soldiers, most likely teenagers, step forward menacingly.

“I was assisting at a birth,” Hans answers.

“Today’s babies are tomorrow’s terrorists,” says the officer, spitting out the words. “Where’s the kid?”

Hans notices that his palms are so wet with sweat that the bag is about to slip from his grasp. One peep from the baby and they’re both dead.

“I don’t know,” Hans says. “The last thing I saw was that the maternity clinic was stormed.”

“What country are you from?”

“Norway . . . a Christian country . . . Israel-friendly . . . close ties.”

The officer grins and exchanges a few words with a comrade. He nods. “You can go.”

Hans breathes a sigh of relief.

“After we’ve checked the bag.”

What to do now? Hans gently puts it down on the ground. Carefully opens the zip. The militiamen lean over him. The baby’s face is hidden. But Hans notices that the blanket is moving a little with the child’s breathing.

Can anyone else see it?

Hans takes the bottle of Johnnie Walker and holds it up to the officer.

“You need this more than I do,” he says.

The Phalangist examines the label. Fortunately, the soldiers seem unsuspicious of the bag. The officer grabs the bottle. “Get lost,” he says.

Hans’s hands are shaking so hard he can barely close the zip. Feeling numb he passes between two lines of Phalangist soldiers as though walking a gauntlet, heading towards freedom, comforted that if they fire now they will shoot each other. He drives back to the Mayflower Hotel, the same hotel he is sitting in now on a deep leather sofa, twenty-five years later, a dark shadow slipping across his confident face.

“So, what happened to the child?”

“I left it in someone else’s care. I promised the mother never to reveal its identity. And that’s a promise I intend to keep. But I hope the child has a better life than she did.”




Part I

High Cliff
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A Falcon Ready for Flight

Their grandmother had always predicted that the family estate would go under before she did. What she meant – whether she was declaring herself immortal or putting a curse on her descendants – nobody really knew. Vera Lind was not a writer for nothing, but of all the stories she ever told, none frightened Sasha more.

She had been baptised Alexandra Falck. It was their grandmother who had insisted on calling her Sasha or Sashenka – little Sasha – when she was a child, after the Russian great-grandfather none of them had even seen a picture of.

Tortured by insomnia Sasha had risen early, flinging on a navy-blue polo neck and tweed blazer. It was important when faced with unpleasant duties to be formally attired. She had discovered that one of the PhD interns at the foundation’s archive, which she headed up, had viewed the annual reports for 1969 and 1970. This was a violation of the confidentiality agreement he had signed, and Sasha did not take such breaches of trust lightly.

His snooping was disconcerting enough, but worse, it felt like a symptom of something more, like the changing mood in the air when one season shifts to another: stories that had long been hidden were about to rise to the surface.

What had Grandma meant when she said that the truth and family loyalty stood in conflict?

Sasha locked up the old gatekeeper’s lodge where she and her family lived. The girls were staying at a cabin with friends. Mads was away on business in Asia. Early in their marriage he had hinted that it might be a bit stifling to live on the estate, which was not only home to the family’s company headquarters but to several family members. Sasha had been furious, the way we are when somebody points out an obvious truth about something we love.

But moving was out of the question.

Rederhaugen lay a short boat trip west of the capital. Sasha walked up the tree-lined avenue towards the fountain at the fork in the driveway. The frost had laid a veil of pale pastel shades over the landscape. An icy wind stroked her face, cutting straight through her jacket. She shuddered involuntarily.

She had lived here all her life, yet she still found herself overcome by love and devotion for the place. It was her world. The estate and the family were one, an extension of herself: the gently sloping rocks to the west, where she had bathed as a child; the jetties and boathouses on the southern tip; the immaculate lawn, emerald green in the summer, that swept down into a thick coniferous forest, which ended abruptly at a cliff edge to the east, where Vera’s writing cottage lay.

From the fountain, now drained for the winter, she followed the gravel path up to the white three-storey mansion that presided over the estate from a grassy hill, with colonnades, large bay windows, intricate wrought-iron balconies and a round tower topped with crenels.

