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         It was a hot day in summer, and they were building a new house for the farm-hands at Dyrendal. The yellow timber walls had risen nearly to the level of the roof, and in a few days, when the roof was on, the colonel would have to stand the men a bottle or two, to celebrate the event.
         1
       At the moment, only three men were chopping and hammering up aloft. You could see the head and shoulders of Kal Skaret, a middle-aged crofter with a little tuft of red beard under his chin; also Morten Kvidal, the best joiner in the parish, young though he was. And the man who was just laying another log on the top of the wall was Ola Vatne, a fair-haired young fellow in the twenties, with a ruddy complexion and merry light-blue eyes.

         Ola Vatne was singing softly to himself. He was not a carpenter, but the colonel had taken it into his head that he ought to learn carpentering. He had first come to the colonel’s farm, many years before, as goatherd; now he was farm servant, as well as fiddler, singer, and bootlegger; a favorite with every one, above all with the girls. As he stood up there he had a fine view of the world, with the wide fiord in front of the snow-streaked mountains in the west, then nearer at hand the cluster of farms in the level fields around the church, and finally, quite close, the shining lake just at the foot of the hills leading to Dyrendal.

         Summer everywhere—and it took less than that to make a man sing! Were not the birds singing as they darted hither and thither above the roofs of the farm-houses? Did not the cow-bells tinkle as the herd grazed along the slopes? And did not the girls hum a tune when they ran across the yard to fetch an apronful of shavings? Why, even that poor penniless devil Kal was grinning up at the sun, in the best of spirits! And there went the tall figure of the gray-haired colonel, striding across the yard to the white-painted house; who knows?—perhaps even he was humming to himself on the quiet.

         Ah, there was Miss Else coming up from the garden! The wind was ruffling her dark hair; she had on a pale-blue overall and was carrying a basket filled with the first ripe red currants. “Hullo,” she called up, “would you like a taste?” And, holding up a bunch in her hand, she forthwith flung it at Ola, who just managed to catch it. At the same time she sent him a coy little glance, showing her pretty white teeth in a smile, then mounted the steps to the kitchen entrance and disappeared. People said that the real manager of the farm was not the colonel but his twenty-year-old daughter, though nobody really knew much about what went on in the bosom of the master’s family.

         “See what it is to have a sweetheart,” observed Morten, with a wink.

         “Sweetheart.” Ola went on with his work. Sweetheart indeed, when he came from a beggarly little farm on the uplands, and she was the daughter of the colonel at Dyrendal! Think of all the schools she had been to, and all the countries she had traveled in! Ay, and she was good-looking, too, so that folks stopped to stare when she drove up to the church. Ola’s sweetheart indeed! But when he had had a drop too much, he did not altogether mind being teased. He would even wink knowingly, not exactly denying it. What about that time when he was minding the goats? Was n’t she out with him day after day? And last summer while the colonel was away—did not the two of them drive together to the forest to get firewood? And how did they spend the time when they so often went out on the fiord to fish? Ola was not to be drawn out, and never gave away anything; but if any one went too far, there was a row.

         Yet people would go on talking about them. There was no denying that Ola was a handsome fellow; the girls called him “pretty-face.” But he was none too steady, and he lost his head altogether when he played cards; he would gamble away all he owned—his money, his watch, and even the clothes he was wearing. Out at sea he would sail like a madman. If he went hunting he forgot all about his work, and he would follow the track of a bear for a week at a time.

         The very idea of the colonel’s daughter … and him!

         Now they were whittling shavings off the timbers, using a plane when necessary. Shavings lay thick on the ground, both outside and inside the walls; the hot air drew out their pungent scent; they seemed to curl themselves up and simply beg for a match! Ola looked down at all this inflammable material; a single spark would—h’m! Queer how his eyes kept on being drawn down to all those shavings; it seemed almost as if they wanted him to do something, as if they were crying for his help, and telling him how they longed to shoot up in a blaze. Ola experienced a sudden craving to light his pipe; but he must n’t do that, the colonel had absolutely forbidden it.

         Why, there was the colonel himself standing on the steps, his long pipe reaching down almost to his waist, bareheaded, with his big gray mustache bristling on each side of his face. “Ola!” he called.

         Yes, sir.” The young fellow straightened up as if he were standing at attention, although he had not yet done his military service.

         “When you have finished, this evening, come to my study.” “Yes, sir,” answered Ola. The colonel turned and went in again.

         Everything seemed so quiet all of a sudden. They went on chopping, sawing, and hammering as before, but neither of the other men said anything more to Ola. They all seemed to feel that this summons boded him no good.

         In the evening, when Ola pulled off his cap and stepped into the study, the colonel was sitting at his writing-table, looking at a book. He now removed his glasses, fixed his eyes on the other, and cleared his throat. “Ola Vatne, what wages do I owe you?”

         “Oh, only for the last quarter.”

         “In other words, five dollars. If I am not mistaken, you’ve already had the clothes and boots which go with the wages. Well, here is ten dollars for you. And you will leave this evening.” Ola stood in a daze. He could make nothing of it. “I don’t say you have done anything wrong. And I don’t want it said that you were kicked out. You can invent some plausible reason or other. Only, you have got to leave this evening.”

         “Yes, sir,” stammered Ola, staring at the wall.

         “I hope you’ll get on well. Good-by, my lad.”

         Ola stumbled out. He looked about him. Strange to see the farm swept clean of folks, like this! His two mates had gone home. There was nobody about, nobody to feel at all sorry for him. No signs of Else. But as he passed the steps up to the kitchen door he seemed to hear tittering inside. So they were making sport of his being kicked out!

         In the old building where the farm-hands were housed he changed from his working-clothes to his Sunday best, shouldered the small wooden chest containing all his worldly goods, and took his departure. As he made his way along the road it seemed to him that mocking laughter was drenching his back like driving spray; it came from the other farm-hands, from the girls in the kitchen, perhaps from Else herself. When he reached the slopes above the farm he turned off the path, flung himself down on the heather, and lay there gazing vacantly before him. So much for the master. So much for Else. And now he would be the laughing-stock of everybody for the rest of his life.

