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Jumping from the Breakwater
The back door slammed shut, making our whole house shake. Then there followed an almighty crash, and somebody shouting.
‘Oh, fishcakes!’

I stumbled out of my room in the attic onto the landing, still in a daze. The rest of my family were already standing there with unbrushed hair and confused expressions on their faces. Minda, my big sister, only had one eye open. Dad looked like he hadn’t worked out yet if he was a man or a duvet.

‘Bang!’ shouted Krølla.

‘What on earth was that?’ asked Magnus, my big brother.

‘Either there’s been some kind of natural disaster,’ said Mum, ‘or Lena Lid’s back from her holidays.’

There hadn’t been a natural disaster. When I got to the bottom of the stairs, Lena, my dear friend and neighbour, was standing there in the downstairs corridor.
‘Hi, Trille,’ she sighed.

‘Hi. What’s that you’ve got there?’

‘That’s your present.’

I rubbed my eyes.

‘Thank you. What is it?’

‘A pile of sticks and broken glass, obviously! But it was a ship in a bottle.’

Lena looked miserable.

‘Maybe it can be fixed?’ I said.

Fixed? But it was supposed to be the best present ever. It couldn’t be fixed!

‘I really don’t know how they managed to get that ship inside the bottle, Trille. The masts and sails were all rigged and were way wider than the neck.’

Mum helped us to clean up the shipwreck. She wanted to throw it away, but I gathered up all the bits of glass and sticks in an ice-cream tub and put it in my room. It was a present, after all.
Lena sat down at our breakfast table. She looked different, and I had to check carefully several times to see what had changed. She’d had her hair cut and got some multi-coloured braid things put in her hair. She’d got a suntan too. As for me, I felt a bit too much like my normal self, sitting there in the same old shorts I’d been wearing when she’d left. Our family hardly ever goes on holiday, or at least not abroad. We’ve got the farm and everything to see to. But Lena, that lucky sausage, she’d just spent two long weeks on Crete with her mum and Isak.
She’d drunk smoothies with little umbrellas in them, she told me while I ate my liver paste on bread. And she’d slept under only one sheet and swum in the warm sea. There were hundreds of little shops there, with millions of cool things she could get with her pocket money. Like that bottle. She’d had chips for dinner every day. And it was so warm in the middle of the day on Crete that it was almost like standing next to a Midsummer bonfire the whole time.

‘Smoking haddocks, you should’ve seen what it was like, Trille!’

‘Yes,’ I said, carrying on munching.

It was tedious never having been to the Mediterranean. But I had something to tell Lena too. I waited anxiously for Lena to ask if anything new had happened back here in Norway. But she didn’t ask. On Crete there was a speedboat she’d taken to a little island, and her mum had tried being dragged along behind it with some kind of balloon in the air.
‘Anyway, did I tell you how hot it was?’ she asked.

I nodded. Lena went on about a stray dog called Porto, who might have had rabies, about some girls she’d played with—who hardly dared to do any balancing at all—and about having pancakes for breakfast.

Eventually I couldn’t wait any longer:

‘I went diving from the highest part of the breakwater.’

Lena finally stopped talking. She squinted at me suspiciously.

‘You’re having me on.’

I shook my head. My neighbour got up. I could quite clearly see that this was one of those things she’d have to see before she could believe it. And see it she would!

‘Thanks for the food,’ I mumbled, with my mouth full. Then I pulled my swimming towel down from the banisters.

The L-shaped breakwater in Mathildewick Cove has a swimming area in the crook of its arm. In the winter, the storms blow in fine sand, which we can use to make sandcastles and other fortifications. But when Lena went on holiday that summer, I’d been allowed to go with Minda and Magnus and their friends on the outside of the breakwater, where it’s all high and deep and cold. It was almost like the beginning of a new life.
Lena’s the champion of Mathildewick Cove when it comes to jumping off tall things. Nobody has less fear in their stomach than she does. Or less sense in their head, as Magnus usually says. But Lena’s never jumped from the breakwater. She doesn’t float very well.
‘Throwing Lena into the fjord is more or less like dropping an anchor,’ says Grandpa.
It was quite a sensation now that there was something I could jump from that she couldn’t. I could tell that Lena wasn’t best pleased.

