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         T
      HE widow at Bruseth was dead.

         And now the telephone rang over town and countryside: Have you heard the news? The forest districts round about were shaken wide awake, and men asked themselves and asked others: What will happen now? There was uneasiness in more than one bank. People who owed and people who were owed money, began to rout among their papers. In the little timberbuilt town by the lake-shore the women stood in their doorways and talked with one another across the street. Folk who were on their way northwards by the highway, stopped and gazed up at the big farmstead under the fir-clad hill-top as though death might show in the look of the houses; while, even on the farther side of the lake, people came out with glasses and fixed them on the manor. Bruseth stood so high, it could be seen for miles and miles around, and towards it many a sinner had been wont to strain his anxious eyes, for thence had come much both of good and ill as the years went by.

         But there, on this sunny day of spring, lay the big manor, looking just the same as ever. The great house lay just as long and white, the outhouses were as many and as red, the garden fruit-trees stood in blossom there, too. To many this seemed strange, for people had grown wont to think of the mistress and all she reigned over as one—the houses, the wide ploughlands and meadows, the, league-long forest-ridges, all were, in a sense, parts of her. For all things round belonged to her; aye, even in the little wooden town by the lake-side the ground-sites were leased from her, and she held a mortgage on most of the houses, for planks and timber were bought on credit from her saw-mill. The electric light down there and in the neighbouring parishes came from a power-house which was hers, and which she had built at her own waterfall long before the neighbour communes had thought of such a thing. She could easily have plunged both town and countryside into darkness if the whim had seized her some night—was it strange, then, that in the eyes of many she was fate itself both for town and country? And yet, the manor, the hills, the fields and the town lay there the same as ever, now that she had closed her eyes.

         Her name was Fru Margaret Alme, but everyone called her the Widow at Bruseth. A widow she had been these forty years, and during that time she had managed the estate, speculated, gained and lost, ventured alone where none dared follow, and waged war, in court and out of court, with bankers and communes; aye, once or twice, even with the State itself. She had made few friends and many enemies, and perhaps she liked the enemies best. Anyhow, so it seemed every first of May, when the workmen held their demonstrations in the little town, for then she would drive slowly through the streets for the pleasure of being hooted. In many ways she was a woman of the old school—she was capable of giving a workman a cuff on the ear and of swearing like a skipper, but the little socialist paper was unjust to her when it always accused her of being a skinflint. How was it she kept her servants so long, and that her cottagers lived in such good houses? And to-day little boys are running with the news along roads and hill-paths, for this death will hit them, too. The big, full-breasted woman, dressed always in violet and with gold spectacles on her red face, will never more come driving in her chaise, and fling silver to the little fellows as they stand bare-legged by the gate they have opened.

         It was May; the farm-folk had been busy since morning planting potatoes in the lower fields, but on in the day they learnt what had happened, and the work came to a standstill of itself. Neither foreman nor bailiff was there to give them leave to stop, but to-day the unheard-of happened—they took things into their own hands; horses were unharnessed, and men and women took their way up towards the big house.

         The great kitchen in the main building had, in the old fashion, a long table running down it, with benches on either side for the farm hands and cotters. It was a handsbreadth thick, cracked with age, scoured white, but with marks where hot pots and kettles had been set down in careless haste. Here had gathered to meals, on many a workday and holiday, sweating and sunburnt men and women; here had many a yarn been told, many a laugh had echoed while knives and spoons were plied. Nowadays the table missed an old friend—the great kitchen stove, that in the course of years had swallowed up whole forests of firewood. It lay rusting in an outhouse now, for in these latter days all the cooking here was electric; pots and pans and vessels were no longer black with soot, they shone, they never tasted flame and smoke any more. And the table, too, had got much too big, since the cottagers had taken to eating in their own homes.

         One by one the work-folk came in now and seated themselves on the long bench. They talked in low tones, as though some very important person was in the house. The old cook had sunk down upon a chair by the new stove; her hands lay limply in her lap and she wept quietly, but she had to tell again and again how it had happened. The mistress had risen about six, as was her wont, that she might see that everything was going forward as it should, and later in the day she was sitting in the office and got up to reach the telephone. The bailiff was sitting with her getting his orders, and he saw her drop down upon the floor. The doctor came flying on his motor-cycle, but it was all over by then. It was a stroke. But, then, to be sure, she was close on eighty years old.

