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‘And God tempted Abraham and said unto him, Take Isaac, thine only son, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah, and offer him there for a burnt offering upon the mountain which I will show thee.’


Søren Kierkegaard: Fear and Trembling


‘Luther once read this story for family devotions. When he had finished, Katie said, “I do not believe it. God would not have treated his son like that.”


“But, Katie,” answered Luther, “he did.” ’


Roland H. Bainton: Here I Stand. A Life of Martin Luther










PROLOGUE










The Skerries, Godthåb


Summer, 1724


I am Aappaluttoq, the Red One. I can go anywhere, as the priest says, albeit his words are scornfully meant, and yet it is true, as he well knows, though he will never admit it. For I possess a hole, not the farting hole or the eating hole, or any other hole the eye may see, but invisible, and through it I am able to vanish within myself, like an eddy which consumes its own current, and then I am able to release my spirit, my tarniga, that it may fly as I lie bound and unconscious on the ground. The body is the human’s mortal envelope, but the soul may travel great distances through the air. I can journey to any place I wish. Not that it is easy. On the contrary, to wrench oneself free of the body is as painful as it is difficult and requires the most unflinching contempt for death, but once free there is nothing complicated about it. I can travel to the past, for the time that is gone still exists, in spaces adjacent to what we call the present, and one needs only to learn how to pass through its walls. The future exists too, in a way, though its spaces are as yet empty and therefore of little interest, unless emptiness is what you happen to be looking for. I once sat down in a space in the future and stayed there until the past came washing by, a great, slow wave of time. It was like seeing images cast up onto a wall, images in which I had no part. I can also travel to other worlds, strange places where everything is different. Perhaps God created countless worlds that exist alongside each other? Perhaps there is a world where people have three heads, and feet poking out of their backs so they can lie down when they walk? Who knows. I am not in touch with God, but I know that He is mine at least as much as He is the priest’s. I believe in the Lord God, our Father, and I believe in His son Jesus Christ, whom I saw being nailed to the cross with long and crooked nails. I heard the moist sigh of the Saviour’s flesh as the iron passed through it. I heard his groans and saw the soldiers draw on the ropes, raising his cross into the upright between the two criminals. I heard the scorn that was poured upon him. I saw the spears that prodded and poked. I have nothing against the Christians having come to this land. It is a good thing, I think, for being a savage is no laughing matter, I can attest to it myself. Something needs to change if we Greenlanders are ever going to enjoy a better life. What I do object to is the way in which they have come, and the way they behave here. We Greenlanders are better Christians than they, though we are not even christened.


///


I stand on the shore and watch the boat approach. A sail, four oarsmen, the priest and his two boys. In my arms I hold a boy child, the only one I have left. I know I must give him up. If I do not, he will die. His mother died a week ago, withered away, refusing to eat or drink, insisting on death, contrary to the last. It was her revenge on me. There was nothing wrong with her, apart from her not wanting to live. At least not with me. I held her, shook her, shouted at her, begged, pleaded and wept. But her mind was made up. All she did was smile. I curse you, you devil, she whispered, and turned her back on me. They were her final words.


But I loved you, I said, though I was speaking to a dead woman.


My boy’s name is Paapa. He was ten winters old then. The other children died one by one. The boy and I were the only ones left. I had taken him with me to the small settlement of Danes at the mouth of the fjord. The priest there, Albert Top, Egede’s helper at the time, taught us the Scriptures and prepared us for the Baptism. He taught us to read and write. Said the Lord’s Prayer with us. But then a problem arose. Egede would not bestow on us the sacrament of Baptism. He thought us unready and believed that no sooner had we been baptized than we would go away and continue living as savages, thereby desecrating the holy sacrament. And so I took the boy, sat him behind me in the kayak and paddled away.


My wife was uninterested in the Christian message. She had not been with me when I was with the Danes, but took another man in my place. I killed that man – caught up with him at sea, dragged him from his kayak and cast him into the depths, so that he drowned. I brought his kayak home with me. It was a good kayak. Of course, it was not a Christian thing to do. Hardly even Greenlandish. But it felt good. Technically, I was not yet a Christian, and I had been a stranger among my own kind ever since my initiation. If the priest had baptized me, I would not have done it. And then I would have escaped the heathen darkness that has been my weakness as it has been my strength.


But no matter, for I fetched my wife and took her back to me, threw her in the dead man’s kayak and dragged her to the settlement where my boy had stayed behind. I thought it would be good for us to be alone together, to reacquaint ourselves and forgive. But then she decided to die. And die she did.


I am Aappaluttoq, the Red One. It was the name I took when I came down from the fells with the wisdom within me. It is many years ago now. Before that, I was called something else, something so ordinary I can barely recall it, a name meaning grouse or fox, or something of the sort. But then I was initiated and took, or was given, a new name. I am an åndemaner, as the Danes call it. A shaman. To the Greenlanders I am an angakkok. What I know is beyond the knowledge of any other. What I know is something no one else even wishes to know. This is a fact. I know, for instance, that the Danes brought with them something greater and better than themselves: the Christian faith. A sorry ship may be laden with precious cargo.


When my wife died, the boy’s health deteriorated. He would not eat the food I put in front of him. I despaired.


What is wrong with you? I asked. Why will you not eat?


She told me not to, the boy whispered through dry lips.


Who did?


Mother.


What did she say?


She told me to starve.


She told you that?


Yes.


Pallid, yellow skin. Dark shadows under his eyes. Skin and bone.


I did what I could. I tried to put food in him, but he pressed his lips together. He grew weaker by the day. Eventually he drifted into sleep. But his heart continued to beat, quick and erratic, a tiny thumping under cold skin. And then I saw the boat. An oared vessel with a staysail, the priest standing in the prow in his black cassock, and his two young sons. I went up and fetched the boy.


Egede jumps from the vessel as it scrapes the sand. He turns towards his sons.


Wait here.


He comes to me.


I know you, he says. Top taught you last winter.


I say nothing.


What is wrong with the boy? he asks.


He is sick, I tell him in Danish, which surprises him. I think he is dying. Will you take him?


He ignores the question, but says: The mother?


Dead, I tell him. Can the priest not take him? I know you take sick children and care for them.


Sick heathen children are a penny a pound, he says. A source that never runs dry. It is my wife who takes them in. It is her pleasure and pastime. However, I believe we are full up at present.


I am insistent. I step forward towards him with the boy draped in my arms. I hold him out to the priest.


Take him, in the name of Jesus.


He looks at the boy. I know what he is thinking. He is thinking of the Saviour brought down from the cross, and I can see it annoys him. He sighs.


Very well. In the name of the Lord then.


I lay the boy down carefully in the boat. But as I make to step inside myself, Egede presses the flat of his hand against my chest and pushes me away.


The boy only.


But I cannot be without him.


Egede shakes his head. You can come and see him. You know where we are.


And with that they sail away. I stand watching them until they can be seen no more. I return to the tent. I am alone in the world. Perhaps it is for the best.


A couple of months later when I visit the Danish settlement, I find the boy immediately. He has regained all health. I am overjoyed. But when I approach to embrace him, Egede intervenes.


What do you want? he demands. You’ve no business here.


I have come to collect my son, I tell him.


He is baptized now. He is a Christian. A good boy at that. He will be useful to me in the mission.


He places a hand on the boy’s shoulder, as if to protect him from me. The boy and the priest look at me, and I look at the boy.


Go now, Egede says.


You cannot take my son from me, I tell him.


Frederik Christian, he says, looking my son in the eye. What is your wish? Will you follow your heathen father or stay here with me?


Paapa looks at me. His gaze is dark and solemn. He shakes his head.


There, you see, Egede says with a smile.


Frederik Christian? What name is that? I ask.


His Christian name, Egede replies. He belongs to me now.


I will come back for him, I say.


And I will have your arse riddled with shot, he tells me.


I return to the kayak and paddle home. I return several times in order to claim my son, but Egede remains adamant. I try to wrestle the boy from the man’s grasp, but Egede punches me to the ground, and when I get to my feet blood is running from my nose. After that I keep away from the Danes for a long time. I stay at home. I must collect my strength alone.


Later, Paapa is confirmed. He grows up and thrives. I see him now and again, though only after some years have passed. There is no other way. Dear to us is but that which we have lost.


Long before a person dies, we grieve in anticipation. For all that lives must die. We grieve from the moment we are born. Even God must bear eternal grief, having sacrificed Him whom He loved the most. And now He takes it out on us people. Life is God’s vengeance for the distress he brought upon Himself.


One might consider that since we grieve in anticipation through most of our lives we are then relieved when calamity eventually strikes. But we have no such luck. We discover that grief is but a prelude to more grief. A beast is born, the beast of Grief, and it writhes and squeals with pain as it is born into the world. For the beast of Grief has lain with itself, procreated with itself, and begotten itself.


When a person dies, we ourselves die too. We split open, and the river of death, whose name is Styx, runs through us like fire and ice. We are divided into two parts that may never be joined. Red Man/Black Man.










PART ONE


The Grand Design










1


An Encounter in the Deer Park


Carried to the 64th latitude we found there a good and safe haven in what is known as the Baal’s River on the western side of Greenland. Before we came to this land, approximately two miles from it, a number of Greenlanders approached us in their small boats. Here I saw the people for whose sake I had taken such hardship upon myself. Their first scrutinies put me in a disconsolate frame of mind, as they too indeed seemed disconsolate and pitiful; for what is more wretched than life without the knowledge of God? I could do nothing but sigh, on their behalves and mine.


FROM HANS EGEDE’S JOURNAL, 1721


On the afternoon of the second Friday after Easter, 16 April 1728, Copenhagen’s old palace opens its mouth and shuts it again with a bang. A closed carriage rolls out, drawn by a team of two horses, a carriage without distinguishing marks or monograms of any kind, its curtains drawn. On one window’s sill, beneath the curtain, rests a pale and dappled hand bearing a signet ring. On the box next to the driver sits a footman in black livery and hat, while on the small platform at the rear of the carriage stands a young groom, his long hair flowing behind him. The horses, two mares, are white like the palace from which they have just been disgorged. Horse hooves and iron-clad wheels clatter echoingly across the rickety wooden bridge that leads over the moat between the main building and the palace square, becoming a flat metallic thrum upon the cobblestones. The carriage careens through the slush as the driver flicks the whip, directing the horses into a left-hand bend made uncomfortably sharp by the limited leeway between the gate and the Chancellery buildings opposite, as well as by the traffic of coaches, handcarts and Amager wagons that busy about the square. Elegantly, if somewhat hazardously, it beats a narrow path among them, lurching on over the Højbro bridge to the square that is Amager Torv before grinding to a halt amid the general bustle that surrounds the market stalls. The two horses stamp impatiently. The hand in the window is withdrawn.


Did you see that? a young lad asks, dragging a handcart loaded with a pair of barrels towards a farmer, perhaps his father.


No. What? says the father.


It was the King.


You’re seeing things, lad.


Didn’t you see the ring?


The passenger inside sees and hears the exchange, but then they are gone. He smiles to himself. My subjects, he thinks. How strange they are.


The carriage continues towards the Nørre Port gate, and soon they are out in open country. The passenger with the signet ring draws the curtain to one side with the back of his hand and gazes out.


Spring, he thinks to himself in wonderment. The same miracle every year.


His mind still rings with the tones of the minuet his fool played for him on the clavichord as he changed into his riding dress. Its subtlety and elegance, but also its strict regularity. It is the kind of music that puts him in mind of the new architecture, though he is unsure as to whether he likes either. But still, the music is hard to escape once it has wormed its way into the mind. He moves his lips: ba-da-dam, bam-bam ba-da-dam, and then a trill that he imitates with a roll of the tongue. There, now I am smiling, he thinks. Who would have thought?


The winter has been long, a harsh and tedious cold, with much snow. Now the snow is retreating from the fields. Anemones and whatever they are – the names escape him – peep out of the ditches, and the beech is on the brink of coming into leaf. Already, cows and sheep graze at the roadside. The air is mild, though the lingering frost of night nips still. He finds the winters increasingly arduous, and every year when the season is at its darkest he finds himself in doubt as to whether another spring will be granted him at all. The year, or perhaps life itself, is like the hill of Valby Bakke. You haul yourself up it with much difficulty and exertion, eventually reach the top; and there, the light returns, the land lies open before you, and off you hurtle.


