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			Translator’s Note

			In eighteenth-century Danish the third person pronoun was often used as a marker of politeness or of distance if addressing inferiors. This convention disappeared around the beginning of the nineteenth century, but it explains why characters in this book are sometimes addressed by others as ‘he’ rather than ‘you’.

			Prologue

		


		
			The Fall (14 August 1793)

			The widow has come up here of her own accord, no one has forced her. She has beaten the lice from her ﬁnest clothes and put them on. She has washed her hair in the urine tub of the communal house and tied it up. Silently observed by her heathen cohabitants, she scraped the sooty grease from her cheeks and consumed the good meal that had been put out before her. Then she came up here, carried along by a lightness of step. Now she sits on the brink of happiness, expectant and with warmth in her cheeks, at the edge with her legs tucked decorously beneath her in the way of all widows, the way she sits at home on the little side bench under the window opening. In one hand she clutches the cruciﬁx and feels comfort in the solid warmth of its gold. Far below her, a drop of at least a hundred fathoms, she hears the waves as they break, the sea colliding with the cliff, dissolving into white spray, retreating with a rush. But she sees it not, for she has closed her eyes, turned her gaze inwards. She has fought back the fear, forced her breath and heart to settle into dogged rhythm, and she moves her lips, repeating the litany over and over. O God the Father, Creator of heaven and earth, have mercy upon us. O God the Son, Redeemer of the world, have mercy upon us. O God the Holy Spirit, Sanctiﬁer of the faithful, have mercy upon us. O holy, blessed and glorious Trinity, one God, have mercy upon us. She feels the wind gusting from below, breathing life into her garments, and she clings to the damp turf of the cliff so as not to be prematurely blown over the edge. She remains there, seated, repeating the litany and waiting for her helper. By thine agony and bloody sweat; by thy Cross and Passion. Good Lord, deliver us! 

			Now she hears him, the creak of his boots behind her, stealing up with hardly a sound, embarrassed almost, as bashful as a young suitor. She hears how he tries to suppress his laboured breathing and she can hardly resist smiling to herself in recognition. We beseech Thee to hear us, good Lord! 

			She senses he has come to a halt, just a few short paces behind her, and she imagines him standing looking at her, as he did the ﬁrst time they were together, considering where best to strike, and how hard, for she knows that he will kill her, though he has no wish to harm her. It is a comfort to her that he should be so close, now that her life is about to end. She is calmed by the thought and feels herself relax, lowers her chin towards her chest and takes a deep breath. Son of God, we beseech Thee to hear us! 

			The air is mild. The upward swirls smell of mussels and seaweed left uncovered at the tideline. Gulls scream in the distance. Instinctively, she opens her eyes. Incorrigibly curious by nature, she cannot do otherwise, not even now, at the furthest edge of all things, where her mind by rights should be above the trivialities of life on earth, and disposed to the heav­enly. But she must see what the noisy gulls are at, and she spies the ship on its way north, a two-master, its sails ﬁlled, dazzling white as gulls’ wings, and the ﬂock of screaming birds drifting like an amorphous cloud around the masts. No, she is not yet ready to meet her maker, not this day, and yet she knows it is too late to change her mind, too late for herself, too late for the one who stands behind her. Everything has been arranged and made ready. The fall has already begun, began many years ago. 

			She hears in the calmness of his breathing that he has not noticed the ship. He is far too preoccupied by what he is about to do. Is he as afraid as she is? Does he want it not to happen? If she can make him see the ship, she thinks, perhaps everything will be changed and this murderous rendezvous will be postponed. 

			She feels his hand at her throat. She cowers and whimpers. But what he wants is the cruciﬁx. Deftly, he ﬂicks the cord over her head and wrenches the golden cross from her hand that held it so tightly. Take it, she says in silence, I have no longer need of it. And what good has it ever done me? 

			She turns her head slightly to the side in order to catch a glimpse of him, knowing only too well that it is foolish of her, that it will merely hasten on the deed, render it even more inevitable, and the moment she senses the dark shadow at her shoulder she gives a start and splutters out loud: Christ, have mercy upon us! Then the sudden kick of the boot against her spine. Her head snaps back, her body thrusts forward, and she plunges over the precipice, falls, ﬂailing and twisting, dragging a vertical scream in her wake like an uneven line drawn in charcoal. 

			He takes a step forward, places his boot cautiously on the soft, yielding moss, leans over the edge and sees the body, peacefully bobbing face down in the surf. He removes his hat, clutches it to his chest and mumbles: O Lord, let thy mercy be showed upon us. Amen. 

			Part One

			The Schoolmaster’s Son

		


		
			Copenhagen (1782–7)

			The weather is cloudy and rather damp on Morten Pedersen’s arrival in Copenhagen on the ﬁrst day of June 1782, ten days after his twenty-sixth birthday. He sits bobbing in the barge and looks back upon the forest of masts in the roadstead. It is half past six in the morning. He has been up all night, pacing the deck of the packet boat from Christiania, to the seamen’s hindrance and annoyance. As he jumps onto the quayside at the Toldboden, his clothes are soaked with the dampness of the fog that lies like a bung in the Øresund. He feels a slight cold and knows he will soon have a cough, but he is not unduly disturbed by the prospect. His consti­tution is strong; the process of selection among his siblings was such that he considers himself to be a survivor, moreover equipped with a not inconsiderable portion of fatalism. The journey has taken three days. The wind has been up for much of the way, but he has not succumbed to seasickness. He feels he has managed his ﬁrst sea journey like a man and has been expecting some form of acknowledgement from the crew, at the very least a handshake and some words of parting. He has imagined whispered comments about the young, stout-hearted Norwegian who has remained so steadfast. But without a word they manhandle his chest ashore and leave him to his own devices. Other barges bump against the wharf behind him. Figures jump onto the quayside, others emerge in the grey light of morning, hauling their bundles, sacks and chests. 

			Where to, master? A porter has left his barrow and approached him. 

			He produces an envelope and opens it, hands him the paper with the address on it. The porter will not have it. He looks at him enquiringly. Aha, Morten thinks to himself, an illiterate. 

			Nørregade, says Morten, endeavouring to pronounce the word in Danish. The printer Schultz’s house. 

			This way, master, says the porter, and leads him to the gateway where a customs ofﬁcer unfolds his passport and studies it before handing it back. 

			Copenhagen bids the student welcome, says the customs ofﬁcer, perhaps with sarcasm. 

			And now he strides in towards the city in the wake of the little barrow. The sea has made his legs unsteady, now and then he lurches. The bustle of the city is overwhelming. Peasant carts with wares for the serving houses and market places come thundering, wagons with barrels of ale, carriages with shadowy ﬁgures behind the panes and coachmen elevated upon the box, marching soldiers with stamping boots and eyes that stare emptily ahead. Men lugging great bundles of slaughtered geese, hens or rabbits slung over their shoulders. Boys waving broadsheets, squawking snippets of the verses they have learned by heart that same morning. The cobbles are as slippery as soap, coated by some indeﬁn­able substance. Morten loses his footing, but grabs the arm of the porter, who turns and pulls him upright, then thrusts him harshly towards the pavement. A carriage drawn by a team of horses rattles past. People shout after it, the coachman yells back and lashes the whip. Morten does not understand what they say. He knows the language only from the soren­skriver and the pastor at home in Akershus, and theirs is not the Danish spoken here. Nevertheless, he understands that the porter has saved him from being struck down by a carriage wheel. A concern as to how much he is now to give the man in gratuity interrupts his thoughts. He discovers he has placed his feet in the gutter and springs abruptly back onto the pavement, only to realize that one boot is already sopping with a ﬂuid whose more exact constitution he does not wish to dwell upon. Women stand in doorways and gateways, displaying ankles and garters, and smiles that dispatch cold shudders of fear into his being. They follow him with eyes that size him up, and smirk once they have him appraised. Bumpkin. 

			The porter enters a gateway. Their footsteps reverberate from all sides. They stand in a large courtyard. He pays the porter, a sum far in excess of what is expected, and the man now calls him honourable student, perhaps with a hint of scorn, perhaps in jest, then says some­thing more in the same tone that Morten cannot understand. A moment later a man appears and presents himself as the Procurator Gill, a Norwegian like himself, who by agreement with his father has arranged for his lodgings and is to manage his ﬁnancial affairs for the duration of his time in Copenhagen. The house and premises belong to a book printer by the name of Schultz, and he has been assigned a small room above the printing shop. A maid from the printer’s household delivers a key and informs him that he is to partake of his meals in the company of the print workers. She shows him where. He follows on her heels across the yard. Men clad in work garments cast cursory glances in his direction without greeting. He hears a machine hammer out a metallic rhythm. The men’s movements display skill and efﬁciency. He returns to the Procurator Gill, who hands him a piece of paper with his address on it before bowing courteously and taking his leave. The maid leads him on to the main house on the other side of the courtyard, where the lady comes out and bids him welcome. 

			Madame Schultz stands and considers him. Indeed, she says after a moment, he seems harmless enough. Does he drink? 

			Morten shakes his head and is taken aback. No, Madame. 

			He shall be welcome, the Madame says kindly. 

			Morten bows deeply, the way his father has instructed him to bow to those who rank above him in the intricate hierarchy of the royal city. Most likely bowing to this woman is an error, and he is in doubt as to whether Madame is the correct appellation, but now it is done and he stands alone in the yard with his hat in his hand. He goes up the stair to his little room, removes some items from his chest and arranges them variously on the desk and inside the small cupboard. He undresses and hangs his clothes, still moist from the sea journey, over the chair. Then he lies down to sleep, but is wide awake. He listens absently to the clatter of horses’ hooves and iron-clad carriage wheels against the cobbles outside the window. Only four days have passed since he awoke in the alcove of his chamber at home in Lier, outside Drammen, and heard the familiar sounds of his parents below and of the animals in the stalls. He rose, put on his travelling attire, packed the last of his things and went downstairs to breakfast, before walking in to the village accompanied by his father, the schoolmaster, who remained standing, waiting until the mail coach departed for Christiania. It seems so implausible, Morten thinks to himself on the bed of his new room, that he should make the same journey in the opposite direction. As implausible as to imagine one might journey back in time. 

			He is the youngest of a ﬂock of seven, of whom he is the only surviving boy. Always, a sibling lay in the alcove of the parlour to dwindle away with a patient smile. He sat with them often, his warm hand wrapped around another that was cold. Then the hand would stiffen, and with it the smile. The emaciated body would be carried out into the barn, the alcove washed down, the room aired. And then another would take its place. The process of death was a permanent state, a perpetual occasion of solemnity during which it was forbidden to run or laugh. Unfathomable silence. This is how he remembers his childhood. Unceasing self-control, a studied gravity that eventually became ﬁxed in one’s features as death churned on and on. At last only his elder sister Kirstine was left. They watched each other surreptitiously for a couple of years, but both eluded the alcove. Now she lives with a pastor’s family in Nakskov. 

			When eventually Morten ﬁnished Latin school he assisted his father as a teacher. A year or two passed. Then he announced that he intended to study medicine. He cannot recall whence the idea came. His father said no, he was to enter the priesthood. His father had wanted to join the clergy himself, like his grandfather and his great-grandfather before him. 

			Now Morten would fulﬁl his ambition. The means were there. And so he resigned himself to his fate, happy to at least be allowed to leave. 

			He is now settling in to his new life in royal Copenhagen. Each day he eats with the people of the printing shop, a fare lacking in meat and consisting mostly of meagre gruel in every conceivable variation. He learns to devour without tasting and to make sure he grabs as much bread as he can so that his shrunken stomach may be ﬁlled. He sits in the window seat of his room, reading his Greek grammar, eyes now and then darting to the busy street where horse-drawn wagons and carts trundle by with goods for the markets, and soldiers on leave drift about and accost young girls, who hurl back gutter slurs. He returns to his grammar, though always with an ear on the lechery and drunken rantings of the street. Two sides of the same coin, and a continuing struggle within him between desire and duty, his wish to become a physician and the imper­ative of becoming a priest. He attends what few lectures are given in the natural sciences at the university and elsewhere in the city, usually private events. He studies Linnaeus’s great nomenclature. He learns to draw ﬂowers by sitting in the reading room of the university, furtively copying drawings from the Flora Danica, cautious on account of the church’s ambivalence to the book, which on the one hand depicts the work of the Creator, and yet on the other makes itself its master by classifying it into families and species. He walks from the city and sits down at a roadside with his sketch pad resting on his thighs, pencil hovering over the paper, and to a certain extent he feels he becomes one with his image of the young Linnaeus in some similar situation. What interests him is life as it is found, the whores and the ﬂowers, the bustle of the city, the rivers of ﬁlth that run through its streets to be expelled into the canals. And yet he attends dutifully the lectures in theology. He learns to spell his way through the Bible in the two original languages. He converses with fellow students in undergraduate Latin. He writes letters home in faltering Latin, which he nonetheless hopes will impress his father, and signs them Your obedient son, Morten Falck. The surname stems from a branch of the family that has fared better than his father, the schoolmaster. But when he receives his father’s replies they are written in Danish and addressed to stud. theol. , Morten Pedersen. He feels aggrieved. Not a single one of his student comrades bears a name ending in -sen, at least not ofﬁcially. 

			The situation of his room, directly above the printing shop, means that his rent is low on account of the noise. From morning to even- ing, and not infrequently in the night, when a message arrives from Høegh-Guldberg’s cabinet with an ordinance for urgent attention or a proclamation to be pasted up across the city, the compositors slam their type loudly in the letter cases, and the incessant rattle of the printing press causes plaster dust to descend from the ceiling and all the joints in his room. Early in the morning, long before the watchmen have retired, drowsy messengers come to collect printed matter to be sold in the streets or distributed in some other way, and these voices belong to boys before the onset of puberty, voices that make them eminently suited to their work and to terminating his sleep. Horse-drawn carts clatter in and out of the gateway, the iron cladding of the wheels resounding against the cobbles of the printer’s yard, echoing from all its walls. Carriages arrive with ordinances to be printed immediately, bundles of ofﬁcial notices and announcements, smelling sweetly of rolled pulp and the oil-based chem­icals of printer’s ink, are loaded onto carts and taken out into the city. So much on which to dwell, so much that is new and fascinating, things he has never before imagined, and his Greek and Latin gather dust. When he can afford to send a letter, he writes to his sister Kirstine in Nakskov and tells of his life in the royal city. She writes back and tells of hers in the market town, in the home of the pastor in which she lives, and he understands it to be as far from their life in Lier as Copenhagen itself. 

			Morten lies on his bed and is kept awake by the eternal rattle and hum beneath him. He hears Schultz ordering his people about. He hears the syncopated rhythm of the press, the tramp of the printers’ and compos­itors’ wooden shoes, their coughing and hacking, and their arguments whenever the ink becomes smudged, the making up of a text has gone wrong, or if some object has contrived to become stuck and thereby halt the press. 

