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52.133 The Little Mermaid\fn{by Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875)} Odense, Fyn County, Denmark (M) 9
Far out in the wide sea—there the water is blue as the loveliest cornflower, and clear as the purest crystal,
where it is so deep that very, very many church-towers must be heaped one upon another, in order to reach from
the lowest depth to the surface above—dwell the Mer-people.
Now you must not imagine that there is nothing but sand below the water: no, indeed, far from it! Trees and
plants of wondrous beauty grow there, whose stems and leaves are so light, that they are waved to and from by the
slightest motion of the water, almost as if they were living beings. Fishes, great and small, glide in and out among
the branches, just as birds fly about among our trees.
Where the water is deepest, stands the palace of the Mer-king. The walls of this palace are of coral, and the
high, pointed windows are of amber; the roof, however, is composed of mussel-shells, which, as the billows pass
over them, are continually opening and shutting. This looks exceedingly pretty, especially as each of these
mussel-shells contains a number of bright, glittering pearls, one only of which would be the most costly ornament
in the diadem of a king in the upper world.
The Mer-king who lived in the palace, had been for many years a widower; his old mother managed the
household affairs for him. She was, on the whole, a sensible sort of lady, although extremely proud of her high
birth and station, on which account she wore twelve oysters on her tail, whilst the other inhabitants of the sea,
even those of distinction, were allowed only six. In every other respect she merited unlimited praise, especially
for the affection she showed to the six little princesses, her grand-daughters. These were all very beautiful
children; the youngest was, however, the most lovely; her skin was as soft and delicate as a rose-leaf, her eyes
were of as deep a blue as the sea, but like all other mermaids, she had no feet, her body ended in a tail like that of
a fish.
The whole day long the children used to play in the spacious apartments of the palace, where beautiful flowers
grew out of the walls on all sides around them. When the great amber windows were opened, fishes would swim
into these apartments as swallows fly into our rooms; but the fishes were bolder than the swallows, they swam
straight up to the little princesses, ate from their hands, and allowed themselves to be caressed.
In front of the palace there was a large garden, full of fiery red and dark blue trees, whose fruit glittered like
gold, and whose flowers resembled a bright, burning sun. The sand that formed the soil of the garden was of a
bright blue color, something like flames of sulphur; and a strangely beautiful blue was spread over the whole, so
that one might have fancied oneself raised very high in the air, with the sky at once above and below, certainly not
at the bottom of the sea. When the waters were quite still, the sun might be seen looking like a purple flower, out
of whose cup streamed forth the light of the world.
Each of the princesses had her own plot in the garden, where she might plant and sow at her pleasure. One
chose hers to be made in the shape of a whale, another preferred the figure of a mermaid, but the youngest had
hers quite round like the sun, and planted in it only those flowers that were red, as the sun seemed to her. She was
certainly a singular child, very quiet and thoughtful. Whilst her sisters were adorning themselves with all sorts of
gay things that came out of a ship which had been wrecked, she asked for nothing but a beautiful white marble
statue of a boy, which had been found in it. She put the statue in her garden, and planted a red weeping willow by
its side. The tree grew up quickly, and let his long boughs fall upon the bright blue ground, where ever-moving
shadows played in violet hues, as if boughs and root were embracing.
Nothing pleased the little princess more than to hear about the world of human beings living above the sea. She
made her old grandmother tell her everything she knew about ships, towns, men, and land animals, and was
particularly pleased when she heard that the flowers of the upper world had a pleasant fragrance (for the flowers
of the sea are scentless), and that the woods were green, and the fishes fluttering among the branches of various
gay colors, and that they could sing with a loud clear voice. The old lady meant birds, but she called them fishes,
because her grandchildren, having never seen a bird, would not otherwise have understood her.
“When you have attained your fifteenth year,” added she, “you will be permitted to rise to the surface of the
sea; you will then sit by moonlight in the clefts of the rocks, see the ships sail by, and learn to distinguish towns
and men.”
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The next year the eldest of the sisters reached this happy age, but the others—alas! the second sister was a year
younger than the eldest, the third a year younger than the second, and so on; the youngest had still five whole
years to wait till that joyful time should come when she also might rise to the surface of the water and see what
was going on in the upper world; however, the eldest promised to tell the others of everything she might see,
when the first day of her being of age arrived; for the grandmother gave them but little information, and there was
so much that they wished to hear.
But none of all her sisters longed so ardently for the day when she should be released from childish restraint as
the youngest, she who had longest to wait, and was so quiet and thoughtful. Many a night she stood by the open
windows, looking up through the clear blue water, whilst the fishes were leaping and playing around her. She
could see the sun and the moon; their light was pale, but they appeared larger than they do to those who live in the
upper world. If a shadow passed over them, she knew it must be either a whale or a ship sailing by full of human
beings, who indeed little thought that, far beneath them, a little mermaiden was passionately stretching forth her
white hands towards their ship’s keel.
*
The day had now arrived when the eldest princess had attained her fifteenth year, and was therefore allowed to
rise up to the surface of the sea.
When she returned she had a thousand things to relate. Her chief pleasure had been to sit upon a sandbank in
the moonlight, looking at the large town which lay on the coast, where lights were beaming like stars, and where
music was playing; she had heard the distant noise of men and carriages, she had seen the high church-towers, had
listened to the ringing of the bells; and just because she could not go there she longed the more after all these
things.
How attentively did her youngest sister listen to her words! And when she next stood at night time, by her open
window, gazing upward through the blue waters, she thought so intensely of the great noisy city that she fancied
she could near the church-bells ringing.
Next year the second sister received permission to swim wherever she pleased. She rose to the surface of the
sea, just when the sun was setting; and this sight so delighted her, that she declared it to be more beautiful than
anything else she had seen above the waters.
“The whole sky seemed tinged with gold,” she said, “and it is impossible for me to describe to you the beauty
of the clouds. Now red, now violet, they glided over me; but still more swiftly flew over the water a flock of white
swans, just where the sun was descending; I looked after them, but the sun disappeared, and the bright rosy light
on the surface of the sea and on the edges of the clouds was gradually extinguished.”
It was now time for the third sister to visit the upper world. She was the boldest of the six, and ventured up a
river. On its shores she saw green hills covered with woods and vineyards, and from among which arose houses
and castles; she heard the birds singing, and the sun shone with so much power, that she was continually obliged
to plunge below, in order to cool her burning face. In a little bay she met with a number of children, who were
bathing and jumping about; she would have joined in their gambols, but the children fled back to land in great
terror, and a little black animal barked at her in such a manner, that she herself was frightened at last, and swam
back to the sea. She could not, however, forget the green woods, the verdant hills, and the pretty children, who,
although they had no fins, were swimming about in the river so fearlessly.
The fourth sister was not so bold, she remained in the open sea, and said on her return home, she thought
nothing could be more beautiful. She had seen ships sailing by, so far off that they looked like seagulls, she had
watched the merry dolphins gamboling in the water, and the enormous whales, sending up into the air a thousand
sparkling fountains.
The year after, the fifth sister attained her fifteenth year. Her birthday happened at a different season to that of
her sisters; it was winter, the sea was of a green color, and immense icebergs were floating on its surface. These,
she said, looked like pearls; they were, however, much larger than the church-towers in the land of the human
beings. She sat down upon one of these pearls, and let the wind play with her long hair, but then all the ships
hoisted their sails in terror, and escaped as quickly as possible. In the evening the sea was covered with sails; and
whilst the great mountains of ice alternately sank and rose again, and beamed with a reddish glow, flashes of
lightning burst forth from the clouds and the thunder rolled on, peal after peal. The sails of all the ships were
instantly furled, and horror and affright reigned on board, but the princess sat still upon the iceberg, looking
unconcernedly at the blue zig-zag of the flashes.
*
The first time that either of these sisters rose out of the sea, she was quite enchanted at the sight of so many
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new and beautiful objects, but the novelty was soon over, and it was not long ere their own home appeared more
attractive than the upper world, for there only did they find everything agreeable.
Many an evening would the five sisters rise hand in hand from the depths of the ocean. Their voices were far
sweeter than any human voice, and when a storm was coming on, they would swim in front of the ships, and sing
—oh! how sweetly did they sing! Describing the happiness of those who lived at the bottom of the sea, and
entreating the sailors not to be afraid, but to come down to them.
The mariners, however, did not understand their words; they fancied the song was only the whistling of the
wind, and thus they lost the hidden glories of the sea; for if their ships were wrecked, all on board were drowned,
and none but dead men ever entered the Mer-king’s palace.
Whilst the sisters were swimming at evening time, the youngest would remain motionless and alone, in her
father’s palace, looking up after them. She would have wept, but mermaids cannot weep, and therefore, when they
are troubled, suffer infinitely more than human beings do.
“Oh! if I were but fifteen!” sighed she, “I know that I should love the upper world and its inhabitants so
much.”
At last the time she had so longed for arrived.
*
“Well, now it is your turn,” said the grandmother, “Come here that I may adorn you like your sisters.” And she
wound around her hair a wreath of white lilies, whose every petal was the half of a pearl, and then commanded
eight large oysters to fasten themselves to the princess’s tail, in token of her high rank.
“But that is so very uncomfortable!” said the little princess.
“One must not mind slight inconveniences when one wishes to look well,” said the old lady.
How willingly would the princess have given up all this splendor, and exchanged her heavy crown for the red
flowers of her garden, which were so much more becoming to her. But she dared not do so.
“Farewell,” said she; and she rose from the sea, light as a flake of foam.
When, for the first time in her life, she appeared on the surface of the water, the sun had just sunk below the
horizon, the clouds were beaming with bright golden and rosy hues, the evening star was shining in the pale
western sky, the air was mild and refreshing, and the sea as smooth as a looking-glass. A large ship with three
masts lay on the still waters; one sail only was unfurled, but not a breath was stirring, and the sailors were quietly
seated on the cordage and ladders of the vessel. Music and song resounded from the deck, and after it grew dark
hundreds of lamps all of a sudden burst forth into light, whilst innumerable flags were fluttering overhead.
The little mermaid swam close up to the captain’s cabin, and every now and then when the ship was raised by
the motion of the water, she could look through the clear window panes. She saw within, many richly dressed
men; the handsomest among them was a young prince with large black eyes. He could not certainly be more than
sixteen years old, and it was in honor of his birthday that a grand festival was being celebrated. The crew were
dancing on the deck, and when the young prince appeared among them, a hundred rockets were sent up into the
air, turning night into day, and so terrifying the little mermaid, that for some minutes she plunged beneath the
water.
However, she soon raised her little head again, and then it seemed as if all the stars were falling down upon
her. Such a fiery shower she had never seen before, never had she heard that men possessed such wonderful
powers. Large suns revolved around her, bright fishes swam in the air, and everything was reflected perfectly on
the clear surface of the sea. It was so light in the ship, that everything could be seen distinctly.
Oh! how happy the young prince was! He shook hands with the sailors, laughed and jested with them, whilst
sweet notes of music mingled with the silence of night.
It was now late, but the little mermaid could not tear herself away from the ship and the handsome young
prince. She remained looking through the cabin window, rocked to and fro by the waves. There was a foaming
and fermentation in the depths beneath, and the ship began to move on faster, the sails were spread, the waves
rose high, thick clouds gathered over the sky, and the noise of distant thunder was heard.
The sailors perceived that a storm was coming on, so that again furled the sails. The great vessel was tossed
about on the tempestuous ocean like a light boat, and the waves rose to an immense height, towering over the
little ship, which alternately sank beneath and rose above them. To the little mermaid this seemed most delightful,
but the ship’s crew thought very differently. The vessel cracked, the stout masts bent under the violence of the
billows, the waters rushed in. For a minute the ship tottered to and fro, then the main-mast broke, as if it had been
a reed; the ship turned over, and was filled with water.
The little mermaid now perceived that the crew was in danger, for she herself was forced to beware of the
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beams and splinters torn from the vessel, and floating about on the waves. But at the same time it became pitch
dark so that she could not distinguish anything; presently, however, a dreadful flash of lightning disclosed to her
the whole of the wreck. Her eyes sought the young prince—the same instant the ship sank to the bottom. At first
she was delighted, thinking the prince must now come to her abode, but she soon remembered that man cannot
live in water, and that therefore if the prince ever entered her palace, it would be as a corpse.
“Die! no, he must not die!”
She swam through the fragments with which the water was strewn regardless of the danger she was incurring,
and at last found the prince all but exhausted, and with great difficulty keeping his head above water. He had
already closed his eyes, and must inevitably have been drowned, had not the little mermaid come to his rescue.
She seized hold of him and kept him above water, suffering the current to bear them on together.
Towards morning the storm was hushed; no trace, however, remained of the ship. The sun rose like fire out of
the sea; his beams seemed to restore color to the prince’s cheeks, but his eyes were still closed. The mermaid
kissed his high forehead and stroked his wet hair away from his face. He looked like the marble statue in her
garden; she kissed him again and wished most fervently that he might recover.
She now saw the dry land with its mountains glittering with snow. A green wood extended along the coast, and
at the entrance of the wood stood a chapel or convent, she could not be sure which. Citron and lemon trees grew
in the garden adjoining it, an avenue of tall palm trees led up to the door. The sea here formed a little bay, in
which the water was quite smooth but very deep, and under the cliffs there were dry firm sands. Hither swam the
little mermaid with the seemingly dead prince; she laid him upon the warm sand, and took care to place his head
high, and to turn his face to the sun.
The bells began to ring in the large white building which stood before her, and a number of young girls came
out to walk in the garden. The mermaid went away from the shore, hid herself behind some stones, covered her
head with foam, so that her little face could not be seen, and watched the prince with unremitting attention.
It was not long before one of the young girls approached. She seemed quite frightened at finding the prince in
this state, apparently dead; soon, however, she recovered herself, and ran back to call her sisters. The little
mermaid saw that the prince revived, and that all around smiled kindly and joyfully upon him—on her, however,
he looked not, he knew not that it was she who had saved him, and when the prince was taken into the house, she
felt so sad, that she immediately plunged beneath the water, and returned to her father’s palace.
If she had been before quiet and thoughtful, she now grew still more so. Her sisters asked her what she had
seen in the upper world, but she made no answer.
*
Many an evening she rose to the place where she had left the prince. She saw the snow on the mountains melt,
the fruits in the garden ripen and gathered, but the prince she never saw, so she always returned sorrowfully to her
subterranean abode. Her only pleasure was to sit in her little garden gazing on the beautiful statue so like the
prince. She cared no longer for her flowers; they grew up in wild luxuriance, covered the steps, and entwined their
long stems and tendrils among the boughs of the trees, so that her whole garden became a bower.
At last, being unable to conceal her sorrow any longer, she revealed the secret to one of her sisters who told it
to the other princesses, and they to some of their friends. Among them was a young mermaid who recollected the
prince, having been an eye-witness herself to the festivities in the ship; she knew also in what country the prince
lived, and the name of its king.
“Come, little sister!” said the princesses, and embracing her they rose together arm in arm, out of the water,
just in front of the prince’s palace.
This palace was built of bright yellow stones, a flight of white marble steps led from it down to the sea. A
gilded cupola crowned the building, and white marble figures, which might almost have been taken for real men
and women, were placed among the pillars surrounding it. Through the clear glass of the high windows one might
look into magnificent apartments hung with silken curtains, the walls adorned with magnificent paintings. It was a
real treat to the little royal mermaids to behold so splendid an abode; they gazed through the windows of one of
the largest rooms, and in the center saw a fountain playing, whose water sprang up so high as to reach the
glittering cupola above, through which the sunbeams fell dancing on the water, and brightening the pretty plants
which grew around it.
The little mermaid now knew where her beloved prince dwelt, and henceforth she went there almost every
evening. She often approached nearer the land than her sisters had ventured, and even swam up the narrow
channel that flowed under the marble balcony. Here on a bright moonlight night, she would watch the young
prince who believed himself alone.
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Sometimes she saw him sailing on the water in a gaily-painted boat with many colored flags waving above.
She would then hide among the green reeds which grew on the banks, listening to his voice, and if any once in the
boat noticed the rustling of her long silver veil, which was caught now and then by the light breeze, they only
fancied it was a swan flapping his wings.
Many a night when the fishermen were casting their nets by the beacon’s light, she heard them talking of the
prince, and relating the noble actions he had performed. She was then so happy, thinking how she had saved his
life when struggling with the waves, and remembering how his head had rested on her bosom, and how she had
kissed him when he knew nothing of it, and could never even dream of such a thing.
Human beings became more and more dear to her every day; she wished that she were one of them. Their
world seemed to her much larger than that of the mer-people; they could fly over the ocean in their ships, as well
as climb to the summits of those high mountains that rose above the clouds; and their wooded domains extended
much farther than a mermaid’s eye could penetrate.
There were many things that she wished to hear explained, but her sisters could not give her any satisfactory
answer; she was again obliged to have recourse to the old queen-mother, who knew a great deal about the upper
world, which she used to call “the country above the sea.”
*
“Do men when they are not drowned live forever?” she asked one day. “Do not they die as we do, who live at
the bottom of the sea?”
“Yes,” was the grandmother’s reply, “they must die like us, and their life is much shorter than ours. We live to
the age of three hundred years, but when we die, we become foam on the sea, and are not allowed even to share a
grave among those that are dear to us. We have no immortal souls, we can never live again, and are like the grass
which, when once cut down, is withered forever. Human beings, on the contrary, have souls that continue to live,
when their bodies become dust, and as we rise out of the water to admire the abode of man, they ascend to
glorious unknown dwellings in the skies which we are not permitted to see.”
“Why have not we immortal souls?” asked the little mermaid. “I would willingly give up my three hundred
years to be a human being for only one day, thus to become entitled to that heavenly world above.”
“You must not think of that,” answered her grandmother, “it is much better as it is; we live longer and are far
happier than human beings.”
“So I must die, and be dashed like foam over the sea, never to rise again and hear the gentle murmur of the
ocean, never again see the beautiful flowers and the bright sun! Tell me, dear grandmother, are there no means by
which I may obtain an immortal soul?”
“No!” replied the old lady. “It is true that if thou couldst so win the affections of a human being as to become
dearer to him than either father or mother; if he loved thee with all his heart, and promised whilst the priest joined
his hands with thine to be always faithful to thee; then his soul would flow into thine, and thou wouldst then
become partaker of human bliss. But that can never be! For what in our eyes is the most beautiful part of our
body, the tail, the inhabitants of the earth think hideous, they cannot bear it. To appear handsome to them, the
body must have two clumsy props which they call legs.”
The little mermaid sighed and looked mournfully at the scaly part of her form, otherwise so fair and delicate.
“We are happy,” added the old lady, “we shall jump and swim about merrily for three hundred years; that is a
long time, and afterwards we shall repose peacefully in death. This evening we have a court ball.”
*
The ball which the queen-mother spoke of was far more splendid than any that earth has ever seen. The walls
of the saloon were of crystal, very thick, but yet very clear; hundreds of large mussel-shells were planted in rows
along them; these shells were some of rose-color, some green as grass, but all sending forth a bright light, which
not only illuminated the whole apartment, but also shone through the glassy walls so as to light up the waters
around for a great space, and making the scales of the numberless fishes, great and small, crimson and purple,
silver and gold-colored, appear more brilliant than ever.