His head and body ache after having sat in conference all morning with the Privy Council, putting his name to resolutions, listening to the mind-numbingly meticulous reports of his ministers. Afterwards, the surgeon administered a cupping and an enema for good order, prodding and pressing his abdomen and enquiring about his rheumatism, then attended to his secret ailment, emerods, golden so-called, swabbing them with a pungent and abrasive tincture. Thereafter he was allowed to go. Now, in the Deer Park, his Grand Chancellor and friend, Count Holstein, together with his former page Henrik, stands waiting for him with the horses, ready for the hunt. A small, private occasion, not the public event of later in the year. Just him and his friends. He has looked forward to the day for weeks.


King Frederik is fifty-seven years old. He has survived the pox, wars, bubonic plague and a failed marriage. His face is furrowed, scarred by the pox, but his only real suffering is age, this slumberous state of which seemingly he cannot be rid. He has served his country as absolute monarch for nearly thirty years, exactly half his life. It wears him down. Previous sovereigns had things easier. They weren’t as close to the people. He though must wade among his subjects and all their various problems from morning till night. And yet he is not unfond of it. The sense of his finger resting on the people’s pulse. His working day is long, he travels the entire land inspecting regiments and construction projects, naming ships, opening institutions, cutting silk ribbons, sending criminals to gaol, pardoning others, wording, as good as single-handedly, the new ordinances that are put up on the gates and walls all about the land. People have no idea of the trouble it is to be absolute. He is his people’s servant, a duty he takes seriously and of which, moreover, he is proud. But sometimes one has to get away.


The thing is, one cannot. Not properly. For wherever one goes, one’s person is always in attendance, lugging with it its portfolio of problems, its every malaise and noxious effluvium. The self cannot be escaped. His fingers pick out a fan from the pocket of the carriage door. The Queen must have left it there. He flicks it open and fans himself, savouring the waft of scent, cloying and yet piquant. Engelshjerte, my angel heart. He loves her still. They have succeeded in maintaining a form of innocence in their love for each other. Whenever he creeps into her bed chamber, he feels he is about something forbidden. The thought excites him. He has barely touched another woman since they married. He married her twice, in fact, first left-handedly while Louise was still alive, then again immediately after her death. Perhaps it was too soon, yet it was important to cement her position. The thought of her still makes him lustful, her magnificent hips and thighs, the golden mound of her pubic hair that seems almost to float above her warm and fragrant sex. He smiles to himself as the carriage rumbles past scatterings of cows and goats. In the matter of children, however, she has been unfortunate, the poor woman. One after another they have died in infancy or early childhood. Louise, at least, left two, including his son Christian, the crown prince, the only person of whom he is truly afraid. Bad-tempered and sullen he is, smug and self-satisfied, always quick to claim the moral high ground. The Crown Prince despises his stepmother, the Queen, and most likely his father too. How will he conduct himself when I am gone? No doubt he will get rid of Anna Sophie at the very first. I must speak to him. Otherwise he will pull everything down that I have built up, and he will piss on my grave.


The carriage rattles and rolls. He must release a belch. His hand grips the windowsill. Now they follow the shore of the Øresund strait. Across the water lies the enemy. Skåne, the lost land. It was not my doing, he ponders. One may inherit land. Yet one may also inherit land that is lost. He sighs. At least Karl is dead. That’s always something. The man who fired the bullet that struck the Swede king between the eyes ought to have been rewarded with his own estate. But no one knows his name. Most probably it was one of his own. The treacherous Swedes. They are the yellow of their flag. The blue is their simple-mindedness. A dangerous mixture.


His thoughts wander as the land drifts by. He thinks of the grand new colonization plan in which he has entangled himself. He has met all through the week with the Commandant Landorph and the Baron Pors, whom he has personally appointed governor of the colony, as well as with others who will be going with them. Together with his privy counsellor Hvidtfeldt he has drawn up a list of convicts, soldiers from Bremerholm, considered suitable as crew. He has spoken to several of them personally, probing them about this and that in the company of an officer. Of course, they have not been informed as to the nature of the plans being made for them. But they will be told in good time. If it should come to their ears that they are destined for Greenland, one would surely risk them absconding. That, certainly, would be his own impulse. He well remembers the Pastor Egede, who went there as a missionary some years ago with all his family, a wife and four children, and with whom he has since carried on a regular correspondence. A Norwegian, as unyielding as the rock of the country that bore him. He did not much care for the man, the great hook of his nose, the glare of his gaze, and yet felt him to be of the required substance and equipped for the task. Now all sails are set, and a new colony is being added to the Danish crown. Perhaps, if they are successful in their endeavours, it might make up for the matter of Skåne.


Egede sends him gifts from the place, among them a small figure of bone, a devil of some sort, carved by a savage. For some reason he carries it around in his pocket, often taking it into his hand and turning it absently until it has become quite smooth. It is his talisman. He dares not show it to a soul. It lies in his hand now. Such a hideous grin it has, he thinks to himself with a shudder of discomfort. Such sharp teeth and piercing eyes. It resembles evil itself, and yet is impish and fun. It is God laughing, he thinks to himself. And then, immediately: No, what nonsense. I should say the Lord’s Prayer.


Perhaps there is gold there, he muses, stroking the figure with his thumb. Egede seems to suggest so. Perhaps also silver and copper, and iron too. Immeasurable riches. Shipload upon shipload of precious metals. If fortune is with me I shall be remembered as the king who resurrected our economy and restored greatness to Denmark. He must force himself to get a grip before he starts imagining streets paved with gold, processions in homage to him, regattas. We could do with a new palace, he thinks, rather more modestly. Certainly there ought to be money enough for that.


And then there are the heathens. He studies the figure in his hand. The savages. Not only must the economy be saved, there is also the matter of salvation in the life to come. How many Greenlanders must be living in savagery, yet to even hear of Jesus, not to mention be delivered in Him. Surely, if he were to be seen as the man who led an entire heathen population to salvation, his posthumous reputation in the eyes of God and men would be enhanced indeed. He drops the figure back into his pocket.


///


I am Aappaluttoq, the Red One. I am flying. My arms held against my frame, I thunder across the sky, and my hair is a comet’s tail in my wake. I am two places at once. Lying in the peat-hut, bound by hand and foot, biting the bitter floor of soil, and nestled snugly in the King’s inside pocket.


///


Frederik has always been terrified of hell. Especially when he was young and travelled around southern Europe leading a life of debauchery, his terror was sometimes unbearable. Nights of feasting, drinking and whoring, days of remorse and contrition. Later, after he married and became king, this fear of hell abated. Now it has returned to him as his death day approaches like a dark and relentless wave. And, in the nature of things, a king has much to do penance for, it is something that cannot be helped. The imperative of difficult decisions. Among them the matter of his failing Louise, his manoeuvring her into obscurity. No doubt she resides in her heaven now with no longer a care, rubbing her hands in glee as she awaits her reward, to see him hounded into the flames. He shifts uneasily at the thought and feels the hard nodule of his anus contract in spasm.


Why this tendency of his to think only of the most unpleasant matters? He has long since resolved not to torment himself with what he cannot alter. And yet it comes stealing.


I should have stayed in Italy that time, he tells himself. And married Teresa. It was not a sin, that which took place between us, or only a small sin at most. It was love. Everything else has been but failed attempts to carry out my duty. She committed herself to the nunnery, I to becoming king. It was my father who scuppered it, who destroyed my happiness. But no, I shall think no more about it. His hand reaches into his pocket for the figure again, but he forces himself to refrain.


He stares out at the iron sea, the feathery clouds against their background of blue. The wind has picked up. The chopping waves are tipped with white. The yellow hills of Skåne seem almost to smile at him kindly. Falsely immaculate.


He instructs the driver to turn down to the shore and pull up. He climbs out and pisses into a bush, inhaling the air of spring deep into his lungs. He walks on the beach with the carriage following on at a distance, the liveried footman a few paces behind. He gathers a small handful of the flattest stones and endeavours to skim them across the water, though clearly he has lost the knack, for they leap up as they strike the surface and then vanish immediately with a plop. The footman reminds him not to get his feet wet, for the weather remains chilly at this early time of year, and submissively he withdraws a step or two from the water’s edge and walks on, sensing a calmness inside him for being here, between the sky and the sea, where a king is but a man. Reaching the Deer Park he makes sure to halt at the famous spring and swallow a cup of its invigorating waters, breaking the used cup against a tree as is the custom.


Henrik, the king’s former page, a tall black man from the West Indies, born a slave though long since a deservedly free man, stands waiting for him at the hunting lodge. They greet each other heartily. Henrik has recently married, and the King jokes about their now infrequent meetings, for not even a king can compete with a woman. Henrik laughs good-naturedly. He is the same age as the King, though looks younger, a stately and elegant man. He wears a powdered wig with a pigtail, a tight-fitting blue coat of elegant cut and gleaming black riding boots with spurs.


Frederik looks at him. You were the finest jewel in my crown, he says. Why on earth did I get rid of you?


His Majesty bestowed upon Henrik the honour of marriage, the blackamoor says.


I should never have allowed it, Frederik replies. The bonds of Hymen must surely be more burdensome than those of the King. And Henrik laughs too, and bows deeply. They are physical in conversation, nudging and back-slapping, occasionally seeming almost on the verge of rough-and-tumble, as when they were children together and would roll about the floor. Now, though, they are too old for such behaviour.


A clamour of braying dogs comes from the kennel.


I hear the hounds are ready.


And hungry beasts they are too, Your Majesty. They have not eaten in two days.


Count Holstein joins them, leading his horse, a great black stallion, by the bit. Holstein was his page too in boyhood. Now he is Grand Chancellor. The dullest of worlds, where boys become grand chancellors and kings. Henrik disappears into the stables to fetch the king’s mount.


How fat you’ve grown, Frederik says.


The word is stout, Your Majesty.


Do you think the horse can carry you?


It could carry a king, Holstein retorts.


I should never have made you Grand Chancellor. Not only are you fat, you are also impudent. How is the Grand Chancellor’s wife?


Stouter, the count replies with a grin. And how is my king?


Well, he says.


Henrik appears with his white mare, Celeste. She recognizes him at once, and, knowing what his presence here means, whinnies with delight, tosses her head and rolls her eyes. He takes the reins from Henrik and holds her head in his hands, scratches behind her ear and places a kiss on her forehead. Have you missed your daddy, my girl? He climbs into the saddle and trots a couple of circles, wincing now and then on account of his tender arsehole. Henrik brings him a small silken parcel containing a cutlet of veal. Frederik raises himself and positions the cutlet between his buttocks, seating himself and shuffling it into shape as Holstein respectfully looks the other way. Ah, that’s better. It is a trick he learnt from Tsar Peter, a lump of meat between anus and saddle, to alleviate the discomfort of the haemorrhoids.


Gentlemen. Let the hunt begin.


The gamekeeper appears now with the bloodhound, and his helpers, equipped with convoluted hunting horns, follow on with the pack of hounds as yet leashed. The dogs quiver with excitement and can barely be held back.


Henrik has mounted his stallion. The King and his two former pages proceed towards the woods, side by side at a slow walk, so close together that their knees now and then touch as they follow the gamekeeper and his hound. They enter the trees. The dogs are well trained and know they must not bark. Quietly sniffing the ground, their snouts sweep over the bed of the woods as they pass on, and after a short time they are out of sight. The three men talk of this and that as they ride. An hour passes.


The gamekeeper returns and points. There. A fine stag. A splendid head of antlers.


Frederik waves his hand. Let the dogs loose.


The leashes are released. The hounds have the scent and stand at the ready, a front paw raised here and there in tremulous excitement. The horns are sounded. The dogs hesitate a moment and then tear away. Frederik and his two friends spur their mounts and follow on at a trot.


He has always been fond of riding. He was given his first horse at the age of five and took part in his first hunt aged eight. It was the only time he was ever really together with his father, a man who in all other situations was remote and elevated, and even later, when Frederik grew up, he found him unapproachable and felt he barely knew him, this man, the King, who would not involve his son in the governing of the realm, nor even call upon him to attend a meeting of the Chancellery. The matters of state were a mystery to him until suddenly his father met his death in that fateful encounter with the stag, here in this very park, and he, Frederik, became king from one day to the next, bound to manage all the affairs of the kingdom. A king is a lonely man. The only place in which he may find intimacy and affection is in the marital bed, and here, on the hunting grounds.