         And then the old foreman, Ola Langmo, comes in, and all fall silent. Those who should have been at work make themselves small, but he says nothing—something has happened here that makes all else of small account. Ola Langmo looks like Moses, he is big and heavy, bald, and with a grey beard spreading all over his breast. When he walks it’s as though the house itself moved a little. He has been here these fifty years, too, and is like a father to them all. It is not easy for a modern agriculturist like the bailiff to have to work with such a big slow-coach, who barely listens to the new notions, and then goes and carries them out in his own way. He had even been known to defy the old mistress when she was too unreasonable—he would sooner face the hailstorm that followed, than give way. He stopped taking his meals at the big house when the new-fangled cooking began; he had no faith in food that was not cooked over a Christian fire; and with him went the cottagers—they always followed in his footsteps. All the same, he was alone in refusing to have electric light in his little cottage; he could have had it for nothing, but he had lit and put out an oil-lamp all his life, and he was bound to do the same till his dying day. He thought the great outhouses were spoilt now that you could no longer find a dark corner either in byre or stable—all this dazzling light frightened away the things that live and stir in the darkness, and that, in their own way, bring a blessing to a farm.

         And now they all begin to question him: how does he think things will be after to-day? They ask rather breathlessly, gazing anxiously at him as they await his answer. Will the farm and the estate be divided up among the heirs, or will the whole be put up to auction? and what will happen to all of them? It is true there are the two foster-children, a boy and a girl, but is it certain they will get everything? Is it true that Louise will get the money and Lorentz the estate as it stands? But Ola Langmo has an absentminded look—he seats himself in the high-seat at the top of the long table where his place has been for so many years, leans his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands and sighs. Then he shakes his head and shuts his eyes. He knows nothing; at any rate he is not the man to talk about things that ought to be kept quiet.

         The cook says, swaying her body a little: “I wonder whether the burial will be Christian like?” The words sound like a groan; it must be a serious matter.

         “Aye, true it is she was always at loggerheads with the pastor,” says someone.

         “The pastor is not our Lord, I hope,” says the foreman, opening his eyes. He looks at the cook, and she at him. They forget that others have their eyes upon them, and go on gazing at one another. It is clear that this is something these two are at odds about; something, perhaps, that has been a bone of contention between them these many years.

         Then the door to the dining-room opens and a white-haired woman in a long, white sleeved-apron steps in. She brings with her an air as of something just newly washed and spotlessly clean; everything about her is so white, her face and dress and hands, even the hairs that grow like the beginnings of a beard on her cheeks and chin. But her eyes are large and dark, and seem full of a dim sorrow. It is the housekeeper, Fröken Norberg. She must be over seventy, though she walks so upright and has so few wrinkles; no one but Ola Langmo remembers the time when she came here; it was just after the master died. Squire Alme had been given to drink; maybe by rights it was he and Fröken Norberg who should have come together, but she was very poor and he needed to make a rich match. And so Fröken Norberg stayed single; and when he died, and things at Bruseth were not in a good way, the pale woman came and proffered service. Fru Margaret gazed at her for a while and ended by accepting her offer with thanks. They never spoke of the dead man, but Ola Langmo had his own notions as to what this quiet woman had had to put up with as the years went by. She took it as her cross, no doubt, bowed her head and did her duty, and to many she seemed the good angel of the house. Sometimes the farm folk heard the sounds of a muffled psalm tune from her room, but only, to be sure, when the mistress herself was from home.

         Now she gave the cook a quiet order, and the old woman at length got up.

         Ola Langmo opened his eyes again and said: “They are asking whether there will be a Christian burial. But what I’m saying is that for all the mistress didn’t go to church, she … she might quite well be a Christian all the same. The greatest thing, I say …” He got no further. It is not so easy always to find the right words.

         “The greatest thing” repeated the white-haired woman, and her face lightened a little. “Aye, so you are pondering what the greatest thing is, Ola?”

         “Aye, for I suppose there is something that’s greater than everything else,” the old man ventured, and looked questioningly at her. It was a moment when deep talk was fitting.

         She stood as if in a dream. “Yes,” she said at last—” Perhaps there is something that is greatest of all. You may be right about that.”