Through the center of the saloon flowed a bright, clear stream, on the surface of which danced mermen and
mermaids to the melody of their own sweet voices, voices far sweeter than those of the dwellers upon earth. The
little princess sang more harmoniously than any other, and they clapped their hands and applauded her. She was
pleased at this, for she knew well that there was neither on earth or in the sea a more beautiful voice than hers.
But her thoughts soon returned to the world above her; she could not forget the handsome prince; she could not
control her sorrow at not having an immortal soul. She stole away from her father’s palace, and whilst all was joy
within, she sat alone lost in thought in her little neglected garden. On a sudden she heard the tones of horns
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resounding over the water far away in the distance, and she said to herself,
“Now he is going out to hunt, he whom I love more than my father and my mother, with whom my thoughts
are constantly occupied, and to whom I would so willingly trust the happiness of my life! All! All, will I risk to
win him—and an immortal soul! Whilst my sisters are still dancing in the palace, I will go to the enchantress
whom I have hitherto feared so much, but who is, nevertheless, the only person who can advise and help me.”
*
So the little mermaid left the garden, and went to the foaming whirlpool beyond which dwelt the enchantress.
She had never been this way before—neither flowers nor sea-grass bloomed along her path; she had to traverse
an extent of bare gray sand till she reached the whirlpool, whose waters were eddying and whizzing like millwheels, tearing everything they could seize along with them into the abyss below.
She was obliged to make her way through this horrible place, in order to arrive at the territory of the
enchantress. Then she had to pass through a boiling, slimy bog, which the enchantress called her turf-moor; her
house stood in a wood beyond this, and a strange abode it was.
All the trees and bushes around were polypi, looking like hundred-headed serpents shooting up out of the
ground; their branches were long slimy arms with fingers of worms, every member, from the root to the uttermost
tip, ceaselessly moving and extending on all sides. Whatever they seized they fastened upon so that it could not
loosen itself from their grasp.
The little mermaid stood still for a minute, looking at this horrible wood; her heart beat with fear, and she
would certainly have returned without attaining her object, had she not remembered the prince—and immortality.
The thought gave her new courage, she bound up her long waving hair, that the polypi might not catch hold of it,
crossed her delicate arms over her bosom, and, swifter than a fish can glide through the water, she passed these
unseemly trees, who stretched their eager arms after her in vain.
She cold not, however, help seeing that every polypus had something in his grasp, held as firmly by a thousand
little arms as if enclosed by iron bands. The whitened skeletons of a number of human beings who had been
drowned in the sea, and had sunk into the abyss, grinned horribly from the arms of these polypi; helms, chests,
skeletons of land animals were also held in their embrace; among other things might be seen even a little mermaid
whom they had seized and strangled! What a fearful sight for the unfortunate princess!
But she got safely through this wood of horrors, and then arrived at a slimy place, where immense fat snails
were crawling about, and in the midst of this place stood a house built of the bones of unfortunate people who had
been shipwrecked.
Here sat the witch caressing a toad in the same manner as some persons would a pet bird. The ugly fat snails
she called her chickens, and she permitted them to crawl about her.
*
“I know well what you would ask of me,” said she to the little princess. “Your wish is foolish enough, yet it
shall be fulfilled, though its accomplishment is sure to bring misfortune on you, my fairest princess. You wish to
get rid of your tail, and to have instead two stilts like those of human beings, in order that a young prince may fall
in love with you, and that you may obtain an immortal soul. Is it not so?” Whilst the witch spoke these words, she
laughed so violently that her pet toad and snails fell from her lap.
“You come just at the right time,” continued she; “Had you come after sunset, it would not have been in my
power to have helped you before another year. I will prepare for you a drink with which you must swim to land,
you must sit down upon the shore and swallow it, and then your tail will fall and shrink up to the things which
men call legs. This transformation will, however, be very painful; you will feel as though a sharp knife passed
through your body. All who look on you after you have been thus changed will say that you are the loveliest child
of earth they have ever seen; you will retain your peculiar undulating movements, and no dancer will move so
lightly, but every step you take will cause you pain all but unbearable; it will seem to you as though you were
walking on the sharp edges of swords, and your blood will flow. Can you endure all this suffering? If so, I will
grant your request.”
“Yes, I will,” answered the princess, with a faltering voice; for she remembered her dear prince, and the
immortal soul which her suffering might win.
“Only consider,” said the witch, “that you can never again become a mermaid, when once you have received a
human form. You may never return to your sisters, and your father’s palace; and unless you shall win the prince’s
love to such a degree, that he shall leave father and mother for you, that you shall be mixed up with all his
thoughts and wishes, and unless the priest join your hands, so that you become man and wife, you will never
obtain the immortality you seek. The morrow of the day on which he is united to another, will see your death;
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your heart will break with sorrow, and you will be changed to foam on the sea.”
“Still I will venture!” said the little mermaid, pale and trembling as a dying person.
“Besides all this, I must be paid, and it is no slight thing that I require for my trouble. Thou hast the sweetest
voice of all the dwellers in the sea, and thou thinkest by its means to charm the prince; this voice, however, I
demand as my recompense. The best thing thou possessest I require in exchange for my magic drink; for I shall be
obliged to sacrifice my own blood, in order to give it the sharpness of a two-edged sword.”
“But if you take my voice from me,” said the princess, “what have I left with which to charm the prince?”
“Thy graceful form,” replied the witch, “thy modest gait, and speaking eyes. With such as these, it will be easy
to infatuate a vain human heart.
“Well now! Hast thou lost courage? Put out thy little tongue, that I may cut it off, and take it for myself, in
return for my magic drink.”
“Be it so!” said the princess, and the witch too up her cauldron, in order to mix her potion.
“Cleanliness is a good thing,” remarked she, as she began to rub the cauldron with a handful of toads and
snails. She then scratched her bosom, and let the black blood trickle down into the cauldron, every moment
throwing in new ingredients, the smoke from the mixture assuming such horrible forms as were enough to fill
beholders with terror, and a moaning and groaning proceeding from it, which might be compared to the weeping
of crocodiles. The magic drink at length became clear and transparent as pure water; it was ready.
“Here it is!” said the witch to the princess, cutting out her tongue at the same moment. The poor little mermaid
was now dumb: she could neither sing nor speak.
“If the polypi should attempt to seize you, as you pass through my little grove,” said the witch, “you have only
to sprinkle some of this magic drink over them, and their arms will burst into a thousand pieces.”
But the princess had no need of this counsel, for the polypi drew hastily back, as soon as they perceived the
bright phial, that glittered in her hand like a star; thus she passed safely through the formidable wood over the
moor, and across the foaming mill-stream.
She now looked once again at her father’s palace; the lamps in the saloon were extinguished, and all the family
were asleep. She would not go in, for she could not speak if she did; she was about to leave her home forever; her
heart was ready to break with sorrow at the thought; she stole into the garden, plucked a flower from the bed of
each of her sisters as a remembrance, kissed her hand again and again, and then rose through the dark blue waters
to the world above.
*
The sun had not yet risen, when she arrived at the prince’s dwelling, and ascended those well-known marble
steps. The moon still shone in the sky when the little mermaid drank off the wonderful liquid contained in the
phial—she felt it run through her like a sharp knife, and she fell down in a swoon. When the sun rose, she awoke;
and felt a burning pain in all her limbs, but—she saw standing close to her the object of her love, the handsome
young prince, whose coal-black eyes were fixed inquiringly upon her.
Full of shame she cast down her own, and perceived, instead of the long fish-tail she had hitherto borne, two
slender legs; but she was quite naked, and tried in vain to cover herself with her long thick hair. The prince asked
who she was, and how she had got there; and she, in reply, smiled and gazed upon him with her bright blue eyes,
for alas! she could not speak.
He then led her by the hand into the palace. She found that the witch had told her true; she felt as though she
were walking on the edges of sharp swords, but she bore the pain willingly; on she passed, light as a zephyr, and
all who saw her, wondered at her light undulating movements.
When she entered the palace, rich clothes of muslin and silk were brought to her; she was lovelier than all who
dwelt there, but she could neither speak nor sing. Some female slaves, gaily dressed in silk and gold brocade, sung
before the prince and his royal parents; and one of them distinguished herself by her clear sweet voice, which the
prince applauded by clapping his hands. This made the little mermaid very sad, for she knew that she used to sing
far better than the young slave.
“Alas!” thought she, “if he did but know that, for his sake, I have given away my voice forever.”
The slaves began to dance; our lovely little mermaiden then arose, stretched out her delicate white arms, and
hovered gracefully about the room. Every motion displayed more and more the perfect symmetry and elegance of
her figure and the expression which beamed in her speaking eyes touched the hearts of the spectators far more
than the song of the slaves.
All present were enchanted, but especially the young prince, who called her his dear little foundling. And she
danced again and again, although every step cost her excessive pain. The prince then said she should always be
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with him; and accordingly a sleeping place\fn{ The text has: palace.} was prepared for her on velvet cushions in the
anteroom of his own apartment.
The prince caused a suit of male apparel to be made for her, in order that she might accompany him in his
rides; so together they traversed the fragrant woods, where green boughs brushed against their shoulders, and the
birds sang merrily among the fresh leaves. With him she climbed up steep mountains, and although her tender feet
bled, so as to be remarked by the attendants, she only smiled, and followed her dear prince to the heights, whence
they could see the clouds chasing each other beneath them, like a block of birds migrating to other countries.
During the night, she would, when all in the palace were at rest, walk down the marble steps, in order to cool
her feet in the deep waters; she would then think of those beloved ones, who dwelt in the lower world.
*
One night, as she was thus bathing her feet, her sisters swam together to the spot, arm in arm and singing, but
alas! so mournfully! She beckoned to them, and they immediately recognized her, and told her how great was the
mourning in her father’s house for her loss.
From this time the sisters visited her every night; and once they brought with them the old grandmother, who
had not seen the upper world for a great many years; they likewise brought their father, the Mer-king, with his
crown on his head; but these two old people did not venture near enough to land to be able to speak to her.
The little mermaiden became dearer and dearer to the prince every day; but he only looked upon her as a
sweet, gentle child; and the thought of making her his wife never entered his head. And yet his wife she must be,
ere she could receive an immortal soul; his wife she must be, or she would change into foam, and be driven
restlessly over the billows of the sea!
“Dost thou not love me above all others?” her eyes seemed to ask, as he pressed her fondly in his arms, and
kissed her lovely brow.
‘Yes,” the prince would say, “thou art dearer to me than any other, for no one is as good as thou art! Thou
lovest me so much; and thou art so like a young maiden, whom I have seen but once, and may never see again. I
was on board a ship, which was wrecked by a sudden tempest; the waves threw me on the shore, near a holy
temple, where a number of young girls are occupied constantly with religious services. The youngest of them
found me on the shore, and saved my life. I saw her only once, but her image is vividly impressed upon my
memory, and her alone can I love. But she belongs to the holy temple; and thou who resemblest her so much hast
been given to me for consolation; never will we be parted!”
“Alas! he does not know that it was I who saved his life,” thought the little mermaiden, sighing deeply; “I bore
him over the wild waves, into the wooded bay, where the holy temple stood; I sat behind the rocks, waiting till
some one should come. I saw the pretty maiden approach, whom he loves more than me,”—and again she heaved
a deep sigh, for she could not weep—“he said that the young girl belongs to the holy temple; she never comes out
into the world, so they cannot meet each other again—and I am always with him, see him daily; I will love him,
and devote my whole life to him.”
*
“So the prince is going to be married to the beautiful daughter of the neighboring king,” said the courtiers,
“that is why he is having that splendid ship fitted out. It is announced that he wishes to travel, but in reality he
goest to see the princess; a numerous retinue will accompany him.”
The little mermaiden smiled at these and similar conjectures, for she knew the prince’s intentions better than
any one else.
“I must go,” he said to her, “I must see the beautiful princess; my parents require me to do so; but they will not
compel me to marry her, and bring her home as my bride. And it is quite impossible for me to love her, for she
cannot be so like the beautiful girl in the temple as thou art; and if I were obliged to choose, I should prefer thee,
my little silent foundling, with the speaking eyes.”
And he kissed her rosy lips, played with her locks, and folded her in his arms, whereupon arose in her heart a
sweet vision of human happiness and immortal bliss.
“Thou art not afraid of the sea, art thou, my sweet silent child?” asked he tenderly as they stood together in the
splendid ship, which was to take them to the country of the neighboring king. And then he told her of the storms
that sometimes agitate the waters; of the strange fishes that inhabit the deep, and of the wonderful things seen by
divers. But she smiled at his words, for she knew better than any child of earth what went on in the depths of the
ocean.
At night time, when the moon shone brightly, and when all on board were fast asleep, she sat in the ship’s
gallery, looking down into the sea. It seemed to her, as she gazed through the foamy track made by the ship’s keel,
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that she saw her father’s palace, and her grandmother’s silver crown. She then saw her sisters rise out of the water,
looking sorrowful and stretching out their hands towards her. She nodded to them, smiled, and would have
explained that everything was going on quite according to her wishes; but just then the cabin boy approached,
upon which the sisters plunged beneath the water so suddenly that the boy thought what he had seen on the waves
was nothing but foam.
*
The next morning the ship entered the harbor of the king’s splendid capital.
Bells were rung, trumpets sounded, and soldiers marched in procession through the city, with waving banners,
and glittering bayonets. Every day witnessed some new entertainments, balls and parties followed each other; the
princess, however, was not yet in the town; she had been sent to a distant convent for education, and had there
been taught the practice of all royal virtues. At last she arrived at the palace.
The little mermaid had been anxious to see this unparalleled princess; and she was now obliged to confess, that
she had never before seen so beautiful a creature.
The skin of the princess was so white and delicate, that the veins might be seen through it, and her dark eyes
sparkled beneath a pair of finely formed eyebrows.
“It is herself!” exclaimed the prince, when they met, “it is she who saved my life, when I lay like a corpse on
the sea-shore!” and he pressed his blushing bride to his beating heart.
“Oh, I am all too happy!” said he to his dumb foundling. “What I never dared to hope for, has come to pass.
Thou must rejoice in my happiness, for thou lovest me more than all others who surround me.” And the little
mermaid kissed his hand in silent sorrow; it seemed to her as if her heart was breaking already, although the
morrow of his marriage day, which must inevitably see her death, had not yet dawned.
Again rung the church-bells, whilst heralds rode through the streets of the capital, to announce the approaching
bridal. Odorous flames burned in silver candlesticks on all the altars; the priests swung their golden censers; and
bride and bridegroom joined hands, whilst the holy words that united them were spoken. The little mermaid, clad
in silk and cloth of gold, stood behind the princess, and held the train of the bridal dress; but her ear heard nothing
of the solemn music; her eye saw not the holy ceremony; she remembered her approaching end, she remembered
that she had lost both this world and the next.
That very same evening, bride and bridegroom, went on board the ship; cannons were fired, flags waved with
the breeze, and in the center of the deck stood a magnificent pavilion of purple and cloth of gold, fitted up with
the richest and softest couches. Here the princely pair were to spend the night. A favorable wind swelled the sails,
and the ship glided lightly over the blue waters.
As soon as it was dark, colored lamps were hung out and dancing began on the deck. The little mermaid was
thus involuntarily reminded of what she had seen the first time she rose to the upper world. The spectacle that
now presented itself was equally splendid—and she was obliged to join in the dance, hovering lightly as a bird
over the ship boards.
All applauded her, for never had she danced with more enchanting grace. Her little feet suffered extremely, but
she no longer felt the pain; the anguish her heart suffered was much greater. It was the last evening she might see
him, for whose sake she had forsaken her home and all her family, had given away her beautiful voice, and
suffered daily the most violent pain—all without his having the least suspicion of it. It was the last evening that
she might breathe the same atmosphere in which he, the beloved one, lived; the last evening when she might
behold the deep blue sea, and the starry heavens—an eternal night, in which she might neither think nor dream,
awaited her.
And all was joy in the ship; and she, her heart filled with thoughts of death and annihilation, smiled and dance
with the others, till past midnight. Then the prince kissed his lovely bride, and arm in arm they entered the
magnificent tent, prepared for their repose.
All was now still; the steersman alone stood at the ship’s helm. The little mermaid leaned her white arms on
the gallery, and looked towards the east, watching for the dawn; she well knew that the first sunbeam would
witness her dissolution. She saw her sisters arise out of the sea; deadly pale were their features; and their long hair
no more fluttered over their shoulders, it had all been cut off.
“We have given it to the witch,” said they, “to induce her to help thee, so that thou mayest not die. She has
given us a pen-knife: here it is! Before the sun rises, thou must plunge it into the prince’s heart; and when his
warm blood trickles down upon thy feet they will again be changed to a fish-like tail; thou wilt once more become
a mermaid, and wilt live thy full three hundred years, ere thou changest to foam on the sea.
“But hasten! Either he or thou must die before sunrise. Our aged mother mourns for thee so much, her gray
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hair has fallen off through sorrow, as ours fell before the scissors of the witch. Kill the prince, and come down to
us!
“Hasten! Hasten! Dost thou not see the red streaks on the eastern sky, announcing the near approach of the
sun? A few minutes more and he rises, and then all will be over with thee.”
At these words they signed deeply and vanished.
The little mermaid drew aside the purple curtains of the pavilion, where lay the bride and bridegroom; bending
over them, she kissed the prince’s forehead, and then glancing at the sky, she saw that the dawning light became
every moment brighter. The prince’s lips unconsciously murmured the name of his bride—he was dreaming of
her, and her only, whilst the fatal penknife trembled in the hand of the unhappy mermaid.
All at once, she threw far out into the sea that instrument of death; the waves rose like blazing flames around,
and the water where it fell seemed tinged with blood. With eyes fast becoming dim and fixed, she looked once
more at her beloved prince; then plunged from the ship into the sea, and felt her body slowly but surely dissolving
into foam.
52.162 Young Olav And Ingunn\fn{by Sigrid Undset (1882-1949)} Kallundborg, Vestsjælland County, Denmark (F)
10
Olav had inherited from his father a great battle-axe—with pointed barbs, steel edge, and inlays of gold on the
cheeks; the shaft had hands of gilt copper. It had a name and was called Ættarfylgja\fn{Norse for Kin-fetch.}
It was a splendid weapon and the boy who owned this treasure thought its match was scarce to be found in
Norway, as was like enough. But he had never said this to any but Ingunn, and she believed it and was as proud of
the axe as he himself. Olav had always kept it hanging above his sleeping-place in the hall.
But one day this spring Olav saw that the edge was notched, and when he took it down, he found that the steel
edge had parted from the iron blade and worked loose in the welding. Olav guessed that it would be vain to try to
find out who had used his axe and spoilt it. So he said nothing to any but Ingunn. They took counsel what he
should do and agreed that next time Steinfinn was from home Olav must ride to Hamar; there dwelt a famous
armorer, and if he could not set it to rights, no man could.
And one morning in the week before John’s Mass Ingunn came and told Olav that today her father was going
north to Kolbein; so it might be a timely occasion for them to go to the town next day.
Olav had not thought to take her with him. It was many years since either of the children had been in the town,
and Olav did not rightly know how far it was thither; but he had thought he might be home again to supper if he
rode down early in the morning.
But Ingunn had no horse of her own, and there was none in the place that he could take for her. If they were to
take turns at riding his horse, Elk, they could not reach home again till far on in the night—and then it would be
so that she must ride and he walk the whole time; that he knew well from the many times they had gone together
to Mass in their parish church, in the village below. And they would surely be very angry, Steinfinn and Ingebjörg,
if they heard that he had taken Ingunn with him to Hamar.
