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Wakefulness




I


Asle and Alida were wandering the streets of Bjørgvin, Asle carried two bundles with everything they owned over his shoulders and in his fist he carried the fiddle case with the fiddle he had inherited from Pa Sigvald, and Alida carried two net bags filled with food, and now they had walked through the streets of Bjørgvin for several hours trying to find lodgings somewhere, but it was impossible to rent anything anywhere, no, they said, sorry but we don’t have anything to rent out, no, they said, everything we have to rent out has already been rented, that’s what they said and then Asle and Alida had to keep wandering the streets knocking on doors and asking if they could rent a room in a house, but there were no rooms to rent in any of the houses, so where could they go, where could they find shelter from the cold and the darkness now, in late autumn, surely they must be able to rent a room somewhere, a good thing it wasn’t raining at least, but soon it might start to rain as well, and they couldn’t just walk around like this, and why would no one offer them lodgings, perhaps it was because everyone could see that Alida was soon to give birth, it could happen any day now, the way she looked, or was it because they weren’t married and therefore weren’t proper husband and wife, couldn’t be considered proper people, but surely no one could see that, no, that wasn’t possible, or perhaps it was possible after all, because that had to be the reason that no one wanted to rent them a room, and it wasn’t because Asle and Alida didn’t want to marry that they hadn’t had the blessings of the church, how could they have had the time and the means, they were both barely seventeen years old, so obviously they didn’t have what was required for a wedding, but as soon as they did, they would get properly married with a priest and a toastmaster and a wedding party and everything that goes with it, but for now that had to wait, for now things had to stay the way they were and they were quite good, really, but why did no one want to offer them a roof over their heads, what was wrong with them, perhaps it would help if they thought of themselves as a properly married man and wife, because if they thought it, it would be more difficult for others to think that they walked around in life as sinners, and now they had knocked on many doors and no one they had asked had wanted to rent them a room and they just couldn’t keep going like this, the evening is setting in, it is late autumn, it is dark, it is cold, and soon it might start to rain as well