He stands with knees bent in the stirrups, anus lifted from the soggy cutlet, leaning forward a measure, careful to avoid the branches that whip back towards them as they ride, following Celeste’s rhythm, delighting in the way she steers them so elegantly past all obstacles, and he tightens his knees around her girth as she prepares to jump, and encourages her with little words of love and devotion. The two others are ahead of them now, the path too narrow for three horses abreast. He sees them from the corner of his eye, hunched forward like himself. The deer, a fine specimen indeed, with splendid antlers, runs in great leaps and bounds, changing its direction all the time, the hounds snapping at its heels, though well knowing that they must not bite, but simply run the animal into the ground. Frantically they bay, and he hears how joyful they are in all their ferocity, and he too is heartened now, he feels himself godly and young again, as if not a single winter had been added to his age since he was twenty years old.


Now they emerge from the trees and the entire scenario opens out before him, Holstein at his left, Henrik to his right, the hunt attendants blowing their horns to excite the hounds, no matter that their efforts are clearly superfluous, and there, at the head, alone and condemned, the deer, its graceful movements which at once gladden him and move him to tears. For some obscure reason, the animal reminds him of himself.


///


Johan Hartman is twenty-two years old. He is enlisted in the Fynske Land Regiment but has granted himself leave in order to come to Copenhagen. Some would say he has deserted. It is a serious matter. A man could be sent to Bremerholm to be whipped and toil himself to death. The first two weeks in the city he spent drinking and whored himself senseless, squandering all his money. He then met a girl, Sise, a servant in a drinking house in Vestergade, a sewer of shoes and boots by trade, though circumstances forced her to serve in order to get by. In the daytime she plied her trade, sewing and mending, and in the evenings and nights she swung beer tankards and plates filled with stew across the counters and tables, supplementing her meagre income the way people do in such places. Johan had her now and then in one of the upstairs rooms. She was young and decent, ruddy-cheeked and healthy as a milkmaid, and with all her teeth intact. He liked that. Five marks, she demanded, and he would place the money in a bowl by the bed. The third time he went upstairs with her, he said he had no money left and moreover had no intention of paying her again. She yelled at him and made a commotion, and was about to call the landlady, but he managed to quieten her down and told her of the idea he had.


We’ll move in somewhere together and start up on our own.


Why?


Because I like you.


But you don’t even know me, and I don’t know you.


All in good time.


All right, she said. But I won’t lie with you for free. I’ve never lain with anyone for free. Only if they forced me.


I won’t force you to do anything, he said.


And they shook hands.


They found a basement room in the Klædebo quarter and made a cobbler’s workshop of it, where she sat between great piles of the stinking footwear people brought them, mending the broken leather she then treated with pig’s fat, replacing heels, pulling out twisted tacks and putting in new ones, and when he came in to see her she would turn and smile at him with a row of tacks between her lips. He found her custom, of one sort as well as another. He made sure only men of some decency were allowed the pleasure of lying with her. They earned enough, but they were so young, and neither had ever learned to save and be sensible with money. For every five marks they earned, they spent ten. And thus it was that their debts grew as their income increased. They had to pay for laundry, materials and equipment, food and wine, bribes for the watchman, and of course the rent for the room. The landlord too had to be bribed, but when eventually they found themselves unable to pay two weeks on the run, they fell out with him and he reported them for running a brothel.


I want no more of that ungodly traffic, he told them.


Johan promised to find the money, but the man would hear none of it. The watchman, now in collusion with the landlord, came the same day and took Sise off to the Spinning House, which is to say the women’s gaol in Christianshavn. And there she sits now. He dare not write to her, for he has deserted from his regiment on Fyn and risks being sent to Bremerholm.


He has wandered about for some days after Sise was taken from him. The spark he once felt is dampened now, and he cares not what is to become of him. His yearning for her is a physical hurt, and not even at the bottom of the deepest cup of ale is any relief to be found for such a hurt, all that may be found there is more hurt. It feels like the fear of death, mingled with anger. He thinks of her all the time, he sees her radiant and naked in his mind’s eye, and he resolves that if ever he is reunited with her, he will never again give her out to unfamiliar men. He will take her with him to Germany, from where he hails, and there they will settle on a farm north of Hamburg.


He wakes up in a tree. The thought of where he is, however, does not present itself to him as he wakes, and although he has wedged himself well into a fork between two branches, the mere motion of waking is sufficient to dislodge him and he falls to the ground, befuddled by sleep, head heavy with drink. The earth is damp and cold. He feels certain he will become ill, perhaps succumb to pneumonia. Yet he remains there upon the mouldy earth, among rotting leaves and branches. The treetops are aflutter with birds. They sing and chirp. He reminds himself that it is the spring. Somewhere, he hears the sound of baying dogs. He is afraid of dogs, and scrambles to his feet, tilting his head to listen. But they seem not to be approaching.


He brushes the dirt from his clothes and pats his pockets. But he has nothing, not even anything to eat, and no longer a penny to his name. Where am I? Ah, the Deer Park. Now he remembers. A soldier friend brought him out here to the nearby pleasure garden, where he spent the rest of the money he had earned with Sise. It doesn’t matter now, he tells himself. I am nothing without her. I might just as well go down to the Sound and drown myself.


He staggers on his way. Icy water seeps into his boots. He finds a path and follows it for a while. Hearing the baying hounds again he makes ready to leap into a tree. But then they are gone.


He wanders out onto an open expanse of land which slopes gently away towards the Øresund. He strides over its soggy ground, through the patches of snow that still remain here and there. Eventually he stops and turns. He looks towards the fringe of the woods. Is there a thunderstorm on its way? The sound he hears is indeed like thunder. But in April? No, he must be imagining things. He sniffs the air. Thunder is a thing that may be smelled. A fresh, metallic smell. If it is not thunder, then perhaps it is summer lightning. Or a salute of cannon from a ship. Perhaps the Swedes have invaded again. In which case, armies must be mobilized and he will be sent to the gallows if he fails to turn up. The gallows make a man famous. But the pleasure is brief.


All is quiet again. He walks on, only to hear behind him a sudden flapping in the air, and as he swivels round he sees pigeons alight from the treetops. Something must have alarmed them, for they are a long time grouping together again. Eventually, though, they find each other and angle across the sky to vanish behind the trees across the open land.


And then he hears the dogs again. This time it sounds like they are coming towards him. He stands a moment, his boots sinking into the sodden earth, and tries to work out from which direction they are coming, in which direction he should run. But he cannot move, he is petrified with fear, and all he can do is stand and stare towards the woods.


The first thing he sees is a stag come tearing through the scrub, hurtling towards him, a springing, zigzagging flight. Then come the dogs, a whole pack, snapping at its rear. They have yet to see him. But he realizes it is too late to run. There is nowhere to hide, and his boots are stuck. He doubles up, ready to protect himself with his arms, and then he catches sight of some men emerging from the trees, blowing their horns, and after them three riders side by side, with flowing wigs and gold-braided coats, one a black man of imposing proportion, upright in his stirrups. And now they come, a living nightmare, steering directly towards him, albeit seemingly more interested in the stag than in him. The hunted animal flies past, closely followed by the slobbering hounds, and he drops to his knees, arms above his head, in the midst of rippling canine muscle and fur. But the dogs charge past without noticing him, followed by the tramping hornblowers and, eventually, the three horsemen amid the thud of hooves.


He curls up on the boggy ground and lies there until the hunt has come to a halt, then gets to his feet to see the stag sunk to its knees under buckled legs, the dogs dancing about it, their thin tails thrashing as they bark and snap at the air. The three riders dismount and one of them, he recognizes him now, having seen him several times at the garrison on Fyn, draws his hunting knife, grips the stag by the antlers and cuts its throat. He signals to the dogs and immediately they throw themselves upon the now dead animal, tails whipping the air, tongues licking greedily the gushing blood.


Johan removes his feet from his helplessly entrenched boots and walks barefoot, as if drawn on a lead, towards the three horsemen. The blackamoor is the first to notice him.


Who are you? he says. What are you doing in His Majesty’s hunting grounds?


I got stuck, he says, pointing back at the boots which protrude from the ground.


The two other horsemen, one of whom is the King, turn and look at him with curiosity. The King holds his glistening knife in his hand. His face is benevolent, satisfied after the kill.


Bow to His Majesty, says the blackamoor. Say your name, soldier.


He knows how pitiful he looks, barefoot, his clothes little more than rags, smeared with the green mould from the tree in which he slept, and yet he kneels, as proud as he is humble, swipes off his hat and bows to his king.


My name is Johan Hartman, Your Majesty. Enlisted in the Fynske Regiment.


The Fynske? says the King. Then what is he doing here?


Your Majesty, Hartman splutters, abruptly breaking down into a sobbing that feels utterly marvellous. It’s a very long story.


///


He skins the stag himself, slicing out the innards and tossing them to the dogs. It is a most splendid bloodbath, a foul and delightful mess. Eventually, he mounts with the others and together they ride back to the hunting lodge where they partake of a good meal. He has invited the soldier to come with them. He has always been fond of such chance encounters with his subjects and finds it amusing to bestow on them unexpected privileges. The man stuffs himself. Clearly, he is hungry indeed. Now and then he lifts his gaze and looks across the table at the King. Frederik smiles back at him, lifts his glass and toasts.


What meat is this? the guest enquires.


Cutlet of veal, Count Holstein replies, fixing his smiling gaze on the man. How does it taste?


Delicious, Your Grace. I’ve never tasted such a tender cutlet in all my life.


The laughter that erupts around the table is friendly. He finds himself blushing.


A fire burns in the fireplace. The walls around them are decorated with portraits of family members, most of them dead. Frederik converses with his friends, jokes with them, listens to their versions of the hunt, contradicts them, a comradely banter. Their guest sits with a timid smile on his lips, wishing to join in, though lacking the courage. Not until they have finished the meal and he is seated with a glass of sherry does Frederik address him again: Let me hear now what you have to tell.


Afterwards, he allows him a lift into the city on the back of his carriage. He leaves him in the charge of an officer who is instructed on the King’s order to accompany him to Bremerholm. Fair is fair. But the King promises to look closer into the matter with a view to finding a solution to Hartman’s predicament, perhaps even bringing him together with his sweetheart again. Love is the most beautiful thing of all in life, for a king as well as a soldier. It humbles us all and makes us equal.


Come to think of it I may already have the answer, he says, his hand curling around the bone carving in his pocket. And for your fiancée too. Be patient, my friend, and you will hear of it.


With that, he takes leave of the soldier and drives home to his dearest angel heart. He places the figure on the bedside table, but his queen does not care for it, it frightens her, and she tosses it into the drawer.


So now I lie in darkness. Now I wake.


Where have you been, Red, my fellows wish to know, laughing as they loosen the straps with which they have bound me. Far away, eh?


To the other side of the sea, I mutter. Give me something to eat.
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Couplings


Of other notable perceptions regarding my discourses with the Greenlanders on matters religious, I found in them a great eagerness to listen and be instructed therein. In particular they found much delight in considering the biblical illustrations I had taken with me in order to explain to them in a rudimentary way what I could not say in words. They declared a complete belief in what I told them about God, taking pleasure above all in hearing of how God’s son was to return and resurrect the dead who believed in and loved and feared God, and take them with him into Heaven.


FROM HANS EGEDE’S JOURNAL, 1723


Monday, 19 April, early in the morning, Hyskenstræde, Copenhagen. Claus Enevold Pors, forty-five years old, formerly major with the free company at Trondheim, farm owner from Vendsyssel, who, with immediate effect, and completely out of the blue, has been named Governor of the planned colony in Greenland, lies in his bed, massaging the feet of a young wench he picked up on his way home a couple of hours before. He stares at the rich cunt which seems almost to glow darkly as a lump of coal where her fleshy thighs meet, and approaches it, crawling up the mattress on his stomach. Normally it works. But not today. He groans in despair.


Skård! he calls out. Help me, Skård!


The woman hears this as an exclamation of excitement and says something come-hitherish and wenchlike, which only makes him even more limp.


Pors groans impatiently. Skård, are you there?


But his servant is not there.


He pulls on his member, inhales the sweet, vinegary odour of the woman’s feet, bends her legs backwards, she willingly drawing them up underneath her to spread her cunt, which opens to send him a vertical grin, her buttocks parting to reveal her anus. Dark star, he thinks to himself and touches it with the tip of his index finger. No, more pinkish perhaps. An odour of ambergris and musk wafts towards his nostrils. His finger slips inside her and the woman gives herself to him. It ought to help, and yet it does not. Her cunt smells of seaweed, warm and inviting. He grunts ill-temperedly. What’s wrong with me? he wonders. I, who am always erect in the mornings, even without a woman. It is, in fact, at this time Skård must come.