But Olav only made answer that they would have to go down to the shore and row to the town—they must set
out betimes in the morning.
*
It was a good while before sunrise when he stole out of the hall next morning, but it was daylight outside, calm
and chilly. The air was cold with dew—good as a bath after the dense fumes of man and dog within. The boy
sucked it in, as he stood on the threshold looking at the weather.
The wild cherry was white with a foam of blossom between the cornfields—spring had come even here in the
hills. Far below, the lake lay glistening, a dead gray with dark stripes where the current ran: it gave promise of
showers. The sky had a wan look, and dark shreds of cloud drifted low down—there had been rain-storms in the
night.
When Olav stepped out on the grass of the yard his high boots of yellow undyed leather were darkened with
moisture—little reddish splashes appeared on his boot-legs. He sat down on the doorstone and pulled off his
boots, tied the laces together, and slung them over his shoulder to carry them with his folded cloak and the axe.
Barefoot he went across the wet courtyard to the house where Ingunn had slept that night with two of the
serving-maids, that she might be able to slip away without being seen. For the journey to town Olav had dressed
himself in his best clothes—a long kirtle of light-blue English cloth and hose of the same stuff. But the dress was
somewhat outgrown—the kirtle was tight across the chest and short at the wrists and it scarce reached to the
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middle of his calf. The hose too were very tight, and Ingebjörg had cut off the feet the autumn before; now they
ended at the ankle. But the kirtle was fastened at the neck with a fine ring-brooch of gold, and round his waist he
wore a belt set with silver roses and St. Olav’s image\fn{ Olaf Haraldssön, (995-1030), Patron Saint of Norway and King of
Norway (1016-1029).} on the buckle; his dagger bore gilt mounts on hilt and sheath.
Olav went up into the balcony and struck three light blows upon the door. Then he stood waiting.
A bird began trilling and piping—it burst forth like a fountain above the sleepy twittering from the thickets
round about. Olav saw the bird as a dot against the sky—it sat on a fir twig against the yellowing northern heaven.
He could see how it drew itself in and swelled itself out, like a little heart beating. The hosts of cloud high up
began to flush, a flush spread over the hill-side with a rosy reflection the water.
Olav knocked at the door again, much harder—it rang out in the morning stillness so that the boy held his
breath and listened for a movement in any of the houses.
*
Soon after, the door was opened ajar—the girl slipped out. Her hair hung about her, ruffled and lusterless; it
was yellow-brown and very curly. She was in her bare smock; the neck, which was of white linen, was worked
with green and blue flowers, but below, it was of coarse gray stuff, and it was too long for her and trailed about
her narrow pink feet. She carried her clothes over her arm and had a wallet in her hand. This she gave to Olav,
threw down her bundle of clothes, and shook her hair from her face, which was still flushed with sleep—one
cheek redder than the other. She took a waist-band and girt up her smock with it.
She was tall and thin, with slight limbs, a long, slender throat, and a small head. Her face was a triangle, her
forehead low and broad, but it was snow-white and finely arched at the temples under the thick folds of hair; the
thin cheeks were too much drawn in, making the chin too long and pointed; the straight little nose was too low
and short.
But for all that her little face had a restless charm of its own: the eyes were very large and dark gray, but the
whites were as blue as a little child’s and they lay in deep shadow beneath the straight black lines of her brows
and her full, white eyelids; the mouth was narrow, but the lips were red as berries—and with her bright pink and
white complexion Ingunn Steinfinnsdatter was fair now in her young girlhood.
“Make haste,” said Olav, as she sat on the stair winding her linen hose tightly around her legs; and she took
good time about it. “You were best carry hose and shoes till the grass be dry.”
“I will not go barefoot on the wet ground in this cold—” the girl shivered a little.
“You will be warmer when once you have made an end of putting on your clothes—you must not be so long
about it—’tis rosy morning already, cannot you see?”
Ingunn made no answer, but took off her hose-band and began again to wind it about her leg. Olav hung her
clothes over the rail of the balcony.
“You must have a cloak with you—do you not see we shall have showers today?”
“My cloak is down with mother—I forgot to take it with me last night. It looks now like fine weather—but if
there comes a shower, we shall find some place to creep under.”
“What if it rains while we are in the boat? You cannot walk in the town without a cloak either. But I see well
enough you will borrow my cloak, as is your way—”
Ingunn looked up at him over her shoulder.
“Why are you so cross today, Olav?”—and she began to be busy with her footgear again.
*
Olav was ready with an answer; but as she bent down to her shoe, the smock slipped from her shoulders,
baring her bosom and upper arm. And instantly a wave of new feelings swept over the boy—he stood still, bashful
and confused, and could not take his eyes off this glimpse of her naked body.
It was as though he had never seen it before; a new light was thrown on what he knew of old—as with a
sudden landslip within him, his feelings for his foster-sister came to rest in a new order. With a burst of fervor he
felt a tenderness which had in it both pity and a touch of pride; her shoulders sank so weakly in a slant to the faint
rounding of the shoulder-joint; the thin, white upper arms looked soft, as though she had no muscles under the
silky skin—the boy’s senses were tricked with a vision of corn that is as yet but milky, before it has fully ripened.
He had a mind to stoop down and pat her consolingly—such was his sudden sense of the difference between her
feeble softness and his own wiry, muscular body.
Oft had he looked at her before, in the bath house, and at himself, his hard, tough, well-rounded chest, his
muscles firmly braced over the stomach, and swelling into a knot as he bent his arm. With childish pride he had
rejoiced that he was a boy.
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Now this self-glorious sense of being strong and well made became strangely shot through with tenderness,
because she was so weak—he would know how to protect her. He would gladly have put his arm around that
slender back, clasped her little girlish breasts beneath his hand. He called to mind that day last spring when he
himself had fallen on his chest over a log—it was where Gunleik’s new house was building—he had torn both his
clothes and his flesh. With a shudder in which were mingled horror and sweetness he thought that never more
would he let Ingunn climb up on the roof with them at Gunleik’s farm.
He blushed as she looked at him.
“You are staring?—Mother will never know I have borrowed her smock; she never wears it herself.”
“Do you not feel the cold?” he asked; and Ingunn’s surprise was yet greater, for he spoke as low and shyly as
though she had really come to some hurt in their game.
“Oh, not enough to make my nails go blue,” she said laughing.
“No, but can you not get your clothes on quickly?” he said anxiously. “You have goose-flesh on your arms.”
“If I could but get my smock together—” The edges at the throat were stiff with sewing; she struggled, but
could not get the stuff through the tiny ring of her brooch.
Olav laid down the whole load that he had just taken on his back. “I will lend you mine—it has a bigger ring.”
He took the gold brooch from his bosom and handed it to her.
Ingunn looked at him, amazed. She had pestered him to lend her this trinket before now, but that he himself
should offer to let her wear it was something new, for it was a costly jewel, of pure gold and fairly big. Along the
outer edge were inscribed the Angel’s Greeting and Amor vincit omnia. Her kinsman Arnvid Finnsson said that in
the Norse tongue this meant “Love conquers all things,” since the Lady Sancta Maria conquers all the malice of
the fiend by her loving supplication.
Ingunn had put on her red holy-day garments and bound her silken girdle about her waist—she combed her
tangled hair with her fingers.
“You must even lend me your comb, Olav!”
Although he had but just collected all his things again, he laid them down once more, searched out a comb
from his pouch, and gave it to her without impatience.
*
But as they plodded along the road between the fences down in the village, Olav’s dizzy exaltation forsook
him little by little. The weather had cleared and the sun was broiling hot—and as time went on, it was a load:
wallet, axe, cloak, and boots. True, Ingunn had once offered to carry some of it; but that was when they were
passing through the forest and it was cool beneath the firs, with a grateful fresh scent of pine-needles and hairmoss and young leaves. The sun barely gilded the tree-tops, and the birds sang with full throat—and then the boy
was still swayed by his new-born emotion.
She bade him stop, she had to plait her hair anew, for she had forgotten her hair-band—ay, ’twas like her. But
her tawny mane waved so finely over her forehead as she loosed the braids, making shady hollows at the temples,
where the first short hairs lay close and curly; it softened his heart to look at it. So when she spoke of carrying, he
only shook his head; and afterwards he heard no more of it.
Down here on the fiord it was full summer. The children climbed a fence and made straight across an
enclosure; the meadow was a slope of flowers, pink clouds of caraway and golden globe-flowers. Where there
was a thin patch of soil among the rocks, the violets grew thick as a carpet, and within the shade of the alder-brake
red catch-flies blazed amid the luxuriant green. Ingunn stopped again and again to pluck flowers, and Olav grew
more and more impatient; he longed to get down to the boat and be rid of his burden. He was hungry too—as yet
neither of them had tasted food. But when she said that they could sit down and eat here in the shade by the brook,
he replied shortly that it would be as he said. When they had got hold of a boat, they could make a meal before
rowing away, but not till then.
“You will always have your way,” said Ingunn querulously.
“Ay, if I let you have yours we might reach the town tomorrow morning. But if you will listen to me, we shall
be back at Frettastein by that time.”
Then she laughed, flung away her flowers, and ran after him.
*
All the way down, the children had followed the brook which ran north of the houses at Frettastein. On nearing
the village it became a little river—on the flat, before it fell into the fiord, it spread out and ran broad and shallow
over a bed of large smooth stones. The lake here formed a great round bay, with a beach strewed with sharp gray
rocks which had fallen from the mountain-side. A line of old alder-trees grew along the bank of the stream right
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out to the lake.
At high-water mark, where beach and greensward met, the path led by a cairn. The boy and girl stopped,
hurried through a Paternoster and an Ave, and then each threw a stone upon the cairn as a sign that they had done
their Christian duty by the dead. It was said to be one who had slain himself, but it was so long ago that Olav and
Ingunn at any rate had never heard who the poor wretch might be.
They had to cross the stream in order to reach the point where Olav had thought he could borrow a boat. This
was easy enough for him, who walked barefoot, but Ingunn had not gone many steps before she began to whimper
—the round pebbles slipped under here feet and the water was so cold and she was spoiling her best shoes.
“Do but stand where you are and I will come and fetch you,” said Olav, and waded back to her.
But when he had taken her up in his arms, he could not see where he put his feet, and in the middle of the river
he fell with her.
The icy water took away his breath for a moment—the whole world seemed to slew over. As long as he lived,
this picture remained burnt into him—all that he saw as he lay in the stream with Ingunn in his arms: light and
shade dropping in patches through the alder-leaves upon the running water, the long, bray curve of the beach
beyond, and the blue lake glittering in the sunshine.
Then he got to his feet, dripping wet and ashamed, strangely ashamed with his empty arms—and they waded
ashore. Ingunn took it ill, as she swept the water from her sleeves and wrung out first her hair-pleats and then the
edge of her dress.
“Oh, hold your mouth now,” Olav begged in a low and cheerless voice. “Must you always be whining over
great things and small—?”
*
The sky was now blue and cloudless, and the fiord quite smooth, with small patches of glittering white
sunshine. Its bright surface reflected the land on the other shore, with tufts of light-green foliage amid the dark
pine forest and farms and fields mounting the hill-side. It had become very warm—the sweet breath of the
summer day was heavy about the two young people. In their wet clothes it felt cold merely to enter the airy shade
of the birches on the point.
The fisher widow’s cot was no more than a turf hovel boarded at one end, in which was a door. There was no
other house in the place but a byre of stones and turf, with an open shed outside to keep the stacks of hay and
dried leaves from the worst of the winter weather. Outside the cabin lay heaps of fish refuse. It stank horribly and
swarms of blue flies buzzed up as the children came near. These heaps of offal were alive and crawling with
maggots—so as soon as Olav had made known his errand and the widow had answered that they might have the
boat and welcome, he took the wallet and went off under the trees. It was an odd thing about Olav that ever since
he was a little boy it had given him a quite absurd feeling of disgust to see maggots moving in anything.
But Ingunn had brought with her a piece of bacon for the widow, Aud. She came of the folk of Steinfinn’s
thralls and now she was eager for news of the manor, so Ingunn was delayed awhile.
The boy had found a dry and sunny spot down by the water; there they could sit and dry themselves as they
ate. Soon Ingunn came, carrying in her hands a bowl of fresh milk. And with the prospect of food, and now that it
was settled about the boat, Olav was suddenly glad at heart—it was grand after all to be out on his own errand and
to be going to Hamar. At heart he was well pleased too that Ingunn was with him; he was used to her following
him everywhere, and if at times she was a little troublesome, he was used to that too.
*
He grew rather sleepy after eating—Steinfinn’s house-carls were not used to early rising. So he stretched
himself on the ground with his head buried in his arms, letting the sun bake his wet back, and he made no more
ado about the need of haste. All at once Ingunn asked if they should bathe in the fiord.
Olav woke and sat up. “The water is too cold—” and all at once he turned red in the face and blushed more and
more. He turned his head aside and stared at the ground.
“I am freezing in my wet clothes,” said Ingunn. “We shall be so fine and warm after it—” she bound her plaits
in a ring about her head, sprang up, and loosened her belt.
“I will not,” muttered Olav in a hesitating voice. His cheeks and brows pricked with heat. Suddenly he jumped
up and, without saying more to her, turned and walked up the point into the grove of firs.
Ingunn looked after him a moment. She was used to his being vexed when she would not do as he said. He
would be cross for a while, till he grew kind again of himself. Calmly and caring nothing, she undressed and
tottered out over the sharp gray stones, which cut her feet, till she reached a little bank of sand.
*
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Olav walked quickly over the gray moss, which crunched under his feet. It was bone-dry already on these
crags that jutted into the lake—the first stifled it with their vapor. It was not much more than a bowshot to the
other side of the point.
A great bare rock ran out into the water. Olav leapt on to it and lay down with his face in his hands.
Then the thought came to him—she could never drown? Perhaps he ought not to have left her. But he could
not go back—
Down in the water it was as though a golden net quivered above stones and mud—the reflection of sunlight on
the surface. He grew giddy from looking down—felt as if he were afloat. The rock he lay on seemed to be moving
through the water.
And all the time he could not help thinking of Ingunn and being tormented by the thought. He felt plunged into
guilt and shame, and it grieved him. They had been used to bathe from his canoe in the tarn above, swimming side
by side in the brown water, into which a yellow dust was shed from the flowering spruces around. But now they
could not be together as before—
It was just as when he lay in the stream and saw the familiar world turned upside-down in an instant. He felt as
if he had had another fall; humbled and ashamed and terrified, he saw the things he had seen every day from
another angle, as he lay on the ground.
It had been so simple and straightforward a thing that he should marry Ingunn when they were grown up. And
he had always looked to Steinfinn to decide when it should be. The lad might feel a tingling when Steinfinn’s
house-carls told tales of their commerce with women. But to him it had been clear that they did these things
because they were men without ties, while he, being born to an estate, must keep himself otherwise. It had never
disturbed his rest to think that he and Ingunn would live together and have children to take the inheritance after
them.
Now he felt he had been the victim of a betrayal—he was changed from what he had been, and Ingunn was
changed in his eyes. They were well-nigh grown up, though none had told them this was coming; and these things
that Steinfinn’s serving-men and their womenfolk had to do with—ah, they tempted him too, for all she was his
betrothed and he had an estate and she a dowry in her coffer.
He saw her as she lay there face down on the short, dry grass. She rested on one arm beneath her breast, so that
her dress was drawn tight over the gentle rounding of her bosom; her tawny plaints wound snake-like in the
heather. When she had said that about bathing, an ugly thought had come over him—together with a meaningless
fear, strong as the fear of death; for it seemed to him that they were as two trees, torn up by the spring flood and
adrift on a stream—and he was afraid the stream would part them asunder.
At that fiery moment he seemed to have full knowledge of what it meant to possess her and what to lose her.
But what was the sense of thinking of such things, when all who had power and authority over them had
ordained that they should be joined together? There was no man and no thing to part them. None the less, with a
tremor of anxiety he felt his childish security shrivel up and vanish, the certainty that all the future days of his life
were threaded for him like beads upon a string. He could not banish the thought that if Ingunn were taken from
him, he knew nothing of the future.
Somewhere deep down within him murmured the voice of a tempter: he must secure her, as the rude and
simple serving-men secured the coarse womenfolk they had a mind to—and if anyone stretched out a hand
towards her that was his, he would be wild, like the he-wolf showing his teeth as he stands over his prey; like the
stallion raring and snorting with rage to receive the bear and fight to the death for his mares, while they stand in a
ring about the scared and quivering foals.
*
The boy lay motionless, staring himself dizzy and hot at the play of light in the gliding water, while he strove
with these new thoughts—both what he knew and what he dimly guessed. When Ingunn gave a call just behind
him, he started up as though waked from sleep.
“You were foolish not to care for a swim,” she said.
“Come now!” Olav jumped down to the beach and walked quickly before her. “We have stayed here far too
long.”
*
After rowing awhile he grew calmer. It felt good to swing his body in steady strokes. The beat of the oars in
the rowlocks, the wash of the water under the boat, lulled his agitation.
It was broiling hot now and the light from the sky and lake dazzled and hurt the eyes—the shores were bathed
in heat haze. And when Olav had rowed for well-nigh two hours, it began to tell on him severely. The boat was
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heavy; and he had not thought how unpracticed he was at rowing. This was not the same as poling and splashing
about the tarn at home. He had to keep far out, for the shore wound in bays and inlets; at times he was afraid he
might be clean out of his course. The town might lie hidden behind one of these headlands, invisible from the boat
—perhaps he had already past it.
Olav saw now that he was in strange country; he remembered nothing from his last journey in these parts.
The sun burned his back; the palms of his hands were sore; and his legs were asleep, so long had he sat with
his feet against the stretcher. But the back of his neck ached worst of all. The lake gleamed far around the tiny
boat—it was a long way to land on every side. Now and again he felt he was rowing against a current. And there
was scarce a craft to be seen that day, whether far out or close under the shore. Olav toiled at the oars, glum and
morose, fearing he would never reach the town.
Ingunn sat in the stern of the boat facing the sun, so that her red kirtle was ablaze; her face under the shade of
her velvet hood was flushed with the reflection. She had thrown Olav’s cloak about her, for the air on the water
was chill to her sitting still, she said; and then she had drawn the hood down to shade her eyes. It was a fine cloak
of gray-green Flanders cloth with a cowl of black velvet—one of the things Olav had had from Hestviken. Ingunn
had a well-dressed look in all the ample folds of her garments. She held one hand in the water—and Olav felt an
envy of the senses; how good and cool it must be! The girl looked fresh and unweary; she sat and took her ease.
Then he pulled harder—all the harder for the pain he felt in hands and shoulders and in the small of his back;
he clenched his teeth and rowed furiously a short space. It was a great deed he had undertaken for her sake, this
rowing; and he knew, with pride and a melancholy sense of injury, that he would never have thanks for it: there
she sits playing with her hand over the side and never has a thought of my toiling.
The sweat poured off him, and his outgrown kirtle chafed worse and worse at the arm-holes. He had forgotten
that it was his business that brought them; once more he pursed his lips, swept his arm across his red and sweaty
face, and took a few more mighty pulls.
“Now I see the towers over the woods,” said Ingunn at last.
