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To my mother




 




“And this also,” said Marlow suddenly, “has been one of
the dark places of the earth”


JOSEPH CONRAD, Heart of Darkness







First Story


The Innermost Landscape




The Girls Who Shared a Skin


THE BIRTH WAS HARD. THE HARDEST EVER PERHAPS, and that in a village where many births might compete for that title. The mother was large, but not until the third day of her confinement did they realise she was carrying twins. The details of the delivery, how long the screams reverberated in the log farmhouse, or how the womenfolk actually got the babies out – all this was forgotten. Too ghastly to be told, too ugly to be remembered. The mother tore and bled to death and her name vanished from history. For ever remembered, however, were the twins and their deformity. They were joined from the hip down. But that was all. They breathed, cried, and were lively.


Their parents were from the Hekne farm and the girls were baptised Halfrid and Gunhild Hekne. They grew, laughed a lot, and were never a bother, but a joy. To each other, to their father, to their siblings, to the village. The Hekne twins were put before the loom early, and sat for long days, their four arms flying in perfect time between warp and weft, so swiftly that it was impossible to see who was threading the yarn through their weave at any one moment. The pictures they wove were uniquely beautiful, often mysterious, and soon their weaves were traded for silver and livestock. At that time nobody thought of putting their mark on such craftwork, and later there were many who paid a high price for a hekneweave even when it was uncertain that it was genuine.


The most famous hekneweave showed Skråpånatta, the Night of the Great Scourge, the locals’ version of the Day of Judgment, loosely related to the old Norse prophecy of Ragnarok. A sea of flames would turn the night into day, and when everything was burned up and the night darkened again, the earth’s surface would be scoured, leaving nothing but bare rock, and come sunrise both the living and the dead would be swept to their doom. This weave was given to the church and hung there for generations, before it vanished overnight through locked doors.


*


The sisters rarely left the Hekne farmstead, even though they got about better than folk might think. They walked in a waltz-like rhythm, as if carrying a brimful water-pail between them. The slopes below the farm were the only thing that defeated them. Hekne was situated on a very steep incline, and in the winter the slippery paths were treacherous. But since it was a sunny slope, the spring thaw came early in the year, sometimes by March, and then the twins would come out with the springtime sun.


Hekne was among the earliest settlements in the valley, and the family had of course chosen one of the best spots for a farmstead. They owned not one, but two seters – summer farms – further up on the mountainside, each boasting a fine milking shed and dairy, and a herd of well-fed cows that grazed on the deep-green grass all summer. The farm also had easy access to Lower Glupen, a rich fishing lake with a handsome boathouse built with the thickest logs available. But the true measure of a farmer in Gudbrandsdalen was how much silver he owned. This was their bank vault, a visible and accessible reserve. No farmstead was worth the name, if it did not have cutlery for eighteen, and with their trade in weaves the Heknes had accumulated enough silver for thirty.


*


The Hekne twins were young women when one fell ill. The thought of what this might mean – that the survivor would have to drag her sister’s corpse around with her – was unbearable. So their father, Eirik Hekne, went to the church and prayed for them to be allowed to die together.


His prayer was heard by the village pastor, and presumably by God. Death did claim the girls on the same day. As the end neared they demanded to be alone. Their father and siblings stood waiting by the door, and inside the girls’ chamber they heard them talking about something that must be done. That day they finished the weave of Skråpånatta. They had started it a long time ago and now Gunhild would complete it alone, with Halfrid dead at her side and her arms no longer a help. Their father left Gunhild to work in peace, for when it came to the twins there was always something greater at work, something he and the others who scarce saw above the rocks or water’s surface would and never could understand. Late in the evening a cough was heard, then the loom-comb fell to the floor.


The family entered and saw that Gunhild was close to death. She seemed not to notice them, for she lay with her face turned to her sister and said:


“Ye shall shuttle wide, and I shall shuttle close, and when the weave be woven we two shall return.”


She took Halfrid’s hands and folded them in her own, made herself comfortable, and thus they lay with their hands clasped, as though in two-voiced prayer.


Later, the family disagreed over what Gunhild had meant, since the local dialect made for ambiguity. “Shuttle” might refer to their weaving but also to their moving fast. When the weave was donated to the church, the pastor wrote Gunhild’s last words on the back of the wooden mount, but the complexity of the original was all but ironed out: “Ye shall go a long way, and I a short way, and when the weave is done we shall return.”


The girls were buried under the church floor, and in thanks for their dying together Eirik Hekne had two church bells cast. They were named the Sister Bells, and they rang with a unique richness and depth of tone. Their sound carried from the stave church across the valley and to the mountains, where it echoed against the rocks. When there was black ice on Lake Løsnes, below the church, the bells could be heard in the three neighbouring villages as a distant harmony over their own bells, and in the summer, when the wind was right, some folk even claimed they could hear them all the way up in the seters.


The first bell-ringer went deaf after three services. A wooden platform was erected at the bottom of the tower for the next to stand on, who stuffed his ears with beeswax and wound a leather strap round his head and ears.


The Sister Bells had neither a sad nor fearful ring. At the core of each chime was a vibrancy, a promise of a better spring, a resonance coloured by beautiful, sustained vibrations. Their sound penetrated deeply, creating mirages in the mind and touching the most hardened of men. With a skilful bell-ringer the Sister Bells could turn doubters into churchgoers, and the explanation for their powerful tone was that they were malmfulle – that silver had been added to the bronze when the church bells were cast. The more silver, the more beautiful and resonant the chime.


The skilfully crafted moulds and bronze had already cost Eirik Hekne a fortune, far more than his twin daughters had ever earned with their weaves. In the madness of his grief he went to the melting pot and threw in all his silver cutlery, then shoved his big working hands deep into his pockets and threw two fistfuls of silver dalers into the boiling alloy, coins that stayed on the surface surprisingly long, before they melted and the bubbles rose.


*


The first time the Sister Bells were said to warn of danger was during a big flood in the valley. That year, the mountain snowmelt came suddenly and violently, heads throbbed beneath the black Pentecostal sky, and on the night that the river found a new path the villagers were woken by the church bells ringing. The rain set in, and the inhabitants of two farms only just managed to escape before their houses were swept away by the flood. Massive log buildings were flung over, their timbers strewn like twigs along a watery gash in the landscape. And out on the lake, white bundles were seen to float, low and heavy in the water – sheep. Only later, when the villagers stood in the pouring rain trying to account for everyone, did they find that all the members of the bell-ringer’s family were present, and that he had not been in the church. And when the priest went down to check he found that the church door was, and had been, firmly locked.