On the staircase an elderly man with long white hair and frosty eyebrows is on his way up to the bel étage from the ground floor with a sealed envelope in his trembling hand. The man is the Major’s manservant, an Icelander by the name of Skård Grimsson, a servant of the Pors family for some twenty years, firstly to the former gentleman of the house, the now deceased bankrupt, subsequently to his son. He has not heard that his master was out this night and has come home with a wench, and assumes that he is in his bed asleep. Skård is accustomed to assisting the Major with his morning toilet, comprising, besides washing and towelling and the application of ointments, a hasty tossing off. The latter act has been recommended to him by a physician, so Pors has explained, a hygienic precaution in order to avoid confluence and acidification of the fluids, and since masturbation is a sin that may lead to all manner of calamity, including both consumption and melancholy, it has been bestowed upon Skård to ensure his master’s relief. He has little against it. Work is work, and achieving excellence in one’s chosen field will forever be a matter of part discomfort, part satisfaction. Besides, for this particular service Pors remunerates him with a commission.


But now there is an envelope, sealed with red wax, delivered only shortly before by a messenger from the palace.


Skård reaches the landing and pauses outside the door, gasping slightly for breath, evacuating his nose methodically, index finger against first one nostril, then the other, narrowing his eyes and peering with satisfaction after the globs of mucus that have been expelled to the floor and smearing them into semi-oblivion under the sole of his boot. Then he knocks hard on the door.


A letter for the Major!


Pors groans despairingly from within. Can it not wait?


It’s from the King, I reckon, Skård says to the door.


He rolls out of bed, his member at last come to life. Promptly it has reacted to the sound of Skård’s voice, like a small dog which hears his master’s call and eagerly springs in the air. He crosses the floor with it bobbing in front of him and opens the door.


Skård, long since used to seeing the Major in his present state, is not the slightest bit embarrassed by the sight. He leans forward and peers into the room to see the woman lying naked on her back.


Ah, I see, he says. But there was this letter. He puts out his hand with the sealed envelope balanced on his upturned palm.


He should not have been so frivolous. Pors realizes immediately that the sight of Skård’s calloused hand is more than his member can endure, and before he can take the letter he has splashed it with sperm.


///


Skård fetches water and assists him in dressing. Amid his manservant’s meticulous attentions, Pors tears open the letter and reads. For the first time, he is addressed in writing as Governor. Splendid! His member almost rises again. The letter summons him to the Garnisonskirke at noon in full uniform. The offenders who are to make up his crew in the colony these next many years are to be brought together in matrimony.


Go in and wake Titia, he says to Skård. He wishes her to go with him to the church.


Skård enters the adjoining room, but returns almost immediately.


The jomfru is risen, he says. However, she seems to be unwell.


Pors’s young housekeeper appears in the doorway.


Well, come in, then, he says. No reason to be shy.


The girl enters and sits down on a chair. She looks sideways at the as yet half-naked Pors, then at the woman in his bed.


Good morning, she says.


Slept well, my girl? says Pors.


There’s too much noise from the street, says the jomfru Titia. I’m not used to it. The watchman has kept me awake with his hourly verse.


Noise is a part of the city, Pors tells her. Enjoy it while you can. You’ll miss it where we’re going.


Who’s that? Titia asks.


My betrothed, says Pors. What was your name again?


Sise, says Sise from the bed. My father’s name was Hans. But they call me Sise Petticoat.


Do they indeed? Well, Sise Petticoat Hansdatter, allow me to introduce my housekeeper, Titia. She is from Køge, and before that from darkest Germany. She is new in the city. You could teach her a thing or two, I should imagine.


Nothing that’d do her any good, says Sise.


Pors feels a need to boast of the letter he has received from His Majesty. He waves it in the air. Do the ladies know what this is?


I can’t read, says Sise.


Then let me tell you. This, he says, is grand politics. Are you aware of who I am?


Isn’t he an admiral or something? Sise ventures in the formal third person, resting her foot on top of her bended knee and scratching her ankle. Titia glares at her but says nothing.


Admiral! he repeats with a good-natured chuckle. The girl is ignorant indeed, Titia. Though not without her charms, certainly. No, my fine friend, this is a letter from the King. He hands it to Titia. It is His Majesty’s most gracious wish that I shall be master of a new land. Greenland. Do you know of Greenland, my girl?


I might have heard of it, Sise says obligingly.


You will know of it presently, I assure you. We are writing history today, little Sise. You and I, and Skård, and young Titia here.


Not me, says Sise. I can’t read or write.


Then you may tell your grandchildren of it.


He paces back and forth a moment, washed and smelling of ointment. Titia sits poring over the letter. He halts in the middle of the floor.


I am to be a kind of king myself, you see. King of Greenland! A fine thing indeed to tell the grandchildren, that you, Sise, were betrothed to the King of Greenland, and you, Titia, were his housekeeper. Quite something, eh, wouldn’t you agree?


Sise sits up on the edge of the bed. I want my five marks.


For what? says Pors. For lying in my bed and doing nothing? No, spare me the looks. He cannot help but laugh at the sight of the sour face she puts on. You shall have your five marks and more besides.


He considers himself in the great mirror. Skård dances about him and hums as he attends. Titia shifts on the chair. The sun of morning falls into the room. It looks like a lovely spring day, the manservant says.


A good day to be married, says Pors.


Are we to be married? Sise says. I tell you I won’t.


Not to me, you foolish girl, Pors replies.


My poor old father, bless his soul, always said the best day for a marriage was the thirtieth of February, Skård says.


Ha ha, most amusing, Skård, says Pors.


February hasn’t got thirty days, Titia points out.


Exactly, says Skård. To me, every day is the thirtieth of February.


The old man lies down on the bed, Sise rising to make room for him. He lies on top of the covers with his boots on, folds his arms behind his neck and proceeds instantly to snore.


Poor old fella, says Sise. He must be exhausted.


Rather like an old hunting dog with no use left in him, says Pors. One hasn’t the heart to put him out of his misery.


I don’t think it’s allowed, says Titia.


Pors turns to face her. You look like a street girl who’s been working all night, he says, discontented. What’s the matter with you?


I don’t feel well, the jomfru says. I think I’ll go to bed again.


You will not, you’re going to church, Pors tells her. He looks at Sise and explains to her: the jomfru Titia is a kind of papist, you see. She doesn’t much care for the Danish churches.


That’s not why, Titia says, staring darkly into the air in front of her.


I see, says Pors curtly. Moral despondency, then?


I really don’t feel well. I need to go to bed.


Then get you to bed, Pors snaps, turning away from her. But you, he says, his eyes now on Sise. You are a pretty one this morning. Such delightful colours. He holds her face between his hands and turns it to the window. Apple cheeks, golden hair, and such a fine, red and pouting mouth. In this light I can properly see you now. In fact, I may not be finished with you at all.


Goodnight, says Titia. I’m going for a lie down.


The gentleman can go down the Dragoon and find me when he wants, says Sise. That’s where I am.


No, I have other plans for you now. Your presence is called for. Put your clothes on and come with me to the church.


The church? On a Monday?


Have you something more important to be getting on with?


I need to find my fiancé. I’ve lost him.


You mean someone like you is engaged? To what kind of a fellow, one wonders?


He’s a soldier.


Soldiers come by the dozen. We’ll find you a new one.


But he’s mine. We’re getting married. He said so himself.


Come on, Pors says impatiently. Put on your petticoat, Sise, and no more splitting hairs. The King himself has asked me to find you.


The King? she says. I don’t know no king.


Well, it seems the King knows you, says Pors. And he wants to see you at the Garnisonskirke in an hour.


///


Sise has been looking for Johan since last Friday when they let her out of the gaol. A couple of days it came to before they threw her out for lack of room. Since then, she’s been going about the city asking after him in places she knows he frequents. It’s been like chasing a shadow. He was here not long ago, they tell her, he was here last night and was asking after you. But then on the Saturday night she loses the scent. She was scared something had happened to him, and so she went to the Dragoon in Vestergade. Someone came and called her name out, an old man with a mane of white hair. Sise Petticoat! Is there a Sise Petticoat Hansdatter here?


That’s me, she said. Am I to be taken to the Spinning House again? Can’t they make up their minds?


You’re a lucky girl, said the man. You’ve been chosen.


For what?


You’ll find out soon enough. My gentleman wants to speak to you. Come with me.


And so she came here to the house in the Hyskenstræde. She hadn’t a clue what was going on. And then all it was was a fine gentleman who wanted to lie with her. But she still hasn’t got a clue what’s going on. Something’s happening that’s got something to do with her. And there’s nothing she can do about it.


Now she accompanies the fine gentleman through the city. She is clad in a loosely hanging dress. On her head she wears a cap of flax with a brown bonnet tied under her chin. On her feet are a pair of well-worn clogs. The man in front of her is in a golden uniform with braid and a very splendid three-cornered hat from whose top a feather bobs. At his side he wears a sword that drags and hops along the cobbles in his wake. He resembles mostly a king’s cavalryman. People turn and stare. Here and there, she is recognized. Has Sise found herself a new sweetheart? they enquire. She picks up her skirts and stumbles on at the man’s heels. Occasionally he glances over his shoulder to see if she is still there. She could quite easily slip down a side street and be gone, for finding Johan is still foremost in her mind. Yet she is gripped by a doggish kind of submissiveness that compels her to follow along with this man she barely knows.


Outside the church, an astonishing throng of people and carriages is gathered. Fine carriages, too, among them, and immediately she spots the King and Queen only paces away, walking arm in arm towards the entrance. Someone shoves her forward and all of a sudden she finds herself before the royals. She lowers her eyes to the ground. The King speaks. Ah, a good job we found her, Pors. Otherwise we’d have been forced to take another. Lord knows, there are plenty, but I promised the young man I’d find this Sise, and I should very much like to be a man who kept his promise. She doesn’t understand a word of it, and before she can ponder the matter she is nudged inside the church and steered to a seat on the left along with some other women. She recognizes several from the Spinning House. They greet her gladly. So, you’re here too? What’s happening, do you know? Why have they sent us to church? Are we to repent our sins again? Sunday was yesterday, wasn’t it?


I don’t know, she says. I don’t know any more than you. They forced me here.


To the right sit the men, soldiers all. They seem rather dishevelled. They’re from Bremerholm, says the woman on Sise’s left. Convicts. Terrible scoundrels. They could certainly do with a sermon.


There is a rustle of skirts all around as the King and his entourage enter the church, the Queen with a long train trailing behind her, the King in uniform. The priest receives them with a deep bow, then kneels to kiss the hand of the Queen. The royal couple seat themselves in front of the altar, and again the skirts rustle among the congregation. A service begins. The organ plays. A hymn is sung. The priest speaks, his voice thin and feeble in the church’s great interior. He says a prayer.


Sise sees none of it, and hears nothing, for she has noticed Johan on the other side of the aisle, with the other convicts.


Johan! she exclaims. The men turn and look at her. Desperately, she waves. Johan! His neighbour nudges him, and now he turns and sees her. His jaw drops.


You, here? he mimes.


Someone shushes. She looks at him questioningly. What’s going on? He shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head.


She looks up at the altarpiece, where the Saviour is nailed to the cross, knees together as if he needed a pee. She wonders if there is anything under the loincloth. A wooden dick? She shakes her head and feels completely out of sorts. Do the King and Queen do it with each other? She’s been with so many men, more than she can count. And she doesn’t even like it. To her it’s a job. When she lies down to sleep they come somersaulting, one after another. They never leave her alone. In a way it was a relief to be sent to the gaol. There, at least, she can escape having to lie with all these men. But the food is not good. The Dragoon is better on that count, she must concede. Dear Jesus, she prays. Help me. And she folds her hands together and feels herself crying.


The woman on her left, Maren Black-hat, digs an elbow in her side. Dry your tears, love. We’re to be coupled with the scallywags over there. A mass wedding.


Who?


The Bremerholm lot. Didn’t you hear what the priest said? They’re sending us to the colonies, two by two. Like the animals.


Oh, she says. But I won’t.


Try saying no, Maren says with a grin.


Sise presses her face to Maren’s shoulder, and Maren pats her cheek. They hold hands. She looks sideways towards the male convicts. Soldiers, all of them, redcoats with whom the city is brimming, many of them regulars at the Dragoon. They glance about and look just as perplexed as the women.