Olav turned and looked over his shoulder—it hurt his stiff neck past believing. Across the perfectly hopeless
expanse of a fiord he saw the light stone towers of Christ Church above the trees on a point of land. Now he was
so tired that he could have given up altogether.
*
He rounded the point, where the convent of preaching friars lay far out on raised foundations; it was a group of
dark timber houses about a stave-church, with roofs of tarred shingles, one above the other, dragon heads on the
gables and gilt weathercocks above the ridge-turret, in which the Mass bell hung.\fn{ Under St. Olav, the country was
converted to Christianity, though largely at the point of a sword; and in 1152, jurisdiction over the Norwegian Church was transferred from
Lund, in Sweden, to the Bishop of Trondhjem (now Nidaros), in Norway. Little is known of its subsequent history, however, down to the
Reformation, which began in Norway in 1513.}

Olav put in to the monks’ pier. He washed the worst of the sweat from him before he climbed up, stiff and
spent. Ingunn was already at the convent gate talking with the lay brother who had charge of some laborers; they
were bearing bales of goods down to a little trading craft. Brother Vegard was at home, she told Olav as he came
up—now they must ask leave to speak with him; he could best advise them in this business.
Olav thought they could ill trouble the monk with such a trifle. Brother Vegard was wont to come twice a year
to Frettastein and he was the children’s confessor. He was a wise and kindly man and always used the opportunity
to give them such counsel and exhortation as the young people of that house lacked all too often. But Olav had
never spoken a word to Brother Vegard unbidden, and to put him to the pains of coming to the parlor for their
sake seemed to him far too bold. They could well inquire the way to the smith of the brother porter.
But Ingunn would not give in. As Olav himself had hinted, it was perhaps a hazardous thing to hand over such
an heirloom to a smith of whom they knew nothing. But maybe Brother Vegard would send a man from the
convent with them—ay, it was not impossible he might offer to go with them himself. That Olav did not believe.
But he let Ingunn have her way.
She had a motive for it, which she kept to herself. Once, long ago, she had visited the convent with her father,
and then they had been given wine, which the monks made from apples and berries in their garden. So good and
sweet a drink she had never tasted before or since—and she secretly hoped that Brother Vegard might offer them a
cup of it.
The parlor was but a closet in the guest-house; the convent was a poor one, but the children had never seen
another and they thought it a brave and fine room, with the great crucifix over the door. In a little while Brother
Vegard came in; he was a middle-aged man of great stature, weather-beaten, with a wreath of grizzled hair.
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He received the children’s greeting in a friendly fashion, but seemed pressed for time. With awkward concern
Olav came out with his errand. Brother Vegard told them the way shortly and plainly: past Christ Church eastward
through Green Street, past the church of the Holy Cross, and down to the left along the fence of Karl Kjette’s
garden, down to the field where was a pond; the smith’s house was the biggest of the three that stood on the other
side of the little mere. Then he took leave of the children and was going:
“You will sleep in the guest-house tonight, I ween?”\fn{ Suppose} Olav said they must set out for home after
vespers.
“But milk you must have—and you will be here for vespers?”
They had to say yes to this. But Ingunn looked a little disappointed. She had expected to be offered other than
milk and she had looked forward to hearing vespers in the minster;\fn{ Church} the boys of the school sang so
sweetly. But now they durst not go elsewhere than to St. Olav’s. The monk was already at the door, when he
turned sharply, as something came into his mind:
“So that is how it is—Steinfinn has sent for John smith today? Are you charged to bid the armourer come to
Frettastein, Olav?” he asked, with a trace of anxiety?
“No, father. I am but come on my own errand.” Olav told him what it was and showed the axe. The monk took
it and balanced it in both hands.
“A goodly weapon you have there, my Olav,” he said, but more coolly than Olav had ever thought a man could
speak of his axe. Brother Vegard looked at the gold inlay on the cheeks.
“It is old, this—they do not make such things nowadays. This is an heirloom, I trow?”\fn{ Believe}
“Yes, father. I had it of my father.”
“I have heard of a horned axe like this which they say was at Dyfrin in old days—when the old barons’ kin
held the manor. That must be near a hundred years ago. There was much lore about that axe; it had a name and
was called Wrathful Iron.”
“Ay, my kindred came from thence—Olav and Torgils are yet family names with us. But this axe is called Kinfetch—and I know not how it came into my father’s possession.
“It must be another then—such horned axes were much used in old days,” said the monk; he passed his hand
along the finely curved blade. “And maybe that is lucky for you, my son—if I mind me rightly, bad luck followed
that axe I spoke of.”
He repeated his directions, took a kindly leave of the children, and went out.
*
Then they went off to find the smith. Ingunn strode in front; she looked like a grown maid in her long, trailing
dress. Olav tramped behind, tired and downcast.
He had looked forward so much to the journey to town—scarce knowing what he looked for in it. Whenever
he had been here before, it was in the company of grown men, and it had been a fair-day in the town; to his
serious and inquiring eyes all had been excitement and festivity: the bargaining of the men, the booths, the houses,
the churches they had been in; they had been offered drink in the houses, and the street had been full of horses and
folk.
Now he was only a raw youth wandering about with a young girl, and there was no place where he could turn
in; he knew no one, had no money; and they had not time to enter the churches. In an hour or two they must set
out for home. And he had an unspeakable dread of the endless rowing and then the walk up through the fields—
God alone knew what time of night they would reach home!
And then they might look for a chiding for having run away!
They found the way to the smith. He looked at the axe well and long, turned it this way and that, and said it
would be a hard matter to mend it. These horned axes had gone well-nigh out of use; ’twas not easy to fit an edge
on them that would not spring loose with a heavy blow, on a helm, to wit,\fn{ Namely} or even on a tough skull.
This came from the shape of the blade, a great half-moon with barbs at either end.
Ay, he would do his best, but he could not promise that the gold inlay would come to no harm by his welding
and hammering. Olav considered a moment, but could see naught else to be done—he gave the axe to the smith
and bargained with him as to the price of the work. But when Olav told where he came from, the smith looked up
and scanned his face:
“Then you would have it back in all haste, I trow? So that is the way of it—are they making ready their axes at
Frettastein these days?” Olav said he know naught of that.
“Nay, nay. Has Steinfinn any plan, he is not like to tell his boys of it.”
Olav looked at the smith as though he would say something, but checked himself. He took his leave and
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departed.
*
They had passed the pond, and Ingunn wished to turn into a road between fences which led up to Green Street.
But Olav took her by the arm:
“We can go here.”
The houses in Green Street were built on a ridge of high ground. Below them ran a brook of dirty water at the
edge of the fields behind the townsmen’s outhouses and kaleyards. By the side of the brook was a trodden path.
Ashes, apple trees, and great rosebushes in the gardens shaded the path, so the air felt cool and moist. Blue
flies darted like sparks in the green shadows, where nettles and all kinds of coarse weeds grew luxuriantly, for
folk threw out their refuse on this side, making great muck-heaps behind the outhouses. The path was slippery
with grease that sweated out of the rotting heaps, and the air was charged with smells—fumes of manure, stench
of carrion, and the faint odor of angelica which bordered the stream with clouds of greenish-white flowers.
But beyond the brook the fields lay in full afternoon sunshine; the little groves of trees threw long shadows
over the grass. The fields stretched right down to the small houses along Strand Street, and beyond them lay the
lake, blue with a golden glitter, and the low shore of Holy Isle in the afternoon haze.
The children walked in silence; Olav was now a few paces in front. It was very still here in the shade behind
the gardens—nothing but the buzzing of the flies. A cowbell tinkled above on the common. Once the cuckoo
called—spectrally clear and far away on a wooded ridge.
Then a woman’s scream rang out from one of the houses, followed by the laughter of a man and a woman. In
the garden a man had caught a girl from behind; she dropped her pail, full of fishes’ heads and offal, and it rolled
down to the fence; the couple followed, stumbling and nearly falling. When they caught sight of the two children,
the man let go the girl; they stopped laughing, whispered, and followed them with their eyes.
Instinctively Olav had halted for a moment, so that Ingunn came up beside him and he placed himself between
her and the fence. A blush crept slowly over his fair features and he looked down at the path as he led Ingunn past.
These houses in the town that Steinfinn’s house-carls had talked so much about—for the first time it made him
hot and gripped his heart to think of them, and he wondered whether this was one of those houses.
The path turned and Olav and Ingunn saw the huge gray mass and pale leaden roof of Christ Church and the
stone walls of the Bishop’s palace above the trees a little way in front of them. Olav stopped and turned to the girl.
“Tell me, Ingunn—did you hear what Brother Vegard said—and the smith?”
“What mean you?”
“Brother Vegard asked if Steinfinn had sent for the armorer to Frettastein,” said Olav slowly. “And John smith
asked if we made ready our axes now.”
“What meant they? Olav—you look so strangely!”
“Nay, I know not. Unless there is news at the Thing—folk are breaking up from the Thing these days, the first
of them—”
“What mean you—?”
“Nay, I know not. Unless Steinfinn has made some proclamation.”
The girl raised both hands abruptly and laid them on Olav’s breast. He laid both his palms upon them and
pressed her hands against his bosom. And as they stood thus, there welled up again in Olav more powerfully than
before that new feeling that they were adrift—that something which had been was now gone for ever; they were
drifting toward the new and unknown.
But as he gazed into her tense dark eyes, he saw that she felt the same. And he knew in his whole body and his
whole soul that she had turned to him and clutched at him because it was the same with her as with him—she
scented the change that was coming over them and their destiny, and so she clung to him instinctively, because
they had so grown together throughout their forlorn, neglected childhood that now they were nearer to each other
than any beside.
And this knowledge was unutterably sweet. And while they stood motionless looking into each other’s face,
they seemed to become one flesh, simply through the warm pressure of their hands. The raw chill of the pathway
that went through their wet shoes, the sunshine that poured warmly over them, the strong blended smell that they
breathed in, the little sounds of the afternoon—they seemed to be aware of them all with the senses of one body.
The pealing of the church bells broke in upon their mute and tranquil rapture—the mighty brazen tones from
the minster tower, the busy little bell from Holy Cross Church—and there was a sound of ringing from St. Olav’s
on the point. Olav dropped the girl’s hands.
“We must make haste.”
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Both felt as though the peal of bells had proclaimed the consummation of a mystery. Instinctively they took
hands, as though after a consecration, and they went on hand in hand until they reached the main street.
*
The monks were in the choir and had already begun to chant vespers as Olav and Ingunn entered the dark little
church. No light was burning but the lamp before the tabernacle and the little candles on the monks’ desks.
Pictures and metal ornaments showed but faintly in the brown dusk which gathered into gloom under the crossed
beams of the roof. There was a strong smell of tar, of which the church had recently received its yearly coat, and a
faint, sharp trace of incense left behind from the day’s Mass.
In their strangely agitated mood they remained on their knees inside the door, side by side, and bowed their
heads much lower than usual as they whispered their prayers with unwonted devotion. Then they rose to their feet
and stole away to one side and the other.
There were but few people in church. On the men’s side sat some old men, and one or two younger knelt in the
narrow aisle—they seemed to be the convent’s laborers. On the women’s side he saw none but Ingunn; she stood
leaning against the farthest pillar, trying to make out the pictures painted on the baldachin over the side altar.
Olav took a seat on the bench—now he felt again how fearfully stiff and tired he was all over. The palms of his
hands were blistered.
The boy knew nothing of what the monks sang. Of the Psalms of David he had learnt no more than the
Miserere and De Profundis, and those but fairly well. But he knew the chant—saw it inwardly as a long, low wave
that broke with a short, sharp turn and trickled back over the pebbles; and at first, whenever they came to the end
of a psalm and sang Glori Patri, et Filio, et Spiritu Sancto, he whispered the response: Sicut erat in principio et
nunc et semper et in sæcula sæculorum. Amen.
The monk who led the singing had a fine deep, dark voice. In drowsy well-being Olav listened to the great
male voice which rose alone and to the choir joining in, verse after verse throughout the psalms. After all the
varied emotions of the day peace and security fell upon his soul, as he sat in the dark church looking at the whiteclad singers and the little flames of the candles behind the choir-screen. He would do the right and shun the
wrong, he thought—then God’s might and compassion would surely aid him and save him in all his difficulties.
Pictures began to swarm before his inner vision: the boat, Ingunn with the velvet hood over her fair face, the
glitter on the water behind her, the floor-boards covered with shining fish-scales—the dark, damp path among
nettles and angelica—the fence they had climbed and the flowery meadow through which they had run—the
golden net over the bottom of the lake—all these scenes succeeded one another behind his closed and burning
eyelids.
He awoke as Ingunn took him by the shoulder.
“You have been asleep,” she said reprovingly.
The church was empty, and just beside him the south door stood open to the green cloister garth in the evening
sun. Olav yawned and stretched his stiff limbs. He dreaded the journey home terribly; this made him speak to her
a little more masterfully than usual:
“’Twill soon be time to set out, Ingunn.”
“Yes.” She sighed deeply. “Would we might sleep here tonight!”
“You know we cannot do that.”
“Then we could have heard mass in Christ Church in the morning. We never see strange folk, we who must
ever bide at home—it makes the time seem long.”
“You know that one day it will be otherwise with us.”
“But you have been in Oslo too, you have, Olav.”
“Ay, but I remember nothing of it.”
“When we come to Hestviken, you must promise me this, that you will take me thither some time, to a fair or a
gathering.”
“That I may well promise you, methinks.”
Olav was so hungry his entrails cried out for food. So it was good to get warm groats and whey in the guestroom of the convent. But he could not help thinking all the time of the row home. And then he was uneasy about
his axe.
But now they fell into talk with two men who also sat at meat in the guest-house. They came from a small farm
that lay by the shore a little to the north of the point where Olav and Ingunn were to land, and they asked to be
taken in their boat. But they would fain stay till after compline.\fn{A set of Psalms—probably in this period Psalms IV,
XXXI:1-6; XCI, and CXXXIV—said in the Western Church before retiring for the night .}
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*
Again Olav sat in the dark church listening to the deep male voices which chanted the great king’s song to the
King of kings. And again the images of that long, eventful day flickered behind his weary eyelids—he was on the
point of falling asleep.
He was awakened by the voices changing to another tune; through the dark little church resounded the hymn:
1. Te lucis ante terminum
Rerum Creator poscimus
Ut pro tua clementia
Sis prœsul et cusiodia.
2. Procul recedant somnia
Et noctium phantasmata;
Hostemque nostrum comprime,
Ne polluantur corpora.
3. Prœsta, Pater piissime,
Patrique compar Unice,
Cum Spiritu Paraclito
Regnans per omne sæculum./fn{1. Ere daylight be gone, we pray Thee, Creator of the world, that of Thy mercy Thou wilt be our Guide and Guardian. 2.
May the visions and specters of the night be far from us; hold back our enemy, lest our bodies be defiled. 3. Hear our prayer, O Father most holy, and Thou,
only-begotten Son, equal to the Father, who with the Holy Ghost, the Comforter, reignest for ever and ever. (From the 7th century).}

He knew this; Arnvid Finnsson had often sung it to them in the evening, and he knew pretty well what the
words meant in Norse. He let himself sink stiffly on his knees at the bench, and with his face hidden in his hands
he said his evening prayers.
*
It had clouded over when they went down to the boat; the sky was flecked with gray high up and the fiord was
leaden with dark stripes. The wooded slopes on both sides seemed plunged in darkness.
The strangers offered to row, and so Olav sat in the stern with Ingunn. They shot forward at a different pace
now, under the long, steady strokes of the two young peasants; but Olav’s boyish pride suffered no great injury
nevertheless—it was so good to sit and be rowed.
After a while a few drops of rain fell. Ingunn spread out the folds of the heavy cloak and bade him come
closer.
So they both sat wrapped in it and he had to put an arm around her waist. She was so slender and warm and
supple, good to hold clasped. The boat flew lightly through the water in the blue dusk of the summer night.
Lighter shreds of mist with scuds of rain drifted over the lake and the hills around, but they were spared the rain.
Soon the two young heads sank against one another, cheek to cheek. The men laughed and bade them lie down
upon their empty sacks in the bottom of the boat.
Ingunn nestled close to him and fell asleep at once. Olav sat half up, with his neck against the stern seat; now
and again he opened his eyes and looked up at the cloudy sky. Then his weariness seemed to flow over him,
strangely sweet and good. He started up as the boat grounded on the sand outside Aud’s cabin.
The men laughed. No, why should they have waked him?—’twas nothing of a row.
It was midnight. Olav guessed that they had rowed it in less than half the time he had taken. He helped the men
to shove the boat up on the beach; then they said good-night and went. First they became two queerly black spots
losing themselves in the dark rocky shore of the bay, and soon they had wholly disappeared into the murky
summer night.
*
Olav’s back was wet with bilge-water and he was stiff from his cramped position, but Ingunn was so tired that
she whimpered—she would have it they must rest before setting out to walk home. Olav himself would best have
liked to go at once—he felt it would have suppled his limbs so pleasantly to walk in the fresh, cool night, and he
was afraid of what Steinfinn would say, if he had come home. But Ingunn was too tired, he saw—and they both
dreaded to pass the cairn or to be out at all in the dead of night.
So they shared the last of the foot in their wallet and crept into the cabin.
Just inside the door was a little hearth, from which some warmth still came. A narrow passage led in, which
divided the earthen floor into two raised halves. On one side they heard Aud snoring; they felt their way among
utensils and gear to the couch which they knew was on the other.
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But Olav could not fall asleep. The air was thick with smoke even down to the floor and it hurt his chest—and
the smell of raw fish and smoked fish and rotten fish was not to be borne. And his worn limbs twinged and
tingled.
Ingunn lay uneasily, turning and twisting in the darkness.
“I have no room for my head—surely there is an earthen pot just behind me.”
Olav felt for it and tried to push it away. But there was so much gear stowed behind, it felt as if it would all
clatter down on them if he moved anything. Ingunn crawled farther down, doubled herself up, and lay with head
and arms on his chest.
“Do I crush you?” In a moment she was fast asleep.
After a while he slipped from under the warm body, heavy with sleep. Then he got his feet down on the
passage, stood up, and stole out.
It was already growing light. A faint, cold air, like a shudder, breathed through the long, limber boughs of the
birches and shook down a few icy drops; a pale gust blew over the steel-gray mirror of the lake.
Olav looked inland. It was so inconceivably still—there was as yet no life in the village; the farms were asleep
and fields and meadows and groves were asleep, pale in the gray dawn. Scattered over the screes\fn{ The small loose
stones that for or cover a slope of a mountain } behind the nearest houses stood a few spruce-firs as though lifeless, so still
and straight were they. The sky was almost white, with a faint yellow tinge in the north above the black tree-tops.
Only high up floated a few dark shreds of the night’s clouds.
It was so lonely to be standing here, the only one awake, driven out by this new feeling which chased him
incessantly farther and farther away from the easy self-confidence of childhood. It was about this hour yesterday
that he had risen—it seemed years ago.
He stood, shy and oppressed at heart, listening to the stillness. Now and again there was the clatter of a
wooden bell; the widow’s cow was moving in the grove. Then the cuckoo called, unearthly clear and far away
somewhere in the dark forests, and some little birds began to wake. Each of the little sounds seemed only to
intensify the immense hush of space.
Olav went to the byre and peeped in, but drew his head back at once before the sharp scent of lye that met him.