         “For example?” Ola pressed her—there was a pause, and she felt that all eyes were upon her.

         “For example, well … if of your own free will you serve the one who has hurt you most.” Then she opened her eyes, terrified at having said too much, turned abruptly and hastened back into the diningroom. The door closed behind her ever so softly.

         All gazed now at the foreman, as though they looked for an explanation; there must be something behind all this. But Ola had shut his eyes again with a little smile, and paid no heed.

         “There’s the young lady!” said someone, looking out of the window.

         A tall young woman in a blue cloak and straw hat had come out from the main entrance, and at the same time a boy had brought a horse and trap to the steps. The girl drew on her driving-gloves. Her face was fresh, reddish without being sunburnt; her eyebrows were broad and dark, her brown hair gathered in a knot low upon her neck. She smiled at the boy, though her eyes were swollen with weeping. “Thanks,” she said, and stepped in, took the whip and reins, and drove off, while a grey Finland dog darted ahead, mad with joy at being allowed to go with her. “She’ll be fetching her brother from the station,” they said in the kitchen.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         T
      HE lady of Bruseth was childless, and everyone knew that this had been a great sorrow to her. The fact that her husband drank and came near to ruining everything—that she had been able to get over and set right. That he was in love with another woman, and had married her only for the sake of the money, she had found out later, but this, too, she had swallowed, and let no one suspect that she knew it. But that the Lord would not trust her with children, while He strewed them so plentifully in the cottages round about—that she reckoned against Him, and would not forgive. She had need of children, she longed for little arms about her neck, but the years went by, and the day came when to hope any more was foolishness. And she grew old and bitter and began to worship money, and power over those who had what she lacked.

         But then came the time when she adopted two little ones, a boy and a girl, children of a brother’s daughter. Their father, an engineer called Holm, had at one time been a man of great mark and well-to-do, but sickness and heavy losses had brought him down to the depths of poverty. He was settled now in a hill-dale, trying to keep life in himself and his wife as a small-holder and village blacksmith. The lady of Bruseth had never liked him, and she had foretold that ill would come of it, when her niece went and threw herself away on this stranger. But, all the same, blood is thicker than water, and they got her mixed up in their affairs, so that one fine day she had found herself a loser both in money and in good name on their account. But that was the end of it for her. They had made their bed and they must lie on it. The two little children were another matter though; they were not to blame, they were her flesh and blood, and they must not be left to be swamped in their parents’ misery. So she took them. She made one condition only; they must be hers. Their parents must not visit them, there must be no letter-writing, in season or out of season—no writing whatsoever. The two little ones should find a mother in her, and so they would not need another. How the real parents might feel about this, was nothing to her—they ought certainly to be glad of it.

         The lady of Bruseth was over sixty when she took the two little ones into the house. And now she was to set to work to bring up children! And she would win them for herself completely, so that they should forget their real mother and father. The girl was five years old, the boy was three. Now it is easy enough to rule over grown-up people, if one has money and power and a head screwed on the right way; it is another matter with two little children. In their company she would often feel like a cracked instrument which will no longer give out the tones that belong to it. What no one else had been able to do, these two did—they made her helpless, humble, and at the same time they roused in her instincts which had found no outlet before. At last she had children; new, unaccustomed feeling flamed up in her. But the thought that another woman had a claim on them made her quite furious. True, this woman was her niece, and many, many miles away; and yet—suppose she were to come and say: “The children are mine. Give them to me.” It was as though something precious within her were constantly threatened by some danger.

         Could anyone have imagined the lady of Bruseth with a little one on each knee, listening while she told fairy-tales? But that is what happened in the nursery when no one was by. Her voice was no soprano, maybe, but she sang them the songs she remembered from her own childhood. There was not a night when she did not get up and go in to see that they had not thrown off the bedclothes. Could anyone have imagined that she was able to shed tears? Yet that was what happened when one of them was sick; she would watch by them night after night, and God have mercy on the doctor if he were not ready to come on the instant.