			But all that keeps him awake in the beginning later lulls him to sleep. On occasion he sails with the packet boat from the Toldboden to visit his sister in Nakskov. The elderly provost in whose home she resides is a distant relative of their mother’s. The oppressive silence of Nakskov’s rectory makes him sleepless, and when ﬁnally he succumbs, the sycamore outside the window rouses him, dabbing its branches against the pane of his room. He attends service with his sister and sometimes sees the count on his way through the market town, drawn by a team of six horses, servants standing at the rear of the carriage, coat-tails ﬂapping, one hand holding on to the vehicle, the other to their tall hats. 

			The provost fulminates from the high pulpit. An imposing, red-haired man, stout as a smith, he holds forth on perdition and the lake of ﬁre and brimstone, as though these were places and states under his personal and daily supervision. He then offers to issue loans to tenants who wish to purchase their freedom, and ends by discharging a volley against the Swedish enemy, who, under the protection of Beelzebub himself and his hordes of fallen angels, has robbed the town of its former glory. And in his concluding prayer he prays fervently for the royal household, his voice a tremble as he speaks the names of its members. 

			After the service, the congregation ﬁle past and deliver their thanks for the sermon. Morten approaches. There is something the matter with the way the old man extends his hand, the expressionless stare of his eyes. 

			Is the provost blind? he blurts out. 

			Ssh, his sister breathes. It is forbidden for us to mention. But Magister Gram has been without his sight for two years now. 

			How, then, can he carry out his ofﬁce? 

			No one dares get on the wrong side of him, she whispers. Besides, he knows the Bible and Luther and Pontoppidan inside and out, so I imagine he will remain in his living until the Lord calls him home. 

			And which lord might that be? he enquires, pointing ﬁrst up, then down, prompting his sister to put her hand to her mouth and giggle. 

			Kirstine takes his arm and shows him how the land is in ﬂux. The wilderness is in retreat, and the marshlands also, and ponds with attendant insects that have spread disease for centuries. The forest is long gone and where it lay are waving ﬁelds of cereal crops that yield a ﬁfth more in grain than only ten years ago. Ancient trees are felled, hedgerows planted. All is neat and tidy. Even the cows in the meadows seem scrubbed and dispirited. 

			Strolling through the town, they are met by smiles and greetings. Some approach and wish to talk with her. The young girl from the rectory is liked by all. It makes him proud. She speaks Danish, but when they are alone together they converse in their own sing-song Akershus dialect with its consistent stress on the ﬁrst syllable of each word. They walk along the beach; they kick at the seaweed and search for Baltic amber; they gather shells. She conﬁdes to him that she suffers from home­sickness. She has lived here for two years now and yet she does not feel settled. The old pastor is indeed a trial for any man or woman, but her unhappiness cannot be attributed to him alone. Rather, it is more due to his wife, a quiet and self-effacing woman on the exterior, and yet an ill-tempered and cantankerous tyrant when his sister is alone with her. It is intended that I receive instruction in the duties of the housewife and be of service in the home, she explains. Yet the true reason for my pres­ence here is known to me. 

			Morten looks at her. 

			One of the provost’s four sons is to enter the seminary himself, says Kirstine. My father and the Reverend Gram have corresponded. 

			Aha, says Morten. And what is he like, then, your intended? May we see him? 

			He is gone to Fyn on horseback to visit some family. He is both affable and decent. I ﬁnd no fault with him. It’s not that. 

			No? 

			People of today ought to be able to arrange their matters accord- ing to their own desires, instead of the will of their parents, she says. 

			Dearest Kirstine, he replies. If the gentleman in question is an honest and good-natured soul, then you ought to take him. Who knows what else might be presented? 

			It is true, I know. As I said, I have nothing against him. It is this ﬂat and ﬁlthy land I cannot tolerate. Where there are no hills, the smells and ﬁlth collect around the houses like fog. It causes me to feel that I myself am unclean. One cannot wash it away. 

			Perhaps he will ﬁnd a living in another place, Morten says by way of comfort. You can put it to him once he begins to court. State your condi­tions, barter with him. If he is a decent man he will listen to what you say. Perhaps he might even be moved by the prospect of a living in Norway. 

			Oh, but these people, says the sister impatiently. They are so proud of their dismal little town. One cannot utter a single word against it without their jumping on one, ﬁlling her ears with regard for the rich soil, the glorious history of the town, and the splendid aspects of the land. I have learned to hold my tongue on the matter. 

			There is time yet, says Morten. Perhaps it will all sort itself out. He is somewhat irritated by her and cannot fathom why she should make such a fuss. It seems to him akin to complaining that the wind lies mostly in the west or that winter is longer than summer. He thinks she ought more properly to be content at the prospect of becoming a pastor’s wife. And how can a person long to be back in Lier, the most insigniﬁcant spot in all the kingdom? He cannot grasp it. 

			His visits to Nakskov extend no more than a few days at a time. Often he leaves earlier than planned, consumed by headache at Kirstine’s complaints and his own desires to be home, a yearning for the city. If the packet boat does not sail, he boards the coach to Nykøbing in the early morning, changes to the northbound mail coach and spends the night in Vordingborg, where he lodges at the Kronhiorten, eating a meal comprising hunks of rye bread and cracklings, and sleeping above the stable, wrapped in stinking blankets. The next day he continues on to Køge and Copenhagen, munching on apples and pears he has stolen from a garden. Seated in the mail coach he wedges his boot against the seat opposite and endeavours to steer his way through an edition of Gulliver’s Travels. He reads of how the hero, abandoned in the land of giants, is cared for by a young woman twelve times his size. Morten rests the book upon his thigh, his index ﬁnger inserted between the pages. He has removed his wig and placed it on the seat beside him. He puts his brow to the pane of the pitching, heaving, lurching carriage and stares dreamily out upon the ﬁelds that ripple by. A maiden twelve times one’s own size, he thinks to himself. A mouth twelve times larger than normal, a tongue, hands, breasts, vulva. A veritable mountain landscape of a woman! He opens the book once more. Gulliver is marooned in countries whose people are either abnormally small or large, or else aberrant in other manners. But perhaps, Morten thinks, the aberration is in Gulliver himself; that is, in the author who has created him, and thereby in the reader who abandons himself to the story. 

			He thinks of Rousseau and his words on the subject of human liberty, to which Kirstine alluded: Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains! Gulliver, too, is enchained to the man he is. Wherever he goes, he remains the same, unable to adapt, thus forever running into trouble with the natives of the various lands at which he arrives. Such a person will he, Morten Falck, never become, he will not stiffen into some ﬁxed form and become old before his time. This he resolves now, in a mail coach trav­elling north along the bay of Køge Bugt. 

			The journey is soon at an end. He glimpses the towers of Copenhagen and the wetland expanses of Amager, converses with his fellow passen­gers, one of whom passes round a hunk of yellow cheese, some bread and a bottle. He has felt anxious on behalf of his sister, a tiny lump of pain beneath the ribs, but his concern is revealed to be founded upon mere geography and hunger. As he nears Copenhagen with his stomach full, he feels cheerful once more. 

			And then he is home. He walks through the gateway of the printer Schultz’s house in Nørregade with a whistle on his lips, turns right in the courtyard, ascends the stair, enters his room and deposits his sack in a corner. He lays his head upon the stained pillow of his bed above the printer’s machine that ticks and rattles, shudders and groans, knocks and bangs. He sighs with well-being. Gulliver slides from his hand. He sleeps. 

			The royal city is ninety thousand people squeezed inside a rampart, enclosing them within an area that may be wandered through on foot in less than an hour. A city ravaged over centuries by epidemics, ﬁres and a series of inebriate, insane, inbred and incompetent sovereigns. Yet still its population steadily rises and the pressure upon the ramparts increases with each year that passes. Morten notes that although most have but a short life ahead, followed by a painful and humiliating death, the people of the city see little hindrance to amusement. On the contrary. The city’s squares and places are alive with entertainers, gateways and street doors customarily occupied by prostitutes, and all would seem to indicate that they have no reason to be idle. 

			Morten Falck strolls through the narrow streets whose buildings on each side seem to lean towards each other, allowing only a thin band of sky to show between their roofs. He walks across the expansive public squares, the great concourse before the new palace, a colossal and imper­ishable ediﬁce of Norwegian granite. He wanders over the bastions and crosses the Langebro bridge that swings open whenever a ship has need to pass. He returns in an arc to Christianshavn across the dyke from Amager. A troupe of entertainers has erected a booth on the square in front of the orphanage. He remains standing to see if the strongman Karl Johan von Eckenberg will appear. Von Eckenberg always attracts large audiences, dandies, ﬁne ladies in crinoline who shade beneath parasols, wealthy traders from the merchant houses, ship owners, sea captains, sailors, ofﬁcers and enlisted men, right down to such inmates of the correctional facility as have been granted parole. And with good reason. Von Eckenberg is splendid. 

			Morten is fascinated by the strongman. He knows his repertoire inside and out, yet never tires of watching him. His feats are an expression of something true and profound, he feels, not simply of dexterity and skill. What this profundity consists in, however, he is unable to pin down. And for this reason he continues to attend the man’s performances. 

			He is fond of three feats in particular. 

			First drum roll. Karl Johan von Eckenberg ascends a wooden construction, some ten ells in height. He positions himself upon a cross-beam and gives a signal to his assistants on the ground by means of a near-imperceptible nod. Beneath him now are brought forward a horse and two liveried riders onto a platform with a rope attached to each corner. Von Eckenberg takes hold of the other end of this rope, winding it around his forearm and wrist, and with one arm he lifts the platform with horse and riders one foot from the ground, while with the other hand he puts a postal horn to his lips and trumpets a fanfare. 

			Second drum roll. Karl Johan von Eckenberg, now descended from his platform, places himself between two chairs, his body extended horizontal, one ell above the ground. Whereupon eight good musicians, dressed in red double-breasted jackets, tricorne hats, knee-length stockings and shoes with polished buckles of brass, clamber one by one onto this sinewy and scantly muscular, though very long, body that is supported only by its neck and heels. Balancing on von Eckenberg’s chest, stomach, hips and legs, they now proceed to perform a minuet by Brentner, while von Eckenberg himself stares up into the sky with brown, mournful eyes and resembles one who is thinking back upon his child­hood, his blessed mother or a love of his youth. 

			Third drum roll. Karl Johan von Eckenberg’s third feat is performed between the same two chairs, though after his having risen, accepted due applause and enjoyed a moment’s retreat inside his wooden booth. Refreshed and ruddy-cheeked, he returns, his brown eyes now sparkling. He bows and positions himself once more between the chairs, where­upon two assistants place a solid stone slab upon his stomach. A third assistant, dressed like a smith or perhaps an executioner, steps forward with a sledgehammer, raises it above his head and hesitates. In the name of Jesus, strike! von Eckenberg commands in a loud and melodious voice. The hammer falls and the slab is broken into two parts that drop away at each side. Karl Johan von Eckenberg rises and bows to his audience. A boy goes round with a hat while acrobats caper. Coins are thrown onto the cobbles from windows above. 

			But one day the strongman is no longer there. His booth on the square is dismantled and removed, and there is no trace of the troupe of acrobats. Morten asks around with the street traders and they say von Eckenberg has injured himself during a performance and was carried away in a state of weakness. He can ﬁnd no one who knows what has become of him. 

			Occasionally, Morten allows himself the luxury of hiring a carriage to one of the city gates and paying the driver a supplement to take him a couple of land miles into the countryside, to some outlying village: Gladsaxe, Husum, Ordrup, Herlev. Here he alights, sends the carriage home and proceeds back along the highway. He passes through villages where the stench of soap-making and tanning hangs like some infectious fog, greasy and sticky in the air. He walks by the ﬁelds where cows peace­fully graze, and past dwellings where silent peasants stare at him from beneath their hats. 

			In the city he devotes himself to his books, although abandoning divinity in favour of natural science. Driven by scholarly thirst, he seeks out and attends lectures whose subjects are anything other than the doctrines of the Trinity and transubstantiation. Thus, he immerses himself in one professor’s lecture on the hierarchical classiﬁcation of all life on Earth, as elaborated by Linnaeus. There is booing, but also applause. The lecture, held in the Comedy House on account of the university’s unwillingness to provide a venue, opens his eyes in a new and surprising manner. The world is a connected whole! A banal real­ization once revealed, and yet a total reorganization of his consciousness, his picture of the world and of himself: I am a part of a connected whole. 

			One of his friends, Laust, who studies medicine, invites him to the Academy of Surgery on Norgesgade, popularly called Bredegade, where he attends lessons on blood vessels and bones and nerve channels and glands. It is a journey inwards, whereas botany and zoology are journeys outwards, although just as staggering and just as eternal. And in such eternity, man is at the middle. So placed by the Lord. 

			In the company of Laust he earns a small sum hauling corpses from the canals, or else they bribe a watchman to procure bodies and deliver them to the faculty’s vaults, where the professor stands ready with frigid eyes and a scalpel. With the instrument poised between three ﬁngers as though it were a quill pen, the yellow skin of the corpse a parchment upon which he intends to jot down his thoughts, he informs the students of what they must pay attention to during the autopsy that will follow. He makes his incisions with casual exactness, exposes the greenly glistening muscles of the dead, layer by layer, allowing their shameful smells to be released into the air as the students snigger uneasily or exchange jokes in Latin, and the iridescent tinge of the intestines becomes, little by little, reﬂected on their own faces. But not on Morten Falck’s. He stands with the morning’s bread and warm gruel pleasantly wallowing inside his stomach and gazes in wonder upon these humans whose humanity is gradually removed from them as they become divided into their constituent parts according to the Latin nomenclature. Nerves, muscle ﬁbres, the ﬁnely separated layers of cutis and subcutis, adipose tissue and organs, creamy yellow, salmon-pink, violet as a beet, as lustrous as varnish. The professor divides limbs from torsos, his knife descends into the tissue, splitting joint capsules, laying bare arteries and veins whose names he cheerfully lists. Morten thinks it sounds as if he is hailing them, as if at a morning roll call of a classical Roman college. Arteria carotis! Nervus olfactorius! Musculus mastoideus! He listens to the professor’s explanations, which are always attended by a doleful clang of sarcasm, but also of solidarity with the deceased. As we are, so were you, and as you are, so will we become. After the shock of the vaults a number of students abandon the course in favour of other studies, devoting them­selves instead to the law, retiring to the estates of their fathers or else departing to the south on Grand Tours, where many end their days as drunkards tormented by fever. Morten Falck, the only one among them who knows he cannot complete the study and become a physician, remains. 

			He is a regular guest of these dissections, even after Laust falls ill and must abandon the course. With his botanizing pad and his pencils he sits in the dim light and draws detailed anatomical sketches. The professor praises them and arranges for the room, a damp crypt whose origins are lost in the gloom of the Middle Ages, to be properly lit with modern lamps. He encourages Morten to enrol as an alumnus. Yet admission is restricted by quota, and objections of a ﬁnger-wagging, admonitory nature issue from the schoolmaster’s house in Lier, and Morten knows that the relative ﬁnancial ease in which he exists is conditional upon his divinity studies being completed with a minimum of diversion. He has been a matriculated student for two years now, the time in which many complete their studies, but as long as he remains and does not abandon his course, his father’s patience with low marks and deferments appears to be almost boundless. He reports to the Procurator Gill on the ﬁrst weekday of each month, and receives his allowance alongside detailed accounts of his progress at the university. 