But the ground was good and dry under the lean-to roof; brown and bare, with some wisps from the winter’s
stacks of hay and leaves. He lay down, rolled up like an animal, and went to sleep in a moment.
*
He was awakened by Ingunn shaking him. She was on her knees beside him.
“Have you lain out here?”
“’Twas so thick with smoke in the cabin.” Olav rose to his knees and shook the wisps and twigs from his
clothes.
The sun came out above the ridge, and the tops of the firs seemed to take fire as it rose higher. And now there
was a full-throated song of birds all through the woods. Shadows still lay over the land and far out on the deep
blue lake, but on the other side of the water the sunshine flooded the forest and the green hamlets on the upper
slopes.
Olav and Ingunn remained on their knees, facing one another, as though in wonder. And without either saying
anything they laid their arms on each other’s shoulders and leaned forward.
They let go at the same time and looked at each other with a faint smile of surprise. Then Olav raised his hand
and touched the girl’s temples. He pushed back the tawny, disheveled hair. As she let him do it, he put his other
arm about her, drew her toward him, and kissed her long and tenderly on the sweet, tempting pit under the roots of
the hair.
He looked into her face when he had done it and a warm tingling ran through him—she liked him to do that.
Then they kissed each other on the lips, and at last he took courage to kiss her on the white arch of her throat.
But not a word did they say. When they stood up, he took the empty wallet and his cloak and set out. And so
they walked in silence, he before and she behind, along the road through the village, while the morning sun shed
its light farther and farther down the slopes.
On the higher ground folk were already astir on all the farms. As they went through the last of the woods, it
was full daylight. But when they came to the staked gate where the home fields of Frettastein began, they saw no
one about. Perhaps they might come well out of their adventure after all.
Behind the bushes by the gate they halted for a moment and looked at each other—the dazed, blissful surprise
broke out in their eyes once more. Quickly he touched her hand, then turned to the gate again, and pulled up the
stakes.
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When they entered the courtyard, the door of the byre stood open, but no one was to be seen. Ingunn made for
the loft-room where she has slept the night before.
All at once she turned and came running back to Olav.
“Your brooch—” she had taken it off and held it out to him.
“You may have it—I will give it to you,” he said quickly. He took off her little one, which he had worn instead,
and put it in her hand which held the gold brooch.
“No, you are not to give me yours in exchange. I have brooches enough, I have—”
He turned abruptly, blushing, ran from her grasp, and strode off rapidly toward the hall.
*
He drew a deep breath, much relieved after all to find that the rooms beyond were empty. One of the dogs got
up and came to meet him, wagging its tail; Olav patted it and spoke a friendly word or two.
He stretched himself and yawned with relief on getting off his tight clothes. The coat had chafed him horribly
under the arms—he could not possibly wear it again, unless it was altered. Ingunn could do that.
As he was about to fling himself into his sleeping-place, he saw that there was already a man lying there.
“Are you all come home now?” asked the other drowsily. Olav knew by the voice it was Arnvid Finnsson.
“No, it is but I. I had an errand in the town,” he said, as calmly as if there were nothing strange in his going to
Hamar on business of his own.
Arnvid grunted something. In a moment they were both snoring.
52.172 Sorrow-Acre\fn{by Isak Dinesen aka Karen Christenze Blixen (1885-1962)} Ringsted, Vestsjælland County,
Denmark (F) 13
The low, undulating Danish landscape was silent and serene, mysteriously wide-awake in the hour before
sunrise. There was not a cloud in the pale sky, not a shadow along the trim, pearly fields, hills and woods. The
mist was lifting from the valleys and hollows, the air was cool, the grass and the foliage dripping wet with
morning-dew. Unwatched by the eyes of man, and undisturbed by his activity, the country breathed a timeless life,
to which language was inadequate.
All the same, a human race had lived on this land for a thousand years, had been formed by its soil and
weather, and had marked it with its thoughts, so that now no one could tell where the existence of the one ceased
and the other began. The thin gray line of a road, winding across the plain and up and down hills, was the fixed
materialization of human longing, and of the human notion that it is better to be in ones place than another.
A child of the country would read this open landscape like a book. The irregular mosaic of meadows and corn
lands was a picture, in timid green and yellow, of the people’s struggle for its daily bread; the centuries had taught
it to plough and sow in this way. On a distant hill the immovable wings of a windmill, in a small blue cross
against the sky, delineated a later stage in the career of bread. The blurred outline of thatched roofs—a low, brown
growth of the earth—where the huts of the village thronged together, told the history, from his cradle to his grave,
of the peasant, the creature nearest to the soil and dependent on it, prospering in a fertile year and dying in years
of drought and pests.
A little higher up, with the faint horizontal line of the white cemetery-wall round it, and the vertical contour of
tall poplars by its side, the red-tiled church bore witness, as far as the eye reached, that this was a Christian
country. The child of the land knew it as a strange house, inhabited only for a few hours every seventh day, but
with a strong, clear voice in it to give out the joys and sorrows of the land: a plain, square embodiment of the
nation’s trust in the justice and mercy of heaven. But where, amongst copular\fn{ Cup-shaped} woods and groves,
the lordly, pyramidal silhouette of the cut lime avenues rose in the air, there a big country house lay.
The child of the land would read much within these elegant, geometrical ciphers on the hazy blue. They spoke
of power, the lime trees paraded round a stronghold. Up here was decided the destiny of the surrounding land and
of the men and beasts upon it, and the peasant lifted his eyes to the green pyramids with awe. They spoke of
dignity, decorum and taste.
Danish soil grew no finer flower than the mansion to which the long avenue led. In its lofty rooms life and
death bore themselves with stately grace. The country house did not gaze upward, like the church, nor down to the
ground like the huts; it had a wider earthly horizon than they, and was related to much noble architecture all over
Europe. Foreign artisans had been called in to panel and stucco it, and its own inhabitants traveled and brought
back ideas, fashions and things of beauty. Paintings, tapestries, silver and glass from distant countries had been
made to feel at home here and now formed part of Danish country life.
22

The big house stood as firmly rooted in the soil of Denmark as the peasants’ huts, and was as faithfully allied
to her four winds and her changing seasons, to her animal life, trees and flowers. Only its interests lay in a higher
plane. Within the domain of the lime trees it was no longer cows, goats and pigs on which the minds and the talk
ran, but horses and dogs. The wild fauna, the game of the land, that the peasant shook his fist at, when he saw it
on his young green rye or in his ripening wheat field, to the residents of the country houses were the main pursuit
and the joy of existence.
The writing in the sky solemnly proclaimed continuance, a worldly immortality. The great country houses had
held their ground through many generations. The families who lived in them revered the past as they honored
themselves, for the history of Denmark was their own history.
A Rosenkrantz had sat at Rosenholm, a Juel at Haverringe, a Skeel at Gamel-Estrup as long as people
remembered. They had seen kings and schools of style succeed one another and, proudly and humbly, had made
over their personal existence to that of their land, so that amongst their equals and with the peasants they passed
by its name: Rosenholm, Hverringe, Gammel-Estrup.
To the King and the country, to his family and to the individual lord of the manor himself it was a matter of
minor consequence which particular Rosenkrantz, Juel or Skeel out of a long row of fathers and sons, at the
moment in his person incarnated the fields and woods, the peasants, cattle and game of the estate. Many duties
rested on the shoulders of the big landowners—towards God in heaven, towards the King, his neighbor and himself—and they were all harmoniously consolidated into the idea of his duties towards his land. Highest amongst
these ranked his obligation to uphold the sacred continuance, and to produce a new Rosenkrantz, Juel or Skeel for
the service of Rosenholm, Hverringe and Gammel-Estrup.
Female grace was prized in the manors. Together with good hunting and fine wine it was the flower and emblem of the higher existence led there, and in many ways the families prided themselves more on their daughters
than on their sons.
The ladies who promenaded in the lime avenues, or drove through them in heavy coaches with four horses,
carried the future of the name in their laps and were, like dignified and debonaire caryatids, holding up the houses. They were themselves conscious of their value, kept up their price, and moved in a sphere of pretty worship
and self-worship. They might even be thought to add to it, on their own, a graceful, arch, paradoxical haughtiness.
For how free were they, how powerful! Their lords might rule the country, and allow themselves many
liberties, but when it came to that supreme matter of legitimacy which was the vital principle of their world, the
center of gravity lay with them.
The lime trees were in bloom. But in the early morning only a faint fragrance drifted through the garden, an
airy message, an aromatic echo of the dreams during the short summer night.
*
In a long avenue that led from the house all the way to the end of the garden, where, from a small white
pavilion in the classic style, there was a great view over the fields, a young man walked. He was plainly dressed
in brown, with pretty linen and lace, bare-headed, with his hair tied by a ribbon. He was dark, a strong and sturdy
figure with fine eyes and hands; he limped a little on one leg.
The big house at the top of the avenue, the garden and the fields had been his childhood’s paradise. But he had
traveled and lived out of Denmark, in Rome and Paris, and he was at present appointed to the Danish Legation to
the Court of King George,\fn{ George III (King of England 1760-1820) .} the brother of the late, unfortunate young
Danish Queen.\fn{Caroline Matilda, unhappily married to the degenerate and morbid Frederick VII (1766-1808) } He had not seen
his ancestral home for nine years. It made him laugh to find, now, everything so much smaller than he remembered it, and at the same time he was strangely moved by meeting it again. Dead people came towards him and
smiled at him; a small boy in a ruff ran past him with his hoop and kite, in passing gave him a clear glance and
laughingly asked:
“Do you mean to tell me that you are I?” He tried to catch him in the flight, and to answer him: “Yes, I assure
you that I am you,” but the light figure did not wait for a reply.
The young man, whose name was Adam, stood in a particular relation to the house and the land. For six
months he had been heir to it all; nominally he was so even at this moment. It was this circumstance which had
brought him from England, and on which his mind was dwelling, as he walked along slowly.
The old lord up at the manor, his father’s brother, had had much misfortune in his domestic life. His wife had
died young, and two of his children in infancy. The one son then left to him, his cousin’s playmate, was a sickly
and morose boy. For ten years the father traveled with him from one watering place to another, in Germany and
Italy, hardly ever in other company than that of his silent, dying child, sheltering the faint flame of life with both
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hands, until such time as it could be passed over to a new bearer of the name.
At the same time another misfortune had struck him: he fell into disfavor at Court, where till now he had held a
fine position. He was about to rehabilitate his family’s prestige through the marriage which he had arranged for
his son, when before it could take place the bridegroom died, not yet twenty years old.
Adam learned of his cousin’s death, and his own changed fortune, in England, through his ambitious and
triumphant mother. He sat with her letter in his hand and did not know what to think about it.
If this, he reflected, had happened to him while he was still a boy, in Denmark, it would have meant all the
world to him. It would be so now with his friends and school-fellows, if they were in his place, and they would, at
this moment, be congratulating or envying him.
But he was neither covetous nor vain by nature; he had faith in his own talents and had been content to know
that his success in life depended on his personal ability. His slight infirmity had always set him a little apart from
other boys; it had, perhaps, given him a keener sensibility of many things in life, and he did not, now, deem it
quite right that the head of the family should limp on one leg. He did not even see his prospects in the same light
as his people at home.
In England he had met with greater wealth and magnificence than they dreamed of; he had been in love with,
and made happy by, an English lady of such rank and fortune that to her, he felt, the finest estate of Denmark
would look but like a child’s toy farm. And in England, too, he had come in touch with the great new ideas of the
age: of nature, of the right and freedom of man, of justice and beauty. The universe, through them, had become
infinitely wider to him; he wanted to find out still more about it and was planning to travel to America, to the new
world.
For a moment he felt trapped and imprisoned, as if the dead people of his name, from the family vault at home,
were stretching out their parched arms for him.
But at the same time he began to dream at night of the old house and garden. He had walked in these avenues
in dream, and had smelled the scent of the flowering limes. When at Ranelagh an old gypsy woman looked at his
hand and told him that a son of his was to sit in the seat of his fathers, he felt a sudden, deep satisfaction, queer in
a young man who till now had never given his sons a thought.
Then, six months later, his mother again wrote to tell him that his uncle had himself married the girl intended
for his dead son. The head of the family was still in his best age, not over sixty, and although Adam remembered
him as a small, slight man, he was a vigorous person; it was likely that his young wife would bear him sons.
Adam’s mother in her disappointment laid the blame on him . If he had returned to Denmark, she told him, his
uncle might have come to look upon him as a son, and would not have married; nay, he might have handed the
bride over to him.
Adam knew better. The family estate, differing from the neighboring properties, had gone down from father to
son ever since a man of their name first sat there. The tradition of direct succession was the pride of the clan and a
sacred dogma to his uncle; he would surely call for a son of his own flesh and bone.
But at the news the young man was seized by a strange, deep, aching remorse towards his old home in
Denmark. It was as if he had been making light of a friendly and generous gesture, and disloyal to someone
unfailingly loyal to him. It would be but just, he thought, if from now the place should disown and forget him.
Nostalgia, which before he had never known, caught hold of him; for the first time he walked in the streets and
parks of London as a stranger.
He wrote to his uncle and asked if he might come and stay with him, begged leave from the Legation and took
ship for Denmark. He had come to the house to make his peace with it; he had slept little in the night, and was up
so early and walking in the garden, to explain himself, and to be forgiven.
*
While he walked, the still garden slowly took up its day’s work. A big snail, of the kind that his grandfather
had brought back from France, and which he remembered eating in the house as a child, was already, with dignity,
dragging a silver train down the avenue. The birds began to sing; in an old tree under which he stopped a number
of them were worrying an owl; the rule of the night was over.
He stood at the end of the avenue and saw the sky lightening. An ecstatic clarity filled the world; in half an
hour the sun would rise. A rye field here ran along the garden; two roe-deer were moving in it and looked roseate
in the dawn. He gazed out over the fields, where as a small boy he had ridden his pony, and towards the wood
where he had killed his first stag. He remembered the old servants who had taught him; some of them were now
in their graves.
The ties which bound him to this place, he reflected, were of a mystic nature. He might never again come back
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to it, and it would make no difference. As long as a man of his own blood and name should sit in the house, hunt
in the fields and be obeyed by the people in the huts, wherever he traveled on earth, in England or amongst the red
Indians of America, he himself would still be safe, would still have a home, and would carry weight in the world.
His eyes rested on the church. In old days, before the time of Martin Luther,\fn{ Martin Luther (1483-1546), German
leader of the Reformation.} younger sons of great families, he knew, had entered the Church of Rome, and had given
up individual wealth and happiness to serve the greater ideals. They, too, had bestowed honor upon their homes
and were remembered in its registers.
In the solitude of the morning half in jest he let his mind run as it listed; it seemed to him that he might speak
to the land as to a person, and to the mother of his race.
“Is it only my body that you want,” he asked her, “while you reject my imagination, energy and emotions: if
the world might be brought to acknowledge that the virtue of our name does not belong to the past only, will it
give you no satisfaction?”
The landscape was so still that he could not tell whether it answered him yes or no.
After a while he walked on, and came to the new French rose garden laid out for the young mistress of the
house. In England he had acquired a freer taste in gardening, and he wondered if he could liberate these blushing
captives, and make them thrive outside their cut hedges. Perhaps, he meditated, the elegantly conventional garden
would be a floral portrait of his young aunt from Court, whom he had not yet seen.
As once more he came to the pavilion at the end of the avenue his eyes were caught by a bouquet of delicate
colors which could not possibly belong to the Danish summer morning. It was in fact his uncle himself, powdered
and silk-stockinged, but still in a brocade dressing-gown, and obviously sunk in deep thought.
“And what business, or what meditations,” Adam asked himself, “drags a connoisseur of the beautiful, but
three months married to a wife of seventeen, from his bed into his garden before sunrise?” He walked up to the
small, slim, straight figure.
*
His uncle on his side showed no surprise at seeing him, but then he rarely seemed surprised at anything. He
greeted him, with a compliment on his maturity, as kindly as he had done on his arrival last evening. After a
moment he looked to the sky, and solemnly proclaimed:
“It will be a hot day.”
Adam, as a child, had often been impressed by the grand, ceremonial manner in which the old lord would state
the common happenings of existence; it looked as if nothing had changed here, but all was what it used to be. The
uncle offered the nephew a pinch of snuff.
“No, thank you, Uncle,” said Adam, “it would ruin my nose to the scent of your garden, which is as fresh as
the Garden of Eden, newly created.”
“From every tree of which,” said his uncle, smiling, “thou, my Adam, mayest freely eat.” They slowly walked
up the avenue together.
The hidden sun was not already gilding the top of the tallest trees. Adam talked of the beauties of nature, and
of the greatness of Nordic scenery, less marked by the hand of man than that of Italy. His uncle took the praise of
the landscape as a personal compliment, and congratulated him because he had not, in likeness to many young
travelers in foreign countries, learned to despise his native land. No, said Adam, he had lately in England longed
for the fields and woods of his Danish home. And he had there become acquainted with a new piece of Danish
poetry which had enchanted him more than any English or French work. He named the author, Johannes
Ewald,\fn{1743-1781), Danish poet.} and quoted a few of the mighty, turbulent verses.
“And I have wondered, while I read,” he went on after a pause, still moved by the lines he himself had
declaimed, “that we have not till now understood how much our Nordic mythology in moral greatness surpasses
that of Greece and Rome. If it had not been for the physical beauty of the ancient gods, which has come down to
us in marble, no modern mind could hold them worthy of worship. They were mean, capricious and treacherous.
The gods of our Danish forefathers are as much more divine than they as the Druid is nobler than the Augur. For
the fair gods of Asgaard did possess the sublime human virtues; they were righteous, trustworthy, benevolent and
even, within a barbaric age, chivalrous.”
His uncle here for the first time appeared to take any real interest in the conversation. He stopped, his majestic
nose a little in the air.
“Ah, it was easier to them,” he said.
“What do you mean, Uncle?” Adam asked.
“It was a great deal easier,” said his uncle, “to the northern gods than to those of Greece to be, as you will have
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it, righteous and benevolent. To my mind it even reveals a weakness in the souls of our ancient Danes that they
should consent to adore such divinities.”
“My dear uncle,” said Adam, smiling, “I have always felt that you would be familiar with the modes of
Olympus. Now please let me share your insight, and tell me why virtue should come easier to our Danish gods
than to those of milder climates.”
“They were not as powerful,” said his uncle.
“And does power,” Adam again asked, “stand in the way of virtue?”
“Nay,” said his uncle gravely. “Nay, power is in itself the supreme virtue. But the gods of which you speak
were never all-powerful. They had, at all times, by their side those darker powers which they named the Jotuns,
and who worked the suffering, the disasters, the ruin of our world. They might safely give themselves up to
temperance and kindness. The omnipotent gods,” he went on, “have no such facilitation. With their omnipotence
they take over the woe of the universe.”
They had walked up the avenue till they were in view of the house. The old lord stopped and ran his eyes over
it. The stately building was the same as ever; behind the two tall front windows, Adam knew, was now his young
aunt’s room. His uncle turned and walked back.
“Chivalry,” he said, “chivalry, of which you were speaking, is not a virtue of the omnipotent. It must needs
imply mighty rival powers for knight to defy. With a dragon inferior to him in strength, what figure will St.