         He remembered that in his chest he had a full half-pint of spirits. Hastily unearthing it, he drew the cork, and put the little bottle to his lips. The first gulp did not help much. It only warmed him. The second made the world look a good deal brighter. When the bottle was quite empty, he raised his eyes and broke into foolish laughter.…

         At bedtime Else went in to her father with the usual evening glass of toddy, and a scene ensued. When at last she came out again, any one could see that she had been crying. The girls in the kitchen exchanged glances. The colonel had shown who was master this time, at any rate.

         That night a fire broke out. The carpenters must have been careless about matches, after all, for the farm foreman, who was roused first, reported that it began in the new building. The farm was quickly in a commotion. Men and women hurried to and fro with buckets of water. The colonel, bareheaded and in his shirt sleeves, did his best to direct the work; tarpaulins were wetted and spread over the main building, but the stable and cow-house were burned down. All next day the smoke went on rising from the scene of the big fire.

         A fire on a large farm always sends a thrill through the whole neighborhood. People began to talk. Was it a case of arson? The colonel shook his head and expressed no opinion. He had never been one to say too much—at any rate to common folks. But three or four days after this the red-bearded foreman rode up to Ola Vatne’s little home among the hills. Tethering his horse outside, he entered. He had a knapsack on his back. “God bless the house!”

         Ola sat indoors, making a broom; his father was patching a pair of boots and his mother was spinning. The foreman was comically bow-legged, and his hair and beard were very shaggy. He sat a while, chatting about things in general.

         “That there fire were a bad business,” observed the old man, looking up from the boot he was mending.

         “Mercy on us, yes!” the old woman quavered, stopping her wheel for a moment.

         At this juncture the foreman opened his knapsack and produced a bulky volume. A Bible, leather-bound, with copper clasps—whatever did he want with that? “Ola,” he said, stepping across the floor to where the lad was sitting, “can you put your hand on this Bible and swear that you didn’t set fire to the farm?”

         Ola sprang up; his father got to his feet, but his mother looked ready to faint. Dead silence fell in the little room, broken only by the steady ticking of the clock on the wall. The foreman was still holding out the big Bible. “You hear what I say, Ola. Can you put your hand on God’s Word here, and swear that you are innocent?”

         Deathly pale, Ola stammered, “Wh-what the devil is this foolery?”

         The foreman persisted. “Swear, Ola. If you deny it with your hand on the Book, we’ll believe you.”

         But the hands of the other hung limply at his sides. He tried to raise first his right, then his left hand; but no, they would not budge. At length he managed to lift his right hand, but it was only to pass it across his forehead.

         “Well, well!” the foreman said. He stepped back, replaced the book in his knapsack, bade them good-by, and rode off down the hill. “Ola!” whispered his mother, her eyes fixed on his face. “Ola!” echoed his father, still standing there with his spectacles on and his awl in his hand. But the boy only stared blankly, in a cold sweat. Clearly, their next visitor would be the sheriff.

         But next morning when the sheriff drove into the yard with his assistant and a pair of handcuffs, he found only the old people. He questioned, coaxed, and threatened. But truth is truth. The old couple could but repeat that the lad had made off the night before; and where he was going to, they doubted if even he, himself, knew.

         The hunt for Ola Vatne gave the country-side plenty to talk about. The sheriff and his man searched the mountain farms and sæters, the woods and the fields; they carried a pistol and handcuffs, but they could not catch Ola, for all that. Rumors flew from farm to farm. At last they had run him to earth! No, that was all a lie. But what about the goatherd who saw him in the mountains? Yes, three days ago. But the woods and mountains stretched far and wide, and it was summer-time. How did he get food? Would he dare to go near any of the sseters? Days and weeks passed, and still he was at large. The sheriff went on with his search, and by and by a reward was offered to any one who could apprehend Ola Vatne.

         Then one night there was a fire at the sheriff’s place. It was only his smithy, but rumor confidently asserted that this, too, was Ola’s doing. Evidently he wanted to provoke the sheriff, to take a rise out of him. And before long the busy-bodies were spreading the news that Ola had told a goatherd in the forest that he wouldn’t be satisfied until every farm in the parish was in ashes.

         That put everybody on the qui vive. There was hardly a house now where the inmates dared to sleep at night. At the parsonage and at the houses of the sheriff and the high sheriff, a man with a gun was stationed to keep watch. The Brandts at Lindegaard had two crofters on guard all night, armed with rifles. The scare was infectious; there was hardly a farm where one did not hear wary steps patrolling in the dead of night. What if he came here next?

         How bright the fiord looked, these soft, light nights! To the east the fir-clad hills showed blue against the higher mountains behind; that was where they were looking for Ola now. Maybe they had shot and wounded him like a hunted wolf, so that his blood left a red track on the heather as he fled from his pursuers. Perhaps he had crept in among the boulders or hidden in a cave, to die there like a wounded bear. Ola, whom all knew and virtually every one liked! Ola, whose playing would set the very stocks and stones capering; who could sing and tell droll stories in a way that would make even the dead rise and laugh! And suppose he wasn’t guilty, after all.

         Meanwhile the sheriff had got some soldiers to help in his search. They went about with loaded rifles. The sheriffs in the adjoining districts also were out with guns and handcuffs, looking for Ola, who might have escaped thither. New stories spread like wild-fire: now the soldiers had pursued him up such and such a hill; he had taken to his heels and they had fired at him, but he had got away. So the hunt went on from day to day.

         A girl was sitting on a tussock in the woods, eating her lunch, while the cattle lay around her, chewing the cud. Suddenly she was startled by the sound of a man’s voice: “You there, will you let me have your food?” A wild-looking bearded figure stepped out of the undergrowth, and she gave him all she had. He laughed. “Tell them down on the farms that Ola Vatne is up here now, if they want him. My lair’s a bit farther north on this slope, you can say.” And he disappeared again among the trees.

         Far in among the farm lands lay the fiord, midnight-blue and shining. A man ran out of the wood, looked about him, and saw that the valley was asleep. Putting his shoulder to a boat lying on the shore, he pushed it into the water, jumped in, and rowed away. Safe. Out in the middle of the fiord drowsed a schooner with hanging sails. He rowed alongside. “Ship ahoy! Do you need a hand?” “That depends,” answered the skipper. The man made fast to one of the shrouds and climbed on board. “Where’s this boat bound for?” “Denmark.” All right, he’d been at sea before. Down in the men’s cabin he was given some meat and potatoes, which he devoured ravenously. He was free—safe.