			The printer’s house, a solid, four-storey building erected in accor­dance with the most recent regulations, that is to say after the last ﬁre in 1728, and therefore not held together by hazardously inﬂammable timber frames, is situated at the back of the courtyard. Its main entrance is by Studiestræde, though the family often uses the rear gateway. Morten has never been inside the door of the printer’s home. For a poor student and tenant of a modest room diagonally above the gateway, it is not a place into which he may expect to be invited. Schultz’s three daughters frequent the courtyard. They skip and sing, and play at Scotch-hoppers and tag. He hears the slap of their soft laced shoes against the cobbles, their giggles and disagreements. They grow up outside his window. At ﬁrst, they are little girls he hardly notices, high voices and shrill laughter echoing in the cobbled yard. He hears the swish and snap of their skip­ping rope, and sees their dresses unfurl and fall into place, unfurl and fall into place, revealing their feet and legs in brief glimpses, long curls bobbing at their shoulders, their rather round and prominent brows, their clear, deep-set eyes, the harmonious triangles of nose and mouth exuding good humour and light-heartedness. And then they skip no more. They retire into the shade of the sycamore in the middle of the yard, where there is a bench. Here they sit and read, all three in the same book, the eldest of them ﬂanked by the younger, who lean in from either side, legs swinging to and fro. Morten Falck passes them frequently on his way to the lunch room. He senses their eyes as they follow him and he hears their giggles. He has no idea of their names. He never speaks to them and has no reason ever to do so. There is something about girls yet to reach puberty that annoys and repels him, all that smugness and gaiety, the unquestioned assurance that a wonderful life awaits them, the clean white dresses, the soft and prissy shoes, the ribbons in their hair, all that as yet remains bound up and kept inside, the things of which they are ignorant. In a few short years they will be drawn into the stall and impregnated, swell and give birth, amid ejaculations of blood and slime and stiﬂed gasps, into handkerchiefs splashed with anaesthetic alcohol and perfume. The corpses in the faculty cellar are preferable to the maidens Schultz, Morten tells himself with newly acquired cynicism. There, at least, no false hope resides, only honest, uncompromising decomposition. 

			One of the girls sticks out from the trinity, the eldest. All of a sudden she has shot up and is a full head taller than her sisters. Morten sees that she has become a woman. She must be the same age as the Crown Prince, he calculates. Conﬁrmed and ready to depart the nest, Miss Schultz moves about the yard as awkwardly as a lame foal. She is apportioned little time alone without the mother appearing in the doorway and calling her name. 

			Abelone! 

			Obediently she rises from the bench and goes into the house. Morten tries to imagine what duties the mother calls upon her to carry out. To sew her bridal gown, perhaps. Or to learn to keep house, to fold napkins, make table plans and write invitations. Perhaps she is simply to be kept from the eyes of the print workers and other men, among them the young student, and from the thoughts to which such attention might give rise. 

			Abelone. 

			If one wishes to protect the virtue of one’s daughter, he thinks to himself, one ought properly to keep her name a secret. Now he knows it and it feels as though he has already been under her skirts to peep. 

			Abelone. 

			Morten Falck is twenty-eight. He knows a thing or two about love. He has studied the subject on his nightly wanderings in the city, in gateways and backyards, in the narrow alleys of Øster Kvarter, further out by the ramparts, in the no-man’s-land between the rampart path and the steep and grassy embankment where the lighting is poor or else wholly absent. He has conducted observations upon the nature of love and its manifes­tations in the dim passageways and nooks and crannies of old, run-down houses. He has with caution pushed open doors and spied with bated breath. He has seen girls the same age as the sisters Schultz draw up their skirts, bend over and, without a word, at most a suppressed moan, receive a gentleman’s erect member. His cynicism has been honed by his spying. He has learned that love is mysterious; sometimes it seems even more humiliating than death as presented in the vaults of Norgesgade. The sums he receives from the Procurator Gill have not been sufﬁciently generous to allow him to partake of amorous activity himself in any gateway or serving-house yard, but with the supplement of his payment for dragging corpses to the autopsy bench he may on occasion permit himself to purchase the services of a common prostitute. Afterwards, he feels disappointment and shame, slight nausea and the desire to do it again. He learns that not only death smells foul. He feels himself dirty, is relieved each time it is done. He thinks to himself that now he has done it he need do it no more. And yet he does it again. His lust accumulates in the ﬂuids of his body and relentlessly they ﬂow towards the same point. He pays a girl a few marks and an arse is placed at his disposal. He plunges into the darkness and warmth, into the living, yielding ﬂesh that parts and comes together, parts and comes together. He sways slightly on the balls of his feet, he stares down upon the ﬂesh that ripples back and forth and slaps against his own, upon frills and pleats, buckles and buttons, a pale neck patiently lowered, hands that clutch a table edge. His lips draw back from his teeth, he rears his head and groans as if in pain, and then the evil has left him and he steps back, neatens himself, nods a farewell and is gone, liberated for some short measure of time. And always it returns, like water in a gravel pit. 

			One day he is strolling as usual along Vimmelskaftet in the direction of Amagertorv. The stalls are many and close together, the tables display ﬁnery, colourful fabrics, cages of live hens ready for the slaughter, staring cockerels, skinned rabbits in heaps, bundles of weasel and fox furs. The sun beats down upon the rooftops, ﬂies swarm. Vimmelskaftet is a suffo­catingly hot bottleneck in which a person can hardly proceed forward or back. And for this same reason he loves to wander here, in the city’s trading centre, taking in the sickly stench of meat, human as well as animal. He pushes his way through hordes of ladies with baskets on their arms and women with bobbing crinoline beneath their skirts. Drunken youngsters wave copies of the latest satirical songs and bray out their sample verses. Peasants and ﬁshermen tramp along in bast shoes, drawing their barrows behind them, laden with wares or piles of empty sacks. In this obstruction of trafﬁc the people of the city meet, some by necessity, others for pleasure or the sake of curiosity. A counsellor of the chan­cellery swings his cane, an ofﬁcer of the military parades his pigeon-blue uniform, an alehouse potman unloads a barrel from a cart and tips it onto his shoulder. Two whores stroll arm in arm, twirling parasols that are faded and frayed, rustling dirty tulle skirts that draw a wet trail of gutter behind them. Fine ladies pinch their noses demonstratively as they pass, but the ofﬁcer halts and bows gallantly, removing his hat in a sweeping, ironic gesture. The whores laugh and curtsy and say, Good afternoon, Løjtnant Holm, how is he today, and will he not soon be away to ﬁght the Swede? 

			Morten follows the two women. He desires to see them ﬁnd customers. They walk up Store Købmagergade, cross over Kultorvet and continue along Rosengården to the rampart at Skidentorv, where they seat themselves on a bench by Hanens Bastion. Morten passes leisurely by and lifts his hat and is ignored completely. I see, he thinks to himself, offended, the ladies are obviously too ﬁne for a student! He returns home in ill humour. The young Miss Schultz is seated under the sycamore. Her sisters are playing hopscotch, their skirts ﬂapping about their legs. He remains standing and watches them, then shifts his gaze towards the young lady beneath the tree. Their eyes meet. He approaches her, removes his hat, presses it to his chest and bows. 

			Miss Schultz, I am a tenant of your good father. 

			I know who he is, she says with a smile. He has lodged here for some years. He is a student, I believe? 

			Theology, he says, and for the ﬁrst time is happy to put his studies to good use. Under Mr Swane’s tutelage. 

			She smiles. Is that so? I was conﬁrmed by the same gentleman. 

			The clear, bright voice of a young girl. He has heard it many times before, but now it speaks to him. 

			What a coincidence, he says. Perhaps he will marry you, too. 

			She pulls a face. I am not betrothed. 

			Oh, but I am sure you will be before long, Miss Schultz. 

			Does he think so? One can never tell. Some never become betrothed. She looks up at him, an inquisitive expression, as though he were already ordained and stood before her to receive her confession. But why should one marry at all? My mother refuses to say. 

			The question takes him by surprise. He has never before exchanged a word with the young lady, and now they are almost in intimate conver­sation. It is the accepted opinion, he replies uncertainly, that young women such as Miss Schultz ﬁnd beneﬁt in being married, that they may ﬁnd purpose in life and avoid idleness. A spinster is no encouraging sight. 

			But to bear children, she says bleakly. It makes it even more dis­couraging. 

			To give birth is the privilege of woman, he says, embarrassed, and surmises that her mother must have neglected to instruct her in suitable and unsuitable topics of discourse. 

			He looks at her. She has grown rather a lot this last year, though remains lean and boyish of build, hardly yet marriageable, he considers, his eyes darting about the girl’s budding endowments. The sun is ﬁltered through the leaf of the sycamore, dabbing her dress and her blonde curls. He thinks he smells a hint of perspiration mingled with the aroma of bluing or whatever else is used to wash the dresses of young girls. Then someone calls. 

			My mother! She jumps to her feet, but remains for a moment. Goodbye. 

			He bows. She vanishes through the main door, past Madame Schultz, who ﬁxes him in her gaze. The door shuts. He goes up the stair to his room, lies on his side on the bed and picks at the wall with his ﬁngernail. 

			The thoroughfare that runs between the city’s outermost houses and the rampart, popularly known as voldgaden, the rampart path, is cobbled only in places. Mostly, it is unmade. In the time of Christian IV cobbles were laid throughout its length in a grand endeavour to improve the sani­tary standard of the city, but these stones have long since been broken up under cover of night and used for other purposes. What remains is a mire of mud, the contents of latrine buckets emptied arbitrarily by the area’s inhabitants, and waste products from the brewing of ale and the distilla­tion of aquavit. The area teems with rats and stray dogs, whose behaviour is erratic and aggressive due to the alcohol content of the discarded mash. The regular epidemics of typhoid, pox and plague that have ravaged the city through centuries must in Morten’s opinion have their source here in this no-man’s-land between the eating establishments, alehouses and inns on the one side and the dark rampart on the other, where people are driven either by desperate lust or desperate need to earn some rigsdalers. The city ought properly to employ a physician to clean up the ﬁlth, and this physician might appropriately be himself, Morten Falck. He smiles at the thought. Yet he is compelled to admit that he is fond of the ﬁlth and of the opportunities it provides. 

			He frequents the place with caution and with squinting eyes. The only illumination is from the occasional window on the city side which allows the sound of laughter and song. Fleeting shadows appear from the gloom and vanish again. Thieves, watchmen, cock-bawds, it is impossible to tell. The whores, the cheapest in town, occupy the scattered islands of light. They stand in the doorways and chew tobacco, lifting up their skirts without change of facial expression whenever a pair of breeches passes by. The watchman comes with his mace rested against his shoulder. He exchanges some words with the women, then continues on his way. 

			Morten conducts observations of human nature. He stands in the shadows, resting in the security of his cynicism and disillusionment. He watches the transactions of suppliers and customers, and the purchased service is often delivered on the spot. There are many men about the town on such an ordinary night, many of them ﬁne gentlemen, as far as he can tell, whose lust cannot be contained within the respectable conﬁnes of wedlock. He wonders what lies were told on their leaving home and what replies were uttered in return. Was the lady of the house aware of his intentions, and is he aware of her knowledge? Is there a contract, a mutual understanding? And is the lady happy that such places and persons are found to take care of those aspects of marriage she ﬁnds displeasing? Morten smiles to himself. In the dim light ahead he hears there is something afoot. He tiptoes forward, holding his breath. The sounds become clearer, the rustle of damask, the slapping of ﬂesh, a man’s voice issuing instructions as to what services he wishes to receive for the monies paid, and in what manner. Slowly his eyes become used to the dark. The girl is of tender age and kneeling. It looks as if she is praying and perhaps she is. The man is standing, leaning back against a tree. He looks as if he is studying the ﬁrmament above the rampart or else dictating a letter to his secretary. He wafts his face with his tricorne hat to cool himself in the sticky air of evening. Morten Falck observes it all, not because it arouses him, he tells himself, but because he wishes to learn. Soon you will be dead, he muses, and I shall make ﬁne illustrations of your dismembered bodies. 

			But what do these women do about their own lust? he wonders. Or rather, he knows. They go to church with it. To the priest. To me. And therefore it is important for me to be one to whom nothing in this life remains unknown. That is why I am here. He ﬁnds a measure of comfort in the thought. 

			The indecencies occur not only at the ramparts but across most of the city. The watchmen earn good skillings by turning a blind eye when these encounters between vendors and customers take place with all their repet­itive predictability. Toothless hags sell themselves for a few coins and will do anything for any gentleman who cares to beckon. 

			There would seem to be no lower limit to the age of a whore. He sees men of middle years standing back against a wall in a yard, while small, pink tongues ﬂutter about them in the dark. The child prostitutes are often ﬁt to drop and pale with fatigue. They entice their customer with exaggerated gestures, just as their procurers have taught them, but which appear grotesquely false to any other than he who genuinely wishes them to be sincere, the ﬁne gentleman with a clean conscience. Most likely they consume greater quantities of semen than proper food during the course of a day. The watchmen chase them away with their maces, and yet they soon return, like the rats. It happens regularly that the watchman ﬁnds a child who is barely alive, or else dead. In these instances, they are put onto a cart and driven away. Morten does not know what becomes of them. Their bodies do not appear in the faculty vaults, for which he is grateful. His enquiring mind has its limits. Once he asked a watchman about it, only to be threatened with detention should he not keep his curiosity to himself. 

			He tires of spying in gateways and courtyards and along the rampart. He puts it behind him. It no longer feels important. He is twenty-eight years old. Miss Schultz will soon be sixteen. The Crown Prince, Frederik, assumes the regency and is driven about the town in an open carriage to be hailed. His father, the king, retreats into his madness, which is not of a tyrannical character in the manner of his forebear’s megalomania, but quieter and more unassuming. Morten and the young mistress exchange pleasantries beneath the sycamore, sometimes being permitted to con ­verse a while before Madame Schultz appears in the doorway to call her in. He imagines, purely for the sake of experiment, the young lady bent over the bench, her dress drawn up and corset snatched apart, her arse beaming against his thrusting loin, his member vanishing into the hirsute and rankly smelling darkness between her buttocks. But the scenario does not appeal to him and is practically impossible to establish, a fact that is only to his relief. Perhaps I am in love, he thinks to himself. 

			He strolls in Kongens Have, a haven of grassy lawns, trees and foun­tains to which the general public enjoy restricted access. Miss Schultz and her two sisters accompany him with their mother’s permission. On the gravel, midway along the wide central axis, they stand and look towards Christian IV’s picturesque Renaissance palace. A succession of fountains spurt and sparkle, one behind the other. The trees are pruned and topped off. They resemble green toadstools whose stalk-like trunks have been placed with such monotonous precision that one feels gripped by some disorder of perspective. But the dizziness he feels is perhaps on account of other circumstances, such as the young ladies in his company now seating themselves on the green of the lawn. Their dresses are spread about them; they are like daisies descended from above to take up their places in the grass. He glimpses the toe of a shoe. Morten halts a few paces away. To demonstrate tact, he averts his gaze. He knows why Madame Schultz has allowed him to be out with his daughters. It is not because he is a suitor, for in her eyes he is not, nor even in his own. It is because he is taken to be a harmless and reliable student of divinity, and because the Madame clearly trusts in her fellow human beings, and in him in particular. 