She was conservative by nature. Change always filled her with trepidation. Once, during a quarrel, Mads had pointed out that someone with Sasha’s background – she and her two siblings were set to inherit what was perhaps Norway’s most beautiful private estate, as well as a billion-kroner company and humanitarian foundation – had little to gain from any revolutionary upheaval. True enough, but her conservatism went deeper than that: when it came to it, family was all that mattered.

For Sasha, family came first, and whenever its most powerful figures were in conflict – her grandmother and her dominating father, for example, who had lived on the same estate for half a century without really talking – it was her job to keep things on an even keel.

She let herself into the sunken doorway at the back of the main house. From there, she continued through the library and into her office. A postcard lay in her in tray, postmarked Finse 1222: Don’t forget our trip over the Hardanger Glacier. Love you, M.

Such little surprises were typical of Mads. She was touched that he had gone to the trouble of buying a postcard in Finse and sending it before he left. When she was younger, Sasha would have dismissed it as a cynical ploy to impress her. Now she understood it as love.

She sat down in the brown Eames chair.

As the chief archivist of the SAGA Foundation, she was personally responsible for any permanent employees and PhD interns. She opened her diary. Meeting: 08.00–08.10. She looked at the clock. Fifteen minutes to go. She was dreading it.

During the last year she had been overseeing the preparations for an ambitious collaborative project with the Bundesarchiv in Freiburg: the Abteilung Militärarchiv. Often, when she mentioned the initiative to outsiders, their eyes would glaze over. Archives weren’t sexy, but Sasha could not have been less bothered. For her, history came to life in old letters and brief telegrams. And it was a job that satisfied her need for order and objectivity. True, her grandmother always said that history was no more objective than a novel, but that was just one of her many provocative statements.

Sasha’s work with the German archives involved collating and digitising the records of the hundreds of thousands of German soldiers stationed on Norwegian soil in World War II. Relatives and historians would now be able to search for names, dog tag numbers and the like, and access any available information. The logistical challenges were enormous, but her father was keen for the foundation to be better known in Germany.

There was a knock at the door, then another, but she waited until it was precisely eight to reply.

“Yes?”

Sindre Tollefsen stepped in tentatively. His clothes were worn, and his hairline had receded such that only a wispy tuft on top of his head remained. He surveyed her uneasily, a mild, slightly evasive expression in his eyes. They were probably the same age.

“Take a seat,” she said. He complied. She thought about all the people her father must have sent packing.

How did he cope with it?

“As you know,” she said, clearing her throat, “the SAGA Foundation has been collaborating with the university for some time, giving PhD students an opportunity to use our archives for their research. A partnership based on mutual trust. You’ve made some important contributions to Norwegian war history as well as to our project with the German military archive.”

He swallowed and his sharp Adam’s apple moved in his throat. Sasha had been very excited about Tollefsen’s doctoral project. He was researching the little-known story of anti-Nazi resistance within the Wehrmacht on Norwegian soil. It was groundbreaking stuff.

“But there was one absolute precondition,” Sasha continued, “to which you signed up when you were given access to our archives: a duty of confidentiality regarding the German soldiers and anything related to SAGA or the Falck family.”

Only now did the gravity of the situation seem to hit the doctoral researcher. “How did you know . . .?”

“I’m not about to discuss our internal security procedures,” she answered.

The system, which had been set up by Rederhaugen’s security chief, was modelled on that used by Norway’s health service, and allowed her to see who had entered the archives. After her unsettling conversation with Vera the day before, Sasha had viewed some digitised documents and spotted Tollefsen’s username in the log. She hated the thought of someone digging about in her family’s affairs. In this, she resembled her father.

“You went into SAGA’s annual reports from 1969 and 1970,” she said. “These are internal documents, of no relevance to either your research or the public.”

“Of no relevance to the public?” The student raised his voice.