Now it begins. A woman, a lady-in-waiting perhaps, plunges her hand into a leather pouch held out by the verger and pulls up a scrap of paper. She smiles gleefully and calls a name out into the church. One of the men gets to his feet slowly and approaches with hesitant steps. Are you Johan Furst? the priest asks. Yes, mumbles the soldier. The priest takes his arm and stands him with his face to the congregation. A young man of the court dips his hand into another pouch. He shouts out a woman’s name: Johanne Nielsdatter. She steps up and is placed next to Furst. The next woman to be called out is Maren Black-hat, to be coupled with one called Franz Glitker, a German. She pulls a grimace and gives Sise a pat of encouragement as she gets up. Jauntily, she strides down the aisle, stands next to her man and places her arm in the crook of his elbow to rapturous shouts from the pews. One couple after another is brought together in the same way. The pews to the left, where Sise sits, become empty. She looks across the aisle and sees that Johan too remains. And now the man and the woman who have been drawing the names seat themselves again. We’re not going, she thinks to herself with a mixture of relief and disappointment. But then what are we here for?


The King rises, the Queen also.


Will Sise Hansdatter now approach? he says.


She sits there as if paralysed and gapes at the King.


No, thanks, she croaks, though fortunately no one hears.


Step forward, my child, says the King. He holds out his hand. Someone nudges her from behind and she gets to her feet and walks forward, her clogs clacking against the stone. The King takes her hand.


She is Sise Hansdatter, called Sise Petticoat?


Yeah?


Do you know that your king loves you, Sise?


The King knows me, then?


The King loves all his subjects, even the lowest of the low.


She stands with her head tipped back, staring up at the sovereign who gleams with gold and braid. Behind his shoulder hangs Jesus on his cross.


But there is another who loves you, says the King.


Is there? she says, her head quite empty. Who in the world can it be?


The King turns towards the Queen, who calls out: Approach, Johan Hartman.


Johan springs to his feet and edges his way into the aisle. He comes towards her and she reaches out her hand and holds onto him.


Where have you been, you swine? she whispers. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.


Shh, he says.


Let the wedding begin! says the King.


The priest commences the ceremony. He addresses each couple in turn. The offenders utter their I do’s and one after another are declared man and wife until death them do part. But when he comes to the end of the row, to Johan and Sise, she is no longer sure. She feels all eyes are upon her, even the King’s and the Queen’s. She feels her legs will give way beneath her. Johan tugs discreetly at the sleeve of her dress. But she cannot speak the words. They’re stuck.


Do you not want me? Johan asks.


I don’t know, she says. It’s all so sudden.


But the priest makes short work of it and declares them married nonetheless, the same as the others. Sise feels relieved that there is something greater than herself which has made the decision on her behalf. But leaving the church, Johan must almost drag her with him. And when the bells begin to peal in the tower, she feels everything go dark.


///


The twelve newly wed couples are driven out of the city by farmer’s cart to an inn on Vesterbrogade called the Hope. Places have been set for them at a long table. Busy waiters come in, the steam from their serving dishes and tureens whirling in the air behind them. At the head of the table sits Claus Enevold Pors. His housekeeper, the jomfru Titia, has been collected by carriage and is seated further along. She is bleary-eyed with fatigue, or whatever is the matter with her. As long as she causes no trouble, Pors thinks to himself. I promised the apothecary to take care of her. He brings a toast and surveys the men and women in front of him. Most are only half his age. My God, he thinks. What a rabble.


To his right sits Ole Lange, one of the two missionaries who are to be deployed. He too looks exceedingly young, newly fledged and with blooming cheeks, he looks more like a candidate for the confirmation. To Pors’s left sits Jørgen Fleischer, the Paymaster, a man with red hair beneath his wig and oblique, piercing eyes, for which reason he is known as Fox. He looks dishonest, Pors thinks. Look out for him. Diagonally across from Fleischer is Jürgen Kopper. Kopper has been appointed Trader of the new colony. A face like a horse’s. Has he got a bad stomach? An abject-looking man, if ever there was one, though at least reliable.


Some soldiers from the garrison are present to keep order among the released offenders. Technically, the King still retains the power of life and death over them and they are to be returned to the garrison and locked in as soon as the feast is over. They sit outside, in a closed courtyard. The sun angles down on the food, on the men and women. Pors holds them in his gaze, studying them one by one and repeating their names. There is Peter Hageman, now married to the one they call Cellar-Katrine; there, Christopher Falck and his new wife, Filthy Ane; Johan Hintz and his Ane Woollen-sock; Frantz Glitker and Maren Black-hat; Christian Peyn and, what was her name again, Jewish Karen; Hans-Henrik Wiencke and Maren of the Pots; Bernhard Meyer and Screaming Margrete; Georg Weerback and Wispy Kirstine; Johan Furst and Johanne Long-stocking; Johan Bretel and his Ane of the Muck-heap; Peter Mogensen and Stiff Lise; and there, Johan Hartman and the prettiest of all the girls, Sise Petticoat. I am not finished with you, Sise Petticoat, Pors says to himself.


///


Sise still feels weak after her fainting in the church. She wishes she could rest in a bed.


I’ve not said I do yet, she says.


But the priest wedded us, you heard him, says Johan.


You’ve got to say I do. To God. It doesn’t matter what the priest says. Don’t you go believing you’ve got me just because the priest said so.


Johan shakes his head. I don’t understand women. It was all you could talk about for weeks.


Sise looks down the table. Many of the men are already groping their women, who don’t seem to be minding much. She glances at Pors at the table end. He sees her, lifts his glass and smiles. She winces, yet lifts her own and toasts. She thinks of the old manservant with the lovely white hair and his eyebrows like the morning frost. What’s he doing now, she wonders. Maybe still snoring in the Governor’s bed. The lucky devil, she yawns.


Congratulations on your lovely wife, Pors says to Johan. You can hardly be dissatisfied there. Are you not going to kiss her?


He tries to extract a kiss from her, only she twists away from him.


Hard to get, eh? says Pors. Kiss him, for goodness’ sake. He’s your husband! Otherwise I’ll come and do it myself.


She gives in, and Johan’s soft, moist mouth touches hers. She bursts into tears and the women from the Spinning House, her friends, cheer.


A long and happy life! Pors declares, getting to his feet.


They repeat the toast all down the line: A long and happy life!


Hurrah for King Frederik the Fourth!


Hurrah for the King!


Hurrah for Greenland!


Skål!


Pors gives a rather lengthy speech of which Sise understands little, only that it concerns them being the first inhabitants of a new country, a splendid country, bigger than Norway, unfathomably large and rich, where there will be garrisons, castles and towns, thousands of people, hundreds of thousands, but we, he reiterates, we are the first, we are the pioneers, argonauts embarking on this very first expedition, and I, Claus Enevold Pors, have been appointed Governor to begin with, though I shall be a father for you all, a loving father, and you shall come to me with your sorrows and joys, as to King Frederik, for indeed I shall be your king, and by my mother’s sacred memory I shall be a loving king. Skål!


Skål! And they raise their glasses.


Somewhere, a cow lows.


///


I am Aappaluttoq. I am red as fire, red as blood, red as the iron that glows in the forge, red as the sea when the sun descends, red as death. My name is Red.


It is not easy to be far from home. The body and spirit lose touch with each other. Afterwards they must become acquainted again. It takes time, and will not always succeed. I have known shamans unable to bring themselves together again, who have lain dormant for weeks until dying. Sometimes I meet their homeless, tormented spirits. They float about, confusedly and without purpose. The easiest thing to do when travelling afar is to have a physical object in which to materialize oneself, for example the carved figure of bone carried by the King in his pocket. I can feel his sticky hand about my body. It is a familiar and comforting feeling. When I lie there in his pocket, I know I can always come back to the groaning body in the peat-hut.


Yet sometimes I release myself from that figure of bone and go out into the streets of Copenhagen. I wander about there. I see things I cannot or will not talk of. Crimes, nameless horrors. If you think yourself a bearer of a benevolent and elevated culture, Dane, then you should follow me on one of my wanderings in this royal city between the hours of twelve and six in the morning. I am fond of it. I enjoy being the invisible guest who sees what should never be seen. And I hate myself for liking it.


But I am fond of your king. I understand him. His weaknesses are mine, the weaknesses of us all. He is a man. And I am his subject. This is how it must be.


///


The released inmates have been quartered in a dormitory inside the garrison. Here they will remain until their departure. Sise lies next to Johan, though head to toe so as to find room in the narrow bunk. The light is extinguished. It is dark. She lies listening to the sounds from the other bunks, moaning and sniggering.


Skål, you old slag, says Peter Hageman to his wife, Cellar-Katrine. Theirs is the adjacent bunk.


Skål, and goodnight, says Katrine, planting a sloppy kiss on his mouth.


You’ve an ugly face, but a lovely arse, says Peter. And a person can’t have it all.


You can help yourself, says Katrine. But I’m going to sleep if it’s all the same to you. It’s been a long day.


Fine by me, Peter says. I’m so horny I could shag a corpse.


Sise shudders. She wonders if it feels different when you’re married. Perhaps it’s nice, though she finds it hard to imagine. She has never felt anything but discomfort. Fetid smells and discomfort. Perhaps that’s something God takes away once you’ve said your I do. Now she regrets not having spoken the words in the church. In truth she is not yet properly wed. Maybe she can visit the priest, Ole Lange, and ask him to repeat the ritual. But for the time being she’s as unmarried as ever. She gave Johan a kick when he tried it on just now. He sighed and turned his back on her. He’s asleep now. His feet in their threadbare socks lie pointing into the air beside her.


She has realized by now that they are to be moved somewhere far away. But where it is she has no idea, nor if it will be hot or cold there. What if I die on the journey, she wonders. Then I will die without being married. Her bleeding was several days ago. She is clean and ready. She thinks of Pors, the ‘admiral’, who wanted her last night, but was unable. So much has happened since then. But she has not been wed. She is the only one unwed in the entire dormitory.


A hand touches her in the night. She pushes it away, half in sleep. Yet it returns, and grips her shoulder. She stirs and sees the old man, his long white hair, the frost of his eyebrows, his pale eyes in the light of a lamp. He puts his finger to his lips.


The gentleman wishes to see you, he whispers.


She gets up and follows him out of the dormitory in her stockinged feet. They walk down a long corridor, up a flight of stairs and around several corners before she is shown into a room that smells of bed chamber and leather. The Icelander nudges her forward.


Pors is lying on the bed. He is naked. His long member hangs limply between his thighs, but when the Icelander approaches it begins to swell and rises into an arc that juts from the hair of his pubis.


Come, my girl, says Pors with a smile. Now I shall claim my jus primae noctis.


He wants to lie with me, Sise says matter-of-factly.


What, does she understand Latin? Pors replies somewhat surprised.


I understand what I want to understand, says Sise. As my mother always said.


I see, says Pors. But let us now finish what we started last night.


When Pors is finished with her, the Icelander returns her to the dormitory.


Johan is awake as she climbs into the bunk beside him.


Where have you been? he asks.


An errand.


Couldn’t you use the night pot?


I’d rather the latrine.


They lie for a while without speaking. She can tell he’s awake.


It’s not my fault, she says.


What?


That I’m so coy. Only I can’t do it unless I’m forced or paid money for it.


Do you want me to force you, is that it?


No, thanks.


Shall I pay you money?


You haven’t got any.


Then I don’t know what to do.


Tomorrow we’ll go to the priest, she says. I’ll say I do.


He turns over. He puts his arms around her legs. She can feel his mouth through her stockinged feet.


Thanks, he says, thanks, my darling.


Only I doubt it’ll make a difference, she thinks to herself.
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A Maiden’s Voyage


This 2nd of January I went to the neighbours here on the island and spent the night there in one of the dwellings. The Greenlanders who had taken to the waters to hunt returned home in the evening and, like all other days, had caught nothing, wherefore the state of health among them was already poor on account of lack of nourishment and livelihood. On this occasion I reminded them of their great ingratitude and disdain of God, for never did they thank God for their nourishment, nor did they appeal to him thereof, yet lived as before, in the manner of unthinking beasts, which behaviour had provoked God to revoke his blessing of them and allow them to suffer.