There I was on the highest rock on the breakwater. It was the crack of dawn, and it was only sixteen degrees in the air.
‘Are you sure you’re psyched up enough for this?’ Lena asked me seriously.

She was leaning over one of the other rocks, wearing her jacket and a Mediterranean scarf. I nodded. I’d jumped in the water many times while she’d been away. But it had always been at high tide. Now the tide was out, and the water was lower down. I could see the bottom. The wind buffeted my swimming shorts. For a moment I wondered whether it was really worth it. But then I saw Lena, back from Crete, leaning over the rock and not believing me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. One. Two. THREE!
Ker-splash! came the sound as I hit the water, and then sworlsh, as the bubbling surface closed up over my head. The first time I’d gone down into the deep like this, I’d thought I was going to drown. Now I knew that all I had to do was thrash my legs about like crazy and hold my breath.

‘Phuh!’ I puffed as I shot back through the surface of the water and into the summer morning’s air.

Lena had climbed up onto the rock and was looking down at me sceptically. I smiled triumphantly. I’d shown her this time!
Before I could even think it, Lena had already put one foot in front of the other, her hands on each side of her face and was howling:

‘Ay-ay-aaaaaaaaaah!’

Then she flew through the air in her jeans, jumper, jacket, scarf and trainers.

Ker-splash!
* * *

It was probably only when jumping from the breakwater that Lena properly landed home from her holidays. Talking about smoothies on Crete doesn’t quite have the same shine to it when you’ve almost drowned in Mathildewick Cove. She came back to the surface after what seemed an endlessly long time, and then disappeared again with a bloop. If Grandpa hadn’t come along with his fishing gaff, I don’t know how it all would’ve ended. He used his long pole with the hook on its end to pull her ashore like a giant fish, while Lena coughed and flailed about worse than ever.
‘I did actually drown for a moment,’ Lena said afterwards. ‘I saw an enormous light.’

We’d drunk two mugs of Isak’s special red-hot July cocoa, and Lena was still shaking like a lawnmower left running.

‘Pfft,’ I said. ‘You can’t drown and still be alive. It was just the sun. That’s what it looks like from underwater.’

‘You don’t know what I saw! The sea in Mathildewick Cove is colder than iced tea. The people on Crete would seriously die if they went swimming here!’

I didn’t say anything. We’d never swum anywhere else, after all!

‘Well,’ said Lena, ‘never in my life am I going to jump from that breakwater again, anyway. Been there, done that.’
She tilted her head back happily, downing the last few gulps of her cocoa.

Hurricane Angels
We’d have to forget our ghost plan. We realised that straight away. If we wanted to keep the sheets over our heads, we’d have had to tie them down to the ground. The only solution would be to wrap them round ourselves with both hands and do our best to look like angels.
‘Gales and bucketing rain,’ Lena shouted. ‘It feels so Christmassy.’

As for me, I was still mulling over what she’d said about Kai-Tommy. I shielded my angry face from the rain and stomped in the wind.
Our first carolling stop was at Uncle Tor’s place.

‘Are you two completely crackers? Get home, for crying out loud!’ he said when he’d opened the door, only to be met by a faceful of wind, rain and ‘Away in a Manger’.

‘We’ll get home soon,’ said Lena, opening the cool-bag she’d brought along. ‘We’ve just got to get enough to cover the bottom.’
My uncle grunted as he threw in some assorted sweets and fled back indoors.

We should probably have gone home, but I hardly felt like it. What would I do there? Sit there looking at the picture Brigitte gave me and tiptoe around Mum? We found shelter round the back of the hay barn so we could discuss our next moves. Down by the ferry landing there was a whole housing estate full of sweets. It was only a quarter of an hour’s walk, and there could hardly be any competition from other carollers wandering around on an evening like that.
‘Imagine if we knocked on Kai-Tommy’s door,’ said Lena. ‘I’d like to see his face when he realises that we’ve snapped up the whole area while he’s been inside waiting for snow and robins flying around.’

I tightened my grip on the cool-bag handle.

