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  To Bjørn


  
Prologue



   

   

   

   

  Many a man proclaims his own loyalty,

  but a faithful man who can find?

  A righteous man who walks in his integrity —

  blessed are his sons after him! . . .

  Who can say, “I have made my heart clean;

  I am pure from my sin”?

  — Proverbs 20 : 6–7, 9

  I am Dina who sees the sleigh with the person on it rush headlong down the steep slope.

  At first I think I am the one lying there tied to the sleigh. Because I feel pain more terrible than any I have ever known.

  Through crystal-clear reality, but beyond time and space, I am in touch with the face on the sleigh. Moments later, the sleigh crashes against an ice-covered rock.

  The horse actually loosed the carriage shafts and escaped being dragged down the slope! Amazing, how easily that happened!

  It must be late in the fall. Late for what?

  I do not have a horse.

  A woman found herself at the top of a cliff in cold morning light. The sun was not shining. Around her, the mountains rose dark and watchful. The cliff was so sheer that she could not see the landscape below.

  Across a wide gorge, an even steeper range of mountains stood in silent witness.

  She followed every movement of the sleigh. Until it finally came to a stop against the trunk of a large birch tree at the very edge of a precipice.

  The sleigh teetered slightly toward the sheer drop. Beneath were steep bluffs. And, far below, thundering rapids.

  The woman looked at the trail leveled by the sleigh as it plummeted down the slope. Pebbles, snow, clumps of heather, broken brushwood. As if a giant carpenter’s plane had swept down, taking with it every protruding thing.

  She was wearing leather trousers and a long, fitted jacket. Had it not been for her hair, one might have taken her for a man from a distance. She was very tall for a woman.

  The right sleeve of her jacket hung in shreds. It had blood on it. From a wound.

  Her left hand was still clenched tightly around a short-bladed knife, the type Lapp women wear in their belts.

  The woman turned her face toward a sound. A horse’s whinny. It seemed to awaken her. She hid the knife in a pocket of her jacket.

  She hesitated a moment, then resolutely stepped over the stone wall at the side of the road. Toward the sleigh. It teetered less now. As if it had decided to save the person with the battered face.

  She climbed down the slope quickly. In her haste she dislodged loose stones. They formed a small avalanche, which rushed past the sleigh and over the edge of the precipice. She stared out into the unseen. As if she were in touch with the stones and followed them, even when she could no longer see them. As if she watched them until they reached a deep pool beneath the thundering rapids below.

  She paused for a moment as new stones tumbled past the sleigh that bore the unmoving body. But only for a moment. Then she continued her descent until she could put her hand on the sheepskin robe covering the man and lift a corner of it.

  Something that must once have been a handsome male face came into view. One eye was pushed in. Fresh blood flowed thick and evenly from many wounds on his head. During the few seconds she stood there, the man’s head became completely red. The white sheepskin at his neck soaked up the blood.

  She raised a long, narrow hand with well-formed pink nails. Lifted the man’s eyelids. One after the other. Thrust her hand onto his chest. Was the man’s heart still beating? Her fumbling hand could not tell.

  The woman’s face was a snow-covered world. Immobile. Except for the darting eyes under her half-lowered lids. Her hands became bloodstained, and she dried them on the man’s chest. Then covered his face again with the corner of the sheepskin.

  She crawled over the sleigh to the carriage-shaft fastenings. From each fastening she quickly pulled the remains of a worn piece of rope. She gathered them together carefully and put them into her jacket pocket along with the knife. Then she took out two frayed leather straps and coaxed them into the places where the ropes had been.

  At one point she straightened up. Listened. The horse whinnied from the road. She hesitated, as if deciding whether her task was completed. Then she crawled back over the sleigh. The battered figure was still between her and the precipice.

  The solid birch tree creaked from the cold and from the added weight of her body. She found a footing among the icy stones, then thrust her weight against the sleigh. Calculated the force needed, as if she had performed the same movement many times before.

  As the sleigh left the ground, the sheepskin slid away from the man’s face. He opened the eye that was not pushed in and looked straight at the woman. Speechless. A helpless, incredulous look.

  It startled her. And an awkward tenderness flashed across her face.

  Then everything became movement and air. It went quickly. The sounds echoed through the mountains long after everything was over.

  The woman’s face was blank. The landscape was itself again. Everything was painfully good.

  
    I am Dina who feels the downward pull when the man on the sleigh reaches the deep, foaming pool. Then he crosses the vital boundary. I do not catch the final instant, which could have given me a glimpse of what everyone fears. The moment when time does not exist.

    Who am I? Where are space and place and time? Am I doomed to this forever?

  

  She drew erect and began resolutely to climb back up the slope. It was harder going up than down. Two hundred yards of icy terrain.

  At the point where she could see the torrential autumn river, she turned and stared. The river curved before thundering out of view. Foaming masses of water. Nothing else.

  She continued climbing. Rapidly. Gasping for breath. Her injured arm was giving her pain. Several times she nearly lost her balance and fell as the sleigh had.

  Her hands grasped for heather, branches, stones. She made sure she always had a firm grip with one hand before moving the other upward. Strong, swift movements.

  As she took hold of the stone wall by the roadside, she looked up. Met the large, shining eyes of the horse. It was no longer whinnying. Just stood there looking at her.

  They faced each other, resting a little. Suddenly the horse bared its teeth and, angrily, bit into some tufts of grass at the side of the road. She had to use both arms to pull herself up onto the road, grimacing in pain as she did so.

  The animal bowed its large head over her. The carriage shafts splayed at its sides. An empty decoration.

  Finally, she reached for the horse’s mane. Firmly, almost brutally, she pulled herself up to the resisting horse’s head.

  This woman was eighteen years old. With eyes as old as stones.

  The shafts scraping against the ground were sounds outside the picture.

  The horse stamped frozen blades of grass into the ground again.

  She took off her jacket and rolled up the sleeves of her sweater and blouse. The injury appeared to be a knife wound. Perhaps she had been injured in a fight with the man on the sleigh?

  She bent down quickly and dug into the frozen gravel road with her bare hands. Picked up sand and ice, grasses and debris. Rubbed them energetically into the knife wound. A look of intense pain crossed her face. Her mouth opened and let out dark, guttural sounds.

  She repeated the movements. Repeated the sounds at regular intervals. Like a ritual. Her hand dug. Found gravel and sand. Picked them up. Rubbed them into the wound. Time after time. Then she tore off her heavy sweater and her blouse and rubbed them on the road. Ripped and tore the sleeves. Rubbed and rubbed.

  Her hands became covered with blood. She did not wipe them clean. Stood there outlined against the autumn sky in a thin lace bodice. But she did not appear to feel the cold. Calmly, she put on her clothes again. Examined her injury through the holes in her clothing. Smoothed her tattered sleeve. Grimaced with pain as she straightened her arm and tested if she could use it.

  Her hat lay at the side of the road. Brown, narrow-brimmed, trimmed with green feathers. She gave it a quick glance before beginning to walk north along the rough sleigh road. In dim, silvery light.

  The horse trudged after her, dragging the shafts. Soon caught up with her. Put its muzzle over her shoulder and nibbled at her hair.

  She stopped walking and moved close to the animal. With a tug of her hand, she forced the horse down on its two front legs as if it were a camel. And seated herself astride the broad, black back.

  The sound of horse’s hooves. The shafts weeping against the gravel. The horse’s easy breathing. The wind. Which did not know. Did not see.

  It was the middle of the day. The horse and the woman had taken the steep road down the mountain and had come to a large estate. Tall, swaying rowan trees lined a broad lane, which stretched from the white main house down to the two red warehouses that faced each other near the stone pier.

  The trees were already bare, with crimson berries. The fields yellow, sprinkled with patches of ice and snow. There were frequent breaks in the clouds. But still no sunshine.

  As the horse and the woman entered the courtyard, the young man named Tomas came from the stable. Stood like a post in the ground when he saw the empty shafts and the woman’s disheveled hair and bloodstained clothing.

  She slid off the horse slowly, without looking at him. Then she staggered step by step up the wide stairs to the main house. Opened one of the double doors. Stood motionless with her back to him while the light enveloped her. Then suddenly she turned around. As if she had become afraid of her own shadow.

  Tomas ran after her. She stood in light from the house, warm and golden. From outside, cold, with bluish shadows from the mountains.

  She no longer had any face.

  There was great excitement. Women and men came running. Servants.

  Mother Karen hobbled with a cane from one of the parlors. Her monocle dangled from an embroidered ribbon around her neck. A gleaming lens that tried in vain to make things cheerful.