         They brought a streak of tenderness into her life. They taught her to see one thing and another with new eyes—with children’s or fancy’s eyes. To go with her—one clinging to each hand—round stable or byre, sheep-fold or henhouse, was an adventure for them, and it grew to be one for her, too. The birth of a foal or the hatching of some chickens was an everyday affair for grown-up folk, of course; but for these two they were great events, and so they became great for her, too. It was as though her heart, hardened by brutal reality, had caught sight for the first time of a world in which she could trust. She would stand with them, perhaps, at a window of an evening, looking out over the lake and the country beyond, and she forgot now that the farmer on this or that homestead owed her money; for to the little ones the farms, the forests, the lights that began to twinkle in the dusk over there, the red clouds that lit up the fairyland above the far off blue mountains, all these made a world of dreams and fancies into which they gazed, and which she, standing there by them, tried to share with them.

         And for these two the lady of Bruseth began to gaze out into the future, and it shaped itself in her mind into a new and better life for herself. She was no beauty, certainly—these two should be. She was of a coarse metal—they should be of finer. It was in her to be bad—these two should be good. She had not travelled and learnt as much as she ought—they should travel and have all the learning that she lacked. She would lie half the night imagining a brilliant life for both boy and girl.

         But at first they would talk now and then of mother and father, and wanted to go home; and every time they did it, she felt a cold shudder. To deal with this she needed a stock of patience which she had not, a wariness that was not in her nature. It was bad enough when their mother wrote and begged to be allowed to see them once again—but she could answer with harsh words. It was worse when the children themselves began to pine. They must be cured of that. And she did not stint them in playthings. Each was given a pony, and now the boy was always in the stable with his, and the girl was hard at work sewing a saddle-cloth for hers. This took them up for a time. But then their home-sickness came back; it was nothing but “mother and father” all the time; they grew pale and would not eat. These were bad days for her who was fighting for one thing only—to win them wholly for herself. To humour them she let them write long letters to mother, but the letters were never sent. Then one day she was driven to the worst shift of all—but needs must, and war is war; she began to hint that there was something wrong with their father and mother. What was it? Oh, they were not big enough to understand it yet, but it was something very bad, and she had saved them from being mixed up in it. It was wicked, this; she felt as though she were soiling something that was sacred in the two children—yes, it hurt her. But she, too, was fighting for what had grown dear and sacred to her. And now the two little ones had much to ponder over; they often wandered away by themselves, trying to help one another to understand.

         Little Louise was the elder; and, since their mother was not here, it was her business to look after her brother, was it not? She tried to be his providence; but this he did not like at all. She was older, true enough, but was not he a boy and she only a girl? They built houses of stones and branches on the hillocks above the manor, and he called one The Courthouse, after the house where their parents had lived; and she scolded him for that—he ought to know that their mother, here at the manor, would not like it. He named his pony Musin, after the grey galloway up at their old home, and again she felt bound to give him a talking to—suppose mother here at Bruseth got to know of it? So began the habit she had later on of lecturing him, even when in her heart she was really at one with him. She had some little cows in their toy byre, and she named them after cows on the farm up there in the dale, but she did not say the names out loud—not even to her brother. Their parents might have disgraced themselves so that they felt a cold shudder at the very thought of them, but the memories of the farm, where they two had had their home, remained fresh and living in their hearts, though they did not venture to show it except when they were alone.

         And so time passed, and they took root here. They made friends among the servants and the cottars; they couldn’t help getting on well with the housekeeper, though they knew she was scolded for it. They romped about out in the fields and meadows, found new playmates among the neighbours, and had their minds filled with new and rich impressions. And little by little their real mother and father grew misty and faded away.

         It was a great day for the lady of Bruseth when they called her mother. They actually began to run to her when there was anything the matter, they climbed upon her lap, they threw their arms about her neck. But could she be quite easy for all that? She found herself standing over them of nights with a candle to see whether they had been crying in their sleep. She was jealous even of their dreams.

         They had a tutor for a time, but the day came at length when they were driven in the pony-cart down to the grammar school in the little town, and, late in the afternoon, the same pony-cart brought them home.

         The lady of Bruseth began at last to breathe freely. For years their real parents had given no sign of life. She who fought and strove with all and sundry in her daily business, gained new strength from the hours spent with the little ones. It was a real holiday to sit of an afternoon with the little pigtailed maid at her feet, and to teach her sewing. And the dainty little creature with the broad, dark eyebrows tripped about with her out and in, learning to look at many a thing with her new mother’s eyes. The girl seemed to draw sense and a feeling for reality from every answer the old woman made to her questioning. Her mind grew strong and vigorous; it was as though it grew and unfolded in kinship with the forest, the farm and the farm-business. And the lady of Bruseth realized one day that she herself had grown to be for the child the perfect pattern, which she tried to form herself on in all things. Aye, aye! things might have turned out worse!