         But a few hours later, when the skipper had turned in and one of the sailors was minding the helm, the man jumped overboard; he could not resist the temptation to go back. To be hunted was such sport. To show them a clean pair of heels while the rifles were cracking away among the hills; to hide; to slink like a fox into a cave, and fool them into standing outside to smoke him out, while he slipped away by another opening; to give people a fright in one place while they were hunting for him in quite another—why, it beat even a wedding! He simply had to return and go on with the game.

         Now, strange as it may seem, the hotter the pursuit became, the more people began to pity him. Poor boy, they said; a shame that the authorities should go shooting at one of the lads of the parish as if he were so much vermin! And Ola, too, with whom they had chatted so pleasantly time and again!

         The summer passed, and still they had not caught him. The sheriff swore, but persevered. The colonel shook his head if any one ventured to allude to it. And now the neighbors were saying that his daughter Else was ill in bed the greater part of the time. But folks still stayed up at night as a precaution, and when the dark autumn evenings set in it was dangerous to go near a farm. At the slightest sound the watchers would raise their guns and take aim.

         Then came a rumor that Ola had been taken at last. Not by the soldiers or the sheriff, however, but by two woodcutters who had gone into an empty sseter to cook their dinner. There they had found him lying on the ground, ragged, emaciated, nothing but skin and bones, almost unrecognizable.

         “Now then, Ola, up you get!” He went with them quietly, but they had to give him some food first.

         One day the Dyrendal crofters were shocking corn when one of them stopped and stared at the road. “Here they come!” he said. The six men strolled out into the road, and stood there waiting.

         First came the sheriff himself in a cariole; and he being one of “the quality,” they took off their hats to him. Behind him came a cart with a plank across it, and on this sat Ola Vatne, handcuffed, with a man on each side of him. He sat there chatting quite unconcernedly with them both. And, strange to say, the crofters took off their hats to him too, just as if he also had been one of the quality.

         Ola turned his head to look at them, and tried to smile. Whereupon his old mates waved their hats to him. But the foreman stopped the cart, and went up to it just to shake hands with him. In doing so he surreptitiously slipped a little note into his hand. Then they drove on.

         During the trial the colonel was called as a witness. The stern old soldier felt a queer lump in his throat when he caught sight of his former farm-boy between two policemen^ Ola had confessed. But the colonel sang his praises warmly, and went so far as to describe the whole affair as a boyish prank. If he had his way, he said, the lad would be let off altogether. The magistrates hemmed and exchanged glances. But it may have been due partly to his recommendation that Ola got only one year’s imprisonment.

         Late one evening, after the colonel had gone to bed, the door opened and his daughter entered. “Father,” she said, “I’m afraid I must tell you something you won’t like to hear.”

         “Well, what now?” He groped for the matches to light a candle, but she took the match-box away from him and sat down on the edge of the bed.

         “I wanted to say that the people who had have sent Ola Vatne to prison must not be allowed to ruin him altogether.”

         “Else, what do you mean by that?” He strained his eyes to catch sight of her face in the darkness.

         “I mean that I have made up my mind to marry him when he comes out.”

         The colonel sank a little farther down on his pillow. There was a pause. At last: “Tell me, child, are you walking in your sleep?”

         “I have thought it over well, Father. It is my fault quite as much as his. And if he wants me, we will go so far away that we shall not bring any disgrace upon you. That is what I wanted to say.” She passed her hand caressingly over his brow and left him.

         “Else!” her father called after her, sitting up in bed. But she slipped quietly out of the room and closed the door behind her. He heard her footfalls die away in the distance.

      
   


   
      
         
            II
   

         

         The steamer had dropped Morten Kvidal at the end of the promontory, and now with the fiord behind and the farmsteads in front of him he was striding briskly up the hill, toward the woods and marshes around Lindegaard. He was a young fellow of four or five and twenty, dressed in dark homespun and a brown plush
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       hat and carrying a knapsack on his back. His beardless face was less tanned than one might have expected it to be at a time when the spring farm work was in full swing; but then, he had been in town all the winter, working as a joiner.

         Whitsuntide had come very early this year; the spinneys on the hills were only just tinged with pale green, while the bare fields still looked black and smelled of manure. Just now, when the snow mountains in the west beyond the fiord were flushed in the sunset glow, the farmsteads seemed to be melting away in a bluish haze, with their windows aflame. When Morten reached the outskirts of the wood and caught sight of the lake lying in the midst of the farm lands, he stopped involuntarily. How strange it felt to come home after being away for so long! As though everything he saw were standing and calling to him, “You are one of our own.” The hills, the lake, the farms, were all saying, “Welcome home.” He pushed his hat back from his forehead, turned to look this way and that, and forgot all about where he was going. His soul became merged in the landscape whence it had sprung.

         Roundabout him lay the big farms, with their brightly painted red and white buildings. And up on the heights lie could see Kvidal, his own home, where his mother and five brothers and sisters lived; it stood on a patch of cultivated land, but how mean and dingy the little houses looked!

         Well, you couldn’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear. Father and son, his forebears had toiled up there as poor crofters, but when the turn came to him he had jibbed. Perhaps it was the fault of the county school. On leaving it he had rubbed his eyes, as it were, and suddenly begun to wonder what the world was really like. He had discovered that it was a pleasure to look at the well-to-do farms, whereas the gray hovels of the poor were merely an eyesore. He could never go near his home without being conscious of a sense of shame. Clenching his fists, he had vowed that some day he would alter all that. The masters at the county school had advised him to go on studying. No, he had answered, books were all very well, but he preferred carpentering and working in the fields. Didn’t he write poetry? Oh well, after a fashion, but that would never make Kvidal into a big farm, which was all he cared about.

         He had pestered his father so long that at last he had got him to buy his holding. Then they called the place a farm, but the houses did not look any the better for that. He had felt as though all the girls were still saying: “Oh, don’t give yourself airs! We all know you come from tumbledown old Kvidal.” He had gone on pestering his father till he made him borrow money from the bank so that they might rebuild. One of his neighbors had backed the bill, while another, who could not write, had said, “You can just put my name wherever it ought to be.” His father had done so; but later, after he had got the money, this second neighbor, becoming anxious about the responsibility he had undertaken, had repudiated his signature. A lawsuit followed, and his father was convicted of forgery; but when the sheriff came to take him to prison he found him hanging dead in the barn.