  The old woman creaked laboriously through the elegant hallway. With a gentle, omniscient look. Did she know anything?

  Everyone flocked around the woman at the front door. A servant girl touched the woman’s injured arm and offered to help remove the torn jacket. But she was brushed aside.

  Then the clamor broke loose. Everyone talked at once. Questions poured over the woman without a face.

  But she did not answer. Saw nothing. Had no eyes. Simply took hold of Tomas’s arm so tightly that he moaned. Then she stumbled over to the man named Anders. A blond fellow with a strong chin. One of the foster children on the estate. She took his arm, too, and made both men accompany her. Without saying a word.

  Two horses from the stable were saddled. The third horse had no saddle. Was tired and sweaty after the ride down the mountain. The animal was unhitched from the shafts, wiped down, and watered.

  The horse’s large head lingered in the water bucket. People had to wait. It drank in well-deserved slurps. From time to time, it tossed its mane in the air and let its eyes glide from face to face.

  The woman refused to change clothes or to have her wound bandaged. Just swung herself onto the horse. Tomas offered her a homespun coat, and she put it on. She still had not said a word.

  She led them to the spot where the sleigh had skidded over the cliff. There was no mistaking the tracks. The ravaged slope, the flattened small birches, the uprooted heather. They all knew what was below. The sheer rock. The rapids. The gorge. The deep pool. The sleigh.

  They summoned more people and searched in the foaming water. But found only the remnants of a crushed sleigh with frayed straps in the carriage-shaft fastenings.

  The woman was mute.


   

   

   

   

  The eyes of the Lord keep watch over knowledge,

  but he overthrows the words of the faithless.

  — Proverbs 22 : 12

  Dina had to take her husband, Jacob, who had gangrene in one foot, to the doctor on the other side of the mountain. November. She was the only one who could handle the wild yearling, which was the fastest horse. And they needed to drive fast. On a rough, icy road.

  Jacob’s foot already stank. The smell had filled the house for a long time. The cook smelled it even in the pantry. An uneasy atmosphere pervaded every room. A feeling of anxiety.

  No one at Reinsnes said anything about the smell of Jacob’s foot before he left. Nor did they mention it after Blackie returned to the estate with empty shafts.

  But aside from that, people talked. With disbelief and horror. On the neighboring farms. In the parlors at Strandsted and along the sound. At the pastor’s home. Quietly and confidentially.

  About Dina, the young wife at Reinsnes, the only daughter of Sheriff Holm. She was like a horse-crazy boy. Even after she got married. Now she had suffered such a sad fate.

  They told the story again and again. She had driven so fast that the snow crackled and spurted under the runners. Like a witch. Nevertheless, Jacob Grønelv did not get to the doctor’s. Now he no longer existed. Friendly, generous Jacob, who never refused a request for help. Mother Karen’s son, who came to Reinsnes when he was quite young.

  Dead! No one could understand how such a terrible thing could have happened. That boats capsized, or people disappeared at sea, had to be accepted. But this was the devil’s work. First getting gangrene in a fractured leg. Then dying on a sleigh that plunged into the rapids!

  Dina had lost her speech, and old Mother Karen wept. Jacob’s son from his first marriage wandered, fatherless, around Copenhagen, and Blackie could not stand the sight of sleighs.

  The authorities came to the estate to conduct an inquiry into the events that had occurred up to the moment of death. Everything must be stated specifically and nothing hidden, they said.

  Dina’s father, the sheriff, brought two witnesses and a book for recording the proceedings. He said emphatically that he was there as one of the authorities, not as a father.

  Mother Karen found it difficult to see a difference. But she did not say so.

  No one brought Dina down from the second floor. Since she was so big and strong, they took no chance that she might resist and make a painful scene. They did not try to force her to come downstairs. Instead it was decided the authorities would go up to her large bedroom.

  Extra chairs had been placed in the room. And the curtains on the canopy bed were thoroughly dusted. Heavy gold fabric patterned with rows of rich red flowers. Bought in Hamburg. Sewn for Dina and Jacob’s wedding.

  Oline and Mother Karen had tried to take the young wife in hand so she would not look completely unpresentable. Oline gave her herb tea with thick cream and plenty of sugar. And advice against everything from scurvy to childlessness. Mother Karen assisted with praise, hair brushing, and cautious concern.

  The servant girls did as they were told, while looking around with frightened glances.

  The words stuck. Dina opened her mouth and formed them. But their sound was in another world. The authorities tried many different approaches.

  The sheriff tried using a deep, dispassionate voice, peering into Dina’s light-gray eyes. He could just as well have looked through a glass of water.

  The witnesses also tried. Seated and standing. With both compassionate and commanding voices.

  Finally, Dina laid her head of black, unruly hair on her arms. And she let out sounds that could have come from a half-strangled dog.

  Feeling ashamed, the authorities withdrew to the downstairs rooms. In order to reach agreement about what had happened. How things had looked at the place in question. How the young woman had acted.

  They decided that the whole matter was a tragedy for the community and the entire district. That Dina Grønelv was beside herself with grief. That she was not culpable and had lost her speech from the shock.

  They decided that she had been racing to take her husband to the doctor. That she had taken the curve near the bridge too fast, or that the wild horse had bolted at the edge of the cliff and the shaft fastenings had pulled loose. Both of them.

  This was neatly recorded in the official documents.

  They did not find the body, at first. People said it had washed out to sea. But did not understand how. For the sea was nearly seven miles away through a rough, shallow riverbed. The rocks there would stop a dead body, which could do nothing itself to reach the sea.

  To Mother Karen’s despair, they gradually gave up the search.

  A month later, an old pauper came to the estate and insisted that the body lay in Veslekulpen, a small backwater some distance below the rapids. Jacob lay crooked around a rock. Stiff as a rod. Battered and bloated, the old fellow said.

  He proved to be right.

  The water level had evidently subsided when the autumn rains ended. And one clear day in early December, the unfortunate body of Jacob Grønelv appeared. Right before the eyes of the old pauper, who was on his way across the mountain.

  Afterward, people said the pauper was clairvoyant. And, in fact, always had been. This is why he had a quiet old age. Nobody wanted to quarrel with a clairvoyant.

  Dina sat in her bedroom, the largest room on the second floor. With the curtains drawn. At first she did not even go to the stable to see her horse.

  They left her in peace.

  Mother Karen stopped crying, simply because she no longer had time for that. She had to assume the duties that the master and his wife had neglected. Both were dead, each in his or her own way.

  Dina sat at the walnut table, staring. No one knew what else she did. Because she confided in no one. The sheets of music that had been piled around the bed were now stuffed away in the clothes closet. Her long dresses swept over them in the draft when she opened the door.

  The shadows were deep in the bedroom. A cello stood in one corner, gathering dust. It had remained untouched since the day Jacob was carried from the house and laid on the sleigh.

  The solid canopy bed with sumptuous bed curtains occupied much of the room. It was so high that one could lie on the pillows and look out through the windows at the sound. Or one could look at oneself in the large mirror with a black lacquered frame that could be tilted to different angles.

  The big round stove roared all day. Behind a triple-paneled folding screen with an embroidered motif of beautiful Leda and the swan in an erotic embrace. Wings and arms. And Leda’s long, blond hair spread virtuously over her lap.

  A servant girl, Thea, brought wood four times a day. Even so, the supply barely lasted through the night.

  No one knew when Dina slept, or if she slept. She paced back and forth in heavy shoes with metal-tipped heels, day and night. From wall to wall. Keeping the whole house awake.

  Thea could report that the large family Bible, which Dina had inherited from her mother, always lay open.

  Now and then the young wife laughed softly. It was an unpleasant sound. Thea did not know whether her mistress was laughing about the holy text or if she was thinking about something else.

  Sometimes she angrily slammed together the thin-as-silk pages and threw the book away like entrails from a dead fish.

  Jacob was not buried until seven days after he was found. In the middle of December. There were so many arrangements to be made. So many people had to be notified. Relatives, friends, and prominent people had to be invited to the funeral. The weather stayed cold, so the battered and swollen corpse could easily remain in the barn during that time. Digging the grave, however, required the use of sledgehammers and pickaxes.

  The moon peered through the barn’s tiny windows and observed Jacob’s fate with its golden eye. Made no distinction between living and dead. Decorated the barn floor in silver and white. And nearby lay the hay, offering warmth and nourishment, smelling fragrantly of summer and splendor.

  One morning before dawn, they dressed for the funeral. The boats were ready. Silence lay over the house like a strange piety. The moon was shining. No one waited for daylight at that time of year.