“Correct,” said Sasha. “As you may know, our family is very selective in its dealings with the press. You won’t ever have read any ‘at home with’ features on the Falcks, and you never will. Loyalty and discretion are our hallmarks.”

She tapped a ballpoint pen on the leather-topped desk.

“Anyway, you have abused our trust, and your place here and access to the archives are therefore withdrawn with immediate effect.”

His lower lip trembled. “Are you kicking me out?”

She nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Contrary to her expectation, he did not get up, but sat in silence, a contorted smile on his face.

“Do you know why I read the two reports?”

“No. Neither am I interested.”

“Because Vera Lind’s life story is relevant to my research. It ties in with the fallacious story your family has woven around itself.”

She took a deep breath, resisting the temptation to answer in kind. “Our time is up,” she said abruptly, nodding towards the door.

The researcher got up to go, before turning back. “I thought you were different from the others, Sasha Falck. But you’re just as cowardly. Even more so, if that’s possible. I have no desire to work for a foundation that takes the truth for its motto, but stands for the opposite. Ask your grandmother what really happened in 1970.”

The door slammed behind him.

*

Sasha sat, staring up at the ceiling. Vera, again. Truth and loyalty? 1970? In line with her character – considerate and diplomatic in her own view, self-effacing and agreeable in that of her siblings – Sasha visited her grandmother once every week in her writing cottage at High Cliff.

She had been there the previous day.

As always Sasha had brought fresh pastries, and as always her grandmother had provided a glass of red wine and a cigarette while Sasha read a chapter to her from one of her favourite novels. At first, they did not deviate from their usual routine, but then the conversation took a new turn.

“The family are planning to mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the ferry disaster later this year,” Sasha had said in a tentative voice. “We’ve chartered a Hurtigruten ship and we’re going to the site of the wreck.”

Her grandmother turned to her slowly. “I need another cigarette, Sashenka dear.”

“I thought it might be nice for you to join us,” Sasha went on. “Maybe you could talk a bit about what actually happened.”

“Talk?”

“You’ve never spoken about it.”

It was typical of her grandmother’s generation to keep traumatic events to themselves. The accident had taken her husband and come close to taking her newborn son.

“It would probably do me good,” said Vera. “But I’m not so sure you’d want to hear what I have to say.”

“Of course we would. It’s a long time since the war, we can handle the truth.”

Her grandmother surveyed her through the smoke.

“We?” she said, shaking her head. “You’ve always been so loyal to the family, Sashenka. That’s an admirable trait. But sometimes loyalty and the search for truth collide. I won’t be going on any chartered Hurtigruten, that’s for certain. But do you want to know what really happened that day?”

Sasha nodded.

“Well, now’s not the time, Sashenka. But when it is, you’ll have to be prepared for everything to come crashing down.”

Nothing more was said, but when Sasha was about to leave, her grandmother asked her to order her a cab into town and to walk with her through the forest to the crossroads.

“But you never go out nowadays, Grandma,” she said.

“Well, I am now, Sashenka dear,” her grandmother said sharply. “It’s not as if I’m under a Guardianship Order!”

Sasha swallowed hard. She wasn’t used to being put in her place by Vera. It had stayed with her as she walked back through the forest and for the rest of the day.

Where Vera had gone in the cab, Sasha still had no idea, but it was time to find out.

Sitting at the side door was Jazz, the family guard dog. The instant he caught sight of her, he rose onto his hind legs in greeting.

“What’s up?” she whispered, scratching him behind the ears. Jazz barked impatiently. He was a Belgian Malinois, a dog with a long black nose and coffee-coloured coat like a German Shepherd, but with shorter fur, a slimmer body and a straighter back than his German relatives. Jazz was as affectionate as a puppy and brave as a wolf. He could be trained for anything. He climbed trees like a cat. When presidents needed protection or terrorists apprehending, a Malinois always led the way.