			The splash of the fountains feels comforting now. A cool dampness is felt to drift across the lawns. A girder of rainbow appears above the neatly trimmed grass and dwindles among the topiary of the trees. He wipes his brow with a handkerchief, which he returns to the pocket of his waistcoat. Shoes crunch the gravel, a walking cane, a slim young gentle ­man clad in a green tailcoat and chalk-white stockings passes by in the company of a lady, by no means entirely young, whose lower body and legs are enclosed within a birdcage of crinoline, for which reason one cannot help but think ﬁrst and foremost precisely of her lower body and legs. Her dress rufﬂes about her, the playful breeze toys with the pleated trim that has absorbed the dark colour of chlorophyll from the grass across which it has been drawn. She smiles while looking straight ahead with a ﬁrm expression that appears to Morten to be false or melodra­matic, but which nevertheless has prompted her gentleman to assume a rather fawning posture. The white-stockinged man seems almost to be silently begging for some favour. Miss Schultz and her sisters have wind of the drama. Breathlessly they watch the couple and take in the scene. Each time the gentleman comes up alongside her, the lady increases her pace, yet when he lags behind she walks more slowly until he catches up with her again. 

			Once they are out of earshot, the three girls begin to twitter. They debate and argue as to the nature of the relationship between the young gentleman and the more mature lady. Morten can tell as he listens to them that they are by no means unused to reading novels of chivalric romance. He wonders if he should lend them his Moll Flanders, which he read in the winter. He considers it might shake them up a bit. 

			What opinion has the student? says Abelone Schultz. I see he stands there smiling, as if in possession of better knowledge. 

			Whatever I might imagine of the relationship between these people, I shall wisely keep it to myself. 

			They tease him and call him Magister Stick-in-the-Mud. But when they walk on, Abelone puts her arm in his. 

			A ﬁnery stall in Østergade sells intimate garments and perfumes for ladies. He purchases two ﬂacons, one of lavender, the other of bergamot, and presents them to the maid of the printer’s house with a message that they are a gift to Miss Schultz. It is her sixteenth birthday. He has composed a brief letter and attached it to the parcel: Dear Miss Schultz, please accept this humble gift and may it remind you of the most obedient of all your admirers, id est stud. theol Morten Falck. 

			The following day the gift is returned by the printer’s maid. He puts it aside. He has allowed himself to be carried away. He has revealed his intentions. The time is unripe. He must be patient. He regrets nothing. Now she knows, and the family Schultz know, where he stands. It feels liberating. It is as though he has kissed her, then passed his hand over her hip. 

			He watches the door of the printer’s home. Abelone is in hiding, but her sisters are there, and Madame Schultz, too, spends time in the court­yard, fussing and yet in good humour. A person of cheerful disposition. He likes her and he is certain she is not unkindly disposed towards him. The two younger sisters conspicuously refrain from looking up at his window, where he sits reading in the window seat. It is plain from the manner in which they ignore him that they are keenly aware of his presence. 

			Morten’s mother writes to him often from Lier. She, too, uses his former name, Morten Pedersen, until, in an angry letter, he instructs her to employ his new one. She does so. His father, however, continues to refer to him as stud. theol. Pedersen, and it is in this name, too, that he receives letters from the Procurator Gill. Yet it is his mother who writes most, once a week at least. She must spend considerable sums on the postage, both to himself and to Kirstine in Nakskov. She names with caution one or another girl who now has been conﬁrmed or has reached a certain age, who is of sound constitution, diligent and meticulous, an obedient daughter to her parents, of good moral standing, etc. She keeps a careful eye on the parishes whose incumbents are of poor health and whose vacant living he might seek once he has become ordained. Their own pastor is not of advanced years, so the prospects are slight, but he has been kind enough to promise to put in a good word for Morten when the time comes for him to apply for a parish. Your father is once more of ill health, she writes, and has now lain for two days without rising while com­plaining of aches and sounds inside his head. Should he write to inform you of his imminent demise, however, take heed that he is as ﬁt as a conﬁrmand, and the numerous ailments of which he inclines to suffer are but imaginary. 

			The letters darken his mood; they make him itch and give him headaches, and he is consumed by the urge to get drunk or go to a pros­titute. He frequents a drinking establishment with Laust, who has returned after his illness, a spontaneous melancholy that almost did away with him. Now he is descended into the opposite ditch, throwing his money about, hiring carriages and insisting on paying for everything wherever they go, inviting his friends to the Comedy House, where he has rented a box. Morten sits in his velvet-covered seat. The large audi­ence and the lamps cause him to sweat. On the stage the singers stamp about, making fearful grimaces, throwing out their arms and roaring at one another. A classical Italian opera is performed. The audience comments loudly on the action, boos and cries of bravo compete to drown each other out. There is a ceaseless coming and going, a slamming of doors, a scraping of chairs, chatter and the chinking of ale glasses that makes it impossible to follow what is going on. The music rises and falls, someone ﬁres a pistol, a soprano shrieks and falls dead, gunpowder smoke drifts into the orchestra pit, the painted backdrop is hoisted up by a noisy pulley, another descends with a clatter, one hears the stage hands tramping back and forth, groaning and out of breath, the ﬁrst violin shouting out the time to his orchestra and endeavouring to conduct them with his bow. Morten looks down from his vantage point upon dozens of swelling bosoms. The ladies are powdered white, beauty spots decorate marble cheekbones and the occasional breast. They fan themselves to stave off the heat. The stalls are like a warm and sunny ﬁeld full of ﬂowers and ﬂuttering butterﬂies. He has the most recent of his mother’s letters in his breast pocket. He thinks to himself that it is a peculiar mingling of worlds. Imagine if my ageing mother were here. He smiles to himself. The world of the theatre must be as distant from his mother’s as anything could ever be. He wishes that she could enjoy it, though most likely she would be shocked and would perhaps even faint with fright. She is not the kind of person who can forget who they are and rise above themselves. She is enchained, like almost everyone else. 

			Afterwards he drives with Laust to a serving house, where they sit and pretend to be ﬁne gentleman until they are ejected and make towards the ramparts, pursued by a trail of prostitutes, who stride along, arm in arm, bawling raucous drinking songs. 

			Then Laust is gone again. Morten hears rumour that some accident has befallen him, but learns of no details. He writes to his father, a customs ofﬁcer on Fyn, though without reply. He attends a single performance at the Comedy House, but it is costly and rather dull without the festive Laust to hurl insults or excessively intimate compliments at the ladies, without a box to separate him from the rabble, and he stands alone in the throng of the stalls, unable to hear or see a thing, and thinks of Rousseau and Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains! He cannot expel the sentence from his mind. It is as though the philosopher has placed his hand upon his shoulder and wished to speak to him in person. 

			The winter of 1784–5. The royal city is inundated with farm labourers and lads who have run from the villeinage of the Stavnsbånd to seek their fortunes. January brings strong frost. The hearses are busy, and the corpses that arrive at the vaults beneath the academy are well preserved, delicate almost, unsmelling and as white as snow. After Laust’s disap­pearance, Morten has stopped collecting bodies around town, but he earns a small sum from his drawings, which are more detailed than ever before, and some now hang upon the walls of the academy’s teaching rooms. 

			Morten sees the carriages come to the printer’s house with young men, who bound up the step to be welcomed inside. Suitors. He is little con ­cerned with the matter. At the eleventh hour he has found interest in his theology studies and spends many hours each day at the university’s library. Moreover, he has taken on work teaching small boys a couple of days a week at the Vajsenhus orphanage. Now when he goes to the Procurator Gill on the ﬁrst weekday of each month it is to bring money to his account, rather than to request a withdrawal, and he receives a receipt as evidence of growing savings. He lives cheaply and sensibly and goes seldom into town. His excursions outside the city gate are made on foot and rarely further than to Valby Bakke, where he sits near Frederiksberg Palace and gazes out across the semicircle of frozen lakes and the rampart, the thoroughfare of Vesterbrogade to his right, and behind the ramparts the steeples and spires and hundreds of smoking chimneys. He has no idea what he might do when his studies are com­pleted this coming summer. Perhaps he will continue to teach. Perhaps seek a living. But ﬁnding a living is difﬁcult, the competition is stiff. And where would he want to go? 

			Winter. The frost is beneﬁcial insofar as it freezes the city’s ﬁlth and excrement, making it easier to walk about without becoming soiled in the gutter or bespattered by carriage wheels. The stench of the latrine buckets is less penetrating. On the other hand, a thick and immovable blanket of coal smoke enshrouds the city, and people die by the hundreds from lung disease or else they simply freeze to death. He himself is in good health. He has hardly had a cold since his arrival here and the various epidemics of fever sicknesses have passed by his door. The print room beneath his chamber is kept well heated, for otherwise the ink becomes stiff; and, besides this good fortune, his room is equipped with a small tiled stove, which he may light as need arises. He fetches the coals from the printer’s coal bunker and pays a ﬁxed sum each month. Apart from this, he spends much time at the university, which, though not exactly warm, nevertheless maintains a tolerable temperature. For his sake, the cold and the winter may continue. It reminds him of his child­hood and the native place from which he hails and which now more often seems distant to him. 

			One evening he proceeds shivering along Vestergade in the direction of the rampart. In this district of the city live many ale brewers and distillers of aquavit, and every other stairway contains a drinking estab­lishment whose enticing yellow light beams into the snow. He goes inside at one place where the window is illuminated, driven by an acute need for human company. There is music and some singing, men play cards, a ﬁre roars in a tiled stove, tobacco smoke gathers below the ceiling joists. The atmosphere appears relaxed. At a table a boy is seated alone. He sits down opposite him and orders a mug of ale. He meets the youngster’s gaze, but neither says a word in greeting. He looks foreign. A Gypsy, Morten guesses. Perhaps a Jew. 

			Morten receives his ale. He sips. 

			Is it cold? the boy asks in the dialect of Sjælland. 

			Yes, the night is cold. Bitterly cold. 

			The boy stares at him wearily. His eyes droop towards his mouth. His Adam’s apple ascends and descends. Morten wishes he could move to another table. He hears himself say: Will you join me in a mug? 

			Aye, says the boy quickly. I shan’t say no to that. He winks to the host and shouts out his order. On this here gentleman’s bill, he adds, and points demonstratively. Morten nods to afﬁrm, but avoids looking up at the man. He regrets having come here. He has no idea why he should enter into conversation with this young scoundrel. Then a man rises and embarks upon a long ballad, and he leans back and listens to the song, a saccharine tale of unrequited love. 

			When it is over the boy says: A student, eh? 

			He nods, but refrains from turning to face him. He feels he is being scrutinized. 

			Priest, says the boy. 

			Morten turns. How can you tell? 

			The boy grins sheepishly and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. It’s a skill I have. An art. 

			An art? says Morten. What more can you say of me? 

			I can tell the pastor’s fortune, says the boy. But it’ll cost him copper. 

			Ah, a vagrant trickster, Morten thinks to himself, who earns his bread from the credulity of others. How much does this fortune telling cost? 

			That depends on the prophecy. The boy smiles with cunning. A long life and good luck in matters of love and with wealth to boot is dearer than haemorrhage, the workhouse and imminent death. It stands to reason. 

			Morten gestures for their two mugs to be ﬁlled. He asks the host if he serves food. Herring, says the host. All right, two portions of herring. The boy casts himself over the meal. His mouth full of boiled cabbage and the rich, salted ﬁsh, he divulges to Morten that he travels with a troupe of acrobats and tells fortunes for his living. The Lord has given me the gift to look folk ﬁrmly in the eye and to read them as if they were a book, even though I can’t read and can only scratch my mark. 

			And you can read me? Morten enquires. 

			Hm-m, says the boy between two mouthfuls, and nods. I can see right the way in and out the other side. Easy, it is. 

			And what can you see? 

			The same as all the others, the boy replies jauntily. The pastor’s nothing special, if that’s what he thinks. But if he wishes to have his fortune told, it’ll cost him three marks. It’s the usual price in winter, otherwise I take ﬁve. 

			First I shall test you to see if you are worth your money. Can you tell if both my parents live? 

			The boy studies his food, as though Morten’s secrets lay hidden there. He ﬁlls his mouth again. They live. And your sister, too, is in good health. But some brothers departed this life a long time since, God rest their souls. 

			So far, so good, says Morten. He feels his mouth to be dry. Can you see what my sister is doing? 

			Oh, she’s playing the two-headed beast with her pastor. The boy breaks into a peal of laughter. 

			Morten feels himself grow pale. Kirstine? he says. 

			I don’t know her name. But I can see a white dress and black vest­ments. I hear church bells, a dreadful clamour, not for me at all. Priest weds priest, a dainty sight, indeed! And the bridal gown is white on the outside, but inside it’s black and stained with ﬁlth. He spits out these latter words as though with malice. 

			His hair drops into his eyes, black and greasy. A dribble of spit glis­tens in the upwardly curled corner of his pretty mouth, and in the spit a crumb of bread has settled. The breadcrumb moves as he speaks. Morten reaches out and removes it with the tip of his index ﬁnger. Their eyes meet, and then he asks: 

			Is she happy? 

			The boy smiles. I think she’s in good humour. She laughs, at least, but even skulls seem to laugh when the ﬂesh is picked from them, so what would I know? I’m a seer. I look through people, not within them. I’m no soothsayer. People around her are happy. I can tell by looking at them. They’ve got what they want, but I don’t know about her. Her face is like water when you piss in it. The weather’s nice, the sun’s shining on the church, white, white, shining on the dress, white, white. I can’t wait for summer, can you, Pastor, when the lark twitters and a person can go wherever he wants? Then I’ll be able to travel again with my people and sleep in the woods. 

			What about me? says Morten. Can you see my future? 

			I can see a whole lot of strange people dancing in the fells. Not Christian folk, though. They don’t look like Christian folk. Black and dirty they are, but they’re your friends and you’re dancing with them. And I can see ﬁre. 

			Fire? 

			Flames and balls of ﬁre. The pastor’s a man who likes to play with ﬁre. But the ﬁre doesn’t touch him. He comes out of the ﬁre without so much as an eyebrow singed. 

			The boy has ﬁnished eating. He has drunk three mugs of ale. Now his chin drops to his chest. He begins to snore, shoulders drooped, his body slides back against the wall. Morten sits a while and studies him. Then he tosses some marks onto the table and walks home. It has begun to snow. 

			He does all that is expected of him. He goes to the lectures; he pores over his Latin and Greek and Hebrew, and reads his works of theology. He teaches his boys at the Vajsenhus. He courteously acknowledges Miss Schultz when encountering her in the courtyard. She looks at him as though she were waiting, as if she has prepared something to say to him if they should meet, but he does not take the time to converse with her. The printer clearly imagines that Morten is pining away with unrequited love for his daughter. He pats him sympathetically on the back and says, My dear theologicus, give it time, give it time, for all things come to he who waits. Morten nods and does his best to look like a valiant suitor. The truth is, it is merely a role he takes upon himself. He thinks only infrequently of the young mistress, although he knows he ought to devote himself to her rather more, that it would be the natural thing to do. But the young mistress is so pure and untainted. It is hard to imagine that there is anything else beneath her skirts and underskirts than more skirts and underskirts, and much that is pleasant to the smell. 