  Dina leaned against the windowsill, as if steeling herself, when they entered her room to help her dress in the black clothes that had been sewn for the funeral. She had refused to try them on.

  She seemed to be standing there sensing each muscle and each thought. The somber, teary-eyed women did not see a single movement in her body.

  Still, they did not give up at once. She had to change her clothes. She had to be part of the funeral procession. Anything else was unthinkable. But finally, they did think that thought. For with her guttural, animal-like sounds, she convinced everyone that she was not ready to be the widow at a funeral. At least not this particular day.

  Terrified, the women fled the room. One after another. Mother Karen was the last to leave. She gave excuses and soothing explanations. To the aunts, the wives, the other women, and, not least of all, to Dina’s father, the sheriff.

  He was the hardest to convince. Bellowing loudly, he burst into Dina’s room without knocking. Shook her and commanded her, slapped her cheeks with fatherly firmness while his words swarmed around her like angry bees.

  Mother Karen had to leave. The few who remained kept their eyes lowered.

  Then Dina let out the bestial sounds again. While she flailed her arms and tore her hair. The room was charged with something they did not understand. There was an aura of madness and power surrounding the young, half-dressed woman with disheveled hair and crazed eyes.

  Her screams reminded the sheriff of an event he carried with him always. Day and night. In his dreams and in his daily tasks. An event that still, after thirteen years, could make him wander restlessly around the estate. Looking for someone, or something, that could unburden him of his thoughts and feelings.

  The people in the room thought Dina Grønelv had a harsh father. But on the other hand, it was not right that such a young women refused to do what was expected of her.

  She tired them out. People decided she was too sick to attend her husband’s funeral. Mother Karen explained, loudly and clearly, to everyone she met:

  “Dina is so distraught and ill she can’t stand on her feet. She does nothing but weep. And the terrible thing is, she’s not able to speak.”

  First came the muffled shouts from the people who were going in the boats. Then came the scraping of wood against iron as the coffin was loaded onto the longboat with its juniper decorations and its weeping, black-clad women. Then the sounds and voices stiffened over the water like a thin crusting of beach ice. And disappeared between the sea and the mountains. Afterward, silence settled over the estate as though this were the true funeral procession. The house held its breath. Merely let out a small sigh among the rafters now and then. A sad, pitiful final honor to Jacob.

  The pink waxed-paper carnations fluttered amid the pine and juniper boughs across the sound in a light breeze. There was no point in traveling quickly with such a burden. Death and its detached supporting cast took their time. It was not Blackie who pulled them. And it was not Dina who set the pace. The coffin was heavy. Those who bore it felt the weight. This was the only way to the church with such a burden.

  Now five pairs of oars creaked in the oarlocks. The sail flapped idly against the mast, refusing to unfurl. There was no sun. Gray clouds drifted across the sky. The raw air gradually became still.

  The boats followed one another. A triumphal procession for Jacob Grønelv. Masts and oars pointed toward ocean and heaven. The ribbons on the wreaths fluttered calmly. They had only a short time to be seen.

  Mother Karen was a yellowed rag. Edged with lace, it is true.

  The servant girls were wet balls of wool in the wind.

  The men rowed, sweating behind their beards and mustaches. Rowing in rhythm.

  At Reinsnes everything was prepared. The sandwiches were arranged on large platters. On the cellar floor and on shelves in the large entry were pewter plates filled with cookies and covered by cloths.

  Under Oline’s exacting supervision, the glasses had been rubbed to a glistening shine. Now the cups and glasses were arranged neatly in rows on the tables and in the pantry, protected by white linen towels bearing the monograms of Ingeborg Grønelv and Dina Grønelv. They had to use the linen belonging to both of Jacob’s wives today.

  Many guests were expected after the burial.

  Dina stoked the fire like a madwoman, although there was not even frost on the windows. Her face, which had been gray that morning, began slowly to regain its color.

  She paced restlessly back and forth across the floor with a little smile on her lips. When the clock struck, she raised her head like an animal listening for enemies.

  Tomas let the armload of wood drop into the wrought-iron basket with as little sound as possible. Then he took off his cap and clenched it between his strong hands. Embarrassed beyond all belief, because he was in the master bedroom, the room with the canopy bed and the cello, where Dina slept.

  “Mother Karen sent me because I’m to stay at Reinsnes when the servants and everybody take Jacob to the churchyard,” he managed to stammer.

  “I’m to give Dina a hand. If she needs it,” he added.

  Tomas did not tell her, if he knew, that the sheriff and Mother Karen had agreed it was best to have a strong fellow there who could prevent Dina from harming herself while everyone was away.

  She stood by the window with her back to him and did not even turn around.

  The moon was a small pale ghost. A deformed fetus of a day tried in vain to break out to the north and west. But the windows’ surfaces remained dark.

  The boy took his cap and left. Realized he was not wanted.

  However, when the funeral procession was far out on the sound, Tomas came to the room again. With a pitcher of fresh water. Would she like some? When she did not say thank you or give any indication that she saw him, he set the pitcher on the table by the door and turned toward her.

  “You don’t want help from me on the day of the funeral?” he asked in a low voice.

  At that, she seemed to awaken. She went toward him quickly. Stood close to him. Half a head taller.

  Then she lifted her hand and let her long fingers glide over his face. Like a blind person trying to see with her fingertips.

  He felt as if he were being strangled. Because he forgot to breathe. So close! At first he did not understand what she wanted. Standing beside him exuding her fragrance. Tracing the lines in his face with her forefinger.

  He slowly turned crimson. And found it impossible to look at her. He knew her eyes were waiting. Suddenly he took courage and looked straight at her.

  She nodded and looked at him questioningly.

  He nodded in return. Simply to have nodded. He wanted to leave.

  Then she smiled and came even closer. Used the index and third fingers of her left hand to open his worn vest.

  He retreated two steps toward the stove. And did not know how he would escape before he got strangled or burned, or disappeared from the face of the earth.

  She stood for a moment, sniffing his stable odor. Her nostrils were everywhere. They vibrated!

  Then he nodded again. In utter confusion.

  It was unbearable. Time stood still. He leaned over abruptly, opened the door of the stove, and threw a chunk of wood into the flames. Then he added three damp, sputtering birch logs. To stand up and meet her gaze again was a test of manhood.

  All at once her mouth was on his. Her arms were stubborn willow branches filled with spring sap. Her aroma was so powerful that he had to close his eyes.

  He could never have imagined it. Not in his wildest fantasies under his worn wool blanket in the servants’ quarters. So he stood there, and all he could do was let it happen!

  The colors of the embroidery on her dressing gown, the yellow walls with a vinelike design, the beamed ceiling, the deep-red drapes—they all fluttered into each other. Material merged with material. Limbs with limbs. Movements, furniture, air, skin.

  He stood outside himself. And yet was inside. The smell and sound of bodies moving heavily. And deep, two-part breathing.

  She put her hands on his chest and undid his buttons. Then she drew off his clothing. One piece after another. As if she had done it a thousand times.

  He stood hunched forward, his arms hanging uselessly at his sides. As if ashamed that his underclothes were not completely clean and his shirt was missing three buttons. Actually, he did not know where he was, where he was standing, or how he was behaving.

  She kissed the naked boy, opened her dressing gown, and let him in to her large, firm body.

  It made him warm and brave. He felt the sparks from her skin as a physical pain. His skin tingled against hers, created a picture of her. He stood with closed eyes and saw each curve, each pore on her white body, until he went out of his mind completely.

  When they were both naked, sitting on the sheepskin in front of the round black stove, he thought she would begin to speak. He was dizzy with embarrassment and desire. The seven lighted candles in the candelabra on the dressing table troubled him like a warning of hell. Their flickering light on the mirror’s surface revealed everything.

  She began to explore his body. Quite gently at first. Then wilder and wilder. As if driven by a great hunger.

  At first he was simply frightened. He had never seen such intense craving. Finally, he gasped and rolled over on the sheepskin. Let her pour oil on a fire greater than anything he had ever imagined.

  In quick flashes he came to his senses again and to his horror felt himself pull her close and do things no one had taught him.

  The air was dense with a woman’s body.

  His terror was vast as an ocean. But his desire, enormous as the heavens.

  At the churchyard, the coffin decorated with wax flowers was lowered into the grave. Containing the earthly remains of innkeeper and cargoboat owner Jacob Grønelv.

  The pastor tried to speak words that would allow the deceased to slip easily into paradise and not end up in hell’s fire and brimstone. Yet the pastor knew that even though Jacob had been a good man, he certainly had not lived like a wax flower. Or he would not have met such an end.