I’m so tired, Alida says


And they stop and Asle looks at Alida and he doesn’t know what he can say to comfort her, because they have already comforted themselves many times talking about the baby, was it a girl or a boy, they talked about that, and Alida thought girls were easier to deal with, and he thought the opposite, it was easier to be with boys, but whether it was a boy or a girl, no matter what they would be happy and grateful for the child they would be parents to before long, they said that and took comfort in thinking about the child which would be born before long. Asle and Alida were wandering the streets of Bjørgvin. And till now they hadn’t really worried about it, that no one wanted to offer them lodgings, it would work out in the end, soon there’d be someone who’d have a small room for rent where they could stay for a while, it had to work out, because there were so many houses in Bjørgvin, small houses and large houses, not like in Dylgja, where there were just a few farms and then a few small houses by the sea, she, Alida, was the daughter of Herdis of Brotet, they said, and came from a small homestead in Dylgja, where she grew up with Ma Herdis and her sister Oline, after Pa Aslak disappeared and never came back when Alida was three and her sister Oline five years old, and Alida didn’t have a memory of her father, just of his voice, the great sensation that was in his voice, the clear sharp and broad register, but that was all she had left from Pa Aslak, for she couldn’t remember anything about his looks, and she couldn’t remember anything else either, only his voice when he sang, that was all she had left from Pa Aslak. And he, Asle, grew up in a small Boathouse in Dylgja which was fitted out as a small shelter, he grew up there with Ma Silja and Pa Sigvald, until Pa Sigvald disappeared on the sea one day when the autumn storms came suddenly, he was fishing beyond the islands in the western seas and the boat sank there beyond the islands, beyond Storesteinen. And then Ma Silja and Asle were left in the Boathouse. But not long after Pa Sigvald departed, Ma Silja started to get sick, she grew thinner and thinner, she grew so thin that it was possible to see through her face into her bare bones, her big blue eyes grew bigger and bigger and finally filled most of her face, that’s what it looked like to Asle, and her long brown hair grew thinner and more wispy than before, and then, when she didn’t get up one morning, Asle found her dead in her bed. Ma Silja was lying there with her big blue eyes open, looking to the side where Pa Sigvald should have been lying. Her long thin brown hair covered most of her face. Ma Silja was lying there dead. This was at least a year ago, when Asle was about sixteen years old. And then all he had in life were himself, the few things in the Boathouse, and the fiddle from Pa Sigvald. Except for Alida, Asle was alone, utterly alone. All he thought of when he saw Ma Silja lying there so grievously dead and gone was Alida. Her long black hair, her black eyes. Everything about her. He had Alida. Now Alida was the only thing left to him. That was all he could think. Asle put his hand on her cold white jaw and stroked her cheek. Now Alida was the only thing he had left. That’s what he thought. And then he had the fiddle. He thought that, too. Because his Pa Sigvald had not only been a fisherman, he had also been a great fiddler, and he was the one playing at every wedding in the whole outer Sygna, that’s how it was for many years, and if there was to be a dance, one summer night, it was Pa Sigvald who would be playing. And in his time, he had come to Dylgja from the east to play at the wedding of the farmer at Leitet, and that’s how he and Asle’s mother, Ma Silja, had met, she was a servant girl there and served at the wedding, and Pa Sigvald was playing music. That’s how Pa Sigvald and Ma Silja met. And Ma Silja got pregnant. And she gave birth to Asle. And to provide for his family, Pa Sigvald got a job on a fishing boat out in the islands in the sea, the fisherman lived on Storesteinen, and as part of the wages he and Ma Silja could live in a boathouse the fisherman owned there in Dylgja. That’s how the fiddler Pa Sigvald became a fisherman as well, living in the Boathouse in Dylgja. That’s how it was. That’s how it happened. And now both Pa Sigvald and Ma Silja were gone. Gone forever. And now Asle and Alida walked through Bjørgvin’s streets, and Asle carried everything they owned in two bundles over his shoulders, and then he had the fiddle case and Pa Sigvald’s fiddle with him. It was dark, and it was cold. And now Alida and Asle had knocked on many doors and asked for shelter and their only answer had been that it wasn’t possible, there was no room for rent, the room they rented out was already rented, no they didn’t rent out rooms, they didn’t need to, these were the kind of answers they had been met with, and Asle and Alida walk, they stop, they look at a house, perhaps they have lodgings there, but do they dare knock on that door too, they’ll only get a ‘no’ for an answer again, no matter what, but they couldn’t just walk around the streets like this either, so they had to work up the courage to knock and ask if they had a room to rent, but how would Asle or Alida have the determination to once again present their request and once more hear that no, it wasn’t possible, it was full enough as it was, things like that, and perhaps they made a mistake when they brought everything they owned with them and sailed into Bjørgvin, but what else should they’ve done, should they’ve stayed at Herdis’s house in Brotet, even if she didn’t want to have them staying there, because there had been no future in that, and if they could’ve kept living in the Boathouse, they would’ve stayed there, but one day Asle saw someone, around his own age, come sailing in towards the Boathouse and lower the sails and moor the boat on the foreshore and then he started to walk towards the Boathouse and after a while they heard knocking on the hatch and when Asle had opened and when the man had come in and had finished clearing his throat he said that he owned the Boathouse now that his father had disappeared at sea with Asle’s father and now he needed the Boathouse himself, and so naturally Asle and Alida couldn’t stay there, and so they had to pack their things and find somewhere else to live, that’s all there is to it, he said, and then he walked over to the bed next to Alida who sat there with her big stomach and she stood up and walked over to Asle and then the man lay down on the bed and stretched out and he said that he was tired and now he wanted to have a rest, he said, and Asle looked at Alida and then they walked over to the hatch and lifted it up. And then they walked down the steps and out and stood in front of the Boathouse. Alida with her big stomach and Asle.