			He realizes he has an unopened letter from his sister. How long has it been in his drawer? He can hardly remember when he received it. Perhaps a few weeks before. Since then, his mother has written and told him of his sister’s plans, of the happy news. The ceremony will already have taken place. He knew it even when he sat before the boy in the drinking house. He prises open the seal without tearing the envelope. A long letter, several pages, with writing on both sides. My dearest brother Morten, by the time this letter reaches you. It sounds like a suicide note, a thing one might write with the noose hanging ready from the hook in the ceiling. It is a farewell, and the noose is around her neck. The priests stand ready, one at her side, the other at the altar, and the church bells chime. He puts the letter aside without reading to the end. 

			A week later. The same day of the week. The same snow, though somewhat milder. The boy sits in the same drinking house as before. He seems unsurprised when Morten sits down opposite him at the table. 

			Evening, sir. 

			Good evening, my child. 

			The boy ﬂashes a wry smile. 

			Does he come to have his fortune told again? 

			No, not for that. Morten purchases two mugs of ale and shoves one of them across the table. He looks more awake today. He has an odd twitch about his eye. What is it? Sarcasm? A muscular spasm? And that mouth! It is the mouth he has returned for. It is a riddle, a question unanswered. And Morten does not consider himself to be a person who leaves any question unanswered. 

			Thanks, says the boy, and raises his mug to drink. 

			You remember me? 

			You’re my benefactor. You gave me money. 

			That’s right. 

			But it was a lot. You’ve got more owed. 

			Well, we’ll see about that. As I said, I haven’t come to have my fortune told. 

			I can show you something you’ve never seen, says the boy. 

			And what might that be? Morten stares at him intently. 

			The gentleman will be sehr vergnügt und überrascht, says the boy, switching seamlessly into German. 

			I have seen many things, says Morten. It would take rather a lot to make me vergnügt, and even more for me to be überrascht. 

			The boy laughs. He does not force the matter. He sits with his trump card, whatever it might be, and is in no hurry to present it. 

			All right, what is it? Morten asks. 

			It is what I earn my way by in the winter. There are many gentlemen such as yourself, Pastor. 

			I’m not one of your gentlemen. My needs are quite normal. 

			The smile is unchanged, conﬁdent. 

			Then show me, says Morten. 

			Five marks, says the boy. 

			Out of the question. Shame on you! Three. 

			For you, three, says the boy. He rises, pulls down his breeches and looks at Morten with a cheeky grin on his face. 

			Should I not have seen such a little cock before? It’s hardly worth a skilling. 

			Silence descends at the counter. Eyes are upon them. The ﬁddler stops tuning his instrument. 

			The boy draws up his shirt and his face opens wide in a grin. 

			Morten jumps to his feet and staggers backwards. His eyes dart up and down as he stares at the ﬁgure before him. 

			My dear girl! he blurts. 

			Coins rain down on them and the hermaphrodite receives the jubilations of the drinking-house customers with a courteous bow and a chivalrous sweep of his arm. Morten hurries outside, leaving his mug and his plate, ﬂeeing over the encrusted puddles of the gutter with his coat-tails ﬂapping. Laughter erupts in his wake. 

			The printing press clatters and rumbles below the ﬂoor; the compositors slam the lead in the cases and exchange banter. He awakes with all his clothes on, though only one shoe. The rattle of harnesses, clopping hooves and carriage wheels in the street. The bells of Vor Frue Kirke sound every half hour. There is a knock at the door. He gets up and rubs his face. Outside stands the printer’s maid with a note in her hand. He sits down to read it, then crumples it up. 

			Some days pass. He hides himself from Miss Schultz, sneaks away to his lectures, sneaks home again. And then he is back in the drinking house. The host accords him a nod of recognition and brings him a mug of ale. 

			A portion of herring, sir? 

			No, thank you. Not tonight. 

			He looks around, but cannot see the boy. He has decided to call him the boy, though it is perhaps the girl he desires. Or a third gender, if such a thing makes sense. Perhaps it is merely the biological inadmissibility that interests him so. He has the feeling that what happens tonight, the choices he makes, will decide the rest of his life. 

			He feels a cold draught from the door behind him, senses the change of mood at the other tables, and knows what it means. The boy appears in his ﬁeld of vision and sits down opposite him. 

			Peace of God, he says. 

			Morten nods. The boy smiles. He snaps his ﬁngers to the host, who comes with ale. Morten stares at him. He can see the girl embedded in his features. But it is the boy who speaks. 

			My benefactor. You have a ﬁne and noble heart, I can see that. You don’t need to be ashamed. 

			I am not ashamed. I merely wonder what sort you are. 

			Come with me to the ramparts, says the boy, and I’ll show you. The cost’s ten marks. When the gentleman’s done with me, he’ll have peace in his soul. He’ll be a good citizen then, and court his girl as duty commands. 

			The grassy banks are scantly illuminated with light from the windows facing the rampart path. A watchman blocks their way. Morten gives him a few skillings and they are permitted to pass. The boy leads him to a shed. He taps a signal on the door. A bolt is drawn aside and they enter. In a small room a wife sits knitting in the dim glow of a candle. She does not raise her head to look. They go on to the back room into which is crammed a bed and a stove and nothing else. 

			Does he want light? says the boy. 

			Yes, he replies. Much light. His pulse throbs in his head. His mouth is dry. Nothing shall be unknown, he tells himself. Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains! 

			An oil lamp is lit. The boy undresses. He lies down on the bed and looks up at Morten. There is something knowledgeable in his eyes for which he does not care, and the person they know about is him, Morten Falck, the schoolmaster’s son. He stares at the naked body. It is at once a grotesque and titillating sight. He expels an unexpected moan and tries to disguise it with a cough. A hand unbuttons his ﬂy and his member springs forth. The girl laughs in acknowledgement. She strokes it gently, but remains lying on her back. 

			If he wants to lie with me it costs ﬁve marks extra, she says. 

			My needs are quite normal, says Morten, and expels another moan. 

			She giggles. So I see, sir. Normal indeed. Her voice is utterly changed. It is the voice of a young girl. 

			She raises herself up onto her elbow and kisses the underside of his member. Her tongue darts forward, a glimpse of red. It twirls around the head, then retracts between her teeth. Morten sees that she, or the boy, is erect. He bends forward and touches the hard, boyish cock. It feels completely normal. He investigates the scrotum. Both testicles are present and of ordinary size. As far as he can see, there is no sign of female geni­tals beneath, and the sexual urge is fully that of the male, he notes. His hand jerks the penis, the girl releases him and falls back on the bed. He kneels down beside her and takes it in his mouth, drawing back the fore­skin from the head, tongue rotating as he presses the knob against the roof of his mouth, nodding slowly, as though he were pondering the matter. At the same time, his right hand reaches up and fondles the girl’s breast. She arches upwards. A warm liquid ﬁlls his mouth. He swallows. The girl ﬂops back down on the bed and rolls onto her side with a stiﬂed moan. 

			He gets to his feet and studies her. One arms rests over her eyes. It looks like she is sleeping. He smoothes his hand over her hair. 

			Then he places two rigsdalers on the pillow and neatens himself, bids the wife a friendly farewell on his way out and returns across the no-man’s-land. 

			He is back in the city, on his way home, away from the ramparts and the strange part of himself he has left behind. He cannot grasp what has occurred, only that it has made him glad. The snow falls quietly without a breath of wind to disturb it. The white streets glisten in the faint glow of the train-oil lamps that light up the windows. Morten Falck tramps along Studiestræde. Some streets away he hears a watchman sing, a rambling melody from medieval times, though he is unable to pick out the words. The hour must be well past midnight. The pretty tune makes him giddy. He dances a few steps in the virgin snow, twirls a pirouette, draws a circle in the blanket of white with the toe of his boot, sees its powder whirl at his feet. He stops and glances around. No one has seen him. He continues on his way. 

			Noble sir! 

			The watchman steps from the shadow of a gateway and raises his hand. 

			Morten halts, stiffening in mid-pace. 

			Noble sir, the watchman says again, is he inebriated? 

			No, Morten replies. He considers the man’s bulbous nose, the blood­shot eyes. But you are! he feels an urge to say. 

			The watchman stares at him unkindly. Should I light his way home? 

			Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. My lodgings are only two streets away. 

			Before the watchman can say any more, he turns down Nørregade and walks briskly on towards the printer’s house. 

			Nothing shall remain unknown, he tells himself, the greasy taste of hermaphrodite sperm still in his mouth. I wish to know everything before I marry. 

			February passes, March comes. The snow falls without abatement. It swirls around the steeples and piles up in the gutters and along the walls of the buildings. Peasants and ﬁshermen bring their wares to the city with runners on their carts. The nostrils of the horses expel white columns of frosty steam. The beasts labour, stumble in the slippery streets, whin­nying and snorting, depositing excrement in fear. The steam of their breath freezes into beads and garlands of lace in their manes and fore­locks. Morten ﬁnds it a torment to see the poor animals mistreated. The stables in the city are ﬁlled to the brim. Peasants are unable to come home at night or else they lie drunk in the serving houses, leaving their horses tethered to a fence or a stake. Each morning the watchmen discover those that have succumbed in the night, hanging by their heads in the tethers, thin legs splayed to the sides. If the owner turns up he is handed a ﬁne. The carcasses are transported out of the city, to the melting houses of the soap and glue makers, who work around the clock on account of this sudden abundance of raw materials. 

			But the cold has its advantages. The stench of the gutter, a plague for most of the year, is almost gone. Even when the nightmen come and slop out the buckets there is hardly a smell. Rats and mice have become less of a pest. The eternal gnawing and scratching in the ﬁlling of the wall behind Morten’s bedstead quietens, and the bugs vanish into cracks to become dormant. The city smells only of coal and wood smoke, of which Morten is fond, especially when it is mingled with the frosty air. But it is not healthy. It makes him cough, as the whole town resounds with the coughing of its inhabitants. For a fortnight he lies with fever and spits mucus into a bucket at his bed. One of the printer’s maids comes with soup and hot elder syrup and aquavit. She changes his damp sheets and will wash his clothes. There are more messages from the young mistress. He no longer crumples them up. He gathers them in a pile in the drawer of his nightstand. He gives the girl the ﬂacon of lavender to bring to Miss Schultz, and this time it is not returned. He thinks about the boy, or the girl, in the little shed out at the ramparts, the wife who sat knitting without glancing up, the warm liquid in his mouth. Is it something he has imagined in his fever? Or is the fever a punishment for having sinned against nature? 

			His temperature subsides. He feels the fever leave him. He coughs investigatively. His chest and ribs are sore from all his hacking, but the thick mucus of before is gone. He will not die. His sins are forgiven. 

			With cautious, testing steps he crosses the yard to eat with the print workers. They greet him kindly and make room for him on the bench. Several have also been ill; one is there no longer. He enquires about the printer’s household. Have they been struck? No, the printer and his family are privileged and may retire to the country, where they can stay isolated from the poisonous and invisible ﬁlth of the city air, so all are thankfully in good health. And now they have returned. They glance at him and smile. He stares into his soup. 

			One day she is in the courtyard as he comes unsteadily from his lunch. Her gaze is ﬁrm and bright. She smiles. He nods, hesitates, unable to walk forward or back, and raises a hand in greeting. She goes back inside the house. He sees the heel of her ankle boot as she jaunts up the step and imagines a fragrance emanating in concentric rings from her dainty feet. He thinks of his hand against her skin, against silken garments drawn aside to reveal the animal within, her warmth merging with his cold, her mouth opening, a darting tongue. A faint smell of lavender hangs in the air of the yard. Either he is hallucinating or else she has opened his gift. 

			Sitting in his room, the steeple of Vor Frue Kirke visible in the upper rectangle of the window, he struggles to write her a letter. No words are forthcoming besides the salutation. Dear Abelone. My dear Miss Schultz. Dearest Miss Schultz. Beloved Abelone. My beloved Miss Schultz. Dear friend. He feels his mind to be unready after his illness. His judgement cannot yet be trusted to strike the proper tone and form of address that will reveal to her his intentions without being inappropriate. 

			The mistress encourages him to touch her. She demands payment for placing her skin at the disposal of his trembling ﬁngertips. He draws her rags aside and his ﬁngers explore. He whimpers and cannot ﬁnd what he is looking for. He does not know what he is looking for. Love, perhaps? A quintessence of the female principle, concealed at the point where her legs meet? A wild animal? He looks up at her, but her face is like water, indistinct in the dingy corner of the serving house. He grabs her harshly, tears the rags from her body and forces his member inside her. Her buttocks part, and he feels her warm anus thrust against his pelvic bone. She looks up at him over her shoulder and laughs shamelessly. She lies spread across a table, her hands fumbling to grip its edge. He studies her closely. It is Miss Schultz, not the other one. Or is it? Is this love? he asks himself, then falls on the ﬂoor and wakes. 

			Dear Miss Schultz. I am now sufﬁciently restored as to be able to sense once more what is occurring and what has occurred during this recent time. 

			My gratitude to you is greater than I can express in words. I wish, therefore, to do so in action! 

			What then? What action? He crumples the paper in his hand. There are no more sheets. The ink pot is nearly dry and broken quill nibs lie all about, together with his crumpled attempts at formulation. He goes outside, crosses the yard and knocks on the door of the printer’s house. The maid ushers him in. He stands and waits in an anteroom on the ground ﬂoor, then is led upstairs to the printer’s ofﬁce. He has no idea what intention has brought him here. 

			Schultz sits behind his desk, surrounded by heavy folios and stacks of books with gilded letters on the spines. He issues a sound to convey that he is aware of Morten’s presence and requires him to wait, but does not look up from his papers. Morten goes to the window and looks out. The view is an altered version of his own. The same walls, the same rooftops and chimneys, the steeple of Vor Frue Kirke protruding from the bare branches of the sycamore. He sees the window of his room, a surface darkened by reﬂection and allowing no view inside. The yard is white with snow, circular tracks of horse-drawn carts wind around the tree. Faintly, he hears the sound of the press. 

			It gladdens me that he has risen, says Schultz behind him. 

			He turns, then seats himself on the chair to which the printer’s hand is extended. 

			I feel nearly fully restored. 

			We were worried about him. The printer’s eyebrows are raised high on his forehead, as though he has uttered something amusing or else expects Morten to do so. My eldest daughter especially has been con ­cerned for his well-being. 

			I hope I have not been the cause of unnecessary anxiety. 

			Not at all! Solicitude is in a woman’s nature and it is only healthy for young girls to be given a proper sense of life’s realities, to learn of the harshness that exists outside the protective walls of the home. Nevertheless, it is a good thing Mr Falck did not succumb. It would not have been beneﬁcial to my daughter’s aspect on life. 

			Nor to my own, says Morten. The printer nods. They laugh. Morten makes note of two things: the printer has called him Falck and referred to his daughter as a woman. 