  Some of the funeral guests stood with their gray jowls drooping in genuine sorrow. Others wondered what kind of weather they would have on the trip home. Still others just stood there. Took in everything halfheartedly. Most of them felt bitterly cold.

  The pastor pronounced his ritual words and tossed his paltry spadefuls of earth in God’s name. Then it was over.

  Behind furrowed, serious faces, the men looked forward to the liqueur. The women, with tear-filled eyes, thought about the sandwiches. The servant girls wept openly. For the man in the coffin had been a loving master to them all.

  Mother Karen was even more pale and transparent than in the boat. The eyes behind her black fringed shawl were dry as she stood supported by Anders and the sheriff. Each with his hat under his arm.

  The hymn had an endless string of verses and was far from beautiful. In fact, it was barely endurable, until the deacon joined in with his untrained bass voice. He had a need to save every situation, the deacon.

  In the large bedroom, behind drawn curtains, Tomas, the cotter’s son, burned and blazed. In seventh heaven. Yet totally alive.

  Moisture from human bodies collected on the windows and mirror. A faint odor clung to the sheepskin on the floor, the seats of the chairs, and the curtains.

  The room welcomed Tomas the stableboy. Just as it once had welcomed Jacob Grønelv, when he was hospitably received for the first time by the widow of Reinsnes.

  The widow was named Ingeborg. And she died one day when she leaned over to pet her cat. Now she had company where she was.

  The bedroom was filled with heavy breathing, skin, and heat. Blood thundered through veins. Pounded against temples. Bodies were horses on broad plains. They galloped and galloped. The woman was already a practiced rider. But he rode to exhaustion after her. The floorboards sang, the beams wept.

  The family portraits and drawings swayed slightly in their black oval frames. The linen sheets in the bed felt abandoned and dry as dust. The stove stopped roaring. Just stood in its corner and listened openly, without embarrassment.

  Downstairs, sandwiches and glasses stood waiting. For what? For Dina, the mistress of Reinsnes, to come sliding down the banister? Naked, her black hair like a half-opened umbrella above her large fragrant body? Yes!

  And following her—half terrified, half in a dream—a powerful young boy clad in a sheet edged with French lace? Yes!

  Tomas ran down the stairs on bare, hairy legs and sturdy toes with very dirty nails. He reeked so powerfully of plowed fields that the demure inside air drew back.

  They fetched sandwiches and wine. A large glass and a large carafe. A sandwich stolen here and there from the platters so it would not be noticed. They pretended they did not have permission to eat.

  After they helped themselves from the platters, Dina gently rearranged the empty spaces. With long, quick fingers that smelled of salty earth and newly cleaned fish. Then she covered the plates again with the monogrammed cloths.

  They stole up to the bedroom again like thieves. Sat down on the sheepskin in front of the stove. Tomas left the stove’s double doors ajar.

  Leda and the swan on the folding screen were a weak reflection of these two. The wine sparkled.

  Greedily, Dina ate smoked salmon and salted meat. Bread crumbled across her firm breasts and down onto her round stomach.

  Tomas realized he was in his mistress’s room. He ate his food politely. But drank in Dina’s body through his eyes, with watering mouth and many sighs.

  Their eyes glistened over the same glass. It had a long green stem and had been a wedding present to Ingeborg and her first husband. The glass was not of the highest quality and had many bubbles in it. Bought before wealth entered the house through large cargo boats, dry fish, and powerful connections in Trondheim and Bergen.

  Well before the funeral guests were expected to return, the glass and the remaining wine were hidden away, far back in the clothes closet.

  Two children, one worried and one wild, had fooled the grownups. Jacob’s Chinese dice game was replaced in its silk-lined box. All traces were obliterated.

  At the end, Tomas stood at the door completely clothed, with his hat in his hand. She scribbled some words on the black slate that she always kept close by, let him read them, then carefully erased them with a firm hand.

  He nodded, looking nervously at the window. Listening for the sound of oars. Thinking he heard them. Suddenly he understood what he had done. Took all the guilt upon himself. Already felt the Lord’s scourge upon his shoulders. Many deep lashes. Tomas’s mouth trembled. But he could not feel regret.

  Standing in the dark hallway, he knew he was no longer under anyone’s protection. Like a gladiator who had fought joyfully against great odds. For one single experience! Important beyond words.

  He was doomed to lie on his straw mattress each night for months, feeling a woman’s breath on his face. To lie with open eyes, reliving. The room. The smells.

  And the thin blanket would rise in youthful, dreamlike ardor.

  He was doomed also to the image of Jacob’s coffin. That had to sway right along with them. And the great wave within him would combine all the impressions and send him straight to the northern lights. The wave would empty into his wretched bed, and he would not be able to prevent it.

  Dina was calm and powdered pale when the boats glided in to the rocky beach. She lay in bed, thereby avoiding any fuss about putting in an appearance with the funeral guests downstairs.

  Mother Karen came down from the bedroom and gave everyone complete details about Dina’s condition. Her voice was honey on the sheriff’s disposition. It blended lightly and sweetly with the liqueur.

  Now that Jacob had been properly laid to rest, the somber, sorrowful atmosphere lightened and improved. As the evening wore on, a sense of calm descended, and thoughts of temporal things and the hard day tomorrow crept into the quiet conversations.

  Everyone went to bed early, as was fitting on such a day. Dina got up and played solitaire on the walnut table. After the third try, she broke the game. Then she sighed and yawned.


  
Book One
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Chapter 1


  In the thought of one who is at ease there is contempt for misfortune;

  it is ready for those whose feet slip.

  — Job 12 : 5

  I am Dina. Who is awakened by the screams. They stay in my head. Sometimes they gnaw at my body.

  Hjertrud’s image is split wide open. Like the belly of a slaughtered sheep. Her face is the screaming, where everything comes out.

  It began with the sheriff bringing him along when he returned from the autumn Assembly session. The smith was a real find! From Trondheim. A magician at his trade.

  Bendik could forge the most unusual things. Things that could be used in so many types of work.

  He forged a device for the grinding wheel that would pour seven spoonfuls of water on a scythe blade for each ten turns of its crank. Made locks that stuck if someone who did not know the mechanism tried to open a door from the outside. And he also forged the most beautiful plows and fittings.

  People called the smith Long Jaw.

  The moment he arrived at the sheriff’s estate, everyone understood why. He had a long and narrow face and two enormous eyes.

  Dina, who had just turned five, raised her gray eyes when he entered the room, as if wanting to forestall him. She did not seem exactly frightened. There was just no need to become acquainted.

  This dark-eyed man, who was said to be a gypsy, gazed at the sheriff’s wife as if she were an expensive object he had purchased. And she obviously did not mind.

  After a while, the sheriff wanted to stop giving the smith more work. He thought things were taking too long.

  But Bendik remained under Hjertrud’s gentle smile.

  He forged ingenious locks for doors and cupboards, and the watering system for the grinding wheel. Finally, he forged new handles for the huge kettle in which the women boiled the laundry in lye.

  Onto the handles he fastened a device that made it possible to tip the kettle forward, notch by notch, so the lye ran out gradually. The entire operation could be done easily, controlled by a lever on the kettle’s hanger.

  Now the women had no worry about maneuvering the frightening black pot. It could be lowered, turned, and tilted with miraculous ease, thanks to the smith’s wonderful ingenuity.

  One could stand on the floor and control the entire operation with no fear of getting near the steam or the boiling contents of the pot.

  Dina followed her mother into the washhouse one day just before Christmas. It was a big washday. There were four women working, and a hired man to carry water.

  The buckets filled with slush and ice were brought in and dumped into large barrels by the door with a cheerful splash. Later everything melted in the huge laundry kettle, and steam filled the room like a night fog.

  The women wore only shifts with unbuttoned bodices. They swayed and splashed and gestured. Had bare feet in wooden shoes and rolled-up sleeves. Their hands were as red as newly scalded baby pigs.

  Below their tight kerchiefs, their faces were covered with sweat. It ran in rivers down their cheeks and necks. Then flowed into larger riverbeds between their breasts, and disappeared into their damp clothing, down to the underground.

  It was while Mistress Hjertrud was giving orders to one of the servant girls that Dina decided to look more closely at the mechanism that made everyone so proud.

  The kettle was already boiling. The odor of lye was anesthetizing and familiar, like the smell of the toilet buckets in the upstairs hallway on warm summer mornings.

  Dina clasped her small hands around the lever. Just to know how it felt.

  In a flash Hjertrud saw the danger and rushed over.

  Dina had not known enough to wrap a rag around her hand as the servants did. She burned herself badly and quickly pulled her hand back.