Eirik Hekne had been dead for many a year. There is nothing to indicate that he ever regretted melting his silver, but so much had gone into the Sister Bells that the farm teetered several times on the brink of a forced sale. Were it possible to divide Hekne into two farms, it would have been done, but the land was too steep and narrow. In the next few years, the bailiff took Lower Glupen, two crofts and the largest seter, and later generations paid for Eirik’s excesses. They managed to keep the rest of the farm in the family, heirs begat heirs, and they all had an opinion about their forefather. Few felt that silver was better spent on church bells than on fields and barns, yet they took it as a reminder that hardship was easier to bear than sorrow. Every Sunday soothing chimes floated up to the farmstead from the bells that Eirik had once called the Daughter Bells, a custom and right that had died with him.




The Stave Church


For centuries the Sister Bells rang out across the village. They rang for the living, the dying and the dead, for marriages and Christmas Mass, for baptisms and confirmations, and sometimes for forest fires, floods and landslides. Folk rarely moved to or away from the village, those who did leave never came back, and many children believed that all church bells must sound like the Sister Bells, just as those who live near a magnificent view take it for granted.


The bells hung safely in the tower until 1880, when they and the village were the subject of sudden changes and unbending wills. One of the bells would even finish up under water and be hauled up again, and the only person who would have any power over their fate was a young girl of Hekne lineage. Her sacrifice was no less than that made by the Hekne parents centuries ago, but hers had to be made in secret, and for some time only one man would remember her for it. Those who might have wanted to remember would have found it hard to understand her actions without knowing the story of the stave church and the village she called home.


The Hekne farmstead was in Butangen, in a side valley between Fåvang and Tretten in Gudbrandsdalen. About a thousand souls lived in the village at the time, divided among some forty farmsteads and the crofts they controlled. The place name itself had a long story attached, not that it was often told, with so few visitors to tell. The village had got its name from an area on the shore of Lake Løsnes, a very long stretch of deep water, lined with dense forest and huge boulders, which offered only a small headland – a tangen – flat enough for a bu – a shack. It was here that early settlers built their boathouses and moorings, calling it Butangen. Nobody ever set up home here, but since it gave vital access to the main cart-road on the other side of the lake, by boat in the summer and sledge in the winter, the whole village was named after it. The church itself was built higher up the side of the valley, partly for the view, but also because the villagers knew from Fåvang what a flood could do to a cemetery.


All along the valley, families clung to the patches of land their forefathers had claimed. Some farms were built on such precipitously steep, rocky land, that even after three generations they only managed to clear three small fields. But, by way of compensation, the piles of rocks found new life as stone walls, so high that not a single sheep was ever taken by wolves in Butangen.


Change came slowly. The village was twenty years behind its neighbouring villages, which were thirty years behind Norway’s towns and cities, which were fifty years behind the rest of Europe. In part this was due to the journey there. The curious, if they existed, had to head north along the winding River Laugen, and then, at Fåvang church – if they could find it and were still determined in their quest – they had to go up the valley side and follow a narrow mountain pass near Okshol farmstead. From there the trail crossed a rocky terrain and disappeared from view. Here many turned left and found themselves in the barren and uninhabited Okshol Valley. Only if they turned right did Butangen come into fine view, with its church high on the slope and farmsteads around it. But then, looking down, they would see the deep waters of Lake Løsnes and the treacherous marshes. Most turned back here, and the rest gave up when, having failed to find the trail, they stood knee-deep in marshland with the night closing in, being devoured by mosquitoes so that their skin looked more like an animal pelt.


A few did make it round the lake, or were lucky enough to get a boat ride from some dour villager who had put out his nets. When they finally arrived, they would either get married or be stabbed to death. A slight exaggeration, of course – Butangen was, in fact, a good place to live. The River Breia which carved this valley out was fed by many streams that supplied the farms with water. There was a bashfulness about the landscape, as the countless sharp twists in the river and streams created an eternal shift between lush sunny banks and mysterious shadowy slopes, before the river made one final, abrupt turn and spilled out into Lake Løsnes. Despite its steep inclines, it was a pretty, sun-drenched little valley, and on walking further you could enjoy a little social interaction with the locals, with a nod and a wave from afar.


Transport was slightly easier during the winter. When Lake Løsnes froze over, you could just speed across the ice and marshes, and then take the cart-road downhill to Fåvang. Thus village life followed a six-monthly rhythm. Winter was the time to visit others, to arrange marriages, to trade ploughshares and gunpowder. Some villagers longed to be some place else, but those who had been to this “some place else” could confirm that folk there did the same things, maybe a tad differently, but not in a way that was superior. There was no prospect of anything but drudgery, and drudgery could be found just as well at home, where it was borne among relatives and familiar faces.


Strangers and foreigners never got to pour their more exuberant genes into the Gudbrandsdøls’ pot here in these valleys, as they did along the coast – where the dour character of the locals was diluted by shipwrecked Mediterranean sailors, who, when they waved farewell at their emergency harbour, left little gifts in the girls’ bellies, gifts that sprang out as fiery-tempered kids with jet-black hair. The valley folk lived out their lives within their stone walls, in a slow and steady dance with the seasons. Each farm was a self-sufficient kingdom, and the valley sides were like ramparts separating them from the outside world. The tall barrier of pine trees strengthened their belief that it was better to collect moss in the old way until they dropped dead, than to change the direction of their lives. They were content to spend days at a time in the mountains, and to toil in the sleet and rain, and they preferred shovelling snow to digging the clod because it was lighter work, and the grand folk and humbler folk never mixed, generation after generation kept to the same farms. Time was irrelevant; they carried on the work that others had died doing, which they knew an unborn child would continue, and with the use of the same skills and often the same carts the ancient piles of rocks grew larger. And all these things bore upon how they spoke and behaved, even upon their sensing and feeling.