FROM HANS EGEDE’S JOURNAL, 1726


I’ve never sailed north of the Hebrides. I’ve ploughed the shallow and unruly waters of the Baltic, pendulated with the packet service between Christiania and Copenhagen, and paddled my way up the slurping rivers of Africa, in places so narrow it was like passing through a sliver of monkey cries, bird screams and chirping cicadas, and I’ve even been caught in the crossfire between two warships in the English Channel; I’ve lost my mast at Helgoland and my rudder at the mouth of the Neva, I’ve plied the routes with trading ships between the western ports of Europe, seen more dodgy dockland alehouses than my memory can or will contain, and drunk even more kinds of spirits, but I’ve never tasted the cold waters, not the ones with salt and ice cubes in them, and neither have my crew, nor the passengers for that matter, and what a peculiar lot they are; I can’t stand passengers, the sea’s for seamen, anyone else ought to stay at home. My name is Didrik Mühlenfort, I’m the captain of this ship, the good ship Morian, a frigate, for frigates normally do have men’s names, she’s armed and equipped, and reinforced at all ends. We’re on our way to Greenland. But what Greenland is, no one’s been able to tell me.


I’ve seen the woman, the young girl, they dragged her on board like she was a drunken delinquent on her way to the gallows, she dropped down on the street, they said, fell down feeling unwell, a housekeeper, they said, for that gold-braided gentleman with the cocked hat and the miserable face, a Major Pors who’s to be governor up there, and he had an old manservant with him too, but the girl, she was so young, and I wondered what might be wrong with her, but then they carried her into the major’s cabin and for a long time I never heard a peep from her, much less saw anything of her.


I don’t want sickness on my ship, I told the major so. But it’s not his ship, he jeered at me, it’s the King’s. But it’s me who’s in command, I told him, and sick people should stay ashore where they belong, where they can be buried under six feet of soil if needs be, for the sea bed’s littered with dead who ought to have stayed at home and had words spoken to them by a priest, only then, with a conjuror’s flourish he produced a document with the royal seal on it, monogram and the whole works, and asked me to read it out loud, let me hear the words, he said with pointed sarcasm, and a fine handwriting it was, but illegible all the same, though after a moment I managed to pick my way through as much as to read ‘that he convey the Governor Pors and his people etc. to Greenland and abide by his instructions and decisions etc.’, and this, clearly, was no good, meaning as it did that this major, or governor, could contend for precedence with me as captain of the Morian, and if there’s one thing that can cause mischief on a ship and among its crew, it’s having two masters rather than one, for a ship has only one rudder and ought rightly to have but one hand to set the course, and that hand sits as yet firmly on my right arm.


A minor convulsion, said Johan Struff, the ship’s surgeon, after I sent him in to the young woman, she’s improving now, certainly there’s nothing mortally wrong with the girl, merely an unrest in the soul, a consternation, I believe; I’ve cupped her, he said, and her blood is pure and fresh, whereupon he licked his lips as if he had tasted this maiden’s blood himself, only then he spat his brown tobacco sauce over the gunwale. Well, let’s see what amusement we can contrive from this business, I said. A ship full of horses and women, said Struff, would seem a temptation indeed to our Lord, or rather the Devil, and this indeed was as true as was said, I replied, but the King has resolved it so, and we’d be served to make the best of it.


Indeed, twelve horses in all, good riding horses, girthed up beneath the deck; one of them, a white mare, they said was a gift from the King to the Governor Pors, who clearly must have enjoyed certain royal privileges for there weren’t much governor about him, he looked more like a farmer, and the horses, they were already looking poorly, and I guessed we’d be eating horsemeat before we got there, and I was right too.


And the women, a score of them in all; besides the Major’s housekeeper, various servants and officers’ madams, twelve tarts we had from the women’s gaol, the Spinning House as they call it, coupled with twelve spineless scoundrels from Bremerholm, all a part of His Majesty’s designs, making the voyage to be the backbone of his planned colony, only the lot of them were looking as poorly as the horses, so no doubt we’d have our troubles with them too, I thought to myself as we came out into the open sea and it began to show its teeth.


I’ve reached my fortieth year, still a bachelor, married to the sea, I suppose you could say, and a difficult marriage it is too, seeing as I don’t care much for sailing at all, but I can’t pack it in now, it’s what I do, and when the ship was ready to set sail I felt myself gripped as always by a raging impatience to leave, the way I always have.


The boats were going back and forth between the inner harbour and the roadsteads with latecomers and all the paraphernalia they’d suddenly decided at the last minute that they couldn’t be without, as well as the hay bales for the livestock, and the hours passed, it was as if the ship were gripped by the same fever as myself as the hour of departure approached, but at the same time as this activity rose to a veritable frenzy, a languor descended, as if the ship, like a woman to the altar, couldn’t make up its mind and was stalled by all manner of doubts and kept on finding new things that had to be done so as to put off those fateful words: Let go the moorings! A ship is never ready, one must make short work of it, and early in the afternoon I gave the command, and the last of the passengers almost tumbled aboard with their various cargo, chests and sacks and packages bundled up from the boats to clutter the deck, but it all could be put away later, now we were setting sail, for otherwise we never would. I signalled to the pilot, and he signalled in turn to the tugs, and the boatsmen shouted to the oarsmen, and the oarsmen leaned their backs into it, the ropes tightened and the Morian slid creaking and sighing from the snarl of ships at anchor, the sails were set, snapping and flapping as they filled, the first lurch shuddering through the hull; we were on our way up through the Øresund and I took a deep breath of air and let it out again, released.


My mind was for the sea from an early age, the first ship I steered was the crayer the Hope, and later I stood on the quarterdeck of several frigates, this was what I put in my application for this berth, I didn’t mention that I hated sailing, but I may as well have done, because the very next day there came a message from the palace informing me I was appointed captain of the frigate the Morian; clearly they were in need of someone and needed him right away, the letter of my employment was more like a royal command, and I did have my doubts, for while a sea voyage might not look like much on paper, the fact of the matter is a different thing entirely, a knife-edge balance between life and death over an abyss of water eager to swallow a man up, but it was too late for second thoughts, in principle I could have betrothed myself to someone in all haste and used it for an excuse, but that wouldn’t have been like me at all, I’m a bachelor and that’s the way I’m staying, otherwise it’d feel like having two wives.


I hail from Kristiansund, my father, Christopher Mühlenfort, was a customs officer there, my mother, Elisabeth Munthe, came from a good family in Trondheim where her brother was principal of the Latin school, but they’re dead now, all three, they departed this life whilst I was out at sea, that’s what sailing’s like, everything seems to stand still while you’re at sea, but when you come ashore events have jumped ahead and whole lives, whole worlds are gone forever.


We steered towards Elsinore, feasting on the first mouthfuls of fresh sea air, and now I loved it, it’s only on land that I hate to sail, the sky was clear, streaked only with lines of white here and there, the air was mild, it was spring, the date was 21 May, the wind was south-westerly, a gentle breeze nudging the Morian’s sails, propelling us forward at good speed, so all in all it couldn’t have been better, from land we were saluted, first a few white puffs of smoke, then the muffled thunder of the cannon, to which we replied with the six-pounders we’d been armed with, hurrahs were shouted, so the formalities were met and I could enjoy a leisurely jaunt to Elsinore.


At starboard aft we had the one consort, the galliot the West-Vlieland, at port the other, the light brigantine the Fortuna, all three ships manned by Norwegians like myself, apart from the odd Dane, three foaming fans in our wake we spread, the merchant flag flapped and fluttered, my uniform was freshly laundered, and I thought to myself things don’t get better than this, as I stared at the wakes of the three ships mingling into one and vanishing again, indeed, this is what sailing is, I thought to myself, you draw a line on a canvas of water and immediately it’s erased again.


I took a few rounds of inspection to make sure the stowage was by the board, spoke with the men I hardly knew, but they were countrymen as mentioned, most of them, and I spoke with some of the passengers too, in particular a clergyman from Frederikshald on his way to teach the savages the Lord’s Prayer, we looked at the cannon that had come aboard, light ones of iron, and the muskets in their crates, packed with straw, and I said they looked second-rate, but there was certainly plenty of them, was the King thinking of declaring war on someone, I asked, for there was more than a hundred barrels of pitch and enough black powder and lead to stock a whole garrison with bullets, no, His Majesty wished to tread carefully, said the priest, lifting the corner of a tarpaulin and asking what kind of timber is this, an enormous amount of short planks, coffins, I said, they’ve made provisions for death, the gentlemen of power, indeed, he said, paling visibly, indeed, let us hope there won’t be need for them all, but I was more concerned about all that gunpowder, if a fire breaks out, I said, we’ll be blown to kingdom come, and what a bang it would be, Major Pors said, now having joined us, he seemed to think it funny.


Over on the Fortuna it was even worse, she too was laden with building materials up to the yard, and Captain Reinecke, who I’d met earlier that morning, had spoken of displacement, if we encountered a high sea, he said, we’d risk having to ditch half of it over the side so as not to capsize, and as if that wasn’t enough I’ve got a whole Noah’s Ark of goats and sheep and cows on board, they’ve taken up the entire between-deck with their braying and lowing, their stamping and their smelling of wool, and the crew are laughing their heads off, those of the other two ships, that is, for mine are cursing it, they say we’ll be dragging the stench of the stables after us all through the North Atlantic.


We ourselves were more fortunate, for the fine gentlemen, among them the soon-to-be Governor Pors, naturally required a certain degree of comfort, though I felt certain we would see our share of bother, and even if the voyage did proceed without a hitch, we’d always have the two dozen convicts to shake things up, a wretched flock of drunkards and lascivious tarts, a good number of them never having stood on a ship’s deck before and already hanging over the gunwale, feeding the Øresund fish with what was still left of their last meal, and as yet there was hardly a ripple on the sea, so it was going to be a long voyage the sorry fools had ahead of them, but for landlubbers the very sight of a ship can be enough to make them dizzy.


I waylaid the Major Pors on deck, he had a scowling, self-important look on his face, strutting about as if he had a plank down his back, and I predicted there’d be trouble with him, former navy, so I understood. Morning, Your Excellency, I said, a bit of deference to soften him up, and he smiled and nodded, his mouth as puckered as pleated fabric, I thought he was about to snarl at me, but all he said was Kronborg Castle already, and pointed in towards the land. We’ve a good wind today, I said, a south-westerly. Indeed, he said, I’d noticed, though mark me, it’ll be a different matter altogether once we’re out in the Skagerrak. Let’s hope for the best, I said. Certainly, he said in that snide way of his, out of the corner of his mouth, one can always hope. Has he sailed in Greenland before, he asked. No, I said, has Your Excellency? Of course not, he snapped. This is my first voyage there too, I said, endeavouring to lighten the mood. And then I asked him: How’s the Governor’s jomfru shaping up? I’ve not seen her since we came aboard. She’s sleeping, he told me. I shook my head and said how terrifying it must be for a young girl to embark on such a voyage as this, with no one really knowing what we’ll find there. But she’s here of her own accord, he said, she wasn’t prospering at home. Really, I said, and where does she come from? Køge, he said, the Apothecary family there, Fuchs is the name, relations of mine, albeit distant. Not that she spent much time there, she grew up in a nunnery in Germany, though fled the nuns and ended up with her father’s brother, the Apothecary Fuchs. And now she’s running away again, I said, to Greenland. Indeed, he said, when a person gets going after a standstill, it can be hard to stop again. Anyway, let’s hope the jomfru has a good voyage, I said, and wished him a pleasant day.


We had by then reached Elsinore and I sent a boat ashore with the last of our escorts, the pilot, a priest from the Missionskollegium and a pair of His Majesty’s representatives, whereupon salutes were exchanged again and the Governor ordered his manservant, a white-haired fellow as decrepit as his housekeeper is young and fair, to fetch a bottle and some glasses from the cabin, and so we stood there on the deck and toasted, Jørgen Landorph, commandant over the military contingent, joined us too at this point. Salutes were exchanged again from both sides, and Pors commented that we’d soon better get a move on before the Swedes began to bombard us. Weigh anchor! he bellowed, and the men all looked from him to me, and after a moment I told them, you heard what the gentleman said, weigh anchor!


Open sea, the spray and the wind; the rigging sang, and the ropes beat their tattoo as Sjælland dwindled away behind the billowing sails of the West-Vlieland and the Fortuna. When evening came I dined with the officers and Pors, a number of bottles were drunk, all were in rather high spirits and the Commandant Landorph was somewhat unfortunate with a couple of remarks concerning Pors and his jomfru, at which point the Major got to his feet, leaned over the table and delivered him a stinging flat-hander that sent his wig into the pea soup and Landorph himself to the floor, from where he had to be helped up by the other men, dabbing blood from his nose with a handkerchief. It’s only the drink, I told myself, such things happen, it’ll all be forgotten by morning, but of course it wasn’t.