         The lad stopped again, passed his hand across his brow, and laughed bitterly. No, slaves mustn’t try to be masters. His father had taken a leap, thinking to rise a bit higher that way—and see what had come of it! The ground gave way. Down he fell. Into the mud. No doubt the bigwigs had laughed and enjoyed the sight. But here stood one in whose breast a fire smoldered, who often clenched his fists in his sleep. He wouldn’t give in! Kvidal should be a big farm yet! His father and his grandfather, and all the slaves before them, should come into their own in the end.

         Money—money was the crux. The fishing off the Lofotens had failed four years running. Then he had worked for months as a joiner in the town, lodging in a beggarly back garret, never wasting a cent on amusement, living on nothing but salt meat and dry bread. A life dreary enough to make a fellow cry. Money? He could barely earn the few dollars his mother needed for the taxes, to pay back an instalment of the debt to the bank, and to keep her and the youngsters alive. A big farm, did you say? All right, show us your money. He, Morten, had undertaken to earn it; but could a man do more than work himself to skin and bone?

         His face wore the tense look denoting an iron will, and he glanced this way and that, as though searching for a way out of the dilemma. As he strode on, even his footsteps were firm and decided, like the strokes of a hammer. He must, he must succeed some day!

         “Hi! What a devil of a pace you’re going!”

         Morten turned round and saw close behind him the young schoolmaster, Jo Berg, dressed in a gray homespun suit buttoned up to the throat like a soldier’s tunic, and a black bowler hat. A bristly brown mustache stuck out on each side of his face, and his light gray eyes seemed to be always laughing. He had been with Morten when he was fishing off the Lofotens; his home was a little farm on the far side of the lake; and he had borrowed money to train as a teacher. But he never could get a post at any school, because he had ventured to criticize the teaching at the training college. At present he was living on the bounty of his aged father and mother, had to borrow from them even to buy an ounce of tobacco, and jeered at his mother when she whimpered and implored him to think like other people, so that he, too, might get a job some day. Above all, he ridiculed the fools who had gone security for him with the bank, for now they had to pay the interest and the principal into the bargain. He, he! The way things happened in this world made a fellow roar with laughter.

         “So you’re back from the town,” he said. Yes, Morten could n’t deny that. “Did you go and see Ola Vatne doing time?”

         Morten told him that he had visited Ola once or twice in the course of the winter. Oh, yes; Ola was as well off as one could expect in the circumstances.

         “And have you heard that Erik Foss has come home from America? They say he is a regular Croesus now.”

         “So much the better for him.”

         “You ought to have a talk with him. He wants to take one or two others with him when he goes back.”

         The very idea made Morten laugh. No, thanks; he had n’t done anything yet which made it necessary for him to clear out of the country. Go to America? Not if he knew it!

         “Don’t be so sure of that, my boy. Do you think it’s such a fine thing to live in this cursed country where you’re not allowed to think or believe what you like, if you happen to be poor?”

         Jo Berg stalked along stiffly, grinning as he considered the ludicrous spectacle of this topsyturvy world. His fingers were very brown, and the nails much stained, because he would not take the trouble to use a knife to cut his roll of tobacco when he filled his pipe, preferring to tear the plug to pieces with his fingers, a trick he had learned in the Lofoten Isles.

         The rumble of carriages overtaking them caused the two men to spring to the side of the road. First came the magistrate in a pony-chaise, then the sheriff in a cariole, and lastly the parish clerk in a gig, with his young daughter Helena seated beside him. All these people belonged to the quality and you had to take off your hat to them. But they were not all equally important. The magistrate was the greatest; next to him ranked the sheriff, and finally came the parish clerk. After all of them came ordinary folk who went afoot, and to these Morten Kvidal unquestionably belonged. The girl beside the clerk looked round at him and smiled; she had gone strangely red, and the young man looked down. The schoolmaster noticed it and chuckled. “Ah,” he said, “her father thinks no small beer of himself, although he is only a trumpery clerk.”

         Morten turned pale and quickened his step. The thrust had gone home. No doubt the whole country-side knew that the parish clerk would not hear of his daughter walking out with the boy from Kvidal. He wasn’t good enough for her. This added yet another to the burdens poor Morten had to bear.

         As he went on alone up the hills he stopped now and then to take breath. Yes, he thought, there was many an uphill struggle in life; but how good to smell the young leaves and the blossoming bird-cherry! And the higher he climbed, the wider the view became. The sun had already dipped in the west, but the glow still lingered upon the mountain snows, as if to bid the whole world a resplendent “good night.” He was home at last.

         Cries of “There he is!” came from the farm above. The first to greet him was the Lapland dog King, which came bounding frantically down the slope, with the youngsters after him. Simen, a fair-haired, sturdy lad of eighteen, cleared the ground with long strides. At his heels came fifteen-year-old Peter, a slouching, hot-tempered boy; then followed the girls and little red-haired Knut. Morten was surrounded; the dog jumped up and actually managed to lick his face, and they all talked nineteen to the dozen, welcoming him back once more.

         Each one of them had something to tell. Twelve-year-old Randi, with her flaxen hair flying about her face—what, had she really got a new pair of shoes? … So Peter was being prepared for confirmation; were many going to be confirmed this year? … And Knut here, with his broad face and sly-looking eyes. Only seven years old, and he’d already begun going to school! … But none of them could outdo little Mette, who was just five and shouted loudest of all. Fancy! Dagros had a calf. Well now, that was something like! Morten took her hand and bent down to give her a cake he had brought for her.

         “What have you got on your watch-chain?” asked Simen, who could n’t keep his hands off Morten.

         “It’s a little compass.”

         They all had to look at it, and of course to touch it, too.

         Morten was always rather puzzled at the fuss the youngsters made over him whenever he came home. For he knew very well that when he was there he ruled them with a rod of iron; nothing was done quickly enough or well enough, and somebody was always to blame for it. The thought of this made him feel uncomfortable when he was away, and he always resolved that he would turn over a new leaf next time.