  But the lever had already moved. Two notches down.

  The angle, directed at the lowest point on the kettle, determined Hjertrud’s fate.

  The pot emptied the amount specified by the lever’s position. Neither more nor less. Then it stopped. And continued boiling on its hanger.

  The stream of lye first reached her face and breasts, with absolute precision. Then rapidly sent scalding rivers down the rest of her poor body.

  They came rushing from everywhere. Pulled off Hjertrud’s clothing.

  Dina was inside fluttering steaming images. They showed large patches of skin and scalded flesh coming off with the clothing, which reeked of lye.

  But half of her mother’s face was spared. As though it were important that Hjertrud come to God the Father with sufficient face so that He could recognize her.

  Dina shouted, “Mama!” But no one answered.

  Hjertrud’s own screaming was enough.

  The pink opening spread and covered nearly all of her. She was glowing red. More and more, as they gradually pulled off her clothing and her skin accompanied it.

  Someone poured bucket after bucket of icy water over her.

  Finally, she sank to the rough wooden floor, and no one dared to help her up. You could no longer touch her. No one could reach her. For she had no surface.

  Hjertrud’s head tore open more and more. The screaming was newly sharpened knives. Which cut into everyone.

  Someone took Dina into the yard. But the screams were in the outer walls too. Rattled in the windowpanes. Trembled in the ice crystals on the snow. Rose with the greasy smoke of the chimneys. The entire fjord listened. There was a faint pink stripe in the east. Lye had also spilled on the winter sky.

  Dina was brought to a neighboring farm, where people stared at her. Intently. As though there were a crack in her that could be opened and searched.

  One of the servant girls spoke baby talk to her and gave her honey straight from the jar. She ate too much and vomited on the kitchen floor. With disgust all over her face, the girl cleaned it up. Her scolding sounded like a frightened little magpie shrieking under the gable.

  For three days, the sheriff’s daughter stayed at the home of people she had never seen before. Who stared at her the whole time as if she were a creature from another planet.

  Now and then she slept, because she could no longer endure all the eyes.

  At last the sheriff’s farmhand came to fetch her in a two-seated sleigh. Wrapped her well in a sheepskin rug and brought her home.

  At the sheriff’s estate, everything was silent.

  Later, in the servants’ quarters, when they had forgotten her under a table, she learned that Hjertrud had screamed for an entire day before she became senseless and died. Half of her face had no skin. Also, her neck, right arm, and stomach.

  Dina was not sure what it meant to become senseless. But she knew what sense was.

  And she also knew that Hjertrud had personified sense. Especially when Dina’s father raged and shouted.

  “Our wisdom is received from God. . . . All gifts come from God. . . . The Holy Scripture is the word of God. . . . The Bible is the merciful gift of God.” Hjertrud said such things every day.

  That she died was not too bad. Her screaming, and that she did not have skin, were worse.

  Because animals died too. On the sheriff’s estate they always got new animals. Which resembled one another to the extent that they could be mistaken for one another. And which, in a way, were the same year after year.

  But Hjertrud did not come again.

  Dina carried around the image of Hjertrud as the split belly of a slaughtered sheep. For a long time.

  Dina was very tall for her age. And strong. Strong enough to let go of her mother’s death. But perhaps not strong enough to exist.

  The others had command of words. Easily. Like oil on water. Reality existed in the words. The words were not for Dina. She was nobody.
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  Conversations about the “terrible thing” were forbidden. But still they occurred. Servants had the right to do precisely that, to talk in low voices about forbidden things. Suitably low voices. When children seemed to be sleeping angelically and one was not responsible for them.

  It was said that Long Jaw never again forged ingenious mechanisms for wash kettles. He took the first boat south to Trondheim. With all his unfortunate, clattering tools in a chest. Reports preceded him. About the smith who forged objects that scalded people to death. They said he became a bit odd because of it. In fact, downright dangerous.

  The sheriff had the smithy and the washhouse, including the chimney and stove, leveled to the ground.

  It took four men with large sledgehammers to do the job. Four additional men carted the stones down to the old jetty, which was a breakwater for the pier. It was now several yards longer.

  As soon as the frost left the ground, the sheriff had the plot seeded. From then on, the raspberry bushes grew wild and unrestrained.

  During the summer he traveled to Bergen on Jacob Grønelv’s cargo boat and stayed away until he had to attend the autumn Assembly session.

  So Dina did not exchange a word with her father from the day she scalded her mother to death until he came back from the Assembly more than nine months later.

  At that time, the maid told him Dina had stopped talking.

  When the sheriff returned from the Assembly he found a wild bird. With eyes that no one could capture, hair that never was braided, and bare feet, even though there had been frost at night for some time.

  She ate food wherever she happened to find it, and never sat at the table. She spent her days throwing stones at people who came to the estate.

  Naturally, she often got boxed on the ears.

  But in a way she controlled people. She could just throw a stone. And they would rush to her.

  Dina slept several hours in the middle of the day. In a manger in the stable. The horses, who accepted her, carefully ate around her sleeping body. Or brushed their large muzzles against her momentarily to pull hay from beneath her.
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  She did not move a muscle when the sheriff’s boat landed. Simply sat on a rock, dangling her long, thin legs.

  Her toenails were incredibly long, with ingrained strips of dirt.

  The servants could not manage her. The child simply refused to be in water. She would scream and escape out the door, even with two people trying to hold her. Nor would she go into the kitchen when anything was being cooked on the large black stove.

  The two housemaids made excuses for each other. They were overworked. It was hard to get help. It was hard to control such a wild, motherless child.

  She was so filthy that the sheriff did not know how to act. After a few days, he overcame his aversion. Tried to touch her stinking, snarling body to see if he could make contact and turn her into a Christian human being again. But he had to give up.

  Besides, in his mind, he saw his unfortunate Hjertrud. Saw her poor, burned body. Heard her mad screams.

  The fine German doll with a porcelain head was left lying where it had been unwrapped. In the middle of the table. Until the maid was ready to set the dinner table and asked what she should do with the doll.

  “God knows!” said another servant, who was in charge. “Put it in little Dina’s room.”

  Much later, a farmhand found the doll in the dungheap. Ruined almost to the point of being unrecognizable. But its discovery was a relief. There had been anxiety about the doll for several weeks. The sheriff had asked Dina about it. When she gave no sign of knowing its whereabouts, it was presumed lost. Everyone was under suspicion.

  When the doll was found, the sheriff took Dina to task. Sternly demanded to know how the doll ended up in the dungheap.

  Dina shrugged her shoulders and started to leave the room.

  Then she was spanked. For the first time in her life. He put her over his knee and spanked her bare bottom. The hardened, cursed child bit his hand like a dog!

  But something good came out of it. After that experience she always looked people straight in the eye. As though she wanted to know immediately whether they would hit her.

  It was a long time before Dina received another present from the sheriff. To be precise, the next gift was the cello given at Mr. Lorch’s request.

  But Dina owned a small, shining mother-of-pearl shell, the size of her little finger. She kept it in a tobacco tin in an old shaving box.

  Each evening she took it out and showed it to Hjertrud. Who sat with her face turned away to hide her disfigurement.

  The shell had suddenly caught Dina’s eye one day when she was walking on the beach at low tide.

  It had tiny, gleaming pink grooves and was delicately multicolored at the lower part. And it changed colors according to the time of year.

  In the lamplight it gave out a faint, shimmering glow. While in daylight, by the window, it lay in her hand like a small star. White and transparent.

  It was the button in Hjertrud’s heavenly kirtle. Which she had thrown down to her!

  It would not do to miss Hjertrud. You could not miss somebody you had sent away yourself.

  No one ever mentioned that it was she who started the tilting mechanism on the laundry kettle. But everyone knew. Including her father. He sat in the smoking parlor. Like the men in the old pictures on the walls. Big, imposing, serious. With an utterly flat face. He did not talk to her. Did not see her.

  Dina was sent away to a cotter’s farm called Helle. They had many children there and not much of anything else. So it was good they got a child in the house who yielded a profit.

  The sheriff paid handsomely. In money, in flour, and in the reduced work required of the cotter.

  The idea was that the child should learn to speak again. That it would be good for her to be with other children. And that the sheriff would avoid being reminded of poor Hjertrud’s death every single day.

  The people at Helle tried to approach little Dina, each in turn. But her world was not theirs.

  She seemed to have the same relationship to them as she had to the birch trees outside the house, or the sheep that grazed on the twice-mown meadows in the fall. They were part of the physical landscape in which she lived. Nothing more.