George\fn{Patron Saint of England and Martyr, who lived before the time of Constantine (d.337AD) .} cut? The knight who finds
no superior forces ready to hand must invent them, and combat windmills; his knighthood itself stipulates
dangers, vileness, darkness on all sides of him. Nay, believe me, my nephew, in spite of his moral worth, your
chivalrous Odin of Asgaard as a Regent must take rank below that of Jove who avowed his sovereignty, and
accepted the world which he ruled.
“But you are young,” he added, “and the experience of the aged to you will sound pedantic.” He stood
immovable for a moment and then with deep gravity proclaimed:
“The sun is up.”
The sun did indeed rise above the horizon. The wide landscape was suddenly animated by its splendor, and the
dewy grass shone in a thousand gleams.
“I have listened to you, Uncle,” said Adam, “with great interest. But while we have talked you yourself have
seemed to me to be preoccupied; your eyes have rested on the field outside the garden, as if something of great
moment, a matter of life and death, was going on there. Now that the sun is up, I see the mowers in the rye and
hear them whetting their sickles. It is, I remember you telling me, the first day of the harvest. That is a great day
to be a landowner and enough to take his mind away from the gods. It is very fine weather, and I wish you a full
barn.”
The elder man stood still, his hands on his walking-stick.
“There is indeed,” he said at last, “something going on in that field, a matter of life and death. Come, let us sit
down here, and I will tell you the whole story.” They sat down on the seat that ran all along the pavilion, and
while he spoke of the old lord of the land did not take his eyes off the rye field.
*
“A week ago, on Thursday night,” he said, “someone set fire to my barn at Rødmosegaard—you know the
place, close to the moor—and burned it all down. For two or three days we could not lay hands on the offender.
Then on Monday morning the keeper at Rødmose, with the wheelwright over there, came up to the house; they
dragged with them a boy, Goske Piil, a widow’s son, and they made their Bible oath that he had done it; they had
themselves seen him sneaking round the barn by nightfall on Thursday.
Goske had no good name on the farm; the keeper bore him a grudge upon an old matter of poaching, and the
wheelwright did not like him either, for he did, I believe, suspect him with his young wife. The boy, when I talked
to him, swore to his innocence, but he could not hold his own against the two old men. So I had him locked up,
and meant to send him in to our judge of the district, with a letter.
“The judge is a fool, and would naturally do nothing but what he though I wished him to do. He might have the
boy sent to the convict prison for arson, or put amongst the soldiers as a bad character and a poacher. Or again, if
he thought that that was what I wanted, he could let him off.
“I was out riding in the fields, looking at the corn that was soon ripe to be mowed, when a woman, the widow,
Goske’s mother, was brought up before me, and begged to speak to me. Anne-Marie is her name. You will
remember her; she lives in the small house east of the village. She has not got a good name in the place either.
They tell as a girl she had a child and did away with it.
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“From five days’ weeping her voice was so cracked that it was difficult for me to understand what she said.
Her son, she told me at last, had indeed been over at Rødmose on Thursday, but for no ill purpose; he had gone to
see someone. He was her only son, she called the Lord God to witness on his innocence, and she wrung her hands
to me that I should save the boy for her.
“We were in the rye field that you and I are looking at now. That gave me an idea. I said to the widow:
“‘If in one day, between sunrise and sunset, with your own hands you can mow this field, and it be well done, I
will let the case drop and you shall keep your son. But if you cannot do it, he must go, and it is not likely that you
will then ever see him again.’
“He stood up then and gazed over the field. She kissed my riding boot in gratitude for the favor shown to her.”
The old lord here made a pause, and Adam said:
“Her son meant much to her?”
“He is her only child,” said his uncle. “He means to her her daily bread and support in old age. It may be said
that she holds him as dear as her own life. As,” he added, “within a higher order of life, a son to this father means
the name and the race, and he holds him as dear as life everlasting. Yes, her son means much to her. For the
mowing of that field is a day’s work to three men, or three days’ work to one man. Today, as the sun rose, she set
to her task. And down there, by the end of the field, you will see her now, in a blue head-cloth, with the man I
have set to follow her and to ascertain that she does the work unassisted, and with two or three friends by her, who
are comforting her.”
Adam looked down, and did indeed see a woman in a blue head-cloth, and a few other figures in the corn.
They sat for a while in silence.
“Do you yourself,” Adam then said, “believe the boy to be innocent?”
“I cannot tell,” said his uncle. “There is no good proof. The word of the keeper and the wheelwright stand
against the boy’s word. If indeed I did believe the one thing or the other, it would be merely a matter of chance, or
maybe of sympathy. The boy,” he said after a moment, “was my son’s playmate, the only other child that I ever
knew him to like or to get on with.”
“Do you,” Adam again asked, “hold it possible to her to fulfill your condition?”
“Nay, I cannot tell,” said the old lord. “To an ordinary person it would not be possible. No ordinary person
would ever have taken it on at all. I chose it so. We are not quibbling with the law, Anne-Marie and I.” Adam for a
few minutes followed the movement of the small group in the rye.
“Will you walk back?” he asked.
“No,” said his uncle, “I think that I shall stay here till I have seen the end of the thing.”
“Until sunset?” Adam asked with surprise.
“Yes,” said his uncle, “a long day. But,” he added, as Adam rose to walk away, “if, as you said, you have got
that tragedy of which you spoke in your pocket, be as kind as to leave it here, to keep me company.”
Adam handed him the book. In the avenue he met two footmen who carried the old lord’s morning chocolate
down to the pavilion on large silver trays.
*
As now the sun rose in the sky, and the day grew hot, the lime trees gave forth their exuberance of scent, and
the garden was filled with unsurpassed, unbelievable sweetness. Towards the still hour of midday the long avenue
reverberated like a soundboard with a low, incessant murmur: the humming of a million bees that clung to the
pendulous, thronging clusters of blossoms and were drunk with bliss.
In all the short lifetime of Danish summer there is no richer or more luscious moment that that week wherein
the lime trees flower. The heavenly scent goes to the head and to the heart; it seems to unite the fields of Denmark
with those of Elysium; it contains both hay, honey and holy incense, and is half fairyland and half apothecary’s
locker.
The avenue was changed into a mystic edifice, a dryad’s cathedral, outward from the summit to base lavishly
adorned, set with multitudinous ornaments, and golden in the sun. But behind the walls the vaults were benignly
cool and somber, like ambrosial sanctuaries in a dazzling and burning world, and in here the ground was still
moist.
Up in the house, behind the silk curtains of the two front windows, the young mistress of the estate from the
wide bed stuck her feet into two little high-heeled slippers. Her lace-trimmed nightgown had slid up above her
knee and down from the shoulder; her hair, done up in curling-pins for the night, was still frosty with the powder
of yesterday, her round face flushed with sleep.
She stepped out to the middle of the floor and stood there, looking extremely grave and thoughtful, yet she did
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not think at all. But through her head a long procession of pictures marched, and she was unconsciously
endeavoring to put them in order, as the pictures of her existence had used to be.
She had grown up at Court; it was her world, and there was probably not in the whole country a small creature
more exquisitely and innocently drilled to the stately measure of a palace. By favor of the old Dowager Queen she
bore her name and that of the King’s sister, the Queen of Sweden: Sophie Magdalena. It was with a view to these
things that her husband, when he wished to restore his status in high places, had chosen her as a bride, first for his
son and then for himself.
But her own father, who held an office in the Royal Household and belonged to the new Court aristocracy, in
his day had done the same thing the other way round, and had married a country lady, to get a foot hold within the
old nobility of Denmark. The little girl had her mother’s blood in her veins. The country to her had been an
immense surprise and delight.
To get into her castle-court she must drive through the farm yard, through the heavy stone gateway in the barn
itself, wherein the rolling of her coach for a few seconds re-echoed like thunder. She must drive past the stables
and the timber-mare, from which sometimes a miscreant would follow her with sad eyes, and might here startle a
long string of squalling geese, or pass the heavy, scowling bull, led on by a ring in his nose and kneading the earth
in dumb fury.
At first this had been to her, every time, a slight shock and a jest. But after a while all these creatures and
things, which belonged to her, seemed to become part of herself. Her mothers, the old Danish country ladies, were
robust persons, undismayed by any kind of weather; now she herself had walked in the rain and had laughed and
glowed in it like a green tree.
She had taken her great new home in possession at a time when all the world was unfolding, mating and
propagating. Flowers, which she had known only in bouquets and festoons, sprung from the earth round her; birds
sang in all the trees. The new-born lambs seemed top her daintier than her dolls had been. From her husband’s
Hanoverian stud, foals were brought to her to give names; she stood and watched as they poked their soft noses
into their mothers’ bellies to drink.
Of this strange process she had till now only vaguely heard. She had happened to witness, from a path in the
park, the rearing and screeching stallion on the mare. All this luxuriance, lust and fecundity was displayed before
her eyes, as for her pleasure.
And for her own part, in the midst of it, she was given an old husband who treated her with punctilious respect
because she was to bear him a son. Such was the compact; she had known of it from the beginning. Her husband,
she found, was doing his best to fulfill his part of it, and she herself was loyal by nature and strictly brought up.
She would not shirk her obligation. Only she was vaguely aware of a discord or an incompatibility within her
majestic existence, which prevented her from being as happy as she had expected to be.
After a time her chagrin took a strange form: as the consciousness of an absence. Someone ought to have been
with her who was not. She had no experience in analyzing her feelings; there had not been time for that at Court.
Now, as she was more often left to herself, she vaguely probed her own mind. She tried to set her father in that
void place, her sisters, her music master, an Italian singer whom she had admired; but none of them would fill it
for her.
At times she felt lighter at heart, and believed the misfortune to have left her. And then again it would happen,
if she were alone, or in her husband’s company, and even within his embrace, that everything round her would cry
out:
Where? Where?
So that she let her wild eyes run about the room in search for the being who should have been there, and who
had not come.
When, six months ago, she was informed that her first young bridegroom had died and that she was to marry
his father in his place, she had not been sorry. Her youthful suitor, the one time she had seen him, had appeared to
her infantile and insipid; the father would make a statelier consort.
Now she had sometimes thought of the dead boy, and wondered whether with him life would have been more
joyful. But she soon again dismissed the picture, and that was the sad youth’s last recall to the stage of this world.
Upon one wall of her room there hung a long mirror. As she gazed into it new images came along. The day
before, driving with her husband, she had seen, at a distance, a party of village girls bathe in the river, and the sun
shining on them. All her life she had moved amongst naked marble deities, but it had till now never occurred to
her that the people she knew should themselves be naked under their bodices and trains, waistcoats and satin
breeches, that indeed she herself felt naked within her clothes.
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Now, in front of the looking-glass, she tardily untied the ribbons of her nightgown, and let it drop to the floor.
The room was dim behind the drawn curtains. In the mirror her body was silvery like a white rose; only her
cheeks and mouth, and the tips of her fingers and breasts had a faint carmine. Her slender torso was formed by the
whalebones that had clasped it tightly from her childhood; above the slim, dimpled knee a gentle narrowness
marked the place of the garter. Her limbs were rounded as if, at whatever place they might be cut through with a
sharp knife, a perfectly circular transverse incision would be obtained. The side and belly were so smooth that her
own gaze slipped and glided, and grasped for a hold.
She was not altogether like a statue, she found, and lifted her arms above her head. She turned to get a view of
her back, the curves below the waistline were still blushing from the pressure of the bed. She called to mind a few
tales about nymphs and goddesses, but they all seemed a long way off, so her mind returned to the peasant girls in
the river. They were, for a few minutes, idealized into playmates, or sisters even, since they belonged to her as did
the meadow and the blue river itself.
And within the next moment the sense of forlornness once more came upon her, a horror vaccui like a physical
pain. Surely, surely someone should have been with her now, her other self, like the image in the glass, but nearer,
stronger, alive. There was no one, the universe was empty around her.
A sudden, keen itching under her knee took her out of her reveries, and awoke in her the hunting instincts of
her breed. She wetted a finger on her tongue, slowly brought it down and quickly slapped it to the sot. She felt the
diminutive, sharp body of the insect against the silky skin, pressed the thumb to it, and triumphantly lifted up the
small prisoner between her fingertips. She stood quite still, as if meditating upon the fact that a flea was the only
creature risking its life for her smoothness and sweet blood.
Her maid opened the door and came in, loaded with the attire of the day—shift, stays, hoop and petticoats. She
remembered that she had a guest in the house, the new nephew arrived from England. Her husband had instructed
her to be kind to their young kinsman, disinherited, so to say, by her presence in the house. They would ride out
on the land together.
In the afternoon the sky was no longer blue as in the morning. Large clouds slowly towered up on it, and the
great vault itself was colorless, as if diffused into vapors round the white-hot sun in zenith. A low thunder ran
along the western horizon; once or twice the dust of the roads rose in tall spirals. But the fields, the hills and the
woods were as still as a painted landscape.
*
Adam walked down the avenue to the pavilion, and found his uncle there, fully dressed, his hands upon his
walking-stick and his eyes of the rye field. The book that Adam had given him lay by his side. The field now
seemed alive with people. Small groups stood here and there in it, and a long row of men and women were slowly
advancing towards the garden in the line of the swath.
The old lord nodded to his nephew, but did not speak or change his position. Adam stood by him as still as
himself.
The day to him had been strangely disquieting. At the meeting again with old places the sweet melodies of the
past had filled his senses and his mind, and had mingled with new, bewitching tunes of the present. He was back
in Denmark, no longer a child but a youth, with a keener sense of the beautiful, with tales of other countries to
tell, and still a true son of his own land and enchanted by its loveliness as he had never been before.
But through all these harmonies the tragic and cruel tale which the old lord had told him in the morning, and
the sad contest which he knew to be going on so near by, in the corn field, had re-echoed, like the recurrent,
hollow throbbing of a muffled drum, a redoubtable sound. It came back time after time, so that he had felt himself
to change color and to answer absently. It brought with it a deeper sense of pity with all that lived than he had
ever known.
When he had been riding with his young aunt, and their road ran along the scene of the drama, he had taken
care to ride between her and the field, so that she should not see what was going on there, or question him about
it. He had chosen the way home through the deep, green wood for the same reason.
More dominantly even than the figure of the woman struggling with her sickle for her son’s life, the old man’s
figure, as he had seen it at sunrise, kept him company through the day. He came to ponder on the part which that
lonely, determinate form had played in his own life. From the time when his father died, it had impersonated to
the boy law and order, wisdom of life and kind guardianship.
What was he to do, he thought, if after eighteen years these filial feelings must change, and his second father’s
figure take on to him a horrible aspect, as a symbol of the tyranny and oppression of the world?
What was he to do if ever the two should come to stand in opposition to each other as adversaries?
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At the same time an unaccountable, a sinister alarm and dread of behalf of the old man himself took hold of
him. Fore surely here the Goddess Nemesis\fn{ The spirit of divine retribution against those who succumb to hubris—arrogance
before the gods} could not be far away. This man had ruled the world round him for a longer period than Adam’s
own lifetime and had never been gainsaid by anyone. During the years when he had wandered through Europe
with a sick boy of his own blood as his sole companion he had learned to set himself apart from his surroundings,
and to close himself up to all outer life, and he had become unsusceptible to the ideas and feelings of other human
beings. Strange fancies might there have run in his mind, so that in the end he had seen himself as the only person
really existing, and the world as a poor and vain shadow-play, which had no substance to it.
Now, in senile willfulness, he would take in his hand the life of those simpler and weaker than himself, of a
woman, using it to his own ends, and he feared of no retributive justice. Did he not know, the young man thought,
that there were powers in the world, different from and more formidable than the short-lived might of a despot?
With the sultry heat of the day this foreboding of impending disaster grew upon him, until he felt ruin threatening not the old lord only, but the house, the name and himself with him. It seemed to him that he must cry out a
warning to the man he had loved, before it was too late.
*
But as now he was once more in his uncle’s company, the green calm of the garden was so deep that he did not
find his voice to cry out. Instead a little French air which his aunt had sung to him up in the house kept running in
his mind—
C’est un trop doux effort …

He had good knowledge of music; he had heard the air before, in Paris, but not so sweetly sung. After a time
he asked:
“Will the woman fulfill her bargain?” His uncle unfolded his hands.
“It is an extraordinary thing,” he said animatedly, “that it looks as if she might fulfill it. If you count the hours
from sunrise till now, and from now till sunset, you will find the time left her to be half of that already gone. And
see! She has now mowed two-thirds of the field. But then we will naturally have to reckon with her strength
declining as she works on. All in all, it is an idle pursuit in you or me to bet on the issue of the matter; we must
wait and see. Sit down, and keep me company in my watch.” In two minds Adam sat down.
“And here,” said his uncle, and took up the book from the seat, “is your book, which has passed the time
finely. It is great poetry, ambrosia to the ear and the heart. And it has, with our discourse on divinity this morning,
given me stuff for thought. I have been reflecting upon the law of retributive justice.” He took a pinch of snuff,
and went on.
“A new age,” he said, “has made to itself a god in its own image, an emotional god. And now you are already
writing a tragedy on your god.” Adam had not wish to begin a debate on poetry with his uncle, but he also
somehow dreaded a silence, and said:
“It may be, then, that we hold tragedy to be, in the scheme of life, a noble, a divine phenomenon.”
“Aye,” said his uncle solemnly, “a noble phenomenon, the noblest on earth. But of the earth only, and never
divine. Tragedy is the privilege of man, his highest privilege. The God of the Christian Church Himself, when He
wished to experience tragedy, had to assume human form.
“And even at that,” he added thoughtfully, “the tragedy was not wholly valid, as it would have become had the
hero of it been, in very truth, a man. The divinity of Christ conveyed to it a divine note, the moment of comedy.
The real tragic part, by the nature of things, fell to the executors, not to the victim.
“Nay, my nephew, we should not adulterate the pure elements of the cosmos. Tragedy should remain the right
of human beings, subject, in their conditions or in their own nature, to the dire law of necessity. To them it is
salvation and beautification. But the gods, whom we must believe to be unacquainted with and incomprehensive
of necessity, can have no knowledge of the tragic. When they are brought face to face with it they will, according
to my experience, have the good taste and decorum to keep still, and not interfere.
“No,” he said after a pause, “the true art of the gods is the comic. The comic is a condescension of the divine to
the world of man; it is the sublime vision, which cannot be studied, but must ever be celestially granted. In the
comic the gods see their own being reflected as in a mirror, and while the tragic poet is bound by strict laws, they
will allow the comic artist a freedom as unlimited as their own. They do not even withhold their own existence
from his sports. Jove may favor Lucianos of Samosata.\fn{ A pagan satarist (c.115-c.200); the reference is probably to a work
falsely ascribed to him, the Philopatris, which directly attacks Christianity, and commonly appears many editions of the works of Lucian of
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Samosasta, but is of a much later date, probably written during the reign of Nicephorus Phocas (963-969). Lucian himself (in his De Morte
Peregrini, a treatise on the philosopher Peregrinus, an historical person who exchanged paganism for Christianity and was imprisoned for
it, but later apostatized and became a Cynic) depicts the Christians as kindly in the generosity with which they looked after their fellowbeliever, but credulous, scoffing at their simplicity from his conviction that Peregrinus was an impostor. The Philopatris, on the other hand,
transports a converted Christian named Triephon to the third heaven where he engages in a discussion on paganism in dialogue form,
concluding with reflections on the political situation of the time. It was long assigned to the reign of Julian the Apostate (361-363)—a
position completely reversed by the scholar B. G. Niebuhr [‘Ueber das Alter des Dialogus Philopatris’ in Kleine Historische und
Philologische Schriften II (1843), 73-78].} As long as your mockery is in true godly taste you may mock at the gods and

still remain a sound devotee. But in pitying, or condoling with your god, you deny and annihilate him and such is
the most horrible of atheisms.