Sasha hurried after the dog across the lawn and into the forest. She knew every root and rock on the path, the entire geography of the estate was imprinted on her body: a soft carpet of spruce needles leading to a sloping rock that got slippery when it rained; the bone-smooth roots around the water-lily-covered tarn; the two axe-shaped boulders that formed a pass. As children they had been forbidden to enter the Devil’s Forest.

Suddenly the landscape opened out, and the vegetation ended abruptly in a steep drop, with Grandma’s cottage a few metres to the left.

Sasha felt a little gust of wind and a twinge of vertigo. Jazz bounded up the rock slab steps to the front door. He rose on two legs again and barked.

Sasha gently tapped the horseshoe knocker.

No answer.

“Grandma?”

She opened the door; it creaked lightly.

“Vera, are you here?”

A stale, closed-in smell hit her. The parquet floor gave way slightly underfoot as she walked past the crammed bookshelves towards the bedroom. She opened the door. The bed was made, a white lace coverlet laid over the duvet. A photograph on the wall showed her father as a baby in Vera’s arms on the Hurtigruten ship. It always moved her, giving her a sense that the world and time were interconnected.

When she was younger, tears had filled the eyes of old folk at the mere sight of her, because she was so like her grandmother. She could see it herself. The upper lip that turned down slightly at the corners of the mouth, giving her a naturally melancholic, aristocratic air, which many interpreted as arrogance. The pearly, unblemished skin that contrasted with her hair, which like her grandmother’s was mahogany brown with a hint of red. Their eyes were also similar: framed by sharp cheekbones and heavy, dark eyebrows, they slanted gently upward from the root of the nose, with azure-blue irises. She was in her early thirties now, “the time when women are most beautiful”, as her older cousin, the womaniser and male chauvinist Dr Falck, liked to say.

She closed the bedroom door gently and went into the kitchenette. Everything was neat and tidy. In the fridge Sasha found the shopping she had brought over the day before. She opened a cupboard over the kitchen counter.

She was about to close it when she noticed how the sunlight shone on a row of stem glasses on the top shelf. Three of them were slightly misty. Sasha took one down and felt it with her fingertip. A few drops still clung to the glass, and the rim was damp, as if it had been rinsed only recently. Jazz whimpered and shoved his strong neck against her hip.

She went outside. The dog bounded off towards High Cliff, stopping abruptly as if slamming on the brakes, then padded to the edge with his nose to the ground, as though he was trying to tell her something.

High Cliff had an overhang, partially covered with junipers and other shrubs, making it hard to see what was below. About ten metres downhill there was a little skerry, connected to the mainland at low tide by a strip of pebbles and sand that guided water into a shallow bay filled with shells, seaweed and mud.

She leaned out to look. Putting her arm around Jazz’s neck, she crouched down. The low sun stung her eyes. Still unable to see properly, she got onto her hands and knees, and groped her way to the edge of the rugged outcrop, spruce needles pricking her palms, ripples on the bay below.

Her grandmother lay face down in the water, swaying gently on the surface, like a buoy, or a forgotten inflatable toy. Sunlight sparkled around her, and her body was encircled by a wreath of red jellyfish. Draugspy, Vera had called them – the spew of the draug, the headless harbinger of death by drowning. On the back of her green quilt vest, Sasha could make out the Falck coat of arms, a falcon preparing to take flight, and through the water’s ruffled surface its outstretched wings seemed to move.




2

Don’t Tell Your Father How To . . .

Olav Falck flung his bathrobe onto a bench and walked naked across the jetty. It was oddly cold for the time of year. The frost-covered planks stuck to the soles of his feet. The air was minus seven, the water was two or maybe three degrees. The jetty lay next to a red-painted boathouse in a bay concealed by jagged rocks on either side. As usual he checked for jellyfish. Then dived out.

His blood vessels contracted to protect his body’s vital organs. He lay on his back, his winter-shrunken dick floating to the surface, until he had control of his breathing and could stare up at the clear blue sky. Olav had been an all-season swimmer for as long as he could remember, since before it was fashionable. That babies instinctively held their breath underwater was an accepted fact, but it also suited the heroic story he liked to tell about himself. For Olav Falck, life was a test of manhood. And he had fought for his own from the outset.