         It was different with the boy. At one moment he was a thorough little imp, who ran about among them all, teased everyone and was forgiven by one and all, even by her. And the next moment he would turn grave, and wander about by himself, humming softly, and seeming to talk with unseen beings. In this flaxen head with the big, wondering eyes there lurked things deeply hidden. Had she said or done something wrong, that he could not forget, and that was working in the back of his mind? She would see the fat dairymaid come carrying a milk-pail in either hand, and see him fling his arms about her and make her spill the milk, and then he would roll upon the ground with laughter because he had got her to scold and swear. Well! a bit of wildness did no harm. While he was still a small boy he took to going long rambles by himself, coming back with his pockets full of snails, and his hat full of all manner of flowers that he would lecture them about. The lady of Bruseth cared about hay, but not about flowers. He came one day and hid his head in her lap, inconsolable because a wild cherry tree that grew in the horse-paddock had been cut down. Close by it stood a young birch; the trees had been man and wife, and now the birch was left there a lonely widow. Fanciful stuff and nonsense, a heritage from his idiot of a father! Well, she would have to knock sense into him. But do you think she could? While Louise helped her to look after eggs and chickens, and soon could talk over prices with her, he ran about the farm keeping count of all the birds that had their nests upon the place.

         He came home from school one day and told how he had set going a political club among his comrades. “Oh, indeed—and who is chairman?” “I am.” “And I suppose the first thing on your programme is that you are all to have a thrashing?” “No, it is that we are all going to be radicals.” “And what if I were to give you a radical thrashing now?”

         would have my revenge.” “How?” “Oh, we elected you next chairman after I retire.” How could she keep a grave face?

         And look at the wily Louise—was she not always there trying to shield him when he had done anything wrong? Every now and again there would come complaints from the school, and when he was called in to answer for his sins, the girl was always at his heels and spoke first. “It was someone else who did it, mother.” “That may be, but I dare say Lorentz was not so very far away?” “No, he took it upon himself to get the other boy off.” The old woman would turn to the boy. “Is that true?” “No,”

         he would say, “Louise’s always talking nonsense.”

         Louise had no easy time of it. She would take him in hand, of course, when they were alone, and sometimes she even thumped him; but a day came when he had grown so big that he thumped her in return. And from that time she had to try persuasion—but what can one do by only talking?

         They stood up for one another against outsiders, but between themselves they were always by way of looking down on each other. All the same, when Lorentz was away from home, Louise went about as if she were looking for him all the time. And when the girl was sick for a day, the boy went round with a curious catch in his throat, assuring everyone there was nothing to worry about, Louise would be all right again next day.

         Of course the lady of Bruseth had made a picture in her head of what the boy was to be when he grew up. It was nothing over-modest; he was to be a great gentleman of some sort, a grand seigneur, maybe a minister or general—anyhow, something a cut above everybody else. But more and more often she had to ask herself: had he really the stuff in him? He was more at home among the workfolk than in the parlour. There were so many thrilling things he had read and must tell them about. Another inheritance from his father, the man of the people. But one day, when he was a half-grown lad, she saw him fly at a farm hand because a horse had been over-driven. Good! A boy should have spunk; he would do; he showed he had good blood in him. The old woman smiled and nodded. But for money he had no sense at all; all his pocket-money went to his companions. That, in her eyes, was the worst thing about him. There had been one spendthrift on the place already, and they had no use for another.

         When he was a boy of not more than twelve years old, he asked at table one day: “Mother, what does a captain do when he is old?” “He retires on a pension.” “Will Peer, the ditcher, get a pension, too?” “No, he will have to see and save some money while he can, or the workhouse will look after him.” “Won’t the workhouse look after the captain then?” “Oh, you surely know that people are different.” “Why are people different?” “Be quiet, you silly boy, and sit properly at table.”

         The lady of Bruseth would lie awake at night and sigh. “It is no use, however much you may struggle—he will go the way he must, and not the way he should.” It was hard. She had not laid her account with this.