Now we have nowhere to live, Alida said


and Asle didn’t answer


But it’s his boathouse, so there’s nothing we can do about it, I suppose, Asle said


We don’t have anywhere to stay, Alida said


It’s late autumn, it’s dark and cold, and we have to have somewhere to live, she said


and then they stood there in silence


And I’m going to give birth soon, I could give birth any day now, she says


Yes, Asle says


And we have nowhere to stay, she says


and then she sits down on the bench at the wall of the boathouse, the one his Pa Sigvald had built


I should have killed him, Asle says


Don’t says things like that, Alida says


and then Asle goes and sits down next to Alida there on the bench


I’ll murder him, Asle says


No, no, Alida says


That’s just how it is, there are some people who own things and some people who don’t, she says


And those who own decide over those who don’t, she says


I suppose that’s how it is, Asle says


And that’s how it must be, Alida says


I suppose it must, Asle says


and Alida and Asle remain sitting there on the bench without saying anything and after a while the man who owns the Boathouse comes out and he says they’ll have to pack what belongs to them, because now he lives in the Boathouse, he says, and he doesn’t want them there, at least not Asle, he says, but Alida, however, she can stay, the state she’s in, he says, he’ll be back in a couple of hours, and then they, at least Asle, must be out and gone, he says, and then he goes down to his boat and while he’s loosening the mooring he says that he is dropping by the shopkeeper for a moment and when he comes back the Boathouse must be empty and ready, he’s going to sleep there tonight, and yes perhaps Alida too, if she wants to, he says, and he pushes off and he hoists the sails and then his boat glides northwards along the coast.


I can pack, Asle says


I can help you, Alida says


No, you go home to Brotet, go home to Ma Herdis, Asle says


Perhaps we can sleep there tonight, he says


Perhaps, Alida says


And she stands up and Asle watches her walk along the foreshore, her quite short legs, her round hips, her long black thick hair billowing down her back, and Asle sits there and watches Alida and she turns and looks at him and then she lifts her arm and waves and then she begins to walk up towards Brotet and then Asle walks into the Boathouse and he packs everything there in two bundles and then he walks along the foreshore with two bundles over his shoulders and the fiddle box in his hand and out on the sea he can see the man who owns the Boathouse come sailing in his boat and Asle walks up towards Brotet and he is carrying everything he owns in two bundles over his shoulders, apart from the fiddle and the fiddle box, which he holds in one hand and after a while he sees Alida come walking towards him and she says they cannot stay with Ma Herdis, because Herdis had never liked her, her own daughter, not very much, she had always liked her sister Oline much better, and she had never understood why it was like that, so she didn’t want to go there, not now, when her stomach has grown so big and everything, she says, and Asle says that it’s getting late, and soon it’ll be dark, and now in late autumn it’s cold at night, and perhaps it’ll start raining too, so they’ll just have to give in and ask if they can stay for a while at Herdis’s house in Brotet, he says, and Alida says that if that’s what they have to do then he has to ask, she won’t do it, she’d rather sleep wherever it may be, she says, and Asle says that if he must ask he will ask and when they are standing in the hallway Asle says as is true that the man who owns the Boathouse now wants to live there himself, so they have nowhere to live, but could they possibly stay here at Herdis’s house for a while, Asle says, and Herdis says that oh well if that’s how it is yes then all she can do is let them stay then, but only for a while, she says, and then she says they’ll have to come up then and then Herdis walks towards the stairs and then Asle and Alida walk after her and then Herdis goes up into the loft and then she says they can stay here for a while but not for too long, and then she turns and goes downstairs and Asle puts down the bundles with everything they own on the floor and he puts the fiddle case in the corner and Alida says that her Ma Herdis has never liked her, never, no she never had, and she has never quite understood why she didn’t like her and Herdis probably didn’t like Asle much either, she disliked him, simple as that, if truth be told, that’s the way it was and when Alida was pregnant and she and Asle weren’t married, yes Herdis probably couldn’t live with the shame in her house, that’s probably what she thought, her mother, even if she didn’t say it, Alida said, so here, they could only stay here tonight, just one single night, Alida said, and Asle said that then, if that was how it was, yes he didn’t know any other solution than that they had to get into Bjørgvin tomorrow already, because they had to be able to find somewhere to stay there, he’d been there once, he said, in Bjørgvin, he said, with Pa Sigvald, he’d been there, and he remembered so well how it was, the streets, the houses, all the people, the sounds and the smells, all the shops, all the things in the shops, he remembered everything so clearly, he said, and when Alida asked how they would get to Bjørgvin, Asle said that they had to find a boat and sail there