///


The wind is kind to us. After three days at sea we sight the Norwegian coastline and I plot the course due west towards the Shetland Islands at which we arrive a week later, though the wind is now more contrary. We put into Lerwick, seat of the former Danish crown colony, and remain there a couple of days, letting the livestock ashore so they can stretch their legs and munch some fresh grass. The Major rides off inland on his mare, which seems to have coped well with the voyage, he spoils her with oats and hunks of bread, but the other horses are ailing, they’ve got diarrhoea from the mouldy hay and lack of exercise, girthed up as they are, the lower deck is a mire of filth and must be hosed meticulously.


Now Pors’s young housekeeper shows herself on deck for the first time since her embarkment, she stands at the gunwale one day, this after our setting sail from Lerwick and we’re out on the open sea again; her dress flutters in the wind, the same as her dark hair, yet there is something oddly imperturbable about her gaze. Does she spy anything interesting, I ask, whereupon she gives a start, and says that she’s never been to sea before, and how deep is it? Some hundred fathoms, I reply, and I see the perspiration beading on her upper lip and forehead. Is the sea-sickness bad, jomfru? It’s like a thing alive, she says, her stare still fixed on a point far in the distance, it swells and nauseates, she says, and glances up at me, a fleeting smile passes over her face like moonlight in between clouds. But what is down there? Fish, I say. Whales, and the creatures of the deep, a teeming life, my girl. But ships too, she says. Indeed, shipwrecks too, I tell her, and no small number either. Dead seaman, she continues. Thousands, I say it’s like one can almost hear them. They sing, can you not hear? I’ve dreamt of them, they wander about at the bottom, upright they sway this way and that, and there is a forest there, everything takes place slowly and all is silent, for it is the bottom of the sea; they look up at us, I don’t know if they want to return here or if they want us to join them down there, but they are dead, I say, they have no thoughts of us and we ought not to give them any either. Yet she smiles as if she knew something, and her smile feels like a chill in my neck, and she looks at me sideways and mumbles something in a foreign language, nunnery-speak I shouldn’t wonder. You shouldn’t be afraid of the sea, I tell her, I shall make sure you come safely ashore. Are you master of the sea? she asks. No, but I am master of this ship, I reply, and wish her a pleasant day, I’ve matters to attend to, if the jomfru will excuse me, but after I leave her she remains for a long time looking out over the waves. No, women and horses have no place at sea, but belong to the land.


///


The wind has picked up and the passengers, in particular the convicts, are seasick and lie vomiting in their bunks. Clearly they bring with them numerous ailments from the land, consumption and poor health altogether, they haven’t the strength to drag themselves onto deck or to the latrine hole to empty themselves, and can only let go when they must, and the Governor is mostly three sheets to the wind, he staggers about on deck with a bottle in one hand and his sword in the other, as if it were a walking cane, where’s that bloody Commandant! he growls, let me poke a hole in him, and then his manservant comes, an Icelander they say, and drags him back to his bed, though presently to appear again, the Icelander, standing at the gunwale all through the pale night, looking like he’s staring a hole in the sky, his long white hair fluttering in the wind as he stares at the dull silver of the firmament, the gulls as they plunge to scoop something up in their beaks, then arrow upwards again, hugging the sails, frolicking in the turbulence they create, then new diagonals in the air, and it seems he will never tire of watching them. I go up to him and ask about the jomfru, is she quite of her right mind, I enquire, but he simply looks at me, a silent, unfathomable gaze beneath his frost-white eyebrows, smoke curling from his pipe, so one can tell he at least breathes like the rest of us who are still among the living, for not a word does he utter, what is he, idiot or sage?


One night I am awakened by a piercing scream. I roll out of the bunk and go out onto the deck, for I always sleep fully clothed and am used to being shaken awake at all hours, yet this scream is like a nightmare, a scream from Hell itself, and I am already on deck before my senses are returned, standing there blinking into the wind, with people all around me in bewilderment, what was that, did someone scream?


It’s light as day, though a stormy day of lashing rain, sea and sky as one, and then a new scream sounds through the weather, a sudden tumult and men’s voices and I descend to the Major’s cabin, snatch open the door and see two men bent over a bunk, the Major and his manservant gripping the jomfru as if in the business of strangling her, she for her part kicking and thrashing, and then another scream that rips through the air and propels me several steps backwards by its sheer might, but then I get a grip, I leap forward and grab the Major by the nightshirt, roaring at him, what in the Devil’s name are you doing to the girl? and surely he is aware then of my presence, yet he takes no notice, the cabin is thick with the most unpleasant smells and a sticky dampness, and a moment later the Major clambers onto the bunk, which creaks under his weight, he lies on top of the girl with the whole volume of his frame, the manservant assisting, holding the girl by the legs, his long white hair hanging before his eyes, and while I keep trying to pull the Major away, yelling at him to stop, the manservant turns his furrowed face towards me behind its curtain of hair and says quite coldly and with the rusty voice of the old that the Master Struff has been summoned.


The girl arches her back, she rolls her eyes so only the whites can be seen, the orbs like marbles in her skull and foaming at the mouth, and then she screams once more; ah, I see now, I mutter, and release the Major, stepping back to make room for the ship’s surgeon, Johan Struff, who enters now accompanied by a pair of officers and Miltzov the clergyman, elbowing his way to the jomfru and assuming command, ordering the men to hold her steady while he examines her, closing her eyelids, slapping her face and shouting her name, Jomfru Titius! Yet the spasms will not relent.


A convulsion, Struff opines, straightening into the upright again. Is she often afflicted like this? Never before, says Pors, his grip on the girl now released, delivering her into the hands of the officers. Not in such a way. He wipes a blood-trickling scratch on his cheek and studies the red now smeared on his sleeve. She’s normally so quiet. Has she been at the aquavit? Struff asks. Not a drop, say Pors.


Now it seems the jomfru has settled, and she gulps in air. Only then her body arches upwards again, new waves of convulsions from the chest down. She wrestles a leg free and kicks one of the officers in the chest; he emits a groan, a laugh of surprise quickly supplanted by a wincing grimace as he clutches his ribs; another officer takes her leg and presses it down into the bedding straw. Hold her tight, Struff instructs, the convulsions make her as strong as a horse, I shall let her blood, he says, and takes out the equipment, unpacking it calmly before making a swift incision at the girl’s elbow, her blood instantly leaking into the bedding. He asks the manservant to wring a cloth in cold water and then tears open her nightshirt from the throat down, placing an ear to her chest. A number of bystanders have gathered now, half a dozen men at the bunk, watching the naked girl quiver and tremble, calmer now, and yet her body stiffens several times again in small aftershocks, and she groans, long moaning sighs like a calving cow, her eyes, which formerly rolled in their sockets, become still, and she stares up at the ceiling, but then we hear a cry from the crow’s nest and our attentions are turned, several times the call is heard, land ahoy! I dash to the deck, the Icelander following me like an unsettled dog, and together we stand and stare out into the leaden air where a shadow looms and waves crash at a shore. Your fatherland, most like, I say to the Icelander, but when I turn he is gone.


We drop anchor in an inlet. I send the first officer, Peder Dan, ashore in the boat. He returns early next evening and has found a fishing village further north. East Iceland, he says, it seems we’ve been blown off course.


We sail north to the village and anchor in a natural harbour, and in the time we are there the weather improves, though still a layer of cloud presses down on it all, a score of stone dwellings and a church, and beyond this a dark, open flatland and a row of fells in the west whose peaks are hidden to us. But here we bring the horses ashore and wait for some days for our fellow ships to appear, which they do not; we attend service in the little stone church and the inhabitants are friendly, albeit mute. Pors orders two of the horses slaughtered, for they are badly the worse for wear; the carcasses are hoisted up to the yard, where they hang and drip, and all is peaceful enough, the jomfru remains in her cabin, Miltzov the clergyman is with her.


I go to Pors to speak to him about his housekeeper, but all he says is I can kiss his arse. What the Major does with his staff is his own affair, I tell him, but I’d ask him to do it ashore, because I don’t want no lechery on this ship. The captain can shove it, he says, he can mind his own business, then I’ll mind mine. Everything that happens on the voyage is written down in the log, I remind him, and it doesn’t look good, this business with the jomfru. My dear Captain Mühlenfart, he then says, what exactly does he think he’s going to put in his log? Everything that concerns the voyage, I tell him, cold as ice, for I’ve heard his insult. And what events has Mühlenfart witnessed until now, I wonder, which concern the voyage sufficiently to be written down in his log? That he is turning His Majesty’s ship into a den of iniquity, I reply. Ah, a lecher I may well be, he says then, but my jomfru has nothing to do with it, he can ask his Master Struff to examine her, if he wants it confirmed. Then why does she suffer these attacks, I say, something must surely have brought them on? Ask Struff, he says, I’m not a physician.


It’s about the jomfru, I say to Struff later on when I approach him on the deck, and he walks back and forth with his hands behind his back and says these convulsions are seen often in girls that age, it’s their liquid balance got out of hand, it’ll even out again once we’re ashore. Has the Major harmed her in any way? I enquire. How should I know? Struff replies. You could examine her, I say, but he scoffs dismissively, I’m not putting my fingers up such a young girl, he says, I’m no beast, and anyway what business is it of ours what the fine gentlemen get up to with their servants? A man’s a man, and this voyage is long indeed. It’s my business, I tell him, I won’t have it going on aboard my ship, the Major can have his fun with the tarts below deck, if he wants, I’m not going to intervene in that, they’re already spoiled, but an innocent girl in his care, he can keep his hands off, otherwise I’ll go to his superiors as soon as I’m home again. I honestly couldn’t care less, he says and yawns in my face, I’m just a physician, and the girls down there aren’t exactly mouth-watering, who would want anything to do with them?


So I go to the clergyman Miltzov, though all I get out of him is pious prattle about the trials and tribulations of our earthly life, the grace of our good Lord etc., and besides, he’s forbidden to divulge anything told to him by a person in distress who has need of his comfort.


Then to Jørgen Landorph, the Commandant, and this is indeed grist to his mill; the dirty old man, he exclaims, and married too, someone ought to teach him to keep his cock inside his pants, I’ve half a mind to do so myself, speak to him, I mean, but we’ve got to work together, so perhaps it’s best to stay on his good side, Landorph says with a sigh.


But among the officers there is now regular animosity towards the Major, they believe him to have committed an offence against the girl, this being what has made her ill, and there is much indignant talk around the dinner table, where Pors, galloping about the foggy country on his royal mare, now seldom appears.


The crew, however, seem of a different opinion, some mutter that she is possessed by the Devil, for they’ve heard she grew up in a nunnery, papist at that, says Jens Smith, she’ll have lain with sin itself, it stands to reason; to this some of the men who have sailed in the south say no, the Catholics are Christian people like ourselves, only with more pictures in their churches, they speak the Bible’s own language when they pray, there’s nothing wrong with them; but Jens Smith says he doesn’t trust them, that the jomfru will end up sending the whole ship, man and mouse, to the bottom of the sea, and then Miltzov comes to me.


I can’t find the jomfru anywhere, he says. Is she not in her cabin? No, that’s what I’m saying, he says, her bunk is empty, I’ve searched high and low, she can’t be just gone, and yet it seems she is, he says, for aboard the ship she is not. And so I go around asking if anyone’s seen the girl row ashore, or maybe she swam, says a boatsman, it’s only a few ship’s lengths to the shore; jumped in the drink, says Jens Smith, good riddance, the Draug’s taken her, and now they’re getting married in Latin at the bottom of the sea.


But the same day as the jomfru is reported missing, the whereabouts of Pors’s manservant Skård are likewise questioned, no one has seen him on board, some claim to have seen him ashore; no doubt he’s jumped ship to be with his own people, Jens Smith reckons, and now he’ll be sitting chewing sheep’s eyes with the rest of them, and he’ll be welcome, but then Pors returns from one of his sojourns into the country.


The Major is distraught to hear that both his servants have made themselves scarce and wishes to depart again immediately to search for them, so I borrow one of the horses to ride with him, but after only an hour my arse feels like chopped meat, I’m no practised horseman, and the horses don’t much care either for the uneven, stony land, the lava stone, says the Major, expelled hundreds of years before by a volcano, and rushing rivers too that we must cross, with green, ice-cold meltwater that washes over the horses’ flanks, soaking us to the skin; but then we encounter some shepherds and ask if they have seen a young girl wandering about, and indeed they have, they found her in the field, quite distressed, crawling on all fours, and brought her to a farm, and they point over towards the fell where the ground rises upwards and where stand a cluster of weatherworn buildings, and there we find her.