         And then again he would come into the room full of fun and with a thousand amusing things to tell, till she seemed fairly to bask in summer sunshine and began to glow herself. Was he not her son?—could she help forgiving him?

         But, as for Louise, she grew handsomer day by day, so everybody thought, and anyone who wanted really to make the old lady purr, had only to say that the young girl was like her.

         Brother and sister graduated from school the same year, and Lorentz asked if he couldn’t go to a technical school. “Oho! I suppose you would like to train yourself for a beggar, like—like the man in the dale up yonder.” The upshot was that he went to an agricultural school, and everyone, he himself included, understood that the lady of Bruseth had her own reasons for sending him there.

         But when his course was finished, he was not allowed to set to work on the farm yet. “I suppose those thickheads at the university must have something or other to teach,” she said. And so he was sent to the capital to study political economy.

         It was worse to have to send Louise away. She had grown to be indispensable; she had a real turn for business, for money-dealings and for documents. If the young woman taught the old one to look at some things with milder eyes, the old woman taught the girl to take harder views than she would have done otherwise. But the day came when she felt forced to say: “You mustn’t stay on here and grow mannish like me. Off you go, but don’t stay away too long!”

         That meant London, and Paris and Rome—for two long winters, through which the old woman worked early and late to make the time pass. The housekeeper kept to the kitchen and her room for the most part. Only Prahl, the lawyer from down in the town, looked in from time to time. He was a connection and her legal adviser, but he looked upon the young people in the house with no favourable eye. Suppose she were to dash the hopes of all her heirs by adopting these two some fine day?

         One evening he brought the socialist paper published in the little town, and spread it carefully before her, pointing to a passage. “What is it? “She put her reading glasses on. “Read it yourself,” said he. There was something there about Lorentz. He was making speeches at the workmen’s demonstrations down in the capital. He was one of the students who were preaching revolution. The old woman crumpled up the paper and swore that it was all lies. The lawyer smiled.

         She wrote the boy a letter which breathed fire and brimstone. There was no mercy this time. And the boy must have had one of his bad fits on, for he answered defiantly, though he smoothed it over with his usual flippancy, “Of course, mother, you may be quite sure that we’ll make you first president of the new commonwealth.”

         The impudent puppy—he had better look out for himself.

         Then one day finds her standing on the steps in her best dress, with a lace cap on her thin grey hair, and a white, newly ironed collar over her violet dress. Her gold spectacles sparkle in the sun. And now a carriage drives up, and out of it jumps a slim, up-todate young lady, who flies up the steps and flings herself upon the other’s neck. The old arms pressed the young girl close, and a sob broke out. “Lord bless us, my child, how I’ve waited for you.” And off the spectacles must come that she may wipe her eyes.

         “Are you walking with a stick, mother?” “Oh, yes! I daresay it won’t be long before I need two. But that bag of yours with the bright fittings—that’s mighty grand.” “It was given to me by a friend—an Italian.” The old lady opened her eyes wide, and looked at the young one’s hands. Louise hid them behind her back. “Yes, mother, I’m engaged.” But when she saw the effect of her words, she held out both hands again—and there was no ring on them! “You frightened me—aye, that you did,” and the old woman shook her fist at her, and breathed more freely again.

         But in the big room inside, the lady from the great world had to stand in the middle of the floor so that the old woman might circle round her. The old face shone. The stick went tap, tap on the floor. The tall figure had grown heavier, the back more bent, the feet seemed to have spread, so that her shoes looked like paddles. Each step was an effort, but to-day this was unheeded. Could she ever feast her eyes full on the lady standing there? Was it true, too, that she was like herself? She fingered the new grey travelling dress, stroked the cloth, turned her round. To be sure the girl was like her—as she once had been.

         “And have you been playing the violin this last winter?” “No, not much.” “No?—what have you been about? Your letters have been like telegrams.” “Oh, I’ve been running round the galleries, but besides, I took a course of lectures at the Sorbonne.” “Indeed! It’s about time I heard about them. And what were they about?”

         “Biology.” “What’s that?—bio …?” “Well, mother, if you want to be up-to-date, you must know a little about these things.” “Hm—curious. But come now and have some tea, my child.”