Find a boat, Alida said


Yes, Asle said


What boat, Alida said


There’s a boat moored in front of the Boathouse, Asle said


But that boat, Alida said


and then she saw Asle standing up and walking out and Alida lay down on the bed up there in the loft and then she stretched out and she closed her eyes and she is so tired and so tired and she sees Pa Sigvald sitting there with his fiddle and he picks up a bottle and takes a large swig and then she sees Asle standing there, his black eyes, his black hair, and she got a shock, for there he stood, there stood her boy, and then she sees Pa Sigvald waving to Asle and he goes to his father and she sees Asle sitting there and he lays the fiddle under his chin and then he begins to play and at the same time she is sinking and she is lifted up and she rises and rises and in his playing she hears Pa Aslak singing and she hears her own life and her own future and she knows what she knows and then she is present there in her own future and everything is open and everything is difficult but the song, that is there and this must be the song they call love and then she is only present in the playing and she doesn’t want to exist any other place and then her Ma Herdis comes and asks what she’s doing, shouldn’t she have gone to bring water to the cows a long time ago, shouldn’t she have shovelled the snow, what did she think, did she think Ma Herdis should do everything, look after the house, take care of the animals, cook, wasn’t it difficult enough for them to do what had to be done if she wasn’t always, constantly, shirking her duties, oh no, that didn’t work, she had to pull herself together, she should take a good look at her sister Oline, how she was always helping and doing the best she could, how could two sisters be so different, both in looks and otherwise, how could that happen, one looking like her father, the other like her mother, that’s how it was, there’s no getting away from that, and that’s how it always would be, Ma Herdis said, and why should she help with anything anyway when Ma Herdis was always criticizing her and yelling at her, she was the evil one and her sister Oline the good one, she was the black one and her sister Oline the white one, and Alida stretches out on the bed and what’s going to happen now, where are they going to stay, she’s going to give birth any time now, the Boathouse wasn’t a grand place, but it was somewhere to live and now they weren’t even allowed to be there and now they had nowhere to stay, and money, no they had almost none of that, she had a few bills, and Asle had a few as well, but it wasn’t much, as good as nothing, but they would be able to manage, she was sure of that, they would manage, but if only Asle would come back soon, because that thing about the boat, no she must not think about that, be that as it may, and Alida could hear Ma Herdis saying that now she’s just as dark and ugly as her father, and just as lazy, always shirking her duties, Ma Herdis says, how’s she going to cope, at least it’s a good thing that it’s her sister Oline who’ll take over the farm, because Alida would’ve been useless, that would’ve been a mess, she hears her mother saying and then she hears her sister Oline say that it’s a good thing it’s her who’ll take over the farm, the fine farm they have here in Brotet, her sister Oline says, and Alida hears her mother saying what’ll happen with Alida, no she has no idea and Alida says not to worry, she doesn’t care anyway, and then Alida walks out and she goes over to the Knoll where she and Asle have made it their habit to meet and when she now approaches she can see Asle sitting there and he looks pale and worn and she can see that his black eyes are wet and she knows something has happened and then Asle looks at her and he says that Ma Silja is dead and now Alida is the only one he has left and he lies down on his back and Alida goes and lies down beside him and he puts his arms around her and he holds her close and then he says that he found his mother dead this morning, she was lying there in bed and her big blue eyes filled her whole face, he says, and he holds Alida close and then they disappear into each other and only the soft sound of the wind in the trees can be heard and they are gone and they are shameful and they kill and they talk and no longer think and then they lie there on the Knoll and they are shameful and they sit up and then they sit there on the Knoll and look out across the sea


Imagine doing something like that the day Ma Silja dies, Asle says


Yes, Alida says


and Asle and Alida stand up and then they stand there and set their clothes straight and then they stand there and look at the islands in the sea to the west, at Storesteinen


You’re thinking about Pa Sigvald, Alida says


Yes, Asle says


and he lifts his hand up in the air and stands there and holds it against the wind


But you have me, Alida says


And you have me, Asle says


and then Asle begins to wave his hand back and forth, he waves


You’re waving to your parents, Alida says


Yes, Asle says


You can feel them too, he says


Yes that they’re here, he says


Both of them are here now, he says


and then Asle lowers his hand and he moves it towards Alida and he strokes her cheek and then he takes her hand in his and then they stand there like that