         “What a lot you’ve grown this winter!” he said to the eldest of his brothers.

         “Have I? And you’re getting to look quite like a town lad.”

         “With that great fist of yours you’ll soon be able to lick the whole parish.”

         “Ay, look out for yourself!” And he gave his brother a punch. The blow woke up the boy in Morten, too; throwing down his knapsack, he advanced toward Simen with a grin, as though he were going to bite him. “Out of the way, young uns!” They went for each other with a will, hitting out lustily, harder and harder, until they ended by rolling over on the grass, clutching each other by the throat. King rushed at them and tugged away to try to separate them. The elder children screamed with delight, and Mette with terror.

         “Bless me, have you quite lost your wits?” came a voice from the top of the hill, and a red-haired woman descended at a leisurely pace toward them. It was Berit Kvidal, their mother.

         Then Morten once more approached those aged, gray and poverty-stricken farm-buildings which so often had made him blush, but which were his home after all. There was no place in the world like this. The crazy old house was like a mother to them all, the byre with its green-turfed roof had an air of profound wisdom, and the grindstone at the back of the barn was an important personage: Morten often felt obliged to stand and look at it. On the hill behind the house the Kvidal waterfall was singing its old song, weaving farm, hills, and folk together in a strange harmony; ah, there was no place like this! The latch on the door felt so homely to his touch as he went in, the newly washed floor was strewn with green sprays of juniper, and—dear me!— that clock on the wall had long been on its last legs, yet it was still spelling out the time, as wrong as ever! “Welcome home,” it seemed to say. The very air had a peculiar smell of home, of memories good and ill; telling, above all, of the mother who slaved away there, and whose only thought was to do the best she could for each one of them.

         Seated at the long and spotlessly clean wooden table, he was treated—like a stranger come on a visit—to thick curdled cream with grated rusks and sugar on the top, to treacle-cake from the local store; in fact, to all the good things she could think of. Meanwhile she herself stood in the middle of the room, red-haired and freckled, thin and bent by incessant toil, but with a glad light in her eyes at the thought of having him back. And the way she pumped him, to hear all the news of the town! Was it true that the king had been there? Had Morten seen him? And was he in uniform?

         To Berit the world was full of wonders; there was always something strange happening in one place or another. Her many troubles had left no mark on her; she would shed a tear at the time, but she soon dried her eyes and looked away from her sorrow, and then she quickly found something cheerful which made her forget it. Was it her fault if she had these good spirits which nothing could break? Her mother had been famous in all the neighboring parishes for the tales she could tell about things visible and invisible, and the doings of families who lived in those parts in former days. All about the different clergy and officers, and this sheriff or that magistrate who had lived at such and such a farm—notable folks and notable happenings, real tales of adventure! And her daughter had remembered it all. It was as good as a tonic; many a time when she had been so worn out that she was ready to drop, one or other of these stories had come into her head and set her off laughing, and that had put new life into her. Now and again, when there hadn’t been a bite of anything in the house for supper, she had put her children to bed and told them story after story till they forgot their hunger and fell asleep.

         But why was Morten sitting there with that strained look on his face? Did he mean to do such great things in the world? The boy had a fine head on his shoulders; he in herited that from his grandmother. But she wished he would laugh a little oftener.

         The flavor of the treacle-cake was rather spoiled for Morten by a feeling that it must have been bought on tick. He knew that his mother always meant to keep herself in provisions from the store in return for the butter and eggs she sold; but if one of her children looked pale and run down, what could be better than to feed him up on fresh eggs and cream? If Morten bought a sack of flour for her it dwindled away in no time; she had n’t the heart to say no to a neighbor who wanted to borrow, or to any poor beggar-woman who came to the door with her bag. It was always Morten who had to pay the piper; goodness knew when he could begin to put by something for himself! And all the while he had such ambitious plans; and money, money was the key to them all.

         He supposed there would be the usual Whitsuntide bonfire to-morrow evening. All very well for those who could afford to be young.

      
   





III



Outside the church next day the returned American, Erik Foss, had gathered a little crowd around him. The men stood there with their heads thrown well back, asking him questions, listening and staring. The new-comer was tall and fair, with a brown mustache; and he wore, like the gentlefolks, a collar and tie, a brown frock-coat, and a top-hat and shiny boots. But you could see from his hands that he knew what work meant. Seven years he’d been out there; and though he was only the son of Scraggy Olina, he was a big man now.

Did he boast? No, he just talked quietly and sensibly. Whoever asked a question, got an answer; and if it was something he did not know, he answered straightforward that he didn’t know it. If any fool sneered, he pretended he hadn’t heard. He had worked as a railway navvy and as a farm laborer, and had himself owned a farm for three years; then the railway came along, prices went up, and he sold out. Now he wanted to go farther west, to the Red River Valley, where the land could still be had for nothing and was very easy to put under cultivation, because the soil of the prairie was free from stones and tree stumps, and you had only to put in your plow and start plowing at once. If any of them cared to join him, they could go in company, and he ’d do his best to assist them.

He was quite the center of attraction to-day; when the clergyman appeared, the hats did not fly off so quickly as usual. Erik Foss had just been saying that there were no class distinctions in America; a laborer or a parson—one was as good as the other. His audience could hardly believe their ears. They looked round at Brandt from Lindegaard,—who was so much finer than other folks that he had to have a special pew with a gilded grille, like a little private paradise, at one side of the church,—and they looked at the sheriff, taking off their hats as in duty bound, but all thinking: America … no class distinctions … just think of that! Then they saw the colonel from Dyrendal coming; and he was the greatest man of the lot, so they had to make way for him. Hats off, hats off! But strange to say, Erik Foss took no notice of any of these great personages: “Why don’t you take off your hat?” one man asked in a scandalized tone. “I only take it off to people I know,” answered Erik. Ah, it was all very well for an American to talk like that! Then something singular happened. The colonel stopped, looked across at the stranger, and went right up to him in the sight of everybody! The others all stepped back, leaving a clear space round the two men.

“You’ve just come home from America, have n’t you?” the colonel asked. (Mercy on us! he was talking to Scraggy Olina’s son as politely as if he had been at least a captain!)