‘Let’s go,’ I said firmly.

* * *

Blinking barnacles, it was so good to get out and about! We practically flew along with the wind behind us. The lamp-posts waved above us in the wind, and the shadows of the tall spruce trees on the uphill side of the road danced wildly in the changing light. When we got to Ellisiv’s house, I was all ready to sing a carol, but Lena thought we should press on and get the housing estate done first.
‘We can do her on the way back!’ she shouted.

We came round the headland before the ferry landing and could hear the sea roaring. The water droplets landing on our faces were salty. It was really picking up now. Sometimes it felt as if the wind took hold of me by the waist and carried me along the road.

‘Let’s do “Joy to the World”. It’s one of the shortest!’ Lena shouted and started running up towards the housing estate.
Her sheet flapped over her shoulders like a load of confused washing.

Generally speaking, people were quite alarmed when they opened their doors. Lena thought their bewilderment meant they were giving us more. We were raking in the goodies!

‘I knew it had to be some of you hardy folk from Mathildewick Cove,’ said ‘Thunderclap’ Kåre. Clearly impressed, he gave us each an enormous bar of milk chocolate. ‘Say hello to Lars from me, and get yourselves home!’
But we couldn’t go home until we’d knocked on Kai-Tommy’s door.

* * *

The house where Kai-Tommy and his family live looks kind of American. They even have columns by the front door. In their garden, a thousand Christmas lights danced in the wind.

It was his brother who opened the door, the one who’s a budding football talent. He was wearing a light-blue shirt that fit him tightly across the chest, and he flicked his fringe back just the same way as Kai-Tommy does. I could imagine him wearing a football strip. Minda would probably have fainted. Was this what Kai-Tommy was going to look like in a couple of years, too? Was that why Brigitte liked him? Dispirited, I stared down at my boots, which were sticking out from under the sheet, but Lena looked straight at Kai-Tommy’s brother and started singing ‘Joy to the World’, the song echoing through the roomy hallway.

Half-way through the verse, Kai-Tommy popped up behind his brother. For a split-second, he looked at us in shock and awe, but then he put on his usual sneering face, as if we were the two greatest idiots in the world. Then the boys’ parents came too. Their mother was wearing a red Christmas dress, and Ivar looked like an English football manager, wearing a suit. Lena’s last ‘heaven and nature sing’ sounded a little quieter under the gaze of the football coach. But when Kai-Tommy’s mum brought us two large chocolate Father Christmases, Lena opened the lid of the cool-bag ever so slightly and said:
‘We’ll have to take them in our pockets, Trille. It’s full up in here.’

When we closed the door, I was pleased to hear Kai-Tommy inside, shouting: ‘How come they’re allowed out and I’m not?’

‘You’d think they had no parents,’ his mother replied.

‘I think we should go home now, Lena,’ I said.

* * *

The wind and rain had made their way right through to our skin, and now the cold had more of a bite to it. I wasn’t angry any more, just fed up and worn out. It was quite different walking against the wind. It felt like walking straight into a living wall, and sometimes it was almost hard to breathe. The best thing we could do was to lean forward and walk kind of sideways, each with an arm in front of our faces. The way home suddenly seemed endlessly long. A little worry started gnawing away at my stomach. What had we got ourselves into this time?
But it was only when we got down to the ferry landing that we really understood the seriousness of the situation. Lena was blown off her feet like a paper angel. Then the ice-cold sea spray came washing right up onto the road, making me lose my footing too. When we got up, we were both without our sheets. As if on command, we ran down into the ditch on the uphill side of the road.
‘We’ve got to get to the other side of the headland,’ I yelled.

We half-walked and half-crept along the wet ditch, Lena dragging the cool-bag behind her like an anchor. I remembered that she had her arm in plaster, and when I turned round to take the bag, I saw a huge wave come roaring over where we’d just been on the road, washing away stones, snow poles from the edge of the road, and whatever else wasn’t tied down. A storm surge! The fear struck me like a hammer blow. I didn’t know the wind could get up so much and so quickly!

Another gust of wind forced us to get down almost flat in the ditch. I hardly dared to look at the lamp-posts any more. What if they snapped?!