  Finally, they gave up and went back to their normal routine. She became part of their everyday life, like the animals, which required a minimum of care and otherwise managed by themselves.

  She did not accept any of their overtures and rejected every attempt at human contact. And she did not speak when they talked to her.

  When she was ten years old, the pastor took the sheriff to task. Urged him to bring his daughter home and give her the proper environment for her social status. She needed both upbringing and education, the pastor said.

  The sheriff bowed his head and mumbled something to the effect that he had, in fact, been thinking along those lines himself.

  Once again Dina was brought home in a two-seated sleigh. Just as mute as when she left, but with considerably more meat on her bones. Clean and presentable.

  Dina was given a tutor who had the dignified name of Mr. Lorch and who did not know Hjertrud’s story.

  He had interrupted his music studies in Christiania to visit his dying father. But when his father died, no money remained for him to return to school.

  Lorch taught Dina to read numbers and the alphabet.

  Hjertrud’s Bible, with its millions of complicated signs, was diligently put to use. And Dina’s forefinger went along the lines like a Pied Piper, causing the small alphabet creatures to follow it.

  Lorch brought with him an old cello. Wrapped in a felt blanket. Carried ashore like a large infant in secure arms.

  One of the first things he did was to tune the instrument and play by heart a simple hymn.

  Only the servants were in the house at the time. But they later told the details to anyone who wanted to know.

  When Lorch began to play, Dina’s gray eyes rolled as if she were about to faint. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she pulled at her fingers so the joints cracked in time with the music.

  Mr. Lorch stopped in alarm when he saw how the music affected the child.

  Then it happened. The miracle!

  “More! Play more! Play more!” Dina cried out. The words were reality. She could say them. They existed for her. She existed.

  He taught her the fingering. At first her hands were far too small. But she grew quickly. After a while she had mastered the instrument so well that Lorch found courage to suggest to the sheriff that Dina ought to have a cello.

  “And just what would the girl do with a cello? She should learn to embroider instead!”

  The tutor, who was outwardly frail and anxious but inwardly tough as an unopened nut, modestly pointed out that he could not teach Dina to embroider. But he could, on the other hand, teach her to play the cello.

  That is how a cello, which cost many speciedaler, came into the house.

  The sheriff wanted the instrument kept in the parlor so that visitors could clasp their hands in admiration.

  But Dina had a different idea. The cello was to be kept in her room, on the second floor. For the first few days she carried it back upstairs each time her father ordered it moved to the parlor.

  The sheriff soon tired of this. And an unspoken compromise was reached. Whenever cultured people or other important guests came to visit, the cello was brought downstairs. Dina was summoned from the stable, bathed, dressed in a long skirt and bodice, and required to play hymns.

  Mr. Lorch would sit nervously twisting his mustache. It did not occur to him that no matter how many were in the room, he was probably the only person capable of hearing Dina’s small mistakes.

  Dina early understood that Mr. Lorch and she had one thing in common. Namely, they took responsibility for each other’s inadequacies. This became a comfort to her.

  When the sheriff raged above Lorch’s bowed head because, after three years of tireless instruction, Dina still could not read properly except in Hjertrud’s Bible, she would open the door to her room, take the cello between her knees, and send the notes of her father’s favorite hymns streaming down into his office. It had an effect.

  That she learned arithmetic very quickly, that she embarrassed the young clerk at the warehouse when she added numbers of several digits in her head faster than he could write them down—these were things nobody mentioned. Except Mr. Lorch.

  Each time Dina read her catechism aloud for the sheriff, Lorch defended himself with seeming humility against accusations of being incompetent in his work.

  For Dina made up the words she did not know how to read. So the text often was unrecognizable but considerably more colorful than the original.

  The servants stood listening, the corners of their mouths twitching, not daring to look at one another for fear of bursting into unrestrained laughter.

  “Not arithmetic! That’s not natural for a girl! Her younger brother should have learned arithmetic,” the sheriff countered in a broken voice. Then he rushed from the room. Everyone knew the sheriff’s wife was several months pregnant when she was scalded to death.

  To be honest, though, this was the only time the sheriff even indirectly reproached Dina for that.

  There was an old organ at Fagerness. Far back in the main parlor. Covered with a jumble of mugs and platters.

  It was such a poor organ that Mr. Lorch refused to teach Dina on it. He gently suggested to the sheriff that in a house that had so many prominent guests, from both home and abroad, it might be nice to have a proper grand piano. Which was, in addition, a beautiful piece of furniture.

  Moreover, a piano would need to be in the parlor. This would be a way of compensating for Dina’s obstinacy regarding the cello.

  A black English grand piano arrived at the house. It was a hard, sweaty job to unpack it from the sturdy crate and remove the rags and wood shavings.

  Mr. Lorch tuned it, pulled up his trouser legs, which were threadbare at the knees, and slid carefully onto the solid swivel stool.

  There was one thing Mr. Lorch could do better than anything else. Play the piano!

  With eyes like doves that had just been set free, he began to play Beethoven. The Appassionata Sonata.

  Dina sat tightly pressed against the velvet back of the chaise lounge. Her feet dangled in the air. Her mouth opened with a deep sigh as the first notes filled the room.

  Dina’s face was rivers and streams. A loud sound came out of her and knocked her to the floor.

  The sheriff ordered an immediate halt. The girl was sent to her room. She was twelve years old and should know how to act properly.

  At first Mr. Lorch did not dare to go near the piano. No matter how much Dina begged, scolded, and coaxed.

  But one day the sheriff left for the Assembly and was to be away a week. Then Mr. Lorch shut all the windows and doors in the parlor, despite the warm May weather.

  Once again he pulled up the worn knees of his trousers and carefully seated himself at the piano.

  He let his hands pause for a moment over the keys and then touched his fingers to them with all the love he possessed.

  He hoped Dina’s reaction to the Appassionata would not be repeated. Today he chose Chopin’s Tarantella and a Valse.

  But he could just as well have played his entire repertoire. Because Dina wept and howled.

  This continued for the whole week. The girl was so red-eyed by the time the sheriff returned that they did not dare to let him see her. She complained of feeling ill and went to bed. Knowing her father would not come into her room. He was deathly afraid of possible infection. He got that from his dear, departed mother, he said. And made no secret of it.

  Mr. Lorch had a plan. One afternoon he mentioned it to the sheriff as the two men sat in the parlor and the sheriff talked at great length about the Assembly.

  It was a shame about that expensive piano not being used. And did the sheriff think Dina’s weeping might stop if she just practiced listening to music? In fact, someone he knew owned a dog that slowly but surely had become accustomed to music. For the first month, the animal only howled. It was terrible. But gradually the dog became calmer. In the end, it would just lie down and go to sleep. Of course, that had been violin music. But still . . .

  The sheriff finally confessed to Lorch that he could not stand crying. He had heard enough crying when his wife passed away so tragically. She had screamed for an entire day before she was released. Ever since then, such sounds were very painful for him.

  And at last Mr. Lorch heard Hjertrud’s story. About how Dina had moved the lever that caused the huge kettle to pour boiling lye over her poor mother.

  Mr. Lorch, who was not accustomed to having people confide in him, had nothing comforting to say. He had been in the house three years without knowing why he was teaching a wolf cub.

  The sheriff’s details sickened Lorch. But he listened with a musician’s tough discipline in distinguishing art from sentimentality.

  And various ideas went through the tutor’s sensitive mind. Some had to do with his belief that the sheriff had accepted the tragedy to a degree. Despite his outer sorrow.

  Mr. Lorch ventured to suggest, in a gentle way, that it still would be too bad if no one played that expensive piano. He could teach Dina when the sheriff was not around.

  Now that the sheriff had finished his story, cleared his throat, and smoked another pipe of tobacco, he agreed to Lorch’s idea.

  Afterward, Mr. Lorch took a long walk. Along pale springtime shores. Dry grass poked through the snow, and homeless seabirds soared overhead.

  In his mind he kept seeing Dina’s hardened face. Heard her glib, defiant mental arithmetic and her frantic weeping when he played the piano.

  He had actually been planning to go to Copenhagen that summer to study music. He had saved a considerable amount at the sheriff’s estate. But he stayed. A shriveled young man. Who already had thin hair and a worn face, although he was not yet thirty.

  He somehow felt a calling.

  Dina continued to talk. At first only to Lorch. But then gradually to the others with whom she came in contact.

  She learned to play the piano. From Lorch’s music. First small pieces and finger exercises. Then hymns and light classical selections.

  Lorch was very particular about the music. He wrote to Trondheim, Christiania, and Copenhagen for music that would be appropriate for beginners. This also put him in touch with his old musical friends.