“That’s right,” said Erik; he had raised his hat slightly when the colonel addressed him, but had put it on again at once, and now he stood there looking quite as tall and composed as the other. The bystanders heard the colonel say:

“It would interest me to hear a little about the conditions over there. If you can spare the time, you might look in one day at my place.”

“Certainly I will,” answered Erik Foss, in the tone of one doing a service to an equal.

Then the colonel passed on into the church, but the others quite forgot to follow as long as Erik Foss remained standing there. Who would have thought it! When he left the country he was only a young good-for-nothing, one of Scraggy Olina’s mongrel brats. And now America had sent him back again as the equal of the colonel at Dyrendal!

Morten Kvidal did not care to stand and listen to the American; he went straight into the church and up the gallery stairs to take his usual place in the choir. Helena Noreng, the daughter of the parish clerk, was already seated there amid a number of other girls. He hardly dared look in her direction, though he was vaguely conscious that she was wearing a blue dress. Her flaxen hair was braided in snaky coils round her head, in the way the daughters of the gentry always wore it. Once her eyes slid round toward him, and she colored slightly as the girl beside her gave her a nudge. Now they were singing. He felt strangely exalted at the thought of mingling his voice with hers. When he looked down on the heads of the congregation, and the sound of their singing rose up to him, it seemed as though their voices were all united in a hymn about Helena and himself. He thought no one saw when her eyes met his again; and under cover of the singing she gave him a little smile and a nod. That was enough—a whole letter, in* deed. It said, “Meet me you know where.”

The farm lands were once more steeped in the pale blue twilight of spring when he left the house late that evening, saying that he was only going for a stroll. His mother smiled as she looked after him. Ah, if the decision had rested only with her!

The young people of the country-side had lighted bonfires along the shores of the wide fiord; flames and smoke were rising into the air from the ridge of Blaaheia to the north, as well as other points on the surrounding hills. The call of the blackcock resounded on the slopes. Morten hurried down the fields to the valley, crossed a piece of rising ground overgrown with alder-trees which was some day to be cleared and converted into corn-fields and meadows for Kvidal, and, entering the birch wood, struck into a path where he knew the going was good. Presently he could see beneath him the parish clerk’s farm, with its fields tumbling in a series of hills down to the lake; and here, having reached his destination, he sat down in the heather to wait.

Doors kept opening and shutting at the farm below him, but none of those who came out was the girl he expected. He waited, gnawing at a twig; the sap was rising already and it tasted sweet. He went on waiting. Evening had woven the hills, the farms, and the lake into a fabric of blue; above the moors to the north, banks of yellow and dusky-hued cloud floated in the sky. Should he try to put it all into poetry? But to sit there humming, and let himself be carried away by the gentle murmur of a spring evening, was one thing; to make good poetry was quite another. An evening like this could be expressed in the strains of a violin or in a long prayer to the Eternal, but when he tried to make verses he never could get them good enough. Would n’t she come soon? Wasn’t she coming after all? The sheriff’s son was running after her, too, and very likely he would succeed his father some day; that was a long sight better than having one’s home at Kvidal, where that poor old man had hanged himself in the barn not long before.

A sound of footsteps, the branches were brushed aside, and there she was, bareheaded, with her kerchief in her hand, warm from hurrying, her face smiling up at him.

“So you ’ve come, after all!”

“Hush! Just think if any one saw us! Well, how are you?”

They sat down side by side among the heather, and she let him put his arm about her, but every time he tried to kiss her she laughed and turned her head away.

“God bless you for coming! Do you still think of me sometimes?”

“No, I’ve forgotten you now.” She flashed him an arch sidelong glance.

“Have you been to many dances lately?”

“Rather! But how old you’re getting!” And she stroked his cheek lightly.

“You never write.”

“There’s too much to write about. But I’ve got some rubbish here …” He opened the little box she handed him, and saw a watch-chain of finely plaited hair, intended to be worn round the neck.

“My word! I do believe it’s made of your own hair.”

“It took ages to get enough, though; so little hair comes out when I comb it.”

With reverent fingers he touched her present; then, brightening: “Can’t I have a kiss now?”

“No, jou’ve had quite enough.”

“I bought a little thing in town” he said; “but it’s only trash.” He produced a small parcel. The girl was all inquisitiveness. It was a red silk ribbon to tie round her neck.

“Oh, Morten!”

“It’ll be a ring next time.”

“I should never dare to wear it.”

“But you’ll wear this ribbon, won’t you?”

“Yes, when nobody sees me.”

“You wouldn’t mind wearing it if the sheriff’s boy had given it you.”

“Oh, don’t start on that again!”

“All right, I won’t if you’ll promise to marry me next spring.”

Another sidelong glance, but a serious one this time. Did he really think she could go and live with him on his farm, as things were now? She gazed in front of her, a straw between her lips. His eye lighted on the white scar on her temple; she had got that when she fell and hurt herself so badly out skiing on the hills above Kvidal. He remembered how he had taken her home unconscious, on a toboggan.

“Why don’t you answer?” he said.

“We’ve talked all that over before.”

“I’ve got so many plans, Helena. And if only I had you to help me, it would all be so much easier.”

“But you’ve so many to help you at Kvidal.”

The words stung him like the cut of a whip. He hung his head. Yes, there was no denying that he had to support his younger brothers and sisters until they could fend for themselves. And now this girl whom he loved had as good as told him that she wasn’t going to be mixed up in all that. Oh, she knew what she was about! Her father and mother and grandmother had not dinned all their good advice into her ears for nothing. And wasn’t she quite right? It would mean want and misery to marry now. But when? If only he had the least notion of when! …

All the same, he tried again. “I know what you would do if you were really fond of me.”

She looked him straight in the face this time. “And I know what you would do if you were really fond of me.”

“Clear off to the town and settle down as a joiner there for the rest of my days. Leave Kvidal, and Mother, and my brothers and sisters. But you know you would n’t have any use for such a feeble creature.”

They sat a while in silence, without looking at each other. She sighed, munched a blade of grass, and at last got out the words: “Do you think you’ll ever make anything out of Kvidal?”

“Wait a year or two. Perhaps three. I’ve got a new plan now. If only you would wait for me, and not be impatient, Helena!” He took her hand and pressed it.