But life had been good to him. Now, in his seventy-fifth year, he was still medication-free, although his cardiologist had strongly advised him not to bathe in cold water without supervision. Not that he gave two hoots about that; if he was going to die, it should be in the sea. Ice bathing was his only addiction.

There were challenges even now, of course, like who would take over when he stepped down. But generally the same thing applied to the family business as to the country in which they lived. It was no longer a matter of building, but of managing.

Only after a good while did he climb up the jetty steps and feel the light prickling sensation as the blood flowed back into his fingers and toes, like heat from a wood burner spreading through a cold room.

On the jetty Olav delivered a few rhythmic jabs and uppercuts at the air. He was fond of classic athletics. When the Olympics or World Championships were on, he might even cancel meetings to watch an important event. He liked the boxing best of all. He was nineteen in 1959 when Ingemar Johansson beat Floyd Patterson; he followed the golden age of the 1960s and 70s with an eagle eye and often had ringside seats for title fights in Las Vegas.

Few things irritated him more than Norway’s ban on professional boxing, yet another example of Norwegian nanny-stateism. Yes, it involved an element of risk, but what was life without risk? Life was good because it was tough. Without pain there was no joy.

He hurried along the path through the frozen patch of forest that separated the bay from the garden, and over the lawn towards his father’s bust, sculpted in bronze and set on a plinth of untreated granite, made by one of the country’s leading sculptors. A glow of sunlight lit the sculpture’s forehead; an epitaph engraved below read: To live on in the hearts we leave behind is not to die. Thor S. Falck 03.11.1903–23.10.1940. Although Olav had lost his father as a baby and had no memory of him, he was filled with humility for the dynasty of which he was a part.

He went in through the basement entrance at the back of the rose tower. After a scalding hot shower in the changing room, he went up the rose tower’s winding staircase and into his office. He checked his diary. No appointments for the rest of the day. Excellent, he could write the speech he had been pondering for so long. With a working title of “Pioneers of the Resistance Movement”, its starting point would be his father. As the director of a large Bergen shipping company responsible for several Hurtigruten ferries, “Big Thor” had organised spying missions targeting the German invaders and sent fishing boats across the North Sea to smuggle radio transmitters back from Britain.

Olav’s speech would also touch on the underwater mines that had been laid by the British along Norway’s coast. That his father had lost his life to one of these, rather than to German weaponry, was something of an irony.

Olav had formulated only a few sentences when there was a knock on the door.

“Sverre?” Olav said. “What are you doing here?”

Olav’s eldest son was in his mid-thirties, and as the years passed it was getting increasingly difficult to deny their growing resemblance. Like Olav, he was tall and athletic, his long, tanned face with narrow, inquisitive eyes dominated by a large, hooked nose, described by malicious tongues as the “falcon beak”.

Sverre had left his usual conservative Savile Row tweed in the wardrobe today, and was wearing an ostentatious black shirt with an embroidered floral pattern. His obsequious expression was accompanied by an uncharacteristic joviality.

“I thought we might have a little chat,” Sverre said.

“No walk-ins, thank you, Sverre. I’m enjoying my view of the fjord today, and my clear diary while I write my speech about Father.”

“It’s about the diving expedition down to the shipwreck during the conference,” Sverre continued. “I’ve got someone here I want you to meet.”

Sverre was project manager for the SAGA Arctic Challenge planned for later that year. So far he had done a pretty good job. The chartering of a Hurtigruten vessel to take a bevy of international thinkers past the site of the 1940 tragedy and through Lofoten and Vesterålen represented everything the SAGA Foundation stood for. It was quintessentially Norwegian but also attractive to foreigners.

“Ah,” Olav sighed. “The two of you had better come in.”

Sverre’s companion wore a wine-coloured velvet blazer that intruded on Olav’s field of vision like a bolt of red cloth.