  Dina learned to both play and listen without howling like a wolf. And the sheriff’s home became known for its music. Visitors sat in the parlor listening to the cello and piano. And drank punsj. It was an atmosphere of decorum and brilliance. The sheriff was extremely satisfied.

  Mr. Lorch, with his haggard, unattractive appearance, his awkwardness and dull reserved manner, became known as an artist.

  Lorch told Dina many strange things from the great world. As well as many stories about music and magic.

  One day as they rowed for pleasure on a calm sea, he told her about a man who asked a headless sea specter, called a draug, to teach him to play the violin. The music had to sound so beautiful that a princess would weep and want to marry him!

  The draug agreed to teach the man. And, in return, he wanted some good fresh meat.

  The ghost did as he had promised. The violinist learned his art so well he could play even while wearing thick gloves. But then he realized he did not have any meat. So instead he threw a bare bone into the sea.

  “Then what happened?” asked Dina eagerly.

  “He should never have tried to fool the draug. For the ghost sang to him night and day: ‘Because you gave me a meatless bone,/You’ll play the strings but make no tone.’”

  “What does that mean?”

  “He became a very good player, but the princess wasn’t moved by his music. So he didn’t win her hand.”

  “Why not? When he was so talented?”

  “Being able to play music well isn’t the same as the art of making sounds that touch people’s hearts. Music has a soul, just like human beings. It also must be heard. . . .”

  “You have that art,” Dina said firmly.

  “Thank you,” said the tutor with a slight bow. As though he were in a concert hall, with a princess in the front row.

  To Dina, Lorch was a person to whom she could turn when anything went wrong. And when she was present, nobody dared to make fun of him.

  He learned to deal with her eager caresses and embraces. Simply by standing straight and letting his arms hang at his sides. His eyes were spiderwebs in the brush, with raindrops in them.

  That was enough for her.

  Mr. Lorch took Dina to Hjertrud’s grave. It was covered with lovely flowers. A whole bed, edged with round moss-covered pebbles.

  Lorch spoke to Dina in a soft voice and explained things she had never asked about.

  That Hjertrud did not bear any resentment. That she sat in heaven and was happy to have escaped this world’s hardships and sorrow.

  That everything was somehow predestined. That people were tools in one anothers’ lives. That some people did things that seemed horrible in their own and others’ eyes but that could become a blessing.

  Dina turned her moist eyes toward him, as if she realized that she had exalted Hjertrud. In fact, set her free! That she had actually done what nobody else dared, or wanted, to do. Delivered Hjertrud to God the Father in heaven. Where there were no sorrows or servants or children. And in gratitude, Hjertrud sent the fragrance of dog rose and forget-me-nots.

  Dina’s look made Lorch change the subject. He explained a little breathlessly about the different parts of the flowers.

  The summer that Dina turned thirteen, the sheriff came home from Bergen with an unusually well-trimmed beard and a new wife.

  He exhibited her with pride, as if he had created her himself.

  The “new one” moved into Hjertrud’s room after a week. Everyone on the estate, as well as the neighbors, thought it happened somewhat suddenly.

  Two maids were assigned the task of removing dear, departed Hjertrud’s things and scrubbing the dormer room. It had been closed all these years. Like a chest for which no one had a key and therefore everyone had to forget.

  Poor Hjertrud no longer had any use for the room, after all, so no harm had been done. Everyone understood that. But nonetheless, there was something about the manner in which it was done.

  People spoke in low voices. Said that as time went on, the sheriff had felt such a need for women that the maids at his estate did not stay long. If they wanted to avoid trouble. So when Dagny arrived in the house, it was not entirely an ill wind that blew no good.

  She was a genuine Bergen woman. With three layers of petticoats, a waist as thin as a knitting needle, and hair piled elaborately on her head. She should have been a blessing to them all, but it was not to be that way.

  One of the first faces to greet the sheriff’s new wife was a homemade plaster mask.

  Dina had gone to great lengths. Had dressed up in the plaster mask and a white robe to surprise her father.

  She had made the face herself. According to Mr. Lorch’s instructions. A cast of his face, which was not wholly successful. It looked more like a dead person than anything Dagny had ever seen. More grotesque than humorous.

  The sheriff roared with laughter when the figure appeared in the parlor doorway. Dagny clapped a hand to her forehead.

  From the first day, Dina and Dagny waged a cold, implacable war. In that war, the sheriff had to accept the role of intermediary if there was to be any contact between the two females.

  
    I am Dina. Hjertrud has thrown down to me a small button from her coat. Before, she did not like that I had dirty fingernails. Now she never mentions them.

    Lorch says I have a gift for calculating numbers quickly in my head. He dictates and I add. Sometimes I subtract digits too. Or divide. Mr. Lorch figures it out on paper. Then he draws a deep breath through his teeth and says: “Prima! Prima!” Then we play music together. And do not read anymore from the catechism or the book of sermons.

    Hjertrud’s screams shatter the winter nights into tiny shreds that flutter past my window. Especially just before Christmas. Or she pads about in felt slippers, so I do not know where she is. She has been thrown out of her room.

    All the pictures are packed away. The dresser has been emptied. The books were placed in my room. They move in and out of the shelves in the moonlight. Hjertrud’s black book has soft edges. And contains many adventure stories. I borrow her magnifying glass and pull the words up to me. They flow through my head like water. I get thirsty. But do not know what the words want of me.

    Hjertrud has moved out completely. An eagle keeps circling above us. They are afraid of it. But it’s only Hjertrud. They do not understand.

  


  
Chapter 2


  He delivers the innocent man.

  — Job 22 : 30

  Tomas! Do you know why the horse has to sleep standing up?” Dina asked one day.

  She cast a sidelong glance at the short, stocky boy. They were alone in the stable.

  He was a cotter’s son, from the home where Dina had stayed for some years. Now he was big enough to earn an extra skilling on the sheriff’s estate, besides the labor regularly imposed on a tenant farmer.

  He tossed some fodder into the manger and let his arms fall to his sides.

  “Horses always sleep standing up,” he said.

  “Yes, but don’t they also stand up when they’re awake?” asked Dina with her peculiar logic, as she jumped into the warm horse manure and began pressing it between her bare toes like greasy worms.

  “Yes.”

  Tomas gave up.

  “Don’t you know anything?” Dina demanded.

  “Aww!”

  He spit and wrinkled his forehead.

  “Do you know that I burned my mother to death?” she asked, looking straight at him.

  Tomas just stood there. He did not even manage to put his hands in his pockets. Finally, he nodded. As if saying a prayer.

  “Now you have to sleep standing up too!” she insisted, with the strange smile that was uniquely hers.

  “Why?” he asked in bewilderment.

  “I told the horses what I did. They sleep standing up! Now you know what I did. So you have to sleep standing up too! You’re the only ones I’ve told.”

  She turned on filthy heels and ran from the stable.

  It was summer.

  That night Tomas was awakened by someone entering his small room. He thought it was the stableboy, who must have changed his mind about taking the rowboat to go fishing for coalfish.

  Suddenly she was standing over him, breathing. He looked into two wide, accusing eyes. Gray as polished lead in the dim light. Set heavily in her head. Threatening to roll down onto his bed.

  “You cheated!” Dina accused, and lifted the blanket. “You were supposed to sleep standing up!”

  She looked at the boy’s naked body, which he instinctively tried to cover with his hands.

  “You’re funny-looking!” she decided. Pulled the blanket off him completely and began to examine his inner thighs.

  He defended himself with an embarrassed grunt and reached out an arm for the trousers hanging at the edge of the bed. Before he knew it, he was standing in the middle of the floor. Then she was gone. Was it all just his imagination? No. Her smell remained. Like wet lambs.

  He did not forget the experience. Sometimes he awoke in the middle of the night, certain that Dina was in the room. But he never had any proof.

  He could have bolted the door from the inside but told himself that the other fellows would find that strange. Would think he was locking someone out.

  The horses seemed to look at him strangely when he fed them. Sometimes, when he offered them bread crusts and they opened their huge jaws with yellow rows of teeth, he was sure they were laughing at him.

  She was the first person who had seen him. Like that. Since then, everything was somehow confused.

  He began to go to the pond behind the grove. He guessed that she bathed there. Because he suddenly realized he had seen her with wet hair on warm summer afternoons.

  He thought he heard something rustling in the haymow during the light summer evenings when he was busy in the stable.

  He could swear someone moved in the bushes when he bathed in the pond after evening chores.