*


When Christianity came to Norway, the Butangen folk built an elaborate stave church, a masterpiece in ore-pine, with ornate carvings, dragon heads and a proud spire. Since everybody had enough food and no notion of time, months and years could be devoted to the most painstaking work in wood and stone. The church was completed during the reign of King Magnus V, and the year 1170 was carved into the foundation log. The staves and framework were made from the giant pines that grew in Gudbrandsdal back then, and, as was the custom in Norway, Butangen church was richly decorated with motifs from the ancient pagan faith. It became a kind of Viking chieftain’s hall with a veneer of Christianity, and the woodcarvers spent long summers decorating it with serpents and other familiar ornaments from the Norse times. The exterior of the weapons porch was adorned with long-necked lions, and a gigantic carved serpent curled itself around the main door. On either side of the altar were wooden staves decorated with bearded faces, ancient gods with fearsome eyes and no pupils. All offering protection against the terrible powers that the Norsemen had battled against for centuries. The carpenters worked very hard to please all the gods, just in case Odin and Tor were still active.


In the centuries that followed the church was neither altered nor plundered. Just as the villagers’ character avoided dilution by strangers, so this hidden medieval masterpiece remained untouched by fads or fashion. The decorations were not wiped away when the Reformation stripped God’s houses bare, and Pietism never set its claws into the furniture and fixtures. The eight dragon heads continued to snarl towards the sky, and the outer walkway and walls released the fragrance of centuries of thorough tarring.


The story of the church bells and the Hekne sisters was barely known beyond the village. Once, in the early 1800s, an artist had come to the village and made drawings of the church, but he made little impression. Soon afterwards there had been another visitor – probably unconnected to the artist – who seemed to have some hidden agenda, and who quizzed a villager about the story of the Sister Bells, but he too was never heard of again, and soon nobody was sure whether either man had been there at all.


Churches no longer got financial support for their maintenance, it had stopped long ago when Catholicism was replaced by Protestantism. Utterly reliant now on what their own parish could raise, God’s houses soon became a measure of good times and bad. Gudbrandsdal was a severely impoverished district throughout this century, plagued by overpopulation, flooding, frost-ravaged harvests, alcoholism and potato blight. The small windowpanes still cast their delicate light over the church pews, but they grew loose and let the north wind blow straight in on the Eucharist. The wooden roof tiles started to warp, and the rain seeped into cracks that became increasingly difficult to find. The only items able to withstand the elements were the two church bells. All around them the decay continued. Water constantly sought new pathways in the intricate framework of beams, and when it froze the ice swelled and widened the cracks, and dry snow came in through the gaps. Over the next few decades the dragon heads were taken by the wind and rain, one by one they fell to the ground, jaws snapping helplessly between gravestones, and the whole church seemed to slump a little without them, as though it looked with dread upon dark times ahead.




The Sound of Silver


These dark times were heralded by the Sister Bells when they rang for Mass on New Year’s Day, 1880. The sound carried up to the stables at Hekne, where it fuelled a squabble between two of the eight Hekne siblings.


“Osvald!” said Astrid. “Ye mun drive us now!”


Her brother replied that she had been too slow in asking for a ride.


“Cocky good-for-nowt!” she said. “Stop quibbling and prepare the sledge!”


Osvald got to his feet and held out a broken neck rein and a brow-band with its buckle missing. “The sledge would have been ready if Emort were man enough to admit he wrecked these yesterday.”


“We has more harnesses! Ye be making up excuses!”


Balder, the Døla horse that usually took them to church, snorted in his stall. Astrid brushed straw off her Sunday-best skirt. Osvald moaned. “Listen to ye!” she said. “Always moaning. With everything we mun do to get this farm back on its feet. And ye canna even prepare a sledge!”


“If it be broken, it be broken.”


“Ugh! I can walk!” said Astrid, turning. “Though I mun walk with old Klara.”


Osvald flung the harness aside.


“’Tis nay bother to me,” Astrid went on. “It’ll be Father ye mun answer to. ’Tis him they shall gossip about, when I’m not taken by horse to Mass.”


She hurried across the courtyard. The snow creaked, and she pulled her shawl tighter about her. The minute she had opened the front door that morning, Astrid had noticed that it was not just cold, it was very cold. Typical of new year, the bitterest time of year. The wind lashed at her face like a taut switch, the air in her lungs grew thin and sharp. Truth was, she was dreading going to church. She had attended morning song on Christmas Day, and it had been so cold in there that her toes had not stopped burning until the fourth day of Christmas. The reason she had to venture out again was that Klara Mytting – an elderly parish pauper – wanted to go to Mass and needed someone to hold her steady on the slippery paths.


The powerful sound of the Sister Bells continued to ring out between the wooden houses. This was just the first round of chimes, calling the congregation. The church was not far from Hekne, but it was small, and space was limited, and to be late meant a lack of choice. In actual fact Astrid, as the eldest daughter of a farm like Hekne, was under no obligation to venture into the cold to help a woman like Klara. But there can be many reasons for attending church beside the singing of hymns, reasons that might just require a front-row pew.


Astrid hurried past the Hekne stabbur, the food storehouse, and along the narrow path that had been cleared of snow down to the cowshed, where Klara lived with the cows and some of the farmhands. The snow was unusually heavy that winter, and Astrid could hear the farm cats fighting up by the barn. They were bored and irritable, like everyone else, now that the snow had made their hunting grounds impassable, and all they could do was slink along the walls of the houses.


The church bells paused. Since childhood Astrid had noticed that they sounded different when the snow was deep. The village resonated less, the echoes from Lake Løsnes and the mountainsides were muted, as though she stood closer to the bells themselves, at the vibrating heart of their silver-chime. She was familiar with the story of the silver coins that had splashed into the melting pot and sent the farm into bankruptcy, causing her father and brothers to cast resentful looks towards the boathouses at Lower Glupen on their way to Imsdalen, where the fishing was open to all, but which was a full day’s march away and never yielded as much.


Astrid was twenty years old, and among the few family members to be proud of her ancestor’s insane great deed, although she was not the type to go padding about in a graveyard talking to the dead. She had a restless mind, and her thoughts seemed always to race ahead of her. Her grandmother said she ought never to have gone to the summer school, since the knowledge she had gained had only made her hungry for more, and everyone knew there was no prospect of a village girl pursuing such desires.


Nobody could keep up with Astrid Hekne as a child, scampering about and sticking her nose in folk’s work, asking why things were done this way and not that. She clambered up onto the dry stone walls and ran along them so the grey rocks clattered, a disrespectful habit that left everyone fuming, but she ran on anyway, kicking up the moss as she went, down to the bottom of the fields, where the wall ended abruptly on the edge of a sheer drop into the valley below. From here she could see across Lake Løsnes, and through the gap in the mountains she could just about make out Fåvang and Losna.