“Father wants me to go and train as a teacher.”

“What! Does your father want you …!”

“Yes, as I don’t seem to be going to marry.” She tried to laugh.

He groaned. How he wished she would not talk like that; it hurt so!

How could she tell him the real truth, that she liked to picture him singing in the choir with that fine clear tenor of his, or flying down the steep slopes on skis, or as the brainy boy at the county school who even stumped the masters themselves by the questions he asked; but that she did not like to picture him at home in those tumble-down houses at Kvidal. She wanted to feel that he was something better than that.

“Do you dance much when you’re in town?” she asked with a smile, trying to turn the subject.

“Never. When I’m not at work I stop at home in my den and bury myself in a book.”

All of a sudden she jumped up and smoothed her hair. “Goodness! I’ve been sitting here too long. They’ll be waiting for me.” A moment later her arms were round his neck. Her face was very near his; she was smiling, but her eyes were wet. “It’s a shame that we two can’t have each other.” With that she kissed him lightly, then set off at a run down the hill.

“When shall we meet again?” he called after her. But the sound of her quick footsteps hurrying down through the wood was the only answer.

High up on the rock overlooking the lake a group of girls and young men had gathered round a big bonfire. Its red glow lit up their laughing faces as they looked across it at one another. Some of them were dragging up fresh supplies of dry juniper branches and throwing them on the fire, which crackled and blazed higher than ever. The sheriff’s son—a handsome lad with fair hair and refined features—was there, and Anton Noreng, eldest son of the parish clerk, commonly known as “Mother’s Darling” because he never did a stroke of work. The others were girls and young men from the large farms of the neighborhood; they were all in the early twenties, had been at school together, and had been confirmed at the same time. One or two of them had been away for a while, but had come home now for the holidays; and as soon as they met they all felt like children once more; it took them some time at first to realize that they and their schoolmates had grown up.

The hour was not far distant when most of them would have to disperse for good; for in each family only the eldest son had a right to the farm, and the others had to go elsewhere. One fine day they would find out that only children had parents and a home; when they grew up that came to an end, and the safest stand-by of all, their father and mother, turned them adrift. Well, it couldn’t be helped; but nowadays when they came together like this their merrymaking had a curious strain of melancholy in it. They met, but only to part again and take up the serious tasks of grown men and women. The happy, careless days were over, and life would never be the same again.

But this evening they were all there together and could be children for an hour or two. Yet somehow a kind of barrier had arisen between these girls and boys, an estrangement they never had felt before. Was it the girls’ fault if they saw the boys in a new light? Look at Anton Noreng, for instance. He seemed to have no idea of ever becoming anything; why, his teeth were quite brown from eating sweets—pah! What a difference between him and the eldest son at Flyta, heir to a big farm, and a regular hard worker which made the boy good-looking enough for them in spite of all his freckles. And Martin Skau, with his broad, good-humored face, who had been head boy at the county school. He was attending a grammar-school now, and meant to become a vet. Before long he would disappear altogether into gentlefolks’ land; would he take one of the farm girls with him when he went? The sheriff’s boy had only to stretch out his hand and take any girl he chose; his father was one of the quality, and he would be too, no doubt, when his father retired; but at present he was doing the work of two on the farm. And Haakon Fagergaard was studying at a training college for teachers; the girls had never taken much notice of him before now, but he had brains and was sure to get on, and that made all the difference.

Now, all these young people belonged to the best families in the parish; if Morten Kvidal tried to join them they would certainly give him the cold shoulder; this he very well knew and therefore would make a detour to avoid them.

“Here come the clerk’s little girls,” said the sheriff’s son.

The two girls whom they saw coming toward them across the green fallow were both fair, but Helena was taller and slimmer than Martha. “Why are you so late?” Anton called out to them; and Martha answered, “Because Helena had to go on an errand for Mother.”

Then some one suggested that they should all go down to the fallow and play Odd Man Out. Martin Skau took hold of Helena and fell into position, getting a quick look from the sheriff’s son, who was left to be odd man. Couple after couple dashed off, and the hills around echoed with their shouts. But the sheriff’s son could not catch anybody, in spite of his long legs. When Helena and Martin ran out, however, he put his best foot forward. They changed places at the last moment, and he caught at Martin and missed. Ha! you wait! Now Helena was in front and he after her, coat tails flying and minus his hat; but he caught her at last in a bush.

The two stood there, recovering their breath. “You’ve lost something,” he said, and went back to pick up a red ribbon which lay on the grass a little way off.

Helena snatched it from him and hastily stuffed it into her pocket, blushing furiously. If only he wouldn’t stare at her like that!

A boy who was keeping an eye on the bonfire shouted, “There’s a boat coming across the lake.” A boat? Well, what of that? “It’s the girls from Ramsöy.” That was another matter, and they all ran up on the rock to look.

A boat, with its gunwale painted white and a fan of ripples behind it, was drawing near across the shining water, in which the red and gray clouds were reflected. Two girls sat in the boat, rowing side by side; but they never could pull together, so the boat meandered along in a series of serpentine curves. This sent the young people on the rock into fits of laughter. The girls in the boat heard, and one of them left the thwart and went to sit in the stern. Presently the notes of an accordion floated across the water. “Anne’s the one playing,” said one of the group around the bonfire. “And Bergitta’s rowing,” said another.

The two girls from Eamsoy had the reputation of being the prettiest in the parish, but they were such incorrigible flirts that they furnished the neighbors with endless food for gossip. Had not their father been chairman of the local council and a friend of Brandt up at Lindegaard, more than one might have liked to keep them at arm’s length. But any one could see at a glance that they were used to going about among well-dressed people. They had a way of wearing their clothes and carrying themselves which made you forget how flighty they were, and even made you feel inclined to take off your hat as though they were real gentlefolks.

“Let’s give them a song,” suggested Martin Skau, preparing to conduct. Nearly all of them had learned singing at the county school, and what could be better than to sing, on an evening such as this? They formed a semicircle, and soon their voices rose in the part-song “Sing in the springtime of youth.” The girls in the boat shipped their oars, laid aside the accordion, and listened to the singing. When it ceased they cheered, and the choir on the rock gave an answering cheer. The next minute the boat grated on the shingly beach.