         Tea and cakes, questions and answers on both sides—the two looked at one another, beaming. But in the midst of it all the old woman broke off and grew serious. “And your brother—did you see anything of him?” “Yes, we met once or twice—he goes up for his examination this year, doesn’t he?” “Do you know that he has gone stark staring mad?”

         “Oh, no, mother, it is only a little green-sickness. He has got into some quite impossible company for ä time. I was to give you his love.” The other had to get up and move about, the ferrule of her stick thumping the floor again. “Aye, you always make excuses for him. But next time he comes here you’ll see that he’ll begin to stir up discontent among the farm hands.” “Oh, mother, you needn’t worry—I’m sure he doesn’t mean badly.” The old woman saw that Louise was watching her with anxious eyes, ready to take up the cudgels for her brother. But she couldn’t help that. “He had better look out,” she said at last. “Yes, I’m in earnest—he had better look out. I have written to him to-day again.”

         A few days later Louise brought her mother a fresh letter in her brother’s handwriting—but she went out while it was being read. When she came in again, she saw that the old woman’s face was stained with tears. “I shall write just once more,” she said, and went off towards the office.

         That evening, when Louise went in to her mother’s bedroom to say a last good-night, she found the lady of Bruseth lying with her face hidden in both her hands. “What is the matter, mother?” In a little the other took her hands away and looked at the girl with despairing eyes. “It is—it is this about Lorentz. I do think I’ve toiled and striven and done my very best. But now I can struggle no more. I must give in now and admit that I’ve lost.…”

      
   





Chapter III



O NE could see that the young girl in the dog-cart was used to driving, for when she met a motorlorry on the way down the hill, and the horse shied and reared, she did not lose her head in the least, but quieted him down with a whistle, without even tightening the reins. She drove down towards the huddled little town, where all the little houses were of wood—all but the new national school building, a monster of red brick that towered aloft from a hill in the midst and seemed to overcrow everything around it. As she rattled down through the main street, windows opened on either side and heads were stuck out. A trap from Bruseth was always something to gaze at, and most of all to-day. She knew the few people she met—at any rate they knew her, and hats flew off as she passed.

She knew there was all manner of gossip about her. Of girl friends she had almost none in the little place, and most of the young men were agreed that she was proud. But after the diphtheria epidemic of some years back, when she had gone about and served as voluntary nurse, there had come to be a sort of halo about her. And then there weren’t many in these parts who could play both violin and piano, and she had been called in sometimes to play accompaniments at concerts when visiting artists performed. To-day, as usual, there was a crowd at the station, not because anyone was expected, but because everyone had so much time on their hands, and the express from the capital was the one great diversion of the long day.

Its whistle was heard from away beyond the ridge, then it rumbled into sight along the embankment by the lake, and finally came slowly into the station. The carriage doors were thrown open and the few travellers jumped out. Louise had stayed in the dogcart to keep the fidgety horse quiet, and now there came towards her a young man, a little over middle height, in a blue lounge-suit and light-grey felt hat. He was fair, beardless, with bushy eyebrows and flashing eyes beneath them. He carried a rain-coat on one arm, and a travelling bag in his hand. He halted suddenly as he caught sight of his sister, and threw back his head a little. Many had greeted him, but he had not noticed them; and now all eyes were fixed upon these two. The Finland dog jumped up upon him as though he had great things to tell, but he shook him off. Without a word he pressed his sister’s hand, took the whip and reins, seated himself at her side and started. She bent her head to hide her emotion; he seemed to have eyes for nothing but the horse as he drove off sharply. Only when they had come out of the town, and were going slowly up the hill, did he turn to her and say in a low voice: “It was very sudden.”

She answered with a sigh, and was forced to pull out her handkerchief.

A little after, he went on in rather a full-toned voice, as if he were defending himself from a platform: “It was particularly hard for me. For there were several things we had to talk over.”

She gazed in front of her for a little while. “Your last letter—why did you write it?”

“It was in answer to hers,”

“It grieved her so much, Lorentz.”

“I could not go on for ever letting myself be treated like a child.”

“If one is grown up one can afford to be considerate.”

She was given a lightning glance out of the corner of his eye: “I wonder when I shall be grown up in your eyes.”

“We can talk of that another time.” She sighed again.