It is a poor man’s holding, held together by ends of wood, peat and stone, and here lies the jomfru in a bed and is soundly asleep. The people of the farm are alarmed by this guest and wish to be rid of her as soon as possible, so Pors must give them a bottle of aquavit from his inexhaustible reserves; he lifts her up in his arms and will carry her out to the horse, but the girl wishes not to go, she kicks and screams and wrenches herself away, hurling at us cups and plates and other effects of the household, babbling strings of Latin, evoking the Devil, I believe, her countenance is by any account diabolical, and she manages to smash the tiny place to pieces by the time we get her tied up with a length of rope and laid across Pors’s horse, all this with the aid of the farmer and his two sons, and then we ride back to the Morian with her, and she howls the entire way, and only when the clergyman Miltzov closes the cabin door behind the two of them does she settle.


I’ve always believed priests to be an impractical lot, says Pors, but sometimes it may indeed be useful to have one nearby.


Now Landorph begins to speak of proceedings, and the officers agree with him that something should be done to help the jomfru in her distress, but all this comes to nothing, for I give the order to cast off and then we all have other things to think about than the demented jomfru; she for her part gives no sign of life, the priest is with her, Pors wanders the deck as befuddled as before, his manservant no longer there to help him into his bed, and often I find him curled up and snoring inside a coil of rope, and otherwise he goes about calling for his valet, Skård! Skård? like a lost child calling for its mother, he’s been with the family as long as I recall, he tells me mournfully, he’s like a father or a big brother to me, but the general opinion is that the Icelander had had enough of the Major’s antics and chose to be reunited with his countrymen, and it serves him right, says Landorph, the man’s a lech and a tyrant.


But then one night when I go up onto the deck to have the wind drive away a bad dream I find him standing there, the Icelander, puffing on his pipe and gazing out at the sea as before; he near frightens the life out of me, one of the men says he just appeared all of a sudden and has been standing there an hour at that point, so I go up to him and ask him where on earth he’s been all this time, your gentleman’s been searching high and low for you, but all he does is look at me with a little smile to curl the corner of his mouth.


///


The sea becomes more troubled, great waves come rolling from the north-west, especially so after we leave Iceland’s lee, and it’s the horses that come off worst, for horses don’t belong on the sea, they’re no more comfortable there than ladies and tarts, their legs are too long and thin, they can’t find the proper purchase, and what’s more, the hay is rotten and the floor down there where they’re girthed up is awash with their thin shit and must be hosed and swept several times daily; three horses must be put down, Jens Smith does the job, a swift blow to the forehead with his hammer and their legs splay immediately, eyes rolling in their skulls, and then they are hung up from the yard and the cook slices them open and slings the insides over the gunwale, leaving the carcasses to swing with the swell, spreading sticky fans of blood upon the deck, not a pleasant sight by any means, but horsemeat is at least a welcome change from salted pork, only now we’ve got problems with the convicts too.


I have them sent up onto deck a few hours every day so they can be freshened up a bit by the sea air, which to me is one of the joys of this world, but I can barely stand to look at the wretched loons, the way they fall over and can only remain lying where they fell, without the strength to lean over the gunwale to empty themselves, though the women seem to do better at this than the men, even if their mouths are as filthy as the rest of them, yelling and bickering the way they do, and fighting too in that peculiar way women have of fighting, pulling each other by the hair, and one of their number, Cellar-Katrine they call her, stands on the bridge and raises her arms like a mad prophet, cackling and cursing diabolically, wishing the ship and its crew to be sent to the bottom of the sea, and indeed I must concede there is much pith in her curses, and quite some humour too, though of course I am obliged to punish her, for no one can go unpunished for cursing a ship; Landorph however believes this to be his jurisdiction, he wants her hanged, but I’ll have no hangings on my ship, I tell him, it’s quite enough we’ve got the four horses dangling there from the yard already, and so we argue the matter for some time while the hag herself, the object of our disagreement, stands there gaping at us in turn, looking like she can see both sides of it, but eventually I order that she be tied to the mast, her clothes torn from her back and twenty strokes administered of the ferule, these then delivered with cheerful aplomb by Jens Smith, the rest of the rabble looking on, though without seeming much deterred by the sight, and indeed her spouse, Peter Hageman, mocks and taunts her as she’s punished, the others too scoffing and jeering. When eventually the ropes are loosened and two seamen make to help the ragged, half-naked shrew back below, she tears herself away, spits on the deck and expels a new shower of curses, arguably worse even than those for which she was punished in the first place. I am awed indeed by such resolve, yet have no option but to order her tied once more and another twenty strokes administered, these happily shutting her up, and this time when the ropes are untied she flops forward onto the deck, and the men pick her up and bundle her back down the hatch with much commotion.


Pors is his miserable old self, he’s left the aquavit on the shelf and begins now to put his nose into my work, we must ahead, directly into it, he says as I stand one day with the old moth-eaten chart and am plotting the course; no, I tell him, we must circumvent the land, and I draw in a circle on the chart. But you don’t know where the land is, he says, where it begins and where it ends, so what is it you wish to circumvent? No, ahead, Mühlenfart, and we shall encounter it soon enough. But inshore the storms will be the worse, I tell him, we must keep a distance. To where then will you sail, he says, America perhaps, and be barbered by the redskins? You’ve already led us astray once, now sail due west, end of argument! And with that he produces the King’s instruction from his pocket and waves it under my nose, whereby I’ve no choice than to plot the course according to his wish.


The ship heels over, I’m worried stiff the cargo’s going to shift, so I send some men down below to secure the bulkier items and redistribute the weight, but once there’s a displacement it’s hard to rectify and you can only hope things don’t get worse, the strangest things happen to cargoes, they live their own lives, something comes loose and slides about and it’ll soon take other items with it and before you know it you’ve got a list on your hands and the ship goes down. It’s that Cellar-Katrine and her cursing, the men reckon, you should have hanged her from the yard like the Commandant said.


I go down into the shared quarters where the convicts are, and a hideous stench hits me in the face like a blow from a wet towel, their evacuations swill about the floor, following the movements of the ship this way and that, the inmates lie in their hammocks, swaying back and forth beneath a swinging lamp, the ropes by which they are secured creaking like some kind of echo to mock the groans of their sick incumbents who lie cocooned and whimpering, vomiting and cursing; some speak the Lord’s Prayer, others, as if to defy all belief, enjoy each other’s flesh in this dreadful, squelching squalor, their hammocks shudder and swell like larvae struggling to free themselves; it’s the first time since I was a boy that I’ve felt a hint of the sea-sickness, and then a man comes staggering towards me from his bed, latrine fluids sloshing around his ankles, he grips the door frame, luminous with the sea-sickness’s green lustre, and I can see it’s the aforementioned Peter Hageman, spouse of the hag who cursed the ship, and he asks me when do we arrive, Captain? In a week’s time things will be better, I tell him. A week? My wife will barely survive the next hour. Sea-sickness always feels worse than it is, I tell him, I’ve never heard of anyone die of it. But still I am relieved to return to the deck and breathe in the fresh air.


All progressing splendidly, Mühlenfart, Pors exclaims, persisting in his use of the insulting perversion of my name, a most splendid passage indeed; the Major is unafflicted by the sea-sickness, and now we shall soon see land, he says. Yes, not many days yet, I reply. He fills himself with the salted pork and pease porridge and drinks wine; I myself drink ale. The Governor will be looking forward to stepping ashore and embarking upon the colonization, I suggest to him. Indeed, he says, ’tis His Majesty’s wish to recover the lost land that has lain abandoned these several hundred years, but for me it is a calling, I feel my whole life has been but preparation for this; Denmark will once more be a great nation after the losses we have suffered, the colonization of Greenland will be only the beginning, the foundation stone of the new empire that has shaped itself in the mind of our king, and if the good Lord lets me live long enough I hope to call myself governor of a province in this empire, for after Greenland we shall take back Sweden, and then it will be Germany’s turn, that great confusion of princedoms just waiting to be subsumed under the Danish crown, and who knows what it might lead to. You make it sound like the Roman Empire, I said, but Pors declines to take this as a joke, he looks at me sternly and says, Imperium Daniae, we’re making Denmark mighty again, Denmark will be the Roman Empire of our age. Bene tibi, I say. Bene tibi to you too, Mühlenfart, he says back, and on that we toast. Skål.


The air is fresher and cleaner tasting, though the weather is very changeable; the light has changed too, and I know it means that we are approaching land. The Major seems to have been right in plotting due west, for the winds are not as fierce as I’d feared and the passengers may now emerge onto the deck again, their hammocks strung up between the masts, and there they hang and sway among the equine carcasses, the ship heeling and lurching, throwing the people into involuntary dance on the deck, or a game of tag, the way they reach out and grab each other so as not to be swept overboard; and clouds drag their rain showers along with them, glittering silver in the sunlight, the light playing its tricks, shimmering mirages in the air, the strangest visions to behold; the ship groans in the heavy waves, and we are well into a southerly current, but I am unable to chart our position, the sun being the only heavenly body to be seen, the sky too light now even at midnight to see a single star; only now there is a coastline in view, emerging and vanishing quite as quickly again; we encounter a belt of drift ice and sail alongside it, making gentle headway, though the ship reels in the current, and the sea foams about the bow, the rudder hardly any use at all. I told you so, Pors boasts. Due west. Had we sailed according to your own half-baked reckonings, we’d have been halfway to America by now, and I can only agree with him. The man in the mast spies a flock of seals on the ice, and shortly afterwards a fox slinking over the floes; the passengers are jubilant, some men of the crew volunteer to go out onto the ice, they are armed with muskets and return with a pair of seals which are then cooked for dinner.


There is great unrest among the inmates, they argue and fight, the women pull tufts of hair from each other’s scalps and the Major cheers them on, plying them with aquavit, and knives appear too, flashes of steel, and several are gashed in the arm or leg; in short, their health seems restored. Pors arranges wrestling contests so that they may exhaust themselves without killing each other, and people sit in the rigging and up on the yard cheering on the contestants, wagering money on their favourites, though in truth they are sorry contests indeed, for the combatants are as meagre and feeble as old men, even if at best they are something and twenty; however, with our gentle headway they’re looking healthier by the day.


In the mess there is much talk about Pors, some believe him to be a madman, the Paymaster Fleischer, known as ‘Fox’ on account of his red hair and sly-looking gaze, speaks of delusions of grandeur; the man’s a peasant, opines the Trader, Jürgen Kopper, called ‘Horse’ because of his long face, for all have had their clashes with the Major Pors, and now it all comes pouring out like dregs out of a wine skin, insults, effronteries and the harshest of words, the Governor’s drunkenness, the way he treats his poor jomfru; they whisper and mumble, and above their heads the planks creak, for it is the very subject of their talk, the Major Pors, who paces the floor of his cabin.


Is he of noble descent? someone wants to know. I believe so, replies Commandant Landorph, who is familiar with the Major from times previous, but his family fell into debt and the manor was sold off. Pors’s own beginnings were more humble, he started out as a non-commissioned officer and worked his way up, though of course not without rubbing just about everyone up the wrong way. Indeed, says ‘Fox’ Fleischer, to the colonies with him, that’s how we get rid of mad dogs of his ilk, but however did he get to be governor, ‘Horse’ Kopper wonders. You may well ask, says Landorph, but I dare say he cultivates some ally at the court, perhaps even the King himself. And thus goes the talk.


///


The jomfru emerges again. No one has seen so much as her shadow for weeks, now she goes arm in arm with the Major, and behind them lumbers the manservant Skård beclouded by the smoke of the pipe that would seem to be fastened permanently to the corner of his mouth. Pale and sickly she looks, the jomfru, her face contorts into the oddest grimaces, and she halts and stares emptily towards the land, which now is in sight the whole time. Pors points and says something to her, and she looks up at him, that great big gaze of hers, and he in turn looks down at her, and quite as demented as each other they seem, perhaps they are even a good match, I think to myself, two lunatics to help each other along, I’m sure there’s a saying in that, but anyway sooner or later they’ll both end up in the ditch, and that’ll be their problem, for now the passage is soon complete and I have abided by His Majesty’s instruction and can deliver them to their own sorry fates, as well as to the contempt and disdain of Landorph and the other officers.
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