The group of friends on the rock stood looking down and waiting. The first to emerge through the foliage was Anne. She had dark hair, an oval face with a warm sunburnt complexion, and very large, lustrous eyes under long eyebrows. Over her dark dress she wore a belt fastened with a silver clasp; and she was carrying the accordion in her hand. “I say! what a gathering of the clans!” she exclaimed. “We saw there was a bonfire here, and thought we’d row across.”

Behind her came Bergitta, who had just turned seventeen. She had been engaged already,—at the time she was preparing for confirmation,—but had broken off the engagement as soon as she was confirmed. She was slighter than her sister, and fairer, with a very delicately molded face, a rose-leaf complexion, and frank, lively eyes. Her green dress had a red collar and her belt was ornamented with a silver watch-chain; she was carrying a little branch off one of the birch-trees, and waved to the others with it.

“Sing another!” she suggested, and threw a look around her, as though she only wished she could gather up the twilight and the landscape into a song. And, having shaken hands with most of the company, the two sisters took their places in readiness to join in the song.

This time it was “The earth is so fair,” and again Martin Skau conducted. The fire was burning brightly. The youthful faces became transfigured, inspired by the song. Their voices grew tender, for they were at an age when the heartstrings thrill at a touch—and they were out in the blue twilight of spring, with the trees on the slopes bursting into leaf and golden cloud-lands flaring in the western sky. It was all in the song. Their own dreams and memories were woven into it, too. Now they were together again; to-morrow they would part; some day they would part to meet no more. It was all in the song.

Anne stood with bent head. What long eyelashes she had! Perhaps she was thinking of the young engineer from Bustad who jilted her because she could see that other boys, too, were good-looking; or imagining herself heiress to a certain big farm in a neighboring parish, where she flirted so outrageously with the lads that she wasn’t allowed to stay on there; or perhaps her thoughts were straying to that great big bearded fellow Per Foil, who was always hanging about her, although any one could see that she was only playing with him. Well, life was not always easy for a girl whose feelings were like an accordion, a violin, and a song all rolled into one! And now she was singing about that too.

Helena was gazing at the far-off western sky as though she could see her own future there; it was golden, but it was dark as well: which would come true? And some such vision rose before the eyes of each of them. But the earth was fair—and they were singing.

When at last they finished they stood silent a moment or two; a girl pushed a lock of hair under her head-kerchief; all of them needed to recover breath, as it were, before slipping back into their ordinary every-day mood.

“And now let’s play at kiss-in-the-ring!” Anne suggested, to break the spell and cheer them up again.

“Yes! Yes! Let’s play kiss-in-the-ring!” They flocked to the field, and the game was soon in full swing. Nobody gave another thought to the bonfire, but its leaping flames and blue smoke were mirrored in the still water beneath.

A little way off, at the edge of the wood, a young man sauntered past; he saw them playing, but knew that he had no right to join them. It was Morten Kvidal. He was wandering aimlessly through the wood, striving to walk off the harassing thoughts that would not leave him in peace. If it had been only some one particular obstacle; but no, every way seemed barred to him, and although he was not much over twenty, he felt as though years had passed since he was young. When they had offered to help him at the training college, he had refused: he would not desert his mother and Kvidal. And now, if he went and settled for good in town, and became a master joiner some day, per haps Helena would condescend to accept him, provided she were still unmarried. But what about Mother, and Kvidal? Betray them? He would never do it. That thought was rooted in his inmost being. But then—what about Helena? Was he ready to give her up? How long did he expect her to wait? He could not answer. All he could do this evening was to walk on and on, and try not to think.

But on a spring night such as this his whole soul seemed aflame. All these buds opening into leaf; the song of the thrushes; the blue twilight which never became any darker up here in the North; the scent of growing things—oh, he must walk on, and on, and on! The sky above Blaaheia had become a wonderland of colored clouds—rivers, crags, and plains, all blue and gold. If only he knew of some country where he could escape from a few of the perplexities that hedged him in here!

He was down by the lake now, and walking along the shore. Presently he caught sight of some one sitting on a stone, staring out across the water. Then the solitary figure stood up—a tall man with a long brown beard—why, it was Per Foil! But his home was right up in the valley: how did he come to be sitting here? Oh, of course; he knew that those two girls from Ramsöy had rowed over to this side. Wherever Anne was, he was sure to be hanging about. “Hullo, are you here?”

“Fine evening,” said the other. “I see you’re out enjoying it, too.”

Morten had fallen in with just the right man; they had been chums in the old days at the county school; how well he remembered the strange sight of that huge beard sweeping the school desk! But Per had mastered all the kings and wars in no time, while dates stuck in that big head of his as if they had been nailed there. He had turned into quite a philosopher, too. When they had their school debates he would stand with his head on one side, and hold forth about man’s real business here on earth; and later on he began taking radical papers, and made out that there was no need for God now that they had Bjornson.

The two men strolled along the shore side by side. But every now and then Per would turn and look back. They were both in the same boat, Morten thought. Per was going about torturing himself, just as he was doing. Ripping up the old wounds, so that they went dn bleeding within him. Strange to see such a Goliath so powerless in the hands of a woman!

“Were you at church to-day?” Per asked, casting another glance over his shoulder. Yes, Morten had been there. “What d’ you think of the American?”

“Oh, it’s all one to me. I’ve got my hands full enough here, as it is.”

They made as though they would turn back, but ended by sitting down on two big stones and staring across the water, each intent on his own thoughts.






	
	


	
		Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Emigrants.

		Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
	





OPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Title


   		Copyright


   		Book I


   		
The emigrants
      
      		I


         		II


         		III


         		IV


         		V


         		VI


      




   		
Book II
      
      		I


         		II


         		III


         		IV


         		V


         		VI


         		VII


         		VIII


         		IX


         		X


         		XI


         		XII


         		XIII


         		XIV


         		XV


         		XVI


      




   		
Book III
      
      		I


         		II


         		III


         		IV


         		V


         		VI


         		VII


         		VIII


         		IX


         		X


         		XI


      




   		About The Emigrants


   		Notes





  


OPS/images/9788728194867_cover_epub.jpg
« X
x

«%  lohan Bojer

The Emigrants