A rap on the knuckles again from the elder sister. He jumped out at the steepest part of the hill, whereupon the horse started to gallop, and he had to run his hardest to keep up, holding on to the trap. When they stopped to take breath, and he went to the horse’s head and took it by the bridle, he said without looking at his sister: “Did she take it so much to heart?”

“You might have asked that before.”

“You women sitting up here don’t realize that we are going forward towards a new time. Everywhere youth is breaking out, and the grand folk with their reactionary notions will have to make the best of it.”

“I see you are well pleased with yourself.”

He avenged himself by answering: “We can talk of that another time.”

When they reached the avenue leading up to the house, and were seated side by side again, she said: “And now it’s we two who will have to arrange about the funeral.”

“Oh, I’ll leave that to you.”

“What? To me? “She looked at him in surprise.

“Yes, you two agreed about everything—you must know best what she would like.”

“Oh, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

But a little afterwards he took her chin in his hand and obliged her to look at him. And his face was lit up with the smile that she knew. “You know quite well we must manage to pull together,” he said. “I’m not really as bad as I sound.”

The big house echoed strangely, as the brother and sister climbed the stairs to the room where the dead woman lay. Lorentz opened the door for his sister to pass before him. The blinds were down, but away in the yellow dusk they could see the tester-bed where the widow of Bruseth lay outstretched, with her hands folded upon her breast. Her eyes were shut, her broad chin pushed forward. Upon the night-table glittered her gold spectacles, as though she must have them at hand even now.

“Come here,” whispered Louise. Her brother had stopped by the door, as though he could not venture to come nearer. But when at last he stood at the bedside, something made him catch his sister’s hand, and a sob came from him. There she lay, she who had been endlessly good to them both, according to her lights, and whom he had so bitterly disappointed. “Forgive me, mother,” cried a voice within him, and he felt as though he must throw himself on his knees and weep.

He smothered his tears, but he pressed his sister’s hand closely. It was so incredible that she who lay there would never again open her mouth to give an order.

When at length they went out, it was with cautious steps, and they shut the door behind them noiselessly, as if she that lay within were sleeping and must not be wakened.

In the hall below stood the tall, white-haired housekeeper, paler than ever—she greeted him with outstretched hand. The brother and sister had not been allowed to have much to do with her; they were used to seeing her go about trying to seem invisible. Now she was quite taken aback when Lorentz threw his arms around her and patted her cheek.

He knew well enough that the people here on the farm liked him better than they did his sister, and he, too, was fond of them all. After he had supped with the two women, he felt he must go out into the kitchen to say how do you do to the cook and the dairymaid; they were always glad when he came; but to-day they saw that his eyes were red, and their faces fell in sympathy.

Later he went out to say good-day to the bailiff and the forester by the way, but more especially to his old friends among the cottagers and farm labourers. Outside in the farmplace, Ola Langmo came towards him slowly and heavily; his great beard had grown grey now; he laid his broad, hairy paw upon the young man’s shoulder and said: “Aye, aye! my boy, so things go.” The old man had been like a father to him too; who else in his boyhood had been so sure a friend and refuge in trouble? Lorentz felt that every one was looking at him now and thinking: “There goes the new master”; and he himself had good reason to think the same. But it was a strange feeling. North of the farm offices, small separate dwellings had been built lately for the bailiff, the forester and the smith—it was he who had put this through—and now he looked in, to have a chat with the wives, and give the children, big and little, the sweets he had brought for them. Everywhere he felt eyes on him asking: “How will things go with us from to-day?” And his own eyes answered: “They won’t go any worse.”

But this day’s experience was a strange one. Only yesterday he had been at a noisy strike meeting in the capital, where among comrades of his own age he had been as zealous as any in hurling scorn and contempt at the accursed capitalist. That was yesterday. And here he stands to-day, perhaps one of the biggest capitalists in the country. Was it not ludicrous? The thing took him, as it were, by the throat, and demanded: “Well, what are you going to do about it?” Of course, he might stand forth and declare that he would not accept his heritage, or he might divide the whole property amongst the workmen and tenants. But the thing was that his heart was set on the inheritance. For many years he had looked forward to the moment when he should stand there, owner and master of Bruseth. But to-day it seemed to him as if the whole manor, the people and the country all around, stared at him and burst out laughing.
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