  One evening he did it! Trembling with chills and excitement, he walked from the cold water to the rock where he had left his clothes. Calmly, not running with his hands in front of him as he usually did. And he had laid his clothes on a rock much nearer the grove. As if he wanted someone to see him.

  The wish exploded in him when he noticed that there actually was someone in the bushes. He caught just a glimpse. A shadow! Light-colored fabric? For a moment he scarcely dared to look around. Then, trembling all over, he began to put on his clothes.

  The whole summer, she was in his blood. She flowed through all his thoughts. Like a torrential river.

  
    I am Dina. I do not like raspberries. They are picked in the thicket where the washhouse stood. Thickets like that hurt more than nettles.

    Hjertrud stands in the middle of the pond, where water lilies are floating. I walk into the pond toward her. Then she disappears. At first I swallow much water, until I notice that she is holding me afloat. Now I can float in the lakes and sea, because she holds me. Tomas cannot do that. Nobody holds him.

  

  Dagny let out her waistband before she had been the sheriff’s wife for even a month.

  The cook remarked that the sheriff obviously had not spared gunpowder when he fired his cannon. To her close friends, she expressed a hope that he had fired so well that from now on the servant girls would be left in peace. And she would no longer need to find new maids both in and out of season.

  The sheriff became downright cheerful. He took strolls through the woods on the estate and held Dagny’s parasol high above her head. So high that she complained because sunlight reached her and birch branches tore holes in the silk.

  Dina laid traps. After much serious thought.

  Sometimes the door to Dagny’s room would get locked and the key would disappear without a trace. Only to be found, later, inside the room!

  She slipped into the room unseen when Dagny was downstairs, locked the door, and left the key inside. Then crawled through the open window.

  She made her body a pendulum, as on the old grandfather clock. After six or seven vigorous swings, she gained a footing in the large weeping birch tree outside.

  It was always Tomas who had to fetch a ladder and climb through the pale, valanced curtains to open the door.

  Suspicion focused on Dina.

  Dagny’s shrill, offended voice fell like winter snow over the entire estate.

  But Dina said nothing. She looked straight into her father’s furious eyes and said nothing.

  He pulled her hair and thumped her shoulders.

  She denied everything, until he was completely exasperated. And the sheriff gave up. Until the next time.

  Sometimes Dagny’s book or sewing disappeared. And everyone in the house searched for it. To no avail.

  But after a day or two, the book or sewing lay exactly where it belonged.

  If Dina said she had been with Tomas or the young kitchen maid, it was so. They lied, for reasons they hardly understood themselves. The boy because, once, Dina had torn off his blanket and seen him naked. And because, since then, he burned with a fire he could not quench. He intuitively knew he would lose all chance of quenching that fire if he denied she was in the barn when Dagny’s things disappeared.

  Large, long-legged Dina had solid knuckles and a hot temper. She had never used them against the kitchen maid. But still, the girl was afraid.

  Dagny gave birth to a son. In contrast to the quiet wedding in Bergen, the christening was a royal event.

  For days, the sideboard and the buffet were covered with gifts of silver mugs and silver candlesticks and crocheted blankets.

  The maids wondered if they were expected to set the food and serving dishes on the floor.

  The child, who was named Oscar, cried a great deal. And that was something the sheriff had not foreseen. His delicate nerves could not tolerate crying.

  But Dagny had gained weight attractively and became beautifully buxom and blithe as soon as a nanny was hired. She ordered stylish clothes and children’s outfits from Trondheim and Bergen.

  At first the sheriff generously denied her nothing. But when the shipments and packages continued to arrive, he grew impatient. Reminded her that their financial situation was not so good at the moment. He had not yet received full payment for the fish he had sent to Bergen.

  Dagny began to cry. Oscar cried too. And when the next shipment arrived from Trondheim, the sheriff sighed and kept to himself for a few hours.

  But that evening he emerged from his study quite transformed and was like his old self. Those in the main house could swear to that. Because there was a rhythmic creaking in the wooden floor between Mistress Hjertrud’s bedroom and the room below.

  “They could have waited until we had gone to bed,” the eldest maid said, sniffing disdainfully.

  However, the sheriff limited himself to the one woman. He left all the others in peace. So they did not complain. Some even found it entertaining to listen to the unmistakable sounds from upstairs.

  They had never heard sounds like that in Mistress Hjertrud’s time. She was an angel. A saint. No one would ever think she had done such things with the lewd, vulgar sheriff. But after all, they begot this girl . . . this poor Dina, who bore such a heavy sin. What an unfortunate soul!

  The women did not feel it was beneath them to talk about dear, departed Hjertrud. In whispers. Yet loud enough that Dagny heard them. But not the sheriff.

  They described her. Her tall, proud figure. Her bright smile and remarkably narrow waist. They quoted her wise words.

  When Dagny appeared in the doorway, the room grew silent. As if someone had blown out the candles. But by then nearly everything had been said and heard.

  Dagny tolerated the portraits of Hjertrud. For several months. One picture gazed at her with a slight smile from the velvet wallcovering above the wainscoting in the main parlor. Another looked at her somberly from the stairwell. And one stood on the sheriff’s desk.

  But one day she could tolerate them no longer. She removed the portraits from the walls herself, put them into an old pillowcase, and placed them in a chest containing things from Hjertrud’s room.

  Dina came upon her as she was taking down the last picture from the wall. The moment was an open crock of sour whey.

  The girl followed her, step by step. To the linen cupboard in the upstairs hallway to get the pillowcase. Into the dark corner where the Hjertrud chest stood. Dagny acted as though the girl were air.

  Not a word was spoken.

  They had eaten a good dinner.

  The sheriff was leaning back in his green plush wing chair. He had not noticed that the portraits were gone.

  Then Dina struck.

  She was the leader of an army sweeping across the battlefield. The banner she carried was the old pillowcase with its rattling contents.

  “What’s that?” asked the sheriff, clearly annoyed.

  “I’m just going to hang the portraits,” Dina replied in a loud voice, looking pointedly at Dagny.

  She stood before the sheriff and drew one picture after another from its hiding place.

  “Why did you take them down?” the sheriff asked brusquely.

  “I didn’t take them down. I’m going to hang them up!”

  The room became very, very quiet. The footsteps in the house became mice scratching in the pantry.

  Finally, Dagny spoke. Because the sheriff had discovered that Dina’s eyes were fastened on her like live coals.

  “I took them down,” she said cheerfully.

  “And why did you do that?”

  He had not meant to be so gruff. But something about women irritated him to the bone.

  The sheriff believed an unwritten rule: Address servants and women as if speaking to an intelligent dog. If that does not work, “chain” the dog. Then talk to the creature as if to an intelligent horse. In other words, do not raise your voice, but lower it an octave. So it resounds from your chest and fills the entire room.

  But he seldom managed to follow his own rule. He did not manage this time either.

  “I refuse to explain!” Dagny declared.

  The sheriff understood the yelp of a tormented dog and ordered Dina to leave the room.

  She took her time, arranged the three portraits at her father’s feet, tucked the pillowcase under her arm, and left quietly.

  The next morning, the portraits were back in their usual places.

  Dagny stayed in bed with a headache, so little Oscar had to be downstairs the whole day.

  The sheriff grew weary of the quarrels between his wife and daughter. He found himself wanting to be somewhere else. On a solitary voyage in his boat, with a few crew members, his pipe, and a dram. He caught himself wishing his daughter were far away. Married. But she was only fifteen years old, after all.

  Future prospects did not look particularly bright either. Not that Dina was bad-looking. She was not. She was tall and solid for her age. Well developed.

  But there was a wildness about her that did not exactly attract men who were looking for a wife.

  Still, the sheriff did not despair. He took it as a mission. Whenever he met unmarried men from good families, he immediately thought: Could this be something for Dina?

  Dagny eventually had enough of being sheriff’s wife, mother, and stepmother. She wanted to go to Bergen to visit “her own,” as she put it. At that point, the sheriff realized something must be done, and done quickly.

  He tried to send Dina to school in Tromsø. But no one who knew the family was willing to provide housing. People offered a multitude of good excuses. Everything from tuberculosis to emigration. And the girl was too young to live alone in a boardinghouse.

  It made him furious to think of all those for whom he had done favors at one time or another. Obviously, they had forgotten. He grumbled about this to anyone who would listen.

  Dagny declared in exasperation that it was impossible to have “that one” in the house.

  So the sheriff’s daughter was “that one,” eh?! He burned with rage and injured pride. Wasn’t she the only girl who could play the cello? Didn’t she wear shoes? Didn’t she ride better than anyone in the whole parish? Couldn’t she add figures faster than the best store clerk? Was there anything wrong with her?
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