‘Trille! Look there!’

I lifted my head. One of the spruce trees further on was coming down. The wind pulled and tore at the tree’s winter-green branches, and it started to give way in slow motion. It rocked and tipped, and eventually it fell right over in the stormy light, like a wounded giant. We sat in the ditch, speechless as we stared at the enormous tree lying right across the road there. We were out and about in tree-toppling wind!

Then it got dark. I don’t mean dark like it normally gets. I mean pitch-dark like in a dark wardrobe in a dark room with a dark corridor outside. The street lights went out, the dots of light on the other side of the fjord disappeared, and the moon had fled as far away as it could. I fumbled my way over to Lena.

If we kept crawling onwards, we might get mashed underneath a tree. If we crawled back to the housing estate, we might get washed out to sea.

We were trapped!

Ellisiv, Axel, and the Big Question
‘Ellisiv’s house!’ Lena shouted in my ear.

We knew our teacher’s red house was all there was between the headland and the trees, but we couldn’t see a thing, and it felt dangerous to crawl out of the ditch. Another blast of wind came thundering in from the sea. Then it let up a little, so I wiped the rain away from my eyes and shook my head to try and find some kind of landmark. Was this what it was like being blind?
Then something pierced the darkness like a nail.

‘There!’ shouted Lena.

It had to be one of Ellisiv’s windows. Had she lit a candle or something? We started to fumble our way forward. We lay down flat in the ditch every time a gust of wind came, but we dragged ourselves forward in the small gaps between the gusts. Lena went in front, while I followed behind with the cool-bag. Eventually we got far enough that the house was right above us. Now we had to get up from the ditch and into the garden by the house.
We waited until the wind calmed, and then we legged it. We tripped over several times. It was impossible to see where we were putting our feet, and the wind shook and ripped at us with enormous power. When we reached the house, I tripped on the bottom step and fell down flat. It hurt so much that I howled with pain, and the taste of warm blood spread from my nose to my mouth. Another gust of wind almost blew us back down into the garden, but finally I managed to claw my way to the door handle. I had to use all my strength to stop the door from blowing off its hinges. Then we plunged into the hallway, the door slamming behind us with an loud bang.
The sight that met Ellisiv would probably have scared most people stiff. Two soaking wet and blood-stained children amid piles of chocolate and clementines. She let out a scream and put her hand to her mouth in shock. Luckily she wasn’t alone. Axel, our old football coach, popped up from behind her. Lena and I dragged ourselves up until we were sitting.
‘What are you doing here?’ said Lena, looking at Axel in surprise.

‘You’re one to talk!’ Ellisiv shouted. ‘What on earth are you doing, Trille and Lena?’

‘Well, we were going to sing you a Christmas carol, but…’

Lena came no further. Then I felt it too. I was overcome with cold and fear, and my whole body was shivering.

I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to explain what it was like to take that steaming hot cup of warm squash in my hands. The wind was roaring against the walls outside, but Lena and I were sitting close together on an old sofa, propped up with cushions and wrapped up in blankets. Our wet clothes were hanging over by the stove, making the windows mist up. The lovely squash sent waves of warmth throughout my body.
‘Thanks,’ I mumbled, which was about the first word either of us had been able to say. ‘We’ve got to phone home,’ I added.

‘The signal’s down,’ said Axel.

Really? Dad was going to worry himself to death! And Mum! This was the last thing she needed.

‘I just managed to send a message before the network blacked out,’ said Ellisiv when she saw how panicked I was. ‘They know you’re safe.’

I’ve been through stormy nights before. Not every year, but often enough to know what it’s like at home. Dad pacing anxiously around, wondering if the barn, the boats and everything else is alright, while Mum keeps on saying that there’s nothing they can do but wait. As a rule, when the wind’s really strong—when the storms are big enough to have names—then we’re ordered to go down to Grandpa’s flat in the basement. That’s where it’s safest. It’s not like up in my bedroom in the attic, where you can hear the roof tiles rattling above your head. Were my family down in Grandpa’s flat now? Were they able to relax now they knew Lena and I were here? Were they really, really angry?
Axel put more wood on the fire. He clearly knew what he was doing with that stove. More gusts of wind shook and tore at the house. We held our breath until it died down. Lena was blue with cold when we got there, but the warm squash put life back in her. Now her cheeks were as red as Father Christmas’s. She looked at Ellisiv, then at Axel, and then back at Ellisiv again.