			No, I am genuinely happy to see him, says Schultz. It pleases me, really. We have become used to having him here with us. If he were no longer here, something would feel amiss. Anyway, was there something he wished to ask? 

			I have run out of paper and ink, he says. And quill nibs. 

			Aha! The student is at work on his thesis? When does he intend to conclude his studies? 

			This summer, if all goes well. 

			If he wishes to have the thesis printed and bound, he must come to me. A well-composed text will surely make an impression on his principals. 

			Thank you. I shall remember it. 

			There is a lull in the conversation, during which neither speaks. Schultz sits reclined in his high-backed chair considering him. His hands are folded on his stomach. He has dark eyes, Morten notices, and his powdered wig is placed on the desk. His own hair is gathered in a thin, grey pigtail at his nape. 

			Approach my bookkeeper, Kierulf. He will equip the student with whatever he might need. 

			Morten makes a third note: the printer mentions nothing of payment for these supplies. 

			He returns to his room with ink, pens, quality paper, envelopes and sealing wax enough to last him months. The desktop is scarred with deep grooves made by the penknife he has used to absently dig into the wood. He retrieves a blotting pad and spreads it out over the desk. He moves the desk to the window facing the yard so that he might look out over the rooftops as he works. 

			Dear Abelone. 

			He does not crumple the paper. Now he can stand to look at it. He studies his handwriting, the swirls of the quill. His hand is fully restored like the rest of him, though it has become rather more slanting, a touch more pointed. Through the window he watches the afternoon turn grey. He sees that beyond the frost-covered pane it has begun to snow. He puts on his coat and boots and goes into town. 

			The cold has subsided. His feet remain warm inside his well-greased boots. The city is oddly still. Perhaps it is the silence that follows upon serious illness or perhaps it is because of the snow that falls in large ﬂakes. He walks down Vimmelskaftet towards Amager Torv, but then turns left along Klosterstræde, wanting to look around the narrow streets of the Klædebo quarter, perhaps purchase a little something for Miss Schultz, a token of his gratitude for all that she has done for him, for his being alive, and for the feelings she arouses within him. And then he is in Vester Kvarter. He cannot recall having passed the Rådhus, and yet he must have done. Hanens Bastion. And now he is in the same drinking house. The host seems to recognize him and brings ale. He seats himself and listens to the music and the talk at the tables. 

			Later, the boy appears. He sits down at his table. 

			Now it’ll soon be spring, Pastor. 

			He says nothing. 

			Then we can get away from here. 

			Where will you go? 

			All over. Anywhere. I like to be journeying, to see what’s round the next corner. 

			I could go with you, says Morten and laughs. 

			The boy laughs, too. A ﬁne gentleman like the pastor can’t go with one like me. 

			Morten smiles. He says nothing. The potman brings them their frothy mugs. He looks up at the man and sees himself reﬂected in him. I must be radiant, he thinks. Am I lost or saved? 

			Does he want a turn like before? says the boy. 

			No. I just wanted to see you one last time. To see if you were real. 

			Skål, Pastor, says the boy. I’m sure we’ll meet again. 

			I doubt it, he says, and leaves half a rigsdaler on the table. 

			He resumes his studies, working his hardest to complete them. Eventually spring arrives. The days grow longer, the weather milder. The gutters thaw and the nightmen shovel the ﬁlth ahead of them through the city to the canals. The cobbles are shiny and clean, then comes new waste from the latrine buckets and night pots, mash from the brewing houses and distilleries. The warmth, the stench and the rats come seeping back with an epidemic of the fever that weeds out the city’s most impoverished. Four of the boys he has taught at the Vajsenhus expire with them. His own constitution is strong and sound. 

			In June 1785 he graduates non contemnendus, i. e. with the lowest grade required to pass. And yet it is better rather than worse than he had expected. He has been afraid of a rejectus and has already composed in his mind a letter of apology home to his father. He has neglected his theology. Not until this last half year has he studied systematically. But for his probationary sermon in Vor Frue Kirke, where he speaks for Professor Swane and a select congregation upon David’s Psalm 43, he receives a laudabilis, the highest mark possible. His performance surprises not only his examiners, but also himself. He has felt a man’s gaze upon him, a very old man seated in the front row, with grey-blue eyes, angular hawk nose and a smiling, vivacious mouth that seems to repeat and chew upon each word he hears. He does not know who this man is, but his presence has a stimulating effect upon him and after a while he addresses only him. Afterwards, they are introduced. He is Poul Egede, pastor of Vartov and bishop of Greenland, son of Hans Egede. Moreover, he is principal of the Seminarium Groenlandicum, a position he has inherited from his father. 

			He bows deeply before the bishop. An honour, he mumbles. 

			Has the Magister considered joining the holy mission? Egede enquires, sizing him up with lively, aged eyes. 

			The thought has occurred to me, says Morten. Are there prospects with the Mission? 

			In Greenland, says Egede. He reaches out and squeezes Morten’s upper arm tightly, then smiles and retracts his claw-like hand. You are Norwegian? 

			It is the ﬁrst time a person of his status has addressed him informally, as an equal. He tells him where he is from. Egede asks him about his family and his plans for the future, and he tries to hide the circumstance that he has no plans whatsoever. He thinks to himself: This is a sign. He agrees to consider entering the seminary as alumnus the following autumn. Heartily, Egede wishes him a pleasant summer and wags a ﬁnger at him to indicate he does not intend to forget the matter. 

			Somewhat dazed after the examination, the unexpectedly excellent mark and his conversation with Egede, he leaves Vor Frue Kirke and wanders out of the city by the Vesterport gate. He walks and walks. A shower passes and drenches him. He dries out. He feels the grit beneath the soles of his boots, the wind blowing in his face, full of the smells of stables and the fresh aroma of cut grass. He has no idea where he is. He asks a man with a horse-drawn cart. Rødovre, learned magister. He is still in his vestments. He removes his wig, sits down on a stone by the road and watches the swallows ﬂitting above the ﬁeld, twisting sharply in the air, ascending towards the heavens. He feels the blue consume his eye. He is content, yet empty. His divinity studies are completed. The letter of apology to his father need not be sent. What is he to do with himself? He has devoted no thought to the matter. 

			Curtains of rain approach from the west, a thunderstorm rumbles and crackles, the wind bends the trees. He walks back and the weather catches up with him. The dirt track becomes a mire, soil washed from the ﬁelds. His ruff collar wilts and the potato starch runs in rivulets down his cassock. And yet he feels himself free. On his return home he takes off all his clothes and drapes them over the furniture. He lies down naked on the bed. 

			Greenland? 

			Midsummer’s Eve, 1785. Two coaches trundle through the city, one in front of the other, each drawn by hired carthorses with blinkers and rattling, creaking harnesses. The coaches arrive at the Nørreport gate and must wait a whole hour to come out into the countryside. Many respectable families have felt the urge to take the air outside the ramparts. 

			Morten Falck sits in the same carriage as his host. The printer has lit his clay pipe. He calls out greetings and lifts his hat to other families in other coaches. He is in an excellent mood, recalling excursions of his youth, handing out pamphlets of cheerful ballads and prompting the others in the carriage to sing along. With them are some of the men from the printing shop. They sit leaning back in their seats, eyes veiled with fatigue and the blasé aspect of the city dweller. But Morten is attentive. He notes everything: the pretty mistresses in the other carriage with their mother Madame Schultz, and the young men who ride by, the suitors, pert backsides bobbing in the saddle as they issue their courteous greet­ings. At the gate, acrobats and other entertainers perform; punch and ale is served; wives go about and sell pastries and confectionery. Schultz splashes out on punch to all his men, including Morten. He drinks some of the sugary liquid. It ﬁzzes like fresh ale and goes straight to his head. Shortly after he ﬁnds himself bawling along to one of the printer’s raucous ballads. The printer smiles at him encouragingly. He pats him on the knee. Morten turns his head and looks at Miss Schultz. He is about to propose a toast to her, but thinks better of it. Instead, he calls upon the print workers to drink in honour of Madame Schultz and her sister, who also wishes to take the country air. He stands up in the coach, swinging his mug. Smiles and good cheer, sunshine and laughter. He plops back onto his seat and promptly falls asleep. 

			When he awakes they are out of town. The carriages make slow progress. They are in the middle of a procession stretching as far as the eye can see. He realizes the printer is talking to him. 

			Has the Magister visited the spring before? 

			No, I did not know of its existence until the printer was so kind as to invite me. We have our own little spring back home. They say its waters have healing properties. 

			You must drink a cup, says the printer. Spring water is without a doubt healthy for both mind and body. It cured me of the melancholy of youth. 

			Morten nods. He notes, too, that the printer now addresses him as an equal. It is exactly what they say of the spring at home. I remember I drank from it as a child. However, I believe it is now silted up. 

			But the Magister is a man of science, says the printer, and, moreover, a theologian of the modern age. Does this notion of healing springs not run counter to both? 

			Not at all, he replies. Partaking of water from a spring can be nothing if not healthy for a person who has spent a long winter inside the ramparts. 

			The printer laughs. He is satisﬁed. Morten realizes he is being assessed. He hopes he has said nothing inappropriate during his brief intoxication at the city gate. Schultz leans forward. What is more, he whispers, they say the spring of Kirsten Piils Kilde can make the secret wishes of young people come true. 

			I shall bear it in mind, says Morten. Absently, he wonders if the printer’s words are a subtle hint. His head feels heavy. He jumps down from the coach to follow along on foot for a while. The mistresses Schultz and their mother smile down at him. He lifts his hat and bows. Presently he climbs aboard again. 

			The printer complains about the dullness of their route. He would prefer to go by Strandvejen, which affords splendid views across the sound on one side and to the woods on the other. But Strandvejen is in poor condition, he is told, potholed and broken up. The driver suggests they go by way of Gentofte and Ordrup and pick up the coast road a little south of Klampenborg. He knows an occasional shortcut where the trafﬁc will be less. The printer approves the plan, out of consideration for the ladies’ behinds, he says. Madame Schultz turns and scolds him. Tsk, I shall have to wash his dirty mouth! She laughs. The girls roll their eyes and fan themselves excitedly. 

			Morten dozes, but wakes again as they reach the point at Hvidøre. The coach turns north along Strandvejen, which indeed is pitted with holes. The driver growls a command to the horses to slow them down. Morten looks out across the glittering Øresund. He looks at the ships, their sails ﬂapping lazily in the slack wind, the dismantled ﬂeet that lies packed together further south. On the other side of the water the hostile coast, at once threatening and enticing, the same clouds drifting over its hills as swept across Denmark only a short while before. Morten thinks upon the matter drowsily, his head nodding slightly this way and that, until his thoughts become a muddle. The nature of the earth is conveyed to the mind, he thinks to himself, whereupon the mind reﬂects upon the earth, which in turn rises up once more into the mind, and so on, an endless sequence of matter and spirit. A chatter of voices and peals of laughter from the carriage in front, a snorting of horses, hooves clack­ing on cobble, the rattle of traces, gulls screaming out across the sound. Morten straightens up. He wipes drool from a corner of his mouth and looks about. They have arrived. 

			Singing, they drive through the red gates of the Dyrehaven, the royal hunting grounds to which Copenhagen’s public in its yearning for nature has been admitted since the days of Frederik V. Here, too, they make slow progress due to the sheer number of carriages. Eventually, the driver stops and begins to unload. The party jumps out and ﬁnds a spot close to the spring, where they spread out their blankets upon the grass and hand out the contents of their picnic baskets. The printer and his wife seat themselves. Schultz sends his store man to ﬁnd them some coffee, which in his opinion is as beneﬁcial to the health as the waters of the spring, not least when it contains a splash of aquavit. His daughters gather round them, three daisies in the grass. They pester their father so that they might be allowed to explore. Please, Daddy, dearest Daddy, we shan’t go far. Only if they keep to the area around the spring, says the printer, and only if they are each accompanied by one of his men to look after them, armed with a cane. The fairground of Dyrehavsbakken is a den of pickpockets and tinkers, Jews and Gypsies and scoundrels of the dark, and the bailiff in Kongens Lyngby and his appointed ofﬁcers meant to uphold the peace have already drunk themselves silly, I shouldn’t wonder, Schultz opines grufﬂy, in which state they will not be of use to anyone. 

			Morten bows to Abelone. Miss Schultz, allow me to perform the duty of accompanying the mistress and ensuring her safety. 

			Abelone exchanges glances with her mother and receives a nod. The Madame coos and instructs her to take care. Her sister, who is seated at her side, seconds her caution. Abelone rises and crooks her arm under his elbow. 

			They stroll about and watch the entertainers, the jugglers, the sword swallowers with their ﬂaming breath, the Turkish percussionists, the buxom female singers who play the harp and stringed instruments and display their sumptuous cleavage. Young Jews with shaved heads wander among the throng with trays folded out at their midriffs, from which they peddle Dutch cigars, percussion caps, blacking and fuses that may be ignited and thrown to ﬁzzle and crackle under people’s feet, making them dance with fright. A tightrope walker clad in a leotard performs dizzying tricks high above the ground. More than once he would seem about to fall and the audience gasps, some scream. Miss Schultz grips his arm, puts her hand to her mouth, her eyes ﬁxed upon the ﬁgure in the air. Morten is inattentive to the tightrope walker and watches instead a thief at work, emptying the onlookers’ pockets. When he comes nearer their eyes meet. The boy stiffens, observes Morten with a canny, measuring eye. Then his pretty lips part in a smile. He bows with an elegant sweep of his hand and vanishes. Morten watches him go. His mouth ﬁlls with the greasy taste of sperm. 

			Abelone looks at him, her cheeks blushing. Magister Falck, she says, are you unable to stomach such excitement? 

			Er, no, he squeaks, and runs a ﬁnger inside his collar. 

			You’re not unwell, I hope? she says. You look so pale. Have you seen a ghost, Morten? 

			I could do with some refreshment. 

			Abelone pulls on his arm and leads him to the spring. 

			She runs over to her mother to fetch cups, then returns and considers him inquisitively. You really are pale, she says. 

			It’s nothing. He blames it on the punch, the long drive, the heat, on becoming faint from standing with his head leaned back. I feel better now. He accepts a cup and stares at it. 

			A cup from which no person has drunk, she says. Otherwise the spring water will fail to have effect. 

			The area around the spring, which is built up with boards in the way of a well, resembles a camp hospital. The sick and inﬁrm sit about on stools and lie upon stretchers or else they come limping, supported by helpers. Behind the spring, further up the bank, lie heaps of abandoned crutches and bloodied and pus-soaked bandages thrown away by pilgrims ecstatic at abrupt recovery. The smell of sickness and infected wounds pinches the nostrils. Abelone holds a handkerchief in front of her mouth. She nudges him forwards. On the platform above the steps music is played and there is singing and dancing. He sees twirling skirts, hears laughter, the beat of a drum, a bear growling and straining at its chains. He feels dizzy and fatigued, the sun beats down upon his neck as if all of a sudden he were in the circles of the Inferno itself. Abelone tugs on his sleeve. 

			Look, it’s our turn now, Magister. 