She liked to gaze towards Losna because she knew what was on its way over there. In a few years, at set times, there would be a ribbon of steam and coal smoke, the result of the colossal endeavours of the railwaymen who were, inch by inch, laying narrow iron tracks, probably no wider than her arm, a stretch of incredible length – some folk claimed it reached all the way to Kristiania and from there to Sweden and maybe even further.


It seemed beyond belief, to the young Astrid, that there were beasts of burden in this world that needed no rest at night, and she often imagined herself on this train, and never tired of this one thought: that real life was happening elsewhere, that everyday life was just a delay. But she had no idea where she wanted to go, these dreams were just a ladder that went up and up and ended in thin air. Her thoughts transported her to different places every day, and the only thing she knew was that she was searching for something, and that whatever it was, it was not in the village. As each day approached evening it brought her a sense of loss, for nothing new ever happened here. And as she fell asleep, a grain of sorrow would land in her mind, and she knew that these grains would add up, and in a few years make her like other girls, heavy and old before her time.


As an adult she had turned down two suitors, good suitors from fine farms, Nordrum and Lower Løsnes. It was some time now since anyone else had given it a shot, something folk put down to her restlessness and sharp nature. Both of which rendered her incapable of falling for the charms of the young men from the farms around there, all of whom were typical Gudbrands stock – big, sturdy hard grafters who cultivated dumb silence. Besides, her appearance was unusual. Even though someone had to be truly ugly not to get married in this part of Gudbrandsdal, there was a strong preference for a well-built woman, wide in the beam, preferably with big breasts and with a good, strong back. Astrid was long-limbed and bony, with a thin face and dark, curly hair, and in another village she might have been reckoned pretty. The right man would even have said that she was beautiful and appreciated the unusual slant of her eyebrows, the way she jutted her chin out, and her arms that bronzed in the sun. But common opinion about the eldest Hekne girl, after these two rejections, was that she was mulish and impossible to discipline. Tradition favoured girls with coarse hands who toiled silently as the grindstone turned, who gave birth without fuss and returned to the milking shed with the afterbirth still steaming behind them.


*


As she supported Klara out of the barn, she saw that the old woman was better dressed than usual, for another villager had lent her a skirt and boots. They walked down, both in their heavy woollen shawls and skirts. Each time a horse-drawn sledge passed by, Astrid stared stiffly ahead. Klara seemed not to notice the cold, she trundled on steadily, repeatedly pulling on Astrid’s sleeve and asking – far too loudly – the names of those who rushed past. Astrid was unable to name them all. Families never had enough space on their sledges for all their children, and the road was a jostling mass of boys and girls. It was impossible to see who was who, their faces either hidden in big shawls and scarves, or disguised by the thick frost that sprouted from their eyebrows and noses. They were barely halfway to the church, but Astrid’s earlobes already stung, reminding her of the agony that awaited her when she got back home and her frozen limbs would start to thaw.


Astrid overheard someone saying that it was forty degrees below zero. They no longer had a thermometer at home. It had burst one night when they forgot to take it into the warm, which, from what her teacher had told them, proved that the temperature outdoors was lower than minus thirty-nine degrees, since that was mercury’s freezing point.


The cold was inescapable. Hekne might seem comfortable enough from afar, but it was still in the grip of the seasons. The stabbur was huge, but was rarely filled with enough supplies to keep them going properly until spring. There were fewer and fewer trees in the forest for firewood, and they only ever had enough wood to heat one floor. Darkness fell early in the afternoon, and each evening the family would huddle around the hearth for warmth and light. The menfolk carved small tools and ladles, regularly sweeping up the shavings and throwing them onto the fire so they burst into flame. The bairns were a throng of noise and bickering, stealing or tugging at each other’s sheepskins, coughing and sneezing. Worst for Astrid was the lack of any opportunity to get away. She was scolded if she sloped off with a tallow candle, such a costly item was to be shared. The village was coal-black in the winter, filling even the stoutest heart with fear. Which was why she too joined the heaving mass around the fire each evening, enduring the little ones’ farts, the old folks’ interminable reminiscences, her great-aunt’s humming and her mother’s stern orders for quiet “soon”.


No, she thought often, that’s what’s wrong: there is no distance. No light.


*


The bells rang again, these were the chimes meant to hurry folk up. The great sound vaulted over the mounds of snow, past them and towards the mountains, each chime returning in an echo that merged with the next.


“The old bell-ringer, he were a good ’n,” muttered Klara, when it was quiet enough again for them to hear each other.


“A good ’n, ye say? In what way?”


“Gave folks the Holyblight he did. Oh aye. Got permission from the Bell-Witness, then scraped it off and gave it to the sick.”


Klara Mytting came from the farmstead of the same name, where things were even worse than at Hekne, so that she and her younger sister became paupers, dependent on the parish, and were finally taken in by the Heknes. Klara was a little slow, unsure even of the year of her birth, though she was definitely old, since her sister had been sixty-two when she died. All through her life Klara had been a frail but good-natured creature, unable to do much, other than carry water or sit at her knitting when her arthritis allowed. She ate like a bird, and had violet circles round her eyes.


“What ye be saying makes nay sense,” said Astrid. She straightened her headscarf and went on walking. “What did ye call it?”


“The Holyblight. It grows inside of the church bells.”


“That be nowt but rust.”


“Rust? Nay. There be good powers in’t. The bell-ringer scraped them with a knife with a cup under, and when he came out in t’light with that cup, there be dry crumbs in’t. Good powers in that powder. Good powers. Aye. In the olden days folks mixed it with grease. Rubbed it on wounds, they did. Ate it too, some folk. Made everything good again, it did. Astrid, can ye ask the new bell-ringer? If he can go up and fetch me some Holyblight. So I may be cured of the arthritics. Please.”


“I canna promise, Klara,” said Astrid.


“The bells be tolling, eternity awaits,” Klara said.


Astrid shuddered and asked no more. The “new” bell-ringer had been ringing the church bells for over thirty years now. Klara was as steeped in the old folklore as Astrid’s grandfather had been, but her mind was so chaotic it was impossible to separate what belonged to tradition and what she had simply made up. She spent much of the day crossing herself over the milk pan, or secretly slipping porridge remains to the dark elves, and generally trying to keep the old powers satisfied. Despite her peculiar ways, she was treated with kindness and respect, since many of the villagers, Astrid’s grandfather among them, believed that every human being was allotted an equal number of talents, it was just that they took different forms and some were harder than others to recognise or understand. Bairns whose speech was unclear might make outstanding fiddlers or woodcarvers, the blind could calm horses, and lunatics were generally in contact with greater powers, which one did well to respect.