“And here on earth, too,” he went on, “we, who stand in lieu of the gods and have emancipated ourselves from
the tyranny of necessity, should leave to our vassals their monopoly of tragedy, and for ourselves adopt the comic
with grace. Only a boorish and cruel master—a parvenu, in fact—will make a jest of his servants’ necessity, or
force the comic upon them. Only a timid and pedantic ruler, a petit-maître, will fear the ludicrous on his own
behalf. Indeed,” he finished his long speech, “the very same fatality, which, in striking the burgher or peasant, will
become tragedy, with the aristocrat is exalted to the comic. By the grace and wit of our acceptance hereof our
aristocracy is known.”
Adam could not help smiling a little as he heard the apotheosis of the comic on the lips of the erect, ceremonious prophet. In this ironic smile he was, for the first time, estranging himself from the head of his house.
*
A shadow fell across the landscape. A cloud had crept over the sun; the country changed color beneath it, faded
and bleached, and even all sounds for a minute seemed to die out of it.
“Ah, now,” said the old lord, “if it is going to rain, and the rye gets wet, Anne-Marie will not be able to finish
in time. And who comes there?” he added, and turned his head a little.
Preceded by a lackey, a man in riding boots and a striped waistcoat with silver buttons, and with his hat in his
hand, came down the avenue. He bowed deeply first to the old lord and then to Adam.
“My bailiff,” said the old lord. “Good afternoon, Bailiff. What news have you to bring?” The bailiff made a sad
gesture.
“Poor news only, my lord,” he said.
“And how poor news?” asked his master.
“There is,” said the bailiff with weight, “not a soul at work on the land, and not a sickle going except that of
Anne-Marie in this rye field. The mowing has stopped; they are all at her heels. It is a poor day for a first day of
the harvest.”
“Yes, I see,” said the old lord. The bailiff went on.
“I have spoken kindly to them,” he said, “and I have sworn at them; it is all one. They might as well all be
deaf.”
“Good bailiff,” said the old lord, “leave them in peace; let them do as they like. This day may, all the same, do
them more good than many others. Where is Goske, the boy, Anne-Marie’s son?”
“We have set him in the small room by the barn,” said the bailiff.
“Nay, let him be brought down,” said the old lord; “let him see his mother at work. But what do you say—will
she get the field mowed in time?”
“If you ask me, my lord,” said the bailiff, “I believe that she will. Who would have thought so? She is only a
small woman. It is as hot a day today as, well, as I do ever remember. I myself, you yourself, my lord, could not
have done what Anne-Marie has done today.”
“Nay, nay, we could not, Bailiff,” said the old lord. The bailiff pulled out a red handkerchief and wiped his
brow, somewhat calmed by venting his wrath.
“If,” he remarked with bitterness, “they would all work as the widow works now, we would make a profit on
the land.”
“Yes,” said the old lord, and fell into thought, as if calculating the profit it might make.
“Still,” he said, “as to the question of profit and loss, that is more intricate than it looks. I will tell you
something that you may not\fn{The text has: now.} know: the most famous tissue ever woven was raveled out again
every night.\fn{A reference, I think, to a legend concerning a delaying tactic adopted by Penelope, the wife of Jason of the Argonauts;
to the effect that she had promised to marry again (Jason being presumed to be dead on his expedition to bring home the golden fleece)
when she had completed the weaving of a certain tapestry, but would undo each day’s weaving the succeeding night, so that completion
was impossible.} But come,” he added, “she is close by now. We will go and have a look at her work ourselves.”
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With these words he rose and set his hat on.
The cloud had drawn away again; the rays of the sun once more burned the wide landscape, and as the small
party walked out from under the shade of the trees the dead-still heat was heavy as lead; the sweat sprang out on
their faces and their eyelids smarted. On the narrow path they had to go one by one, the old lord stepping along
first, all black, and the footman, in his bright livery, bringing up the rear.
*
The field was indeed filled with people like a market-place; there were probably a hundred or more men and
women in it. To Adam the scene recalled pictures from his Bible: the meeting between Esau and Jacob in Edom,
or Boaz’ reapers in his barley field near Bethlehem. Some were standing by the side of the field, others pressed in
small groups close to the mowing woman, and a few followed in her wake, binding up sheaves where she had cut
the corn, as if thereby they thought to help her, or as if by all means they meant to have part in her work.
A younger woman with a pail on her head kept close to her side, and with her a number of half-grown children.
One of these first caught sight of the lord of the estate and his suite, and pointed to him. The binders let their
sheaves drop, and as the old man stood still many of the onlookers drew close round him.
The woman on whom till now the eyes of the whole field had rested—a small figure on the large stage—was
advancing slowly and unevenly, bent double as if she were walking on her knees, and stumbling as she walked.
Her blue head-cloth had slipped back from her head; the gray hair was plastered to the skull with sweat, dusty and
stuck with straw. She was obviously totally unaware of the multitude round her; neither did she now once turn her
head or her gaze towards the new arrivals.
Absorbed in her work she again and again stretched out her left hand to grasp a handful of corn, and her right
hand with the sickle in it to cut it off close to the soil, in wavering, groping pulls, like a tired swimmer’s strokes.
Her course took her so close to the feet of the old lord that his shadow fell on her. Just then she staggered and
swayed sideways, and the woman who followed her lifted the pain from her head and held it to her lips. AnneMarie drank without leaving her hold on her sickle, and the water ran from the corners of her mouth. A boy, close
to her, quickly bent one knee, seized her hands in his own and, steadying and building them, cut off a gripe of rye.
“No, no,” said the old lord, “you must not do that, boy. Leave Anne-Marie in peace to her work.” At the sound
of his voice the woman, falteringly, lifted her face in his direction.
The bony and tanned face was streaked with sweat and dust; the eyes were dimmed. But there was not in its
expression the slightest trace of fear or pain. Indeed amongst all the grave and concerned faces of the field hers
was the only one perfectly calm, peaceful and mild. The mouth was drawn together in a think line, a prim, keen,
patient little smile, such as will be seen in the face of an old woman at her spinning-wheel or her knitting, eager
on her work, and happy in it.
And as the younger woman lifted back the pail, she immediately again fell to her mowing, with an ardent,
tender craving, like that of a mother who lays a baby to the nipple. Like an insect that bustles along in high grass,
or like a small vessel in a heavy sea, she butted her way on, her quiet face once more bent upon her task.
The whole throng of onlookers, and with them the small group from the pavilion, advanced as she advanced,
slowly and as if drawn by a string. The bailiff, who felt the intense silence of the field heavy on him, said to the
old lord: “The rye will yield better this year than last,” and got no reply. He repeated his remark to Adam, and at
last to the footman, who felt himself above a discussion on agriculture, and only cleared his throat in answer. In a
while the bailiff again broke the silence.
“There is the boy,” he said and pointed with his thumb. “They have brought him down.” At that moment the
woman fell forward on her face and was lifted up by those nearest to her.
Adam suddenly stopped on the path, and covered his eyes with his hand. The old lord without turning asked
him if he felt incommoded by the heat.
“No,” said Adam, “but stay. Let me speak to you.” His uncle stopped, with his hand on the stick and looking
ahead, as if regretful of being held back.
*
“In the name of God,” cried the young man in French, “force not this woman to continue.” There was a short
pause.
“But I force her not, my friend,” said his uncle in the same language. “She is free to finish at any moment.”
“At the cost of her child only,” again cried Adam. “Do you not see that she is dying? You know not what you
are doing, or what it may bring upon you.”
The old lord, perplexed by this unexpected animadversion, after a second turned all round, and his pale, clear
eyes sought his nephew’s face with stately surprise. His long, waxen face, with two symmetrical curls at the sides,
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had something of the mien of an idealized and ennobled old sheep or ram. He made a sign to the bailiff to go on.
The footman also withdrew a little, and the uncle and nephew were, so to say, alone on the path. For a minute
neither of them spoke.
“In this very place where we now stand,” said the old lord, then, with hauteur, “I gave Anne-Marie my word.”
“My uncle!” said Adam. “A life is a greater thing even than a word. Recall that word, I beseech you, which
was given in caprice, as a whim. I am praying you more for your sake than for my own, yet I shall be grateful to
you all my life if you will grant me my prayer.”
“You will have learned in school,” said his uncle, “that in the beginning was the word. It may have been
pronounced in caprice, as a whim, the Scripture tells us nothing about it. It is still the principle of our world, its
law of gravitation. My own humble word has been the principle of the land on which we stand, for an age of man.
My father’s word was the same, before my day.”
“You are mistaken,” cried Adam. “The word is creative—it is imagination, daring and passion. By it the world
was made. How much greater are these powers which bring into being than any restricting or controlling law! You
wish the land on which we look to produce and propagate; you should not banish from it the forces which cause,
and which keep up life, nor turn it into a desert by dominance of law.
“And when you look at the people, simpler than we and nearer to the heart of nature, who do not analyze their
feelings, whose life is one with the life of the earth, do they not inspire in you tenderness, respect, reverence
even? This woman is ready to die for her son; will it ever happen to you or me that a woman willingly gives up
her life for us? And if it did indeed come to pass, should we make so light of it as not to give up a dogma in
return?”
“You are young,” said the old lord. “A new age will undoubtedly applaud you. I am old-fashioned, I have been
quoting to you texts a thousand years old.\fn{ The legend of Penelope is from Homer (fl.c.850?BC) .} We do not, perhaps,
quite understand one another. But with my own people I am, I believe, in good understanding. Anne-Marie might
well feel that I am making light of her exploit, if now, at the eleventh hour, I did nullify it by a second word. I
myself should feel so in her place.
“Yes, my nephew, it is possible, did I grant you your prayer and pronounce such an amnesty, that I should find
it void against her faithfulness, and that we would still see her at her work, unable to give it up, as a shuttle in the
rye field, until she had it all mowed. But she would then be a shocking, a horrible sight, a figure of unseemly fun,
like a small planet running wild in the sky, when the law of gravitation has been done away with.”
“And if she dies at her task,” Adam exclaimed, “her death, and its consequences will come upon your head.”
The old lord took off his hat and gently ran his hand over his powdered head.
“Upon my head?” he said. “I have kept up my head in many weathers. Even,” he added proudly, “against the
cold wind from high places. In what shape will it come upon my head, my nephew?”
“I cannot tell,” cried Adam in despair. “I have spoken to warn you. God only knows.”
“Amen,” said the old lord with a little delicate smile. “Come, we will walk on.” Adam drew in his breath
deeply.
“No,” he said in Danish. “I cannot come with you. This field is yours; things will happen here as you decide.
But I myself must go away. I beg you to let me have, this evening, a coach as far as town. For I could not sleep
another night under your roof, which I have honored beyond any on earth.”
So many conflicting feelings at his own speech thronged in his breast that it would have been impossible for
him to give them words. The old lord, who had already begun to walk on, stood still, and with him the lackey. He
did not speak for a minute, as if to give Adam time to collect his mind. But the young man’s mind was in uproar
and would not be collected.
“Must we,” the old man asked, in Danish, “take leave here, in the rye field? I have held you dear, next to my
own son. I have followed you career in life from year to year, and have been proud of you. I was happy when you
wrote to say that you were coming back. If now you will go away, I wish you well.” He shifted his walking-stick
from the right hand to the left and gravely looked his nephew in the face.
*
Adam did not meet his eyes. He was gazing out over the landscape. In the late mellow afternoon it was
resuming its colors, like a painting brought into proper light; in the meadows the little black stacks of peat stood
gravely distinct upon the greensward. On this same morning he had greeted it all, like a child running laughingly
to its mother’s bosom; now already he must tear himself from it, in discordance, and forever.
And at the moment of parting it seemed infinitely dearer than any time before, so much beautified and
solemnized by the coming separation that it looked like a place in a dream, a landscape out of paradise, and he
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wondered if it was really the same. But, yes—there before him was, once more, the hunting-ground of long ago.
And there was the road on which he had ridden today.
*
“But tell me where you mean to go from here,” said the old lord slowly. “I myself have traveled a good deal in
my days. I know the word of leaving, the wish to go away. But I have learned by experience that, in reality, the
word has a meaning only to the place and the people which one leaves. When you have left my house—although
it will see you go with sadness—as far as it is concerned the matter is finished and done with. But to the person
who goes away it is a different thing, and not so simple. At the moment that he leaves one place he will be
already, by the laws of life, on his way to another, upon this earth. Let me know, then, for the sake of our old
acquaintance, to which place you are going when you leave here. To England?”
“No,” said Adam. He felt in his heart that he could never again go back to England or to his easy and carefree
life there. It was not far enough away; deeper waters than the North Sea must now be laid between him and
Denmark.
“No, not to England,” he said. “I shall go to America, to the new world.” For a moment he shut his eyes, trying
to form to himself a picture of existence in America, with the gray Atlantic Ocean between him and these fields
and woods.
“To America?” said his uncle and drew up his eyebrows. “Yes, I have heard of America. They have got
freedom there, a big waterfall, savage red men. They shoot turkeys, I have read, as we shoot partridges. Well, if it
be your wish, go to America, Adam, and be happy in the new world.”
He stood for some time, sunk in thought, as if he had already sent off the young man to America, and had done
with him. When at last he spoke, his words had the character of a monologue, enunciated by the person who
watches thing come and go, and himself stays on.
“Take service, there,” he said, “with the power which will give you an easier bargain than this: that with you
own life you may buy the life of your son.”
*
Adam had not listened to his uncle’s remarks about America, but the conclusive, solemn words caught his ear.
He looked up. As if for the first time in his life, he saw the old man’s figure as a whole, and conceived how small
it was, so much smaller than himself, pale, a thin black anchorite upon his own land. A thought ran through his
head:
“How terrible to be old!”
The abhorrence of the tyrant, and the sinister dread on his behalf, which had followed him all day, seemed to
die out of him, and his pity with all creation to extend even to the somber form before him.
His whole being had cried out for harmony. Now, with the possibility of forgiving, of a reconciliation, a sense
of relief went through him; confusedly he bethought himself of Anne-Marie drinking the water held to her lips. He
took off his hat, as his uncle had done a moment ago, so that to a beholder at a distance it would seem that the two
dark-clad gentlemen on the path were repeatedly and respectfully saluting one another, and brushed the hair from
his forehead. Once more the tune of the garden-room rang in his mind:
Mourir pour ce qu’on amie
C’est un trop doux effort …

He stood for a long time immobile and dumb. He broke off a few ears of rye, kept them in his hand and looked
at them.
He saw the ways of life, he thought, as a twined and tangled design, complicated and mazy; it was not given
him or any mortal to command or control it. Life and death, happiness and woe, the past and the present, were
interlaced within the pattern. Yet to the initiated it might be read as easily as our ciphers—which to the savage
must seem confused and incomprehensible—will be read by the schoolboy.
And out of the contrasting elements concord rose. All that lived must suffer; the old man, whom he had judged
hardly, had suffered, as he had watched his son die, and had dreaded the obliteration of his being. He himself
would come to know ache, tears and remorse, and, even through these, the fullness of life. So might now, to the
woman in the rye field, her ordeal be a triumphant procession. For to die for the one you loved was an effort too
sweet for words.
As now he thought of it, he knew that all his life he had sought the unity of things, the secret which connects
the phenomena of existence. It was this strife, this dim presage, which had sometimes made him stand still and
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inert in the midst of the games of his play-fellows, or which had, at other moments—on moonlight nights, or in
his little boat on the sea—lifted the boy to ecstatic happiness. Where other young people, in their pleasures or
their amours, had searched for contrast and variety, he himself had yearned only to comprehend in full the
oneness of the world.
If things had come differently to him, if his young cousin had not died, and the events that followed his death
had not brought him to Denmark, his search for understanding and harmony might have taken him to America,
and he might have found them there, in the virgin forests of a new world. Now they have been disclosed to him
today, in the place where he had played as a child. As the song is one with the voice that sings it, as the road is one
with the goal, as lovers are made one in their embrace, so is man one with his destiny, and he shall love it as
himself.
He looked up again, towards the horizon. If he wished to, he felt, he might find out what it was that had
brought to him, here, the sudden conception of the unity of the universe. When this same morning he had
philosophized, lightly and for his own sake, on his feeling of belonging to this land and soil, it had been the
beginning of it. But since then it had grown; it had become a mightier thing, a revelation to his soul. Some time he
would look into it, for the law of cause and effect was a wonderful and fascinating study.
But not now. This hour was consecrated to greater emotions, to a surrender to fate and to the will of life.
“No,” he said at last. “If you wish it I shall not go. I shall stay here.”
At that moment a long, loud roll of thunder broke the stillness of the afternoon. It re-echoed for a while
amongst the low hills, and it reverberated within the young man’s breast as powerfully as if he had been seized
and shaken by hands. The landscape had spoken. He remembered that twelve hours ago he had put a question to
it, half in jest, and not knowing what he did. Here it gave him its answer.
What it contained he did not know; neither did he inquire. In his promise to his uncle he had given himself
over to the mightier powers of the world. Now what must come must come.
“I thank you,” said the old lord, and made a little stiff gesture with his hand. “I am happy to hear you say so.
We should not let the difference in our ages, or of our views, separate us. In our family we have been wont to keep
peace and faith with one another. You have made my heart lighter.”
Something within his uncle’s speech faintly recalled to Adam the misgivings of the afternoon. He rejected
them; he would not let them trouble the new, sweet felicity which his resolution to stay had brought him.
“I shall go on now,” said the old lord. “But there is no need for you to follow me. I will tell you tomorrow how
the matter has ended.”
“No,” said Adam, “I shall come back by sunset, to see the end of it myself.”
*
All the same he did not come back. He kept the hour in his mind, and all through the evening the consciousness of the drama, and the profound concern and compassion with which, in his thoughts, he followed it, gave to
his speech, glance and movements and grave and pathetic substance. But he felt that he was, in the rooms of the
manor, and even by the harpsichord on which he accompanied his aunt to her air from Alceste, as much in the
center of things as if he had stood in the rye field itself, and as near to those human beings whose fate was now
decided there. Anne-Marie and he were both in the hands of destiny, and destiny would, by different ways, bring
each to the designated end.
Later on he remembered what he had thought that evening.
*
But the old lord stayed on. Late in the afternoon he even had an idea; he called down his valet to the pavilion
and made him shift his clothes on him and dress him up in a brocaded suit that he had worn at Court. He let a
lace-trimmed shirt be drawn over his head and stuck out his slim legs to have them put into think silk stockings
and buckled shoes. In this majestic attire he dined alone, of a frugal meal, but took a bottle of Rhenish wine with
it, to keep up his strength. He sat on for a while, a little sunk in his seat; then, as the sun neared the earth, he
straightened himself, and took the way down to the field.
The shadows were now lengthening, azure blue along all the eastern slopes. The lonely trees in the corn
marked their site by narrow blue pools running out from their feet, and as the old man walked a thin, immensely
elongated reflection stirred behind him on the path. Once he stood still; he thought he heard a lark singing over his
head, a spring-like sound; his tired head held no clear perception of the season; he seemed to be walking, and
standing, in a kind of eternity.