			The attendant of the spring, a peasant woman in a bonnet and a white embroidered apron, asks if they have brought with them a cup from which no person has drunk. They hold out their cups and a boy ﬁlls them with water from the spring. Then they are pushed onwards to stand at a short distance to drink. The water tastes rather muddy, as well water often does, and has an unclean appearance. He empties his cup. Abelone dashes hers against a stone, causing it to shatter, and asks that he do the same. He must throw his own cup three times before it breaks. Finally, they each give a coin to the spring, remove themselves from the crowds and stroll, arm in arm, towards the woods. 

			Did you remember to whisper a wish? she asks as they walk away. 

			Indeed, he says. I feel better already. And you? 

			She laughs. Now we are cleansed, Magister Falck. Now we can do exactly as we please. 

			They wander along the shore, arm in arm still, though occasionally Abelone lets go and dances across the sand, jumping aside with a little shriek when the waves come lapping in, before returning to join him again. The foam licks away her footprints. She chatters without pause. There is a self-conﬁdence about her now, something playful, challenging even. He is not sure, but she makes him feel ill at ease. What does she want? Does she even know? How does a man do these things, and in what order? Why is there not a handbook on the subject? 

			She walks backwards before him. The hem of her dress is wet. She laughs and points. He turns round. Their footprints are a curve marking the border of waves that have come and gone. 

			These two people, she says, look like they have just come from the inn, to judge by their uncertain path. 

			I am intoxicated, he says. By love. 

			But she seems not to hear him, for which he is grateful. What is he to say or do now? Force her down into the sand so that his kisses might wash over her like the waves? What expectations of the choreography of love has her reading of novels imparted to her? He sees the printer in his mind’s eye as he lay with his head in his wife’s lap but a short while ago. His shirt frill was open, he puffed on his clay pipe, Madame Schultz’s ﬂeshy, yet no less beautiful hand rested familiarly on the hair of his chest. When Abelone informed them they would walk along the shore, he raised his glass of punch and winked his eye at Morten. Whatever that was supposed to mean. 

			They stand still and look out on the Sound. 

			The ships are pretty, she says. Their sails are as white as the gull’s wings. 

			Yes, he says. The wind must have got up out there. They sail at some speed. 

			Where do you think they are bound, Morten? 

			Her voice is altered. Has he kissed her? He is unsure, but he must have done, a ﬂeeting brush of the lips. It is why she calls him by his Christian name. 

			Oh, all sorts of places, he says. Tranquebar, Serampore, Canton, Godthåb, the Gold Coast. Most likely they are merchant ships to our colonies. 

			It’s so hard to grasp, she says. There are people out there on the ships. Now they are here. And in a few weeks or months they will be in a foreign place we have never seen and never will. Is it not strange to think? 

			Certainly, he says. Strange indeed. 

			And some of them will perhaps never return home, she says. Is that not true? 

			Indeed, many perils await these seamen. They put their lives at risk so that we may purchase our porcelain and cotton fabrics and coffee, and spices to put in our cakes. They are brave, one has to admit. 

			But how exciting it must be, she says. I am sure it is all worth it, even if one were to end at the bottom of the sea, though not until the journey back, of course, after having seen the world. If I were a man I would be the captain of a ship. You smile, Magister, she says, offended. Why may a woman not harbour such dreams? 

			Why indeed? 

			If my intended husband should get the idea of journeying out into the world to make his living in the colonies, I would go with him. 

			He says nothing. He ought to speak now. A better opportunity will hardly arise. She has played the ball into his court, a cautious, loose ball that comes rolling gently towards him and stops at his feet. And still he says nothing. He stands beside her with her arm tucked under his own and looks out upon the water. He senses the dense, sweet smell of lavender, and this time it is no hallucination. 

			They continue along the shore. They are silent. She has let go of his arm. She has distanced herself ever so slightly. He wishes he had brought his pipe, for then he would know what to do with himself. 

			Your mother will be worrying soon. 

			About what, Magister? My virtue? I am sure it is in safe hands in your company. 

			He looks at her. She walks on, faster all of a sudden. With every stride she sinks further into the sand. It is plain that she struggles to keep up her pace. She hoists her skirts slightly and he sees the twist and spring of her step in the yielding sand, her ankles as they are raised and brought forward in turn. He wants to say something. It vexes him that he has no aptitude for quick and humorous remarks. Something by which the mood may be turned again. A series of poor jokes passes through his mind only to be rejected. He is silent. 

			And then she runs, away from the shore, into the scrub, towards the road. He sees the ﬂap of her white dress between the trees. She calls out and he tries to catch her words. She glances back over her shoulder. He runs after her. 

			Miss Schultz! He cries and can tell by his voice that he is annoyed, but also anxious. Be careful! 

			Of what does he warn her? Wild animals? Robbers? Thugs? 

			The woods are unsafe! he shouts. 

			He listens. A branch snaps. Leaves rustle. He runs, ﬁnds tracks in the earth, but cannot see the mistress Schultz. 

			He is uncertain as to where he might be, in which direction the shore is or the Dyrehavsbakken and the spring. He must have run further than he thinks. Deep into the woods. He has become alarmed by his own words of caution, and imagines poachers and wild men armed with knives. If she lies injured somewhere the guilt will be his alone, no matter what might have happened. He stands still, hears the blood rush inside his ears. He takes a few steps and a wood pigeon ﬂaps suddenly into the air in front of him. Before he is recovered from the shock, he sees some­thing white in the corner of his eye. It is she. He runs after her. She laughs out loud, an echo among tree trunks. 

			He can see her legs amid the ﬂutter of her dress, and what he sees are legs of ﬂesh and blood, not merely tulle skirts and fragrance. His own move at a steady pace. She is a drum roll, he a march. He comes nearer. How troublesome it must be, he thinks, to run in a long dress through a wood. How absurd! Women are not built for the wilderness, at least their clothes are not. If she were dressed like a man or a Hottentot she might perhaps be quicker than he. But she is clumsy as a peacock among the trees. He runs faster now. She glances over her shoulder and lets out a shriek, then a shrill laugh, and bares her teeth in spite. Her arms ﬂail, her hair falls loose. He sees her galloping feet beneath the hem. His breathing is steady. He knows he can run still faster and catch her up whenever he chooses. And then he will do what is to be done. He senses he is erect, his member slapping the fabric of his breeches as he runs. The wild animal is he, robber and thug armed with a knife, he ought to have warned her against himself. He is no longer timid and she senses it and thus her laughter is now tinged with anxiety. 

			They come to a clearing in the wood and she bounds through grass that reaches to her midriff. He increases his speed, leaping onwards with long, elastic strides, and catches up with her almost immediately. He grips her arm and twists her around. She struggles, howling with laughter, spluttering with rage. He forces her to the ground. She kicks at him, lashes out with her ﬁsts, spitting and giggling and thrashing as he climbs on top of her. And then she is calm. Her bosom is like a bellows, but she is stiff and tense. She stares at him with eyes that are barely human. He releases everything, groping and fondling, tearing at the fabric, hearing the rip of seams. Flesh comes into sight, then more. He dips down, kissing, licking, slobbering, and she observes him with curiosity. He feels her hand at his neck, ﬁngers worming in his hair. He kisses her and she turns away. She squeals a protest, but he pulls her back by her hair, kisses her again. He senses her muscles relax beneath him, her body become soft and womanly once more. He is certain she can feel his erection. But does she know what it means? They remain lying for a moment, gasping into each other’s faces. 

			You are a pig, Magister Falck, she breathes. I knew this was what you were after. I knew it all along, have always known it. And then she rolls aside and in a single movement pulls her dress up over her head and is in her underskirt in the grass. 

			The betrothal is proclaimed from Vor Frue Kirke a week later and thereupon announced in the Adresseavisen. For the time being, Morten remains in his lodgings. He mentions nothing to his betrothed about Egede and his plans for him, as indeed he mentions nothing to Egede about his engagement. He enrols at the seminary in all secrecy. He writes a letter to his sister informing her that he is to be married. Only a fortnight later he receives a reply with an invitation to spend the rest of the summer with his betrothed at the rectory in Nakskov. He realizes that every occurrence, and every decision he makes, cancels out the next. 

			They board the packet boat on a windy day in July and are blown through the Øresund and out into the Smålandshavet. Abelone is seasick. He sits at the bulwark with her and supports her brow as she empties her stomach into the waves. For this reason they lodge frequently on the way, at inns in small market towns, in good, separate rooms paid for by the printer. After a week they arrive by mail coach in Nakskov, where his sister receives them with sobs of joy. 

			It soon becomes plain to Morten what is happening. The reverend pastor Johannes Gram, Kirstine’s husband, places his hand upon his shoulder in a friendly gesture that is quite unlike him. Morten knows him as an introvert who says nothing more than is absolutely necessary. He possesses the solemnity of the former, now deceased pastor, his father, though not his ﬁery temperament. He is in the habit of rehearsing his sermons in part to the audience of his family and becomes offended should they pose too many questions or put forward comments of a less than wholly positive character. Now he chatters away. He calls Morten his dear colleague, dearest Magister and beloved brother-in-law, and invites him to drink wine with him in his study when Morten would rather walk with the ladies in the woods. He has noticed an envelope on Gram’s desk, with the printer’s name on it. A sudden suspicion prompts him to enquire: Do you know my future father-in-law? 

			Gram pushes the letter hastily away beneath some papers. Morten ﬁnds he exudes an unpleasant and sickly smell, and he shudders at the thought of the man lying naked with Kirstine in the night. 

			The printer Schultz has been most kind, says Gram. He has sent me a copy of Martin Luther’s sermons, which are as good as unprocurable. 

			The brother-in-law picks a volume from the shelf behind him and hands it to Morten. As he is about to leaf through its pages, Gram removes it from his hand and puts it back in its place. 

			It is a very precious work. 

			Of course. 

			Let me ﬁll your glass, my dearest Magister. 

			When they have drunk most of the decanter, Gram says Come, dear colleague, let us go for a drive. I have something to show you that you may ﬁnd of interest. 

			They go outside. An open carriage is brought forward, drawn by a single chestnut gelding. A young stable boy stands and adjusts the harness. Gram climbs aboard. Morten does likewise and sits beside him, facing forward. The carriage sets in motion, a wide arc over the cobbles and through the gateway, and oscillates gently along the road between the ﬁelds. Morten feels the sour wine slosh in his stomach. At the perimeter of the rectory’s land he sees two women dressed in white, strolling side by side along a path. They turn and look out from under the brims of their hats as the carriage passes them by and a cloud of dust swirls in its wake. They wave with their parasols. Morten and the Reverend Gram raise their hands in greeting and return their waves. Even at a distance of several hundred feet he can see that the ladies look solemn. 

			They are getting to know each other already, says his brother-in-law with a chuckle. Most likely they complain about us. 

			Yes, they are delightful indeed, says Morten, adding in a moment of sudden inspiration: Two of the three women I love most dearly. 

			Gram turns his head and looks at him enquiringly. And the third? 

			My mother. 

			Aha. Hm. Yes, of course. 

			It is mid-afternoon. They drive with the sun on their right. Gram does not say where they are going and Morten does not ask. He tries to picture the map of Lolland and to place the carriage, the Reverend Gram and himself upon it. There is no water to be seen anywhere and no sea breeze to be felt. They must be in the middle of the island. The gelding has chosen a casual pace to which it adheres without variation in bends or on slopes. Morten sits in a slipstream that smells of horse and pollen from the warm ﬁelds. The landscape is monotonous, mostly cultivated, broken only by a rather large number of passage graves and tumuli that seem to comprise the only raised areas of ground. Gram tells him that his father, God rest his soul, worked all his life to persuade the manor owners to reform their agriculture and convince the suspicious farmers that it was in their interests to keep abreast of progress. Now drainage has soon done away with the last of the island’s bogs, large areas of fallow land and pasture have been cultivated, woodland and scrub cleared, and improved cereal types developed. It is good farmland. For the same reason, they are no longer plagued by biting and stinging insects as in former times, and epidemics have thereby become seldom. Leprosy has not been seen in generations. Most of the farms have moved out of the villages, plots have been joined, the farmers enjoy prosperous circum­stances, have become independent, thinking Christians, no more the darkened slaves of medieval superstition as in olden days, and soon the Stavnsbånd, that last relic of former aristocratic rule, will be lifted by royal decree. 

			Morten nods during his brother-in-law’s lecture. Gradually, it occurs to him that he is listening to a sales pitch. 

			A person can lead a good life here, Gram concludes, adding with somewhat cryptic reﬂection: providing he has the aptitude for happiness. 

			They enter a small market town and arrive at a large pre-Reformation church in red stone, a cathedral almost. Gram jumps down from the carriage. Morten follows. 

			This parish has been vacant since the winter, when Magister Pade left us, says Gram. Let me show you the church, beloved brother-in-law. 

			Together they approach the ediﬁce that towers before them. The stable boy goes off to ﬁnd the warden and presently an elderly man appears with a bunch of keys. He bows deeply to the two priests, then they are let inside. The interior of the church is enormous; there must be room here for a congregation several hundred strong. The gallery for the use of the ﬁnest families comprises a row of white-painted cubicles with gilded frames and small entrance doors upon which are inscribed the names and monograms of the noblemen to whom they belong. However, the overall impression is one of decay, dilapidation and aban­donment. The pulpit is placed on high, under the white arches of the ceiling, so that the congregation must lean back their heads in order to see their priest and thereby demonstrate their Christian humility. Gram nudges him forward, encouraging him to take a closer look. To reach the pulpit one must open a small gate into something that resembles a sentry box and then clamber up a steep staircase that is almost a hen-coop ladder. The wood creaks and yields under his weight. It smells ancient. He hopes the stair is not pre-Reformation too, though it feels as if it is. Then he emerges into the vast space and looks out upon its empty pews and organ gallery, as well as the face of the Reverend Gram turned towards the heavens, coloured faintly green by the light that falls from a stained-glass window. It is a face of aggressive expectation. Morten becomes aware that he is expected to speak, to test how the acoustics of the church inte­rior will receive and modulate his voice. He imagines all the faces when the church is full, the ordinary members of the parish in the pews, the ﬁnest ranks upon the gallery. 

			What should I say? he mumbles. 

			The Lord’s Prayer is always an option, his brother-in-law replies from below in a voice that is loud and clear. 

			He opens his mouth, then closes it again, mute as a codﬁsh. The text that each and every person in the kingdom is able to speak in their sleep, has vanished from his memory. 

			Very well, says Gram, once he has climbed down again. Let us inspect the Latin school at the back. 

			His brother-in-law is kindly disposed to him that evening as they sit in the living room of the rectory with Abelone and Kirstine. Gram tells the ladies of their excursion into the neighbouring parish. Only now does it occur to Morten that they have visited Rødby Kirke and Latin school. 

			Some days later he is ﬁnally able to spend time alone with Abelone. They have all gone by carriage to the narrow spit of land that reaches out into the Langelandsbælt and which the locals call the Elbow. Morten and Abelone walk arm in arm along the shore. Kirstine sits behind them among the shrubs and reads a book, protected from the elements by her white garments and shawl and a wide-brimmed, veiled hat. Her husband naps under a parasol, a pair of thin legs protruding beneath a large belly. He has consumed a solid lunch of pie, cheese, sweet ham and no small amount of wine. 