Klara was busy muttering to herself, as they approached the church with its familiar red-painted spire. The north-facing walls were black, while the sun-facing walls were deep umber and golden-brown. These rich tones now gleamed beneath a veil of white frost, and smoke streamed from the pipes that stuck out from the walls.


Was he already in the church? Astrid asked herself. Feeling as cold as she did?


She knew the church so well, and the parsonage even better. She had worked there as a maid for two years. One of the few places respectable enough for her as the eldest daughter of a farm like Hekne, which could, in better times, have afforded to let her be a lady of leisure. Two years of sewing, cleaning and furniture-polishing, and then, from last spring: her heart had beaten harder and harder as she sewed, cleaned and polished. Until she was hastily dismissed that autumn and forced to return to her farmwork at Hekne.


*


Astrid and Klara stamped the snow off their boots and entered the porch, but just as they were about to cross the threshold Klara gave a deep curtsey, muttering something about a “Door Serpent”. Astrid, who was holding Klara by the arm, assumed she was falling and tried to pull her up.


“What? Will ye nay curtsey to the Midtstrand-bride?” said Klara, shuffling through the doorway with an awkward bend in her knees.


Astrid looked hastily around her; she could see nobody from the Midtstrand farmstead.


“Straighten up, Klara!” Astrid hissed. “Folks be staring!”


“Ye must greet the Midtstrand-bride nicely now,” said Klara. “Every time. Or she can get angry.”


“Shh!”


“The Door Serpent is nay longer here, yet ’tis here all the same.”


Astrid dragged Klara in with her. She had no idea what the Midtstrand-bride or Door Serpent were, or if they were one and the same thing, nor was she about to stop and ask. It was typical of Klara to come up with something like this, and it would be even more humiliating if she continued with her muttering.


Once inside, they discovered that the church was already full.


The Heknes’ no longer owned a permanent pew. They had been forced to give it up one year when they fell behind with their shoe tax, and their name had been painted over and replaced with another. There was still some space on the right with the menfolk, but women were meant to sit on the left, where only the draughtiest places were now free, next to the wall. Apologising, Astrid pushed Klara in along the pew, while folk turned their knees and stared at the ceiling.


“Nay, but Astrid, must I sit here?”


“Klara! Just sit down,” whispered Astrid, between half-closed lips. “Ye can see for yersen that there be nowhere else free!”


“Aye, but what about there, nearer the front?” said Klara loudly, pointing to a place that was indeed better, but which they had overlooked, and which was about to be taken by two girls from Framigard Romsås.


Astrid shoved Klara towards the draughty wall. She wanted to change places with her, but the old woman was already seated and muttering and nodding.


The bells rang, drowning out what Klara was saying. A few stragglers came in, a family of eight, they divided in the aisle and two girls were rude enough to squeeze in at the end, forcing everyone to shunt along, so that Astrid and Klara were squashed up against the wall. Astrid could now feel how emaciated Klara was, her shoulder and hip bone poked through her clothes.


Folk shivered, exhaling white breath. The tallow candles cast their light over the aisle, all that could be heard were the hushed whisperings of the congregation and the restless shifting of coarse woollen garments. Only the grander folk who could afford large animal-skin rugs sat at ease.


Astrid liked the stave church, but only when the weather was warm. Christianity made little impression on her, but when she was not gripped with the cold, she could dream and picture herself there, back in time; she constantly found something new in the carvings and decorations, things of beauty but no practical use, and she liked to spell out the peculiar epigraphs in their swirly lettering.


The door to the porch was now closed. No doubt the churchwarden had been desperately stoking up the huge wood-stoves since five that morning, but the warmth had not penetrated the walls.


Still, she would endure the cold. That, and the memory of a vanished hope that was about to step into view. She would endure it the way she endured the rest of her life. This was the life allotted her, like it or lump it. There was no changing things. There she sat, on the coldest day of the year, in what must be the coldest House of God. She wanted warmer clothes, but had none. She wanted a man to love, but doubted she would ever get him. And she wanted the summer. At least that would come eventually. Unlike love, or fine clothes. And in fact, the summer compensated for both. The warmth of the sun, the rustling of the aspens, getting scrubbed up clean, walking barefoot and free.


*


The prayer bells rang. Three sets of three chimes before the service began. The old priest had been Danish, and the bell-ringer still followed the Danish custom of starting Mass with these nine chimes. When they were done there would be silence, until he stepped forwards.


But in the silence Astrid knew that a familiar old suitor would come first, who would cling about her and sneak beneath her clothes.


The frost.


And there it was. Invisible, but cruel and merciless, a sharpened knife. She tried to shrink from it, but the draught crept up through the floorboards, seeking her knees, her fingers, her toes.


Astrid knew what awaited her. This was a cold that went deeper than skin and muscle, it sank into the very marrow of your bones. Yes, the marrow – just like the marrow they sucked on after the annual sheep-slaughter – would actually be chilled. And once the icy cold had taken hold, it stayed in your skeleton, leaving a stiffness it took days to drive out.


He made his entrance at last. He did not walk, he glided. From a private chamber at the back of the church, past the altar, full of anticipation, as though he had been in the church since dawn. Cassock, Bible, wide-open eyes.


Kai Schweigaard.


He cleared his throat and the service began. But Astrid soon saw he had more to get off his chest than usual. The undue length of his sermons was the only failing in the “new pastor”, as the villagers would call him for many years to come. Schweigaard spoke plainly, intelligibly, and with suitable solemnity. His services had proved very different from the sleepy efforts of his predecessor, a stuffy man who had never lost his mumbling Danish accent – the coloniser’s accent – and only ever preached about Christian duty and the rod of correction.


Yes, there was a fizz in Kai Schweigaard, fizz as in a bottle of Yuletide brew. He had a tanned face, rolled up his sleeves so his forearms could catch the sun too, shaved daily with a knife, was lithe in his movements, determined in his gestures. He was direct and unpatronising, and happy to splash in the baptismal font when babies were fractious. He conducted himself very differently from other pastors, not that this caused his status as a Man of God to be doubted. The local council appointed him as chairman of the Poor Law Board, and he was quick to call on the poorest cottages in the village, where families of ten cooked, ate, washed and slept in one room.