“Has fancy dress season come early this year?” he said.

He recognised the man, of course. Olav did not despise the upstarts who had popped up on the country’s rich lists in recent years – in fact, he rather enjoyed seeing how their shamelessness made the tweed knickerbocker-wearing classes squirm. And nobody liked his bling more than Ralph Rafaelsen.

Olav sent for coffee while he tried to ascertain the power balance between his son and Rafaelsen. In recent years the media had hailed Rafaelsen as an enterprising, risk-seeking guy. He had established a huge salmon farm in his home town and had continued to expand the business ever since.

“So, you’ve come to talk about a shipwreck dive?” Olav said, looking at each in turn. “You’re the one with the diving suit?”

The plan was that when the Hurtigruten ship came to the site of the ferry disaster, a diver would descend to the wreck, three hundred metres down, in a specially made suit, his progress transmitted live to the conference participants.

“Correct,” Rafaelsen said, looking him in the eye. “Though calling it a diving suit is like calling a space shuttle a plane.”

“Or marketing your fish as ‘Atlantic wild salmon’?” Olav said. “Those limp creatures of yours have as much in common with the proud Atlantic salmon as a poodle does with a wolf.”

Rafaelsen laughed. “This suit is revolutionary. It’s an atmospheric diving suit, so we avoid the problem of decompression sickness at great depth. The pilot – this is more like a one-man submarine – remains unaffected by the pressure. There’s only one of its kind in Norway. And it’s mine. The dive will be a great addition to the conference.”

As Rafaelsen expounded on the technicalities of this wonderful contraption, Olav barely bothered to listen. He was a generalist. He had never understood the nerdish obsession with detail.

To his great annoyance, Sverre seemed to fawn on Rafaelsen, despite being his senior by about ten years; he nodded eagerly at his every word, laughing at his crass northern jokes.

Sverre’s flawed character was the main reason why Olav was still, at the age of seventy-five, CEO of the SAGA Group, a company that Kapital magazine had valued at twelve billion kroner. The income from his real estate company and capital investments might underpin the family’s cash flow, but these days he had only disdain for venture capitalists, shopkeepers and small-time investors. He preferred to focus on the SAGA Foundation, of which he was chair of the board. The money had to keep rolling in, of course, but SAGA had an entirely different mission: to promote the country’s history. Some had billions on their balance sheets, others had cultural capital. Only SAGA had both.

Nonetheless, Olav would not have stayed on well past retirement age had SAGA merely contented itself with conferences and scholarships, like most non-profits of its kind. From the earliest post-war years the family’s companies had been interlinked with Norway’s secret services, first with the anti-communist Occupation Preparedness programme known as “Stay Behind”, and later as . . . No, it was a long and complicated story. Intelligence work of this kind did not bring in money, or public recognition. On the contrary, it could threaten his other businesses. But it gave Olav something more valuable – a sense of being relevant. And before he could consider stepping down, he would have to initiate his eventual successor – who according to the statute must be one of his children – into the complexities of the situation.

There were good reasons why he was still at the helm of this ship.

“Sounds good.” Olav cut Rafaelsen off halfway through a description of the special underwater cameras. “We’ll do it.”

“There’s one more thing,” Sverre said, clearly about to launch into something else.

Olav smiled. “I’ve got all day.”

“As you probably know,” Sverre began, and Olav noted a hesitation in his voice, “we’ve invited lots of high-profile guests to the conference. They’ve all accepted, they all want to go to Lofoten. We still have pulling power. Some have billions on the ledger, others have cultural capi—”

“Get to the point,” Olav said.

“I’ve just had confirmation that the Saudi royal family will be represented,” Sverre said. “The crown prince himself may drop by in his private plane.”

“Bodø has Norway’s longest airstrip,” added Rafaelsen. “The U2 Dragonfly landed there in 1960, so a private jet isn’t a problem.”