			The strait is grey in colour, with occasional stabs of sun from an unsettled sky. Rain clouds come and go without releasing their contents. By evening, when the air cools, there will be a downpour. Across the water lies the island of Langeland. The ﬁelds of Spodsbjerg are plainly visible to the eye, ﬂax-coloured panels bordered by stone walls and hedgerows. A number of sails can be seen, ships on their way to or from the countries of the Baltic. 

			What a marvellous view, says Abelone. 

			Indeed, says Morten, accommodatingly. It is a beautiful spot. 

			Do you think you can live here, Morten? It cannot be beautiful all year round. Your sister says that in winter it is quite a harrowing place. 

			I imagine, he says, and laughs. It seems your father and my brother­in-law, the Reverend Gram, have already found a living for me. 

			Is it not what you want? What we want? 

			Certainly! 

			Finding a living is no easy matter in our day. 

			This is true. 

			Johannes Gram is a man of inﬂuence. If he lets a word drop to the provost, you will doubtless be given the parish. 

			Yes. 

			Have you other plans, Morten? Have we other plans? 

			No. I just ﬁnd it all so, I don’t know, so real. So sudden. 

			Things happen so quickly sometimes, says Abelone, absently. Such is the way. I feel I am years older since the spring. But I am glad. You have made me happy. Are you not happy, Morten? 

			I am, he says. I am happy. 

			I love you, she says. 

			He half turns towards her with a smile and pats her hand. He reminds himself that he must remember to say something similar at some appro­priate time, without making it sound false or like an automatic reply. I love you. Hm, a difﬁcult sentence indeed. 

			They return to the others. His sister, too, has fallen asleep and lies with her book at her breast. Ants crawl on her hand, which lies ﬂopped in the sand. He crouches down and sweeps them away without waking her. 

			In the evening he reads aloud for them, a German translation of Rousseau. Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains! The words receive sarcastic comment from the Reverend Gram. Kirstine makes apologies and retires early on account of feeling indisposed. Abelone follows shortly after, leaving him alone with his brother-in-law. A tall grandfather clock stands ticking against the long wall. Gram brings them glasses and a decanter. They get drunk while hardly exchanging a word. Morten reads his book, his brother-in-law Luther’s sermons. 

			This Rousseau may be inserted in a certain oriﬁce, as far as I am concerned, Gram eventually proclaims, and staggers to his room. 

			Luncheon in the great dining room some days later. It has been raining since the excursion to the Elbow and they have kept indoors, reading and playing cards. Gram’s ageing mother has arrived home from a journey to Altona to visit an old female friend. She is an affable woman who, in season and out, cheerfully allows her son to bite off her head. At one point during the meal he abruptly clatters his cutlery down upon his plate, rises to his feet and bellows: Mother, you are the dullest person I know! I am ashamed! And with that he marches to his study and does not show himself for the remainder of the day. It is a scene that repeats itself with variations during the days that follow. The reason for their difference is a mystery to Morten, who notes only that seemingly innocuous, everyday remarks invariably cause his brother-in-law to explode. 

			My son has a strong temper, says the mother with a chuckle. He takes after his father. 

			The weather changes and they can once more stroll in the woods and along the shore. Things begin to repeat. The woods, the shore, the sea, the same people who greet them as they walk through the town, the heavy meals followed by leaden afternoon naps, the drowsiness when waking up before evening, the effort to summon the energy to go for yet another stroll, only to remain in the chair and read or pass the time with a game of patience. Then another evening of reading aloud for each other, punctuated by the continuing disagreements between the pastor and his mother. He conducts not a single conversation of a personal nature with Kirstine during the entire visit. Indeed, he avoids it on purpose, terriﬁed of what she might conﬁde to him, and he to her. 

			They depart with the packet boat on the tenth of August and take lodging in a single room at an inn in Vordingborg under the name of Falck, where they spend a week together, much of it without leaving their alcove bed. 

			We are good at this, she says. At being on our own together. Let us never forget it and let us never allow anyone or anything to change it. 

			He ﬁnds it an odd thing to say. As though she has a premonition that some dreadful event will occur. 

			Back in Copenhagen. He is with Abelone and she is happy to be home again. They stroll arm in arm in the town and amble through Rosenborg Have with the two sisters. They see the great regatta in the city’s canals. They make excursions to the countryside in the company of Madame Schultz. When again he is alone with Abelone, she asks him to show her the sordid quarters around Nikolaj Kirke and the ramparts, and to explain to her what goes on behind the walls. 

			He tells her. He conceals nothing. She listens with interest. 

			But why, Morten? 

			Why what? 

			Why do they do it? 

			It is their only way of earning a living. 

			But the men, I mean. Why do they do it? 

			It is the men’s lust, he says. It is their savage nature, a fearful thing. An innocent girl such as yourself cannot understand it. 

			Innocent, ha! Do you not think girls may possess a savage nature? Let me show you savage! 

			She wishes to be taught, and in teaching her he becomes himself a student. This is quite another matter than death’s exact and static revela­tions. It is muscles responding to the touch, glands releasing substances more fragrant than the deathly ﬂuids in the vaults of Bredegade. It is eyes widening and beads of perspiration on the lip, sweat that can be tasted, a pulse throbbing at an artery in the neck, gasps of breath of so many nuances as to be language on their own. And he is an attentive pupil, a sensitive teacher. 

			Miss Schultz is fond of the inadmissibility of copulating while still being fully clothed, with the exception of small apertures through which a thing may stick out or be stuck in and received. They can spend hours arousing each other with words and small, innocuous touches of the hand, until one of them can withstand no longer and they begin to snatch and tear at each other’s clothing. Often she slaps him hard in the face from sheer excitement, or else happens to bite him. 

			The opportunity of being together presents itself only seldom. Madame Schultz watches over her daughter and nothing can be concealed from the two sisters. But they are nevertheless betrothed and as such are allowed to walk in the town without a chaperone. The things she says to him during these walks would be enough to make an old whore blush, he says, and she laughs heartily. 

			Who is the innocent one now, Magister Falck? 

			When she sneaks up to his room in the evenings, presumably with her sisters’ knowledge, she insists they enter the roles she has devised for them. They play the mad King Christian and his prostitute mistress Støvlet-Cathrine. They play brothel. She commands him to treat her badly and to pay for her humiliations with a few meagre coins. He plays along, and yet he is unnerved. Perhaps it is not men’s lust that is the worst, he thinks to himself. 

			At the end of August he moves into a small room in the attic of the Seminarium Groenlandicum. He writes a letter to Abelone by which he breaks the betrothal. My dear Abelone, my heart, friend of my soul, love of my life! It is no easy letter to compose. Our visit to Nakskov prompted me to look into the future, he writes. And there I saw that whether I content myself as a rural provost or else follow a call to the colonies of Greenland, what we have enjoyed together will be destroyed for always. It will destroy you, as it will destroy me. I have not the heart for such, my beloved Abelone. Let us therefore be parted, so that what we are may continue to be, and our love be preserved in its original form. 

			He details the tribulations life in a Greenlandic colony will impose. It is no place for a young woman of her ﬁne standing, a place in which the worst of vices ﬂourish and where the majority of those who venture there succumb to cold and sickness. He cannot defend it. The scurvy, Abelone. Alas, to see you removed of your sparkling white teeth. The mere thought of it is more than an honest man can bear! 

			It pains him to write such a letter, which he composes in a serving house in Vestergade, drinking several mugs of ale as he ponders. The headache with which he awakes the next morning is not caused by drunk­enness. He knows, of course, that the explanations he has proffered are but claims and poor excuses. He cannot fathom why he is so unable to marry her. All he knows is that he does not desire it. Yet to state as much would be unthinkable. 

			Some days later he receives a frosty letter of business from Schultz. The printer makes it clear that while fully entitled to pursue the breach legally, he has for the sake of his daughter’s reputation, which already is tarnished by Falck’s treachery, as well as in concern for her weakened state in general, decided to let the matter pass. In the expectation of the Magister that he repair from the countenance of my family, and preferably as soon as possible travel to the far and frigid place in which he intends to work, I remain his respectfully, Thøger Schultz, Printer. 

			The unfriendly letter lifts his spirits. It is a liberation, a clear signal that opens up the gates of his life, much like those that allow a person out of a plague-ridden city into the open countryside and fresh air. 

			But Miss Schultz will not permit him to retreat so easily. She manages to ﬁnd him, and in the middle of a lesson in which he is receiving instruc­tion in the Greenlandic afﬁxes, she bursts in and announces in the presence of all the alumni: Morten Falck, you lecher! You owe me ﬁve rigsdalers for having lain with me! 

			The classroom is deathly silent. The remaining Greenlandic afﬁxes are scattered to the ﬂoor and the only thing to be heard is old Egede’s nervous titter. 

			Miss Schultz .  .  . what kind of garb is this? says Morten, staring in bewilderment. He has risen to his feet. Abelone is clad in a loose, pleated, gaudy dress with train, cut low to make her bosom swell. Her shoulders are bare, her hair let down, and in her hand she awkwardly grips a little parasol that rests against her shoulder. You look like a woman of the street! 

			He receives a triumphant smile in return. 

			Egede ushers them into his ofﬁce and leaves them to their own devices. Morten hears him chuckle and click his tongue as he returns to the classroom. Abelone ﬂops down on a chair, abandons her parasol and bursts into tears. I just wanted to show you I’ll do anything for you, she sobs. If I can shame myself in front of a whole audience of priests, then I can surely accompany you to the furthest corner of the world, don’t you see? She weeps. She wrings her hands. Take me with you. Let me be your companion, Morten. I have said I will go with you anywhere in the world, have I not? 

			Indeed. 

			Then let me go with you, my dearest. I can be a good friend and a faithful wife. I can teach the children of the savages. We can keep each other company in the dark nights and read Rousseau. 

			Impossible. The rules do not allow accompanying spouses. 

			Do you remember the summer? Do you remember how you ran after me, the way you bundled me to the ground and took me by force? And then ever since, have we not had fun together? What we have shown and conﬁded to each other cannot be given to anyone else. It will be lost if we are no longer together, can’t you see? Lost for always. 

			He considers her. She extends a hand, a leather glove. He accepts it reluctantly, feels her ﬁngers through the material, the softness of her ﬂesh, the bones. He lets go again. He is embarrassed by what has happened, the thought of what the other alumni will say, and when his eyes meet hers he can tell that she knows what he is thinking. 

			It is you who are narrow-minded, she says. You think only of your reputation. How will you fare among the savages, Morten? You will perish from shame at what they will do to you. 

			Yes, he says, perhaps you are right. And for that reason I attend the seminary here, to prepare for life among the savages. 

			I can be your own little native, she says eagerly, her tone altered at once. I can be as wild as the savages, if only you allow me the chance. 

			I know you, he says. I know what you are. You are a good and gentle girl of ﬁne standing. Savagery is but a game for you. 

			And for you! We are alike, even if you refuse to admit it. I understand you. Perhaps I would have done the same if I were a man. But we can liberate ourselves from it all. We can be free together. 

			You are young, he says. You will mature and change. Such is life. I am ten years older than you. I know what I am doing. 

			And this has only just dawned on you? 

			Her words are almost a scream. 

			Your father has written to me, he says with hard-won composure that must appear stony to her, which is his intention. I think it hardly likely that he would deliver you into my charge. 

			Indeed, he is angry. Furious. He took his sabre and thrashed at a chair until the stufﬁng ﬂew in the air, and said, Look, here is your theologian! A smile appears amid the tears; she snifﬂes and lets out a giggle. But I don’t care. I want to go with you, if you will have me. You can do with me as you wish, anything at all. When do you think you will receive such an offer again, Magister Falck? 

			How will you get a passport to board the ship? You are not yet of age. 

			Practical matters! Of no importance! We bribe the captain with my dowry. Take me with you! 

			No. 

			Do you not love me any more? She extends her hand again, but this time he does not accept it. 

			This is leading nowhere. 

			Some ﬂoorboards creak in the corridor. He hears mufﬂed voices, as though in everyday conversation, sounds from the street, the sounds of a sunny day. A shaft of golden light falls upon Egede’s desk. He sees that the shadow cast by the quills in his pen holder have moved the breadth of a ﬁnger since he sat down with Miss Schultz. She sits diagonally oppo­site him, a theatrical harlot. She cries quietly, blinking her eyes, tears streaming down the sides of her nose, halted brieﬂy by the down of her upper lip, which also is made golden by the sun, then to release and fall onto her exposed bosom, where they trickle and dry. She ignores them. She wrings her hands. 

			I shall take my life, she says faintly. I know where my mother keeps her laudanum. 

			He sits quite still. Go now, he thinks to himself. 

			I can have you prosecuted, she says. 

			I know. You have the power to destroy me. 

			My sisters know. They know everything. They can give sworn statements. 

			Yes. 

			My father’s staff know, too. I’m certain of it. They can bear witness against you. And then you will be neither a priest nor a missionary, unless you wish to preach in the gaol. 

			No. 

			She looks up and their eyes meet. How calm you are, Morten. How can you be so calm? 

			I place my fate in your hands, he says, unperturbed. 

			At long last, she takes a handkerchief and wipes her eyes, dabs her cheeks and bosom. She snifﬂes once or twice. I am glad to have come to speak with you one last time. 

			Yes, I too, in spite of the circumstances. I am sorry. Forgive me. 

			She looks up at him brieﬂy and winces. I shall not forget you and I will not hate you. You cannot make me hate you. I shall keep what is ours inside my heart and cherish it. No one can take that from me, not even you. 

			Thank you. 

			She rises to her feet; he likewise. They stand before each other. They shake hands, she turns and leaves the ofﬁce in a rustle of tulle. 

			Shortly afterwards Egede’s face appears in the doorway. He wears a crafty smile. 

			Oh dear, Magister Falck, I fear you have missed your afﬁxes! 

			He receives the call to Sukkertoppen in January of 1787, half a year before he is to leave. Egede takes him under his wing. They stroll in the garden of the seminary. Egede tells him of his experiences in Greenland, of his father and mother and siblings, of the sly and sullen heathens, of his childhood in Lofoten. They converse in Norwegian. Egede is proud of his Norwegian and Morten has not the heart to tell him it hardly resembles the language at all. 

			He meets one of Schultz’s print workers in a serving house and learns that Miss Schultz has suffered a breakdown and become worryingly ill. The man does not know her illness, but the mistress has been taken from the city in a weakened state, apparently to some family in the country. They say she is not right in the head, the worker whispers. She called herself Støvlet-Cathrine and was improper towards us in the printing shop, tore her clothes to tatters in everyone’s presence, we had to hold her still until Madame Schultz came and put a blanket around her. The man shakes his head. I can’t forget the sight of her loveliness, so pure and fresh, and then the madness in her eyes. I can’t put it from my mind. Was the Magister not betrothed to the young mistress? 

			It fell through, says Morten. 

			Oh, I see. How sad, says the man. But such a madwoman could never make a pastor’s wife, it stands to reason. Skål, Mr Falck! 
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