And it was this that the villagers knew him for.


She moved her head to see him better. He had arrived in the village last May, when, dressed in her apron, she had lined up with the other servants outside the parsonage waiting to welcome him. They had known he would be young, but not so young, and they had expected him to arrive with a cart-load of furniture, a well-dressed wife and flock of young children; but instead, out of the carriage sprang a black-clad, cheerful man carrying two suitcases and little more.


It was then that Margit Bressum had spied her big opportunity. She was a garrulous, self-satisfied widow with huge pendulous bosoms, who until that day had only ever held a minor position in the household. The old priest had taken the best servants with him, and on Schweigaard’s arrival she made sure she was first in line to greet him and, exuding bristling efficiency, introduced herself as Oldfrue – a title generally conferred upon a head housekeeper.


Thus began a new epoch at the parsonage. Oldfrue Bressum held forth about having picked out new curtains for the living room, asked the new pastor if he liked blood pudding and liver for supper, and was there anything more they might do for him? The old pastor had had a family of six, and it took days before Schweigaard put a stop to Oldfrue Bressum’s notions of running a grand household, and a lavish kitchen supplying rich sauces and cream puddings. Butangen’s modern Man of God explained that he was not married, and after the briefest pause, as he let his eyes drift over the servants, he added: “for now”. Little slips of this kind would prove typical of Pastor Schweigaard; he could say something quite innocuous, but because even during sermons he allowed his gaze to roam among folk, his words took on unintended meanings. Whatever the case, he had no plans for a busy social life but for a “thrifty and modest enterprise”. The only thing he desired for himself was to follow the recent trend for chicken eggs at breakfast. A farmhand fenced off a corner of the barn and got him some poultry, otherwise things went on as before. Margit Bressum’s ambitions of ordering about a whole bevy of maids were eventually reduced to the organisation of his three simple daily meals. She kicked up a fuss about this, but continued to call herself Oldfrue, even when she was left with only a handful of servants to order about.


Astrid continued with her tasks – sewing, cleaning, tidying the parlour, planting and weeding the flower beds in the garden. A little hasty and heavy-handed in her work. An occasional sideways glance at the new priest, who just nodded back briefly and vanished with his coat-tails flapping. Always at a distance, until the day she spotted a copy of Morgenbladet on top of the polished chest of drawers in the hallway. Schweigaard had the newspapers delivered to him in little bundles every week. Each day he only read one, no matter how curious he might be about what was happening in the world, or how many days the post had been delayed.


Today a newspaper was lying on the chest of drawers. Folded into four, with tightly packed print running down in five slender columns. She went closer and gave it a sniff. It must have come off the press recently, since it gave off a faint aroma like fresh mushrooms. She quickly looked around and opened it out. Morgenbladet consisted of two large sheets, the first crammed with the same Gothic lettering as in her textbook from the summer school, but the second was divided into little blocks of writing, which she initially took to be in another language until she recognised the new letters, which her teacher had called “Roman” and dismissed as “vulgar and garish”.


Astrid found them neither vulgar nor garish. Not in the least. These blocks of writing must, she concluded, be advertisements. The entire page was like a building with little open windows, through which came streams of fresh air and exciting sounds. In Kristiania there were raffles of paintings, auctions, dance classes, concerts, and oranges from Valencia for sale, even hatching eggs from English ducks. There were violin strings made from pigs’ intestines, decorative plants in pots, shrink-proof underclothes, and something she had only the vaguest concept of – the latest French corsets.


She saw an advertisement for a lecture about the North Atlantic expeditions, which was to be held at seven o’clock, and just then the grandfather clock struck seven. She heard the front door go, quickly folded the newspaper and put it back, but as she was about to leave the new pastor entered, and the breeze from the closing door lifted a corner of the thin newspaper and their eyes met.


They had only been on nodding terms before, but now Schweigaard started – with no hint of impropriety – to give her the paper after he had read it. And as he did so, he would question her about the village. About the farms and their names, the living conditions, the children, the connections which he clearly had difficulty putting together. An unusual trade; he wanted the narrower view, and paid with a wider view. She read and grabbed the outside world with both hands, but when she had read the newspaper and returned to her sewing needle, she felt – more and more – that she was in the wrong place and wrong century. And eventually, the wrong bed.


Each Sunday she followed Schweigaard with her eyes. At the end of Mass he usually set some time aside for “an overview of world events”, in truth just a roundup of news snippets from Kristiania and abroad. But since she had been allowed to borrow the newspaper, she knew what he was likely to say, and all week she felt a tremor of suspense, as though she and the pastor shared a secret.


Margit Bressum must have seen that this secret might grow into something bigger. Nothing had ever happened, or been tried, or said. But it might not be long before something was tried or said. One day Margit Bressum caught her with a newspaper in her hand. “Ye shan’t have time for that when the new pastor’s wife arrives,” she said.


Astrid’s lips quivered and Oldfrue twisted the knife. “He’s spoken for, ye know.”


It was then that she realised that where folk saw a threat, there must be an opportunity.


*


At last it was time for a hymn. Astrid nudged Klara, who rose stiffly to her feet. It’s wrong, mused Astrid, to think that we stand up in church to honour the Lord. It’s to give us folk who are blue with cold a chance to wriggle our toes and get the blood flowing.


Klara breathed through her nose, the moisture causing her nostril hairs to turn white with rime. She needed help to find the page in her hymn book, she liked to hold it open despite being unable to read. The service continued, and during the next hymn everybody’s teeth were chattering so hard that the words were incomprehensible. The floor was so cold now that Astrid felt as though she was standing there barefoot, and she could soon feel nothing even when she screwed up her toes.


The baptisms began. It was popular to baptise babies on New Year’s Day, and there were nine in the queue. They had been wailing and crying at the start of the service, but now the cold had subdued them. The first child was brought forwards. But nothing happened.


She heard muttering near the front.


Craning forwards, Astrid saw Schweigaard shift the baby’s position in his arm, and bring his knuckles down to the font. A cracking sound echoed around the church as he broke the ice on the water. Then he baptised the boy, declaring him now one of God’s number.


The next babies were presented, their names given in unsteady, shivering voices. The rites were swiftly completed, and it seemed that some folk purposely omitted the middle names they had chosen. The last baby was a girl from Tromsnes, and Astrid knew they had planned to call her Johanne after her grandmother, but her father was shaking so hard with the cold that he swallowed the first syllable and Schweigaard christened her Anne Tromsnes.