Sverre looked at his companion. “Ralph and I have talked about offering something extra for the younger VIPs. Ralph has contacts in the helicopter squadrons up here. We can hire a few helicopters, land on the Hurtigruten ship in the afternoon, and fly some of the guests over Lofoten to Rafaelsen’s villa in Vesterålen, then back to the ship the next morning.”

“A little bonus, you might say,” Rafaelsen said.

The Saudi royal family . . . hired helicopters . . . Rafaelsen’s villa . . . The words crowded in Olav’s head like the nightmares that had sometimes overwhelmed him as a child.

He sat in silence a while, his head inclined, before opening his mouth.

“May I say something?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Sverre said.

Olav cleared his throat. “When I was last at the Dorchester in London, I got chatting with the doorman. He asked me why I wasn’t staying in the Falcks’ usual suite.”

At the mention of the hotel, Olav observed his son bite his lip, as though he knew what was coming. Olav smiled and continued. “ ‘Oh,’ I said to the doorman, ‘I prefer a standard room, as long as the view is good, even though I’m a . . . ’ ”

He paused, as if searching for the word.

“ ‘. . . a wealthy man.’ ‘But your son always takes the suite,’ the doorman said. ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘but he’s the son of a wealthy man.’ ”

He looked sternly at Sverre, who sat in silence, shamefaced. Rafaelsen sniggered quietly. Olav turned his gaze on him.

“Norway’s a good country to be prosperous in. Most Norwegians don’t have anything against people with money; on the contrary they admire people with guts and entrepreneurial spirit. And our laws protect our interests well. But it’s a delicate balance. Just as we admire diligence and skill, we abhor decadence and dissolution. We never had much of an aristocracy, and certainly not since the Nobility Act of 1821, when titles and privileges were abolished. When you’re handling wealth in Norway – if you want to make your mark as something more than a mere investor – you’d do better not to fight the unions and hire undeclared and underpaid Poles to build your houses.”

Now it was Rafaelsen’s turn to look like a schoolboy caught red-handed in a sweet shop. A great deal had been written about the working conditions when he built his gigantic villa in Vesterålen.

“Managing wealth in Norway requires an understanding of the Norwegian model,” Olav said. “You must acknowledge tripartite cooperation, and the benefits of the compressed wage structure, which means getting drunk with shop stewards and union leaders. This is the true Norwegian model. We ensure that ordinary, honest folk have a good life; we pay them well so they can go for a holiday in the sun, buy a new car and take out a mortgage to buy their own home. In return we get a people who respect us, who don’t vote for troublemakers or storm our properties. All these ideas of yours for the Hurtigruten trip – the bloody Saudis, the helicopters and this knees-up on your property – are in breach of this unspoken contract.”

“I get it,” said Rafaelsen. “Don’t tell your father how to—”

He was interrupted by someone knocking.

“We’re busy,” Olav said.

His secretary stuck her head in anyway.

“Are you deaf?” Olav said, irritably.

“I’m terribly sorry, but it’s important.”

“It had better be.”

He was reaching for his coffee cup, but the expression on her face as she entered the room made him stop.

“The meeting’s over,” he said to Sverre and Rafaelsen, who looked at each other in confusion as they got up and left.

“What’s happened?” Olav asked when he was alone with his secretary. Deep down he already knew the answer.


ops/images/logo.jpg
/\9\4

MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS -LONDON





ops/images/9781529424409.jpg
OIS Pe OO O O SISO OIS
P P e O PSP PP LTS O O S PSSP Pe s
9352952092939 959392939003939390905¢ 2920202 eLetee20 202

S
9503
2o

oS
oS0

€€

€
€

€ € >

039
ST
TELEEEEL

A Family
DIVIDED
A Legacy of
SECRETS

Do - OO -0

>
-
N%d
o
Asm
i O
=)

=

. e
e T S S S e S S e S S e e e e SR SR e S SR e S S S e S
O R e e






ops/images/copy.jpg
NORLA

Norwegian
Literature Abroad