But imagine, Alida says


Yes, Asle says


Imagine if, Alida says


and she puts her other hand on her stomach


Yes imagine that, Asle says


and then they smile at each other and then they begin to walk hand in hand down Brotet and then Alida can see that Asle is standing on the floor there in the loft and his hair is wet and there is pain in his face and he looks tired and worn


Where have you been, Alida says


No, nowhere, Asle says


But you’re wet and cold, she says


and then she says that Asle must come and lie down and he just stands there


But don’t just stand there, she says


and he just stands there, rigid


What is it, she says


and he says they’ll have to go, the boat’s ready


But don’t you want to get some sleep, Alida says


We should go, he says


Just a little, you must get some rest, she says


Not much, just a little, she says


You’re tired, Asle says


Yes, Alida says


You slept, he says


I think so, she says


and he keeps standing there on the floor, there under the slanted ceiling


But come then, she says


and she stretches her arms out to him


We must go soon, he says


But where, she says


To Bjørgvin, he says


But how, she says


We’re sailing, he says


Then we must have a boat, she says


I’ve arranged a boat, Asle says


Let’s have a little rest first, she says


Just a little one then, he says


Then our clothes can dry a little too, he says


and Asle undresses and spreads his clothes out on the floor and Alida lifts the woollen blanket and Asle comes into bed with her and he lies close to her and she feels how cold and wet he is and she asks if everything went well and he says that yes, yes it did, yes and he asks if she has slept and she says she thinks she has and he says they can have a little rest now and then they must bring some food, as much as they possibly can, and perhaps some money as well, if they can find some somewhere, and then they must go down to the boat and sail away before daylight and morning and she says that yes, they’ll have to do what he thinks is best, she says, and then they lie there and she sees Asle sitting there with his fiddle and she stands and listens and she hears the song from her own past, and she hears the song from her own future, and she hears Aslak singing, and she knows that everything is destined and that this is how it should be and she puts her hand over her stomach and the child is kicking again and then she hears Asle saying that no, they ought to leave now while it’s dark, that’s best, he says, and he’s so tired, he says, that if he falls asleep now, he could sleep very soundly for a long time, but he can’t do that, they must get into the boat, Asle says, and he sits up in bed


Can’t we lie here just a bit longer, Alida says


You lie there for a bit longer, Asle says


and he stands up on the floor and Alida asks if she should put out the lamp and he says no she doesn’t need to and he starts to dress and Alida asks if his clothes are dry, no, he says, they’re not dry, but they’re not so wet either, he says, and he puts his clothes on and Alida sits up in bed


Now we’re going to Bjørgvin, he says


We’re going to live in Bjørgvin, Alida says


Yes, yes we are, Asle says


and Alida steps out onto the floor and she puts out the light and only now can she see how wild and haunted Asle looks and she starts to put her clothes on.


But where will we live, she says


We’ll have to find a house somewhere, he says


We should be able to, he says


There are so many houses in Bjørgvin, there’s so much of everything there, so that’ll work out, he says


If there’s no room for us in any of all those houses in Bjørgvin, I don’t know what then, Asle says


and he picks up both bundles and lifts them up on his shoulders and he takes the fiddle case in his hand and Alida takes the light and then she opens the door and she goes out ahead of him and then she walks slowly and quietly down the stairs and he walks quietly down the stairs after her


I’ll get some food, Alida says


Good, Asle says


I’ll wait out in the yard, he says


and Asle walks into the hallway and Alida walks into the larder and she finds two net bags and she puts cured meats and flatbread and butter in the bags and then she walks into the hallway and she opens the door and she sees Asle standing there in the yard and she holds the bags out to him and he comes and takes them


But what’ll your mother say, he says


She can say whatever she likes, Alida says


Yes but, he says


and Alida walks into the hallway again and into the kitchen and she knows where her mother hides her money, there on the top of the cupboard, in a chest, and Alida finds a stool and she puts it against the cupboard and then she climbs onto the stool and she opens the cupboard and there, at the back, she gets hold of the chest and she jiggles it loose and she opens the chest and she takes the bills that are there and she pushes the chest back in the cupboard and she closes the door to the cupboard and she stands there with the bills in her hand and then the door to the living room opens and she sees her mother’s face in the light she holds up in front of her
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