‘So, Axel. Haven’t you got a girlfriend in town?’ she asked eventually.

I’d forgotten to tell her! Ellisiv went bright red, and Axel cleared his throat.

‘She dumped him,’ I whispered to Lena, hoping that she might start talking about the weather instead. There was plenty to talk about there today of all days. But no.

‘So are you two boyfriend and girlfriend now?’

I looked down at my squash out of embarrassment.
‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Ellisiv mumbled.

Axel stopped poking the fire.

‘What?’ he said. ‘Aren’t we boyfriend and girlfriend? What are we, then?’

‘Well…’ said Ellisiv, her face turning redder than that time when we were nine and Lena had punched Kai-Tommy in the middle of the classroom.

A very awkward silence spread through the room. Luckily, the wind was really raging outside.
Lena took a swig of her squash.

‘The two of you would’ve made a good couple, anyway,’ she said eventually, just to settle the matter. ‘Can we offer you a few kilos of chocolate?’
We swept up our haul from the floor out in the hallway and laid it out on the table. While we were doing that, Axel spotted Lena’s soggy plaster cast.

‘I think it might be best if we took that cast off,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Lena nodded, ‘it was supposed to be coming off on 3 January, anyway.’

Ellisiv fetched some scissors and a knife. Soon Lena was stretching out her fingers in a way she hadn’t been able to do for some time.

‘Now you’re ready to stand in goal again,’ said Axel, giving her a pat on the back.

That was enough to make Lena fall silent. She closed her mouth tightly, as if she hadn’t heard what he’d said.

‘It’s mainly Tore who stands in goal now,’ I said.

Axel looked at Lena, confused.

‘Aren’t you a goalie any more?’

Lena took one of the chocolate bars that ‘Thunderclap’ Kåre had given us and broke it up into pieces with short, sharp snaps.
‘Lena?’

Axel wasn’t giving up.

‘You bet your cod liver oil I’m a goalie. I just don’t have a goal to stand in,’ she said.

Lena had been grumbling and moaning about her football practice to everybody back in Mathildewick Cove, and we’d all listened with half an ear, waiting for it to blow over. Now I suddenly saw two grown adults get almost as worked up about it as Lena herself. Axel leant over the table and asked her all about the training sessions with Ivar and the boys, and Lena reluctantly told him about how life had been on the gravel pitch over the last six months.

‘But that’s not fair, Lena,’ said Ellisiv. ‘Even I know you’re a good goalie.’

Axel nodded.

‘This is serious, Lena.’

He seemed genuinely angry about how Lena had been treated. I felt a pang of guilt. Why hadn’t I felt angry?

‘What would you think about starting to play in town?’ Axel asked.

‘Huh?’ said Lena.

‘I know Lash, the man who trains the girls who are two years older than you. I know that they’ve been struggling to find a decent goalie this season. Would you like to try out with them?’

‘On a girls’ team?’ said Lena, as if he’d suggested that she should play with a team of camels.

‘You are a girl, Lena,’ Ellisiv said drily. ‘If you’re going to carry on playing football, sooner or later you’ll have to join a girls’ team.’

I was sure that Lena would say no. No way would she dare to change teams! Deep in thought, she wolfed down five pieces of chocolate.
‘Which days do they train on, then?’ she asked eventually.

I looked at her from the side, surprised. Was she really so brave? I wondered, despondently.

As the night wore on, the weather worsened. There was no longer any doubt that this was a hurricane. Axel paced around the small living room nervously, and at one point he went out onto the doorstep, but he quickly came back indoors.

‘This house has stood here since the 1800s,’ said Ellisiv, ‘so I’m sure it’ll last tonight too.’

She drew Lena close in the crook of her arm, in the way only Ellisiv can, and they fell asleep there on the sofa.
PAGE  
8