*


A storm was brewing outside, and the congregation shivered yet more. All the stoves had burned out and the churchwarden could not interrupt Mass to add more logs. A blast of wind made the walls creak, penetrating them so the altar candles flickered.


Schweigaard went on. He seemed unaffected by the cold. On the contrary, he appeared to take strength from it. Astrid thought of the time they had folded a tablecloth together. She remembered how his face had come close to hers, how with each fold he became less priest and more man, how the trembling of their arms had gone through the fabric, making the tension between them visible like waves that rippled towards each other and met in the middle.


Astrid looked around her. The pews were filled with villagers, all concentrating hard on holding out. They were used to holding out. Life’s torments were always out to get them, and they never gave in because of a toothache or gout or painful knees. So they sat there in their church pews, and held out. Held out until their faces turned white, and then blue. Soon even the children were staring emptily ahead, some losing control over their frail bodies, rocking involuntarily from side to side, as though on a ship on rough seas. When the time came to sing another hymn, the organist’s fingers were so cold that nobody recognised the tune, and several parishioners sang the next hymn on the board instead.


The only folk not shivering now were Hallstein Huse and his children. He was a bear hunter and wore a heavy fur coat, and had spread a large animal pelt over his four precious sons. Klara Mytting, however, had failed even to get up, but Astrid decided to let her sit on in the shadows.


There was another long, thundering blast of wind, stronger than the last.


“The Night o’ the Great Scourge,” whispered Klara. “She be coming soon.”


Astrid just nodded. The old woman leaned against the wall and rested her head.


Then it began to snow inside the church. Chalk-white grains tumbled over the congregation, onto the crucifix and altar, down onto Schweigaard’s Bible, and for once he lost his place in the reading.


People looked up at the ceiling from where the snow was coming, and soon realised that it was not snow, but the rime formed from their breath. The last gust of wind must have shaken the loft floor, causing the rime to scatter in a snow-like shower.


The last white grains floated towards the floor. Some hit the tallow candles, which spluttered for an instant, then flared up again.


Kai Schweigaard looked over the congregation. He threw his arms open and said loudly:


“Thanks be for this ordeal, which we now bear together! This is a sign from God, like those Moses received, and I promise you: by next winter our circumstances shall be improved. Already this spring, I say, something great shall pass, to free us from this misery.”


His voice was unsteady as he resumed the reading. Astrid wondered what he meant. She had seen him like this once or twice before. Fired up, overexcited, usually before a visit from the mayor or some other smartly dressed men.


She gazed over the shivering mass of people with frost on their shoulders and hair. Few were capable of listening anymore, and those who had heard had probably already forgotten what he said.


Up in the pulpit, Schweigaard hesitated. Barely halfway through the list of hymns on the board, there was another blast of wind, and he had to blow snow from his Bible again. He started to make cuts to the service. The organist got confused, and Schweigaard was forced to say straight out that they would skip four hymns.


The final fifteen minutes saw a display of the strength Kai Schweigaard could take from adversity. He made God’s word vibrate between the staves and turn to flames of faith and fortitude. In the end he sang alone, while the candles flickered.


When the Sister Bells rang at last, the congregation headed out as fast as its frozen knees allowed. Astrid pushed folk on and rotated her ankles and hips to loosen her tight muscles. It felt as if the church pew itself was stuck to her backside, the tree’s growth-rings pressed into her skin. Standing in the aisle, she realised that Klara was still in her seat. She rushed back to her and tugged her sleeve.


Astrid’s life changed in that moment. Grains tumbled into her head, coloured by the blue ink of despair. And an image fixed in her for ever, so vividly did it burn its way in, the image of what happened when she tugged on Klara’s arm. The old woman had tipped forwards and hung there, one cheek firmly frozen to the church wall. Her last moist breath must have been exhaled onto the frozen timbers, and she hung there for a long time, until her skin came loose with a ripping sound and her head slammed into the pew before her.


The churchwarden heard Astrid scream and rushed over to her, and moments later Kai Schweigaard was there too. Meanwhile, oblivious of all this, the bell-ringer continued to ring the Sister Bells, and between their deep chimes Astrid only caught fragments of what the pastor said.


“When the spring comes,” said Kai Schweigaard, putting his arm round her shoulders, “then you, and everybody else, shall be liberated and spared such suffering – Astrid.”




A Leaky Boat on Stormy Seas


On the 3rd of January, and again on the 4th, the churchwarden tried to open a grave for Klara Mytting, but the frost in the ground had gone so deep that even two days of bonfires could not thaw it. The churchwarden stood in the rising steam between the falling snow and smoking embers, hacking away with his pickaxe. The image – as though the graveyard were built over hell itself – made Kai Schweigaard order him to give up before it attracted village ridicule.


“We’ll have to give her a funeral in the spring,” said Schweigaard.


Again he was confronted by the very thing he found most painful in his pastoral role: having to see the spiritual defeated by the practical. As a pastor he was visited daily by both, and when it came to a battle between the two, the natural forces always won, and mounting the coffin they did a victory dance that threw long, flickering shadows. This was not how he wanted things, he wanted to make death more beautiful, more serene. To keep the soul pure, free from the corpse.


The churchwarden nodded. “As the Pastor wishes,” he said, leaning on his pickaxe. “But folks is unlikely to hold off from dying afore then.”


“Neither you nor I control death or the cold,” said Schweigaard. “As his servants, we shall postpone any funerals until the spring.”


It was a painful decision. His first major volte-face in Butangen. Though he avoided phrases like “we must do as before” or “we must return to the old ways”. Statements Kai Schweigaard would never make.


He was one of a hundred and forty-eight young men who had been ordained in the previous year. They had no choice about where they would serve. The lazy or inadequate among them were sent to miserable outposts where the flames of faith scarcely burned, where they either got a hold on themselves and their congregation, or succumbed to liquor and loneliness. The brooders and the romantics, those who were too good-hearted or too bombastic, were given parishes where their defects were worn down by the colossal workload. A few in the litter – the so-called “poets”, the wimps, with delicate appearances or beautiful singing voices – such radiant lights of piety were sent to assist a pastor in a city. Meanwhile, the average novices were appointed as chaplains; some blossomed in the task, the rest shuffled through it, leaving no mark.


Then there were the chosen few. Distinctive, energetic, but rough at the edges. They generally seemed older than they were, and often an intensity simmered beneath the surface; their spelling could be wanting, but each was born with a rare gift, various talents that were observed and noted, and they were sorted from the others with a knowing nod. These men were cast from tougher stuff, they were explosively enterprising, with a steely determination, often with a little flaw in their personality that would, with age, develop into a large personality. These few were immediately made pastors in medium-sized villages populated by stiff-necks and drinkers, or where poverty, and often superstition, ruled. It was into these places that the bishops sent their brightest, longest lances, and such a weapon was Kai Schweigaard.


He had been sent to Butangen by Bishop Folkestad in Hamar, and they both knew why. Assuming he made a good job of it there, he would soon be offered a better post. Since some of these young men – despite being difficult to identify through examination – would actually end up as bishops.


Under the old pastor, and presumably those before him, no-one in Butangen had ever been buried in midwinter. But in November, as he approached his first winter in the village, Schweigaard had shocked everyone by ordering that the church’s store of well-dried cordwood be used to thaw the ground in the cemetery. He was told that the villagers had, since time immemorial, kept their dead on their farms through the winter, frozen stiff in their coffins, even the bodies of children and babies could lie there for months, as everyday life carried on about them. Besides, the old pastor had shown scant interest in funerals. Like most priests of his time, he only attended the wakes of the wealthiest farmers, gave a graveside eulogy only when paid, and a ceremony inside the church cost even more. Which was why folk usually took things into their own hands. They made the coffin themselves, held the vigil at home, sang to the corpse on its way out, walked in a procession to the cemetery and dug the hole themselves, in a plot that was hopefully free. Meanwhile the old pastor sat behind his curtains like a dull sleepwalker, content just to scatter a bit of earth during the next Sunday Mass. But by then the coffin was already deep in the earth, and occasionally he even got a name wrong, though nobody ever dared or bothered to correct him.


Schweigaard had had to deal with the outfall of this already that spring, when, in his first weeks as pastor, he regularly had to rush down to groups of unregistered mourners wandering about with spades and pickaxes, and holding their own funeral services. The cemetery itself looked like a rough patch of newly cleared land, rugged and uneven. And since few villagers could afford more than a plain cross or wooden marker, hardly anyone knew who was buried where. Schweigaard immediately ordered that all deaths be reported, and instructed the churchwarden to ensure that the graves be opened in advance. Schweigaard himself would then come down to the cemetery to see the coffin lowered and scatter the earth. The villagers, however, made it clear to him that they did not like change, or authority when it weighed in uninvited. Although by autumn the piercing silences and hard looks became less pronounced. Folk began to nod when he spoke, and gradually the mourners seemed to appreciate it when he shook their hands and offered a few words of comfort.


Then the snow had come, and he had felt driven to uphold the law that the dead be buried within eight days. But the quantity of wood it took was colossal, as was the exertion it demanded of the churchwarden, and now, finally, as they stood there with Klara Mytting’s body, they were forced to admit that the midwinter freeze had defeated them.


The churchwarden kicked the smouldering wood into the snow where it hissed, gathered the charred logs into a sack, and muttered “well, well” as he rubbed the soot off his spade and pickaxe.


“There’ll be no more digging during the winter,” Schweigaard said. “But we must build a mortuary chapel.” He put his hands on his hips and looked around him, as though searching for a suitable plot. “The villagers must be relieved of this torment.”


The churchwarden looked doubtful and took his leave.


Schweigaard stood alone before the open wound of ashes and turf. There was a little trickle of meltwater, but it didn’t go far before it froze. Thankfully, a little snow fell and spread a thin white blanket over the shamed earth.


Winter, he thought. This wretched winter.


And death.


The New Year service had been one long disaster, crowned with a death in the church itself. The next few months would take its toll on his congregation. Endless, dark days in which nothing good happened, and the icy beak of winter pecked where humans were at their weakest. In grief, in hunger, and the frozen marrow of their bones.


Yes, he said to himself. A mortuary chapel was needed. A simple and effective solution. Remove the dead from the farms. But before anything else he had to sort out that frightful church. He’d had a long conversation with Bishop Folkestad before his inauguration, and was prepared for the church to be old, but not for it to be a relic from the early Middle Ages. He had, from the very first day, been troubled by the monstrous carvings, by the traces of the old Norse faith, by the organ bellows which were regularly torn, so that the chorals died out in strangled tones. This was not a functional church. It could not serve his plans. Norway was facing unsettled times and major changes. The newspapers published articles on inventions and changes in politics, a new era was on its way. This new era, this seismic shift in the times, required sound leadership, firmness and spiritual health. This monstrosity of a church was like a leaky boat setting out on stormy seas.


He looked up at the church and a shudder went through him. Yesterday he had come down here and let himself in, and sat in the empty, dismal gloom. He had sat in the pew where Klara Mytting had died, and prayed for the parish and himself. Now he felt the urge to go in again, to return to that same pew, to send up another prayer, to beg for a helping of God’s strength.


“No, Kai Schweigaard,” he said half-aloud, straightening his back. “You do not have time for such womanish mewling. The Lord’s lance must be sharpened each night. You must be active now. Find new tasks for the churchwarden. Maintain the momentum to bring the plan to fruition.”


The plan.


He had been on the verge of revealing it to his congregation during the service when the frost had floated down onto his Bible, but had bitten his lip just in time. He had rehearsed the words so often, and was so excited about telling them what was to come. But it was too soon, a vital signature was still missing, and there were a few aggravating issues yet to be sorted, although these were mere details that he hoped would be resolved in the letter he was expecting from Dresden.


Fortunately, he was not alone in it all. He had been to Vålebrua several times and talked to the mayor, and the director of the Commercial and Savings Bank was heartily agreed that something had to be done. But the parish never had the necessary money.


Until he had come up with the plan.


Schweigaard gave himself a shake and headed back towards the parsonage. There too he had made a careful assessment of what was and was not necessary. The house was too big, too old, its floors too cold, and he only required an office, bedroom and study. He had asked Oldfrue that summer to cut the number of maids and other staff, never expecting that Astrid would be one of those Bressum would eventually let go.


He kept his farm manager on. He had a family of six and a few labourers. They tended the land and animals on the estate, and occasionally went up into the mountains to set traps. All Schweigaard asked of him was that he take care of the horse and carriage and provide ingredients for the kitchen.
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