The people in the field were no longer silent, as they had been in the afternoon. Many of them talked loudly
among themselves, and a little farther away a woman was weeping.
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When the bailiff saw his master, he came up to him. He told him, in great agitation, that the widow would, in
all likelihood, finish the mowing of the field within a quarter of an hour.
“Are the keeper and the wheelwright here?” the old lord asked him.
“They have been here,” said the bailiff, “and have gone away, five times. Each time they have said that they
would not come back. But they have come back again, all the same, and they are here now.”
“And where is the boy?” the old lord asked again.
“He is with her,” said the bailiff. “I have given him leave to follow her. He has walked close to his mother all
the afternoon, and you will see him now by her side, down there.”
Anne-Marie was now working her way up towards them more evenly than before, but with extreme slowness,
as if at any moment she might come to a standstill. This excessive tardiness, the old lord reflected if it had been
purposely performed, would have been an inimitable, dignified exhibition of skilled art; one might fancy the
Emperor of China advancing in like manner on a divine procession or rite.
He shaded his eyes with his hand, for the sun was now just beyond the horizon, and its last rays made light,
wild, many-colored specks dance before his sight. With such splendor did the sunset emblazon the earth and the
air that the landscape was turned into a melting-pot of glorious metals. The meadows and the grasslands became
pure gold; the barley fields near by, with its long ears, was a live lake of shining silver.
There was only a small patch of straw standing in the rye field, when the woman, alarmed by the change the
light, turned her head a little to get a look at the sun. The while she did not stop her work, but grasped one handful
of corn and cut it off, then another, and another. A great stir, and a sound like a manifold, deep sigh, ran through
the crowd.
The field was now mowed from one end to the other. Only the mower herself did not realize the fact; she
stretched out her hand anew, and when she found nothing in it, she seemed puzzled or disappointed. Then she let
her arms drop, and slowly sank to her knees.
*
Many of the women burst out weeping, and the swarm drew close round her, leaving only a small open space
at the side where the old lord stood. Their sudden nearness frightened Anne-Marie; she made a slight, uneasy
movement, as if terrified that they should put their hands on her.
The boy, who had kept by her all day, now fell on his knees beside her. Even he dared not touch her, but held
one arm low behind her back and the other before her, level with her collar-bone, to catch hold of her if she
should fall, and all the time he cried aloud. At that moment the sun went down.
The old lord stepped forward and solemnly took off his hat. The crowd became silent, waiting for him to
speak. But for a minute or two he said nothing. Then he addressed her, very slowly.
“Your son is free, Anne-Marie,” he said. He again waited a little, and added:
“You have done a good day’s work, which will long be remembered.”
Anne-Marie raised her gaze only as high as his knees, and he understood that she had not heard what he said.
He turned to the boy.
“You tell your mother, Goske,” he said gently, “what I have told her.”
The boy had been sobbing wildly, in raucous, broken moans. It took him some time to collect and control
himself. But when at last he spoke, straight into his mother’s face, his voice was low, a little impatient, as if he
were conveying an everyday message to her.
“I am free, Mother,” he said. “You have done a good day’s work that will long be remembered.”
At the sound of his voice she lifted her face to him. A faint, bland shadow of surprise ran over it, but still she
gave no sign of having heard what he said, so that the people round them began to wonder if the exhaustion had
turned here deaf. But after a moment she slowly and waveringly raised her hand, fumbling in the air as she aimed
at his face, and with her fingers touched his cheek.
The cheek was wet with tears, so that at the contact her fingertips lightly stuck to it, and she seemed unable to
overcome the infinitely slight resistance, or to withdraw her hand. For a minute the two looked each other in the
face. Then, softly and lingeringly, like a sheaf of corn that falls to the ground, she sank forward onto the boy’s
shoulder, and he closed his arms round her.
He held her thus, pressed against him, his own face buried in her hair and head-cloth, for such a long time that
those nearest to them, frightened because her body looked so small in his embrace, drew closer, bent down and
loosened his grip. The boy let them do so without a word or a movement. But the woman who held Anne-Marie,
in her arms to lift her up, turned her face to the old lord.
“She is dead,” she said.
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The people who had followed Anne-Marie all through the day kept standing and stirring in the field for many
hours, as long as the evening light lasted, and longer. Long after some of them had made a stretcher from branches
of the trees and had carried away the dead woman, others wandered on, up and down the stubble, imitating and
measuring her course from one end of the rye field to the other, and binding up the last sheaves, where she had
finished her mowing.
The old lord stayed with them for a long time, stepping along a little, and again standing still.
*
In the place where the woman had died the old lord later on had a stone set up, with a sickle engraved in it. The
peasants on the land then named the rye field “Sorrow-Acre.”
By this name it was known a long time after the story of the woman and her son had itself been forgotten.
1920
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Frederica, Vejle County,

1
The eye?
That’s me.
I’m the eye. The lens. The retina. Not the interpretation of what I have seen. Not the explanation.
I’m the eye that saw; I have no use for any explanations. That the cause was this or that makes no difference,
because what happened was the way it was, indisputable, a conjunction of circumstances which flowed into one
another and could be seen.
And which I could see.
It’s not for that reason that I pretend to have understood what happened. I still don’t. But, then, what good are
explanations when the dividing line has been passed, when that which happened has happened. What good are
quibbling phrases, now that most of the earth’s surface has long since risen up and broken off in great pieces. No
good. None at all.
You see, that’s what happened. But will I ever find out why? What it was that made the outer layers forsake
their usual curvature and peel off into the universe. Never.
Don’t think I didn’t have any ideas of my own; of course I did. Especially now that I don’t see anything. You
see, I really don’t see anything more.
But of course I can see. I’m not blind, and it’s far from being dark, even if this powdery, brown semi-darkness
could by no means be called light. It’s neither the one nor the other, but things are distinguishable when I look at
them. Still, I won’t insist that I see, for it’s not a matter of experience; as an eye, I am constantly directed toward
the catastrophe.
I will probably never come to see, really see, anything but this gigantic crackled glaze of the globe. That was
what turned me into an eye, and there is hardly any room left in me for anything else; in any case, not much. It
fills me and surrounds me. I have forgotten what existed before, and what there is now—I don’t know; is there
anything at all any more? Anything further?
I always think about what happened as an unusual and remarkable experience. The greatest in my times and
the most dreadful, if only a source of energy and horror. It was like an ice field, I tell you, like an ice field when it
breaks up and goes adrift.
No, it was many times worse. An ice field is nothing. what happened was, in its disintegration, grandiose in a
completely different way. It was terrible—but in the abstract. It was the same sort of thing, but I tell you, an ice
field is nothing in comparison.
What hit the earth was definitely violence. I have always been a peaceful person and never cared for anything
like that but the grandeur of what I saw moved me nevertheless.
There was no doubt that it was violence; the reaction to some brutal encroachment on something which could
not tolerate being touched. An equilibrium which has displaced. Such things don’t just happen by themselves.
Someone must have done it. The question is only: Who was that someone?
But that is a foolish and completely immaterial question because it will never be answerable. Nor do I have
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any use for any explanation which will only be disturbing. Is there anything at all more meaningless than
explanations, anything more superfluous, when, as I, one has seen what happened?
The fundamental cause?
Absurd! As if one could imagine what could make the earth disintegrate into pieces of land and forsake the
underlying strata—yes, simply forsake them—didn’t I see how these immense floes, whole torn-off continents,
began to sail by? As if the very core of the earth had cast them off. Or lost them. Sail by on nothing. Shoot
outwards. To the rear, in relation to the revolution of the earth
And among the floes there was nothing; nothing but the distance between them which increased constantly.
They lost their rivers at that distance, drained themselves off into space as if dizzy, and trailed the falling water
after them like white streaks of smoke, until it stopped running.
Like enormous flotillas of earth and stone, the lands voyaged outwards, with devastated forests still on board
in central and protected areas, with the mountains still standing. It was terrible. It was paralyzingly grand.
And the cities! Especially the cities; those parts that weren’t burned. Devastated cities, collapsed to half their
height or less, but still with works made by man for man in important places. Perhaps everyone was not dead yet.
Yes, I know there were still people living at that time under the collapsed buildings or whatever they had sought
refuge. In caves? There were still caves intact, even in those areas not separated from the earth.
I know. I saw them. I felt my sight penetrate stone.
But I couldn’t hear anything. It was strange. Perhaps there were no sounds connected with what happened, or
perhaps they were too loud to be perceived so they were deafening. It could be I became deaf when it started. That
I quite simply lost my hearing when I became an eye. Because I became an eye? Or the other way around? In any
case, there was a very great stillness while it was going on.
And it looked like an explosion. I can’t stop thinking that it looked like an explosion which exploded very
slowly so that one could see the details, the connection between the various torn off pieces and their internal
disintegration. It seemed to go on for an eternity before it stopped. Days maybe. I forgot to notice.
Afterwards it was impossible to distinguish anything at all. There was too much of everything in the air.
Almost everywhere it was the ocean’s floor which broke, and the seas splashed out over the smoking edges of
the wounds and fell back as vapor. Huge maelstroms of vapor which filled the area between the globe and the
floes. And when the vapor was hurled aside, the hanging rivers. It was incomprehensible.
I must be the one who’s deaf. Oceans can’t roll over scorching beds of lava without a sound, but I heard
nothing. In any case, I can’t remember hearing anything, but I felt clearly the shower of scalded fish which
followed. Or, more correctly, whales, for what had been fish no longer was fish, but indefinable blotches. But the
whales—I did not know so many whales existed.
That wasn’t the worst thing, however. Fish can’t express anything; not even terror. They are only convincing in
very large numbers. Even the whales told me nothing about the fear of death as the land animals did. Hordes of
animals, every conceivable species, but mostly big ones, were hurled among one another on the floes of land
sailing by, each animal dying its own death. Of thirst, of heat, of lack of oxygen. Poisoned. Heaps of bodies which
excreted life. There must have been an inexpressible bellow of pain and terror over them in the shattered air,
drowned out by the sound of stones being torn apart. I didn’t hear it.
And that was probably reasonable in a way. When one is reduced to an eye—or expanded—I don’t know
which, the remaining senses must necessarily be concentrated in this one center of experience. That’s why I saw
the way I did. So comprehensively. Almost like a scientific instrument and without that supplement of disturbing
feelings that I have since acquired. I was an eye and an eye only.
But now, afterwards, since I can’t see anything, I can feel again, and something is coming into being which
must be described most nearly as incipient sound.\fn{ Sound on the verge of being born.} Avalanches and displacements
between stillness and non-stillness. But I’m not yet certain whether it is going on within me or outside, but there
is no doubt that something or other is about to happen. I think with terror that it is possible the roar of the
catastrophe which is able to reach me; that the whole thing will overwhelm me when the silence ceases.
For even if it was an interesting and instruction experience to see the earth transformed into a modern inferno,
and even if, in many places, beautiful and decorative effects resulted, nevertheless, most of it seemed rather
awkward and I really don’t care to witness it over again. In my opinion there was too little elegance involved in it
and too much ruthless violence.
Not that I fail to appreciate the impressive effect of brutality, not at all, but I have already explained that I’m a
peaceful person, and if I have to go through the whole thing with my ears, I know that I will come to hear just as
minutely as I could see previously. I will be able to hear through stone, and voices will arise in connection with
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those sights I have permanently within me.
And besides, I don’t believe that sound is my element as sight has proven to be. I don’t care to hear what I
have seen. Panic-stricken bodies in caves and mines where important minerals had been extracted. Important
minerals? It makes you stop and thing, doesn’t it? Human bodies which squeeze each other to death—unconscious of the uselessness, of the hopelessness of it all—in their very effort to survive.
I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to be a witness to more. Or to the same thing again. I’m an eye, and I want
to continue being an eye. For this one sight. This one disaster which must be my task to preserve.
Not the sounds.
I don’t want to hear them. But I know they are still there. The voices are still there. The voices are there, the
cries and curses of the dying, even though their bodies are long since dissolved in this powdery dust which fills
space.
And they will continue to be there until they find an ear; the ear which is destined to absorb them.
The mere thought that it could be I …
I have seen mothers kill their children to spare them a different death—or perhaps survival among the
fragments which would be left of the world. Must I now hear the sound of courage born of despair? I have seen
the terror-filled white look in the eyes of the doomed. Must I now hear their rasping sobs?
The collapsed mines have long since been destroyed in that gigantic shipwreck outside the earth’s orbit, but the
particles of everything are seeking to return, as if there were still something unredeemed. Or is it the new
beginning which precipitates evaporated oceans and dust onto the old core. Somewhere or other grief is
preserved; somewhere or other under the ashes the will to live is glowing.
The outline of the caves is carefully delineated on my retina, the possibility of inhaling each other’s dying
groans meticulously chartered. There was nothing else to breathe.
I am compelled to think about it so as not to forget the details. It is my duty to preserve the small things along
with the large ones, the twisted bodies of the burned along with splintered mountain ranges and the ruptured floor
of the ocean. I am compelled to keep the whole thing intact, the process from life to non-life in all of its phases,
exactly as it was entrusted to me. Exactly as I got it. Silent. That’s what I’m doing—constantly.
But, nevertheless, I have to think about the sounds. Because of the deafness I heard nothing, but the silence
was a quality of mine, not of the catastrophe, and I can imagine how it must have been. I wasn’t always as deaf as
I am now. And that’s the reason why I get the impression of sounds corresponding to the visions which are
occupying my thoughts at the moment, and it’s terribly fatiguing because it’s not really part of my job. I can’t free
myself from it. I don’t hear it, I have it within me. The whole thing. The silent sounds.
But I have to stick to being an eye, and I have to get those sounds off my mind, even if it isn’t easy. And my
emotions? What do emotions have to do with an authentic retention of facts. Nothing. Not even when the
emotions are mine. But my unfortunate old urge to identify with what I’m occupied with hasn’t left me, let alone
changed character, and even though I maintain how little I care about knowing why it happened at all, I can’t keep
from thinking about the cause.
What is it that excite me so? Perhaps the fogginess, this dusty, brown semi-darkness which smells and tastes of
everything of which it consists. I have always had a very keen sense of smell, but it is still too early to divide my
attention.
But sometime or other, when I have been wrapped up in this tremendous event long enough, so long that
conditions have calmed down into a new beginning I will be able to allow a part of my intelligence to deal with
less essential aspects of what happened, such as separating animal and mineral particles from one another with the
aid of my olfactory sense.
But it mustn’t get out of control. The way things are now, when, more than anything else, I need to concentrate
to maintain my deafness, I must breathe without thinking about what I’m breathing. Even when I can feel
intuitively the mass anxiety like vibrations in the dust.
Sometimes it occurs to me that perhaps that’s where the sounds come from, that I inhale them along with the
hovering cloud of dust, and that’s perhaps why it’s so hard for me to escape from the situation of the ear.
I really don’t know if it’s possible, but it’s conceivable that the horror was projected as sound as well as
emotion upon the remains of the destroyed life. Enormous quantities of terror must have been released while it
was going on. They must be somewhere.
And when one considers at the same time that, as far as I can ascertain, the destruction was not complete—it
wasn’t every part of the earth which rose into the universe—one must necessarily take a certain interest in the
surviving parts. I have previously concerned myself a bit with that sort of life.
39

While it was going on it didn’t particularly strike me that there were beings which, in the first round,
apparently had escaped their fate. It was natural, of course, to believe that the surviving land areas would later be
destroyed. But not, afterwards, I remember how it was, and I can’t say anything but that I feel curiosity with
respect to this minimal contingent of living life. I have, as I said before, concerned myself with these conditions.
I suppose I should be happy that in spite of everything there was a bit of this unthinking constituent of the
earth left. Unthinking precisely because they were the only ones who had the faculty of thought and treated it with
indifference. I was aware previously of such self-destructive tendencies of human beings, and I wouldn’t be at all
surprised if the catastrophe originated precisely in this remarkable indifference.
But outwardly it doesn’t concern me at all whether there are remnants of so-called higher forms of life—sunk
to the level of animals or whether there are two-legged creatures who were acquainted through personal
observation with the world which no longer exists, who not only experienced it, but also let themselves be
supported by its multiplicity of elaborate social institutions without making the least effort to maintain those
institutions. Who indeed perhaps in addition indulged in destructive levity toward them. Naturally without
meaning it quite seriously. Just more or less experimentally.
It’s not business of mine whether links of this mutually contradictory chain of beings still exist, but at times it
amuses me to imagine under what conditions they would be able to continue such a life, under what conditions
the individual could hold his own.
For strange and involved feelings must no doubt arise when an individual from that degenerate specialized
society is forced to deal with the problem of food, clothing, and shelter on the most primitive level. How can one
even imagine a human being, a complex, highly cultivated human being in what’s left of his readymade suit,
crawling on his stomach out of a partially sealed crevice and finding himself cut off from everything. Simply
everything.
And not only the knowledge which was part of his advanced civilization, but the most elementary knowledge
of the most elementary things, such as killing and producing fire.
I suppose the most obvious thing would be suicide; total despair without an effort to solve any problems at all.
One has to ask what must be necessary to reduce a man’s demands of life to the most primitive level? How much
must he fear death to get down to the very instinct for life itself?
And one must ask oneself, how much a formerly civilized person would care to gnaw bones clean which
hadn’t been exposed to the least bit of preparation, and which possibly belonged to animals which an inherited,
mostly holy ritual established by custom forbade him to eat. Bats, mutilated reptiles, rats, and larvae.
The only way to kill would be laborious strangulation without an intermediary to hid behind. Without
formalities. It won’t be a question of method, but of hunger.
Without a doubt it would be mighty interesting to keep track of them. Personally, I don’t believe that half of
the survivors will be able to cope with the new form of existence, and of those only a few will be able to
reproduce. The next generation will be very small, but they will already be better off from having had to adapt
themselves from birth.
But, for the time being this isn’t what should be occupying my thoughts at all, any more than speculations
about a cause. I’m not here to interpret what happened, but to preserve it, so don’t ask me about anything that
doesn’t directly pertain to the clear visual impression.
I’m the eye. That eye which holds the catastrophe. But from time to time I allow myself to dabble a bit in he
broader perspectives.
But it’s only for amusement. I’m only an amateur, so don’t ask me.
2
It started to rain.
Tibeso didn’t move. He stood quite still on one of the flat brown stones in the middle of the creek, watching
the raindrops fall on the flowing water; they barely pricked the surface and disappeared without a trace. With one
hand he scratched himself through a convenient hole in his shirt. With the other he held the spear and the umbrella
tight together. There was still no need to open the umbrella.
Tibeso was happy. The day augured well. On the green slope above him the animals were grazing—the horses
and donkeys high up on the slope and the cattle almost down at the watercourse. The gray cow with the long
horns had just calved—a heifer. Tibeso looked forward to bringing it home to his mother that evening. For a long
time only bull calves had been born to the herd, and although they were worth something, heifers were better.
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Through the drizzle he looked at the newborn calf, still lying in the grass like a dark wet bundle, not yet licked
clean. The gray one bent over it and rumbled a warning each time one of the other cows moved inquisitively
toward it. Approaching it now was clearly unwise.
Tibeso stood as close as he dared, not moving at all. The calving had been long and difficult, and since the cow
was bad-tempered to begin with, she could become dangerous if she felt threatened.
The rest of the cattle had soon realized that they should keep their distance; they drew together in groups with
their muzzles turned expectantly toward the newest member of the herd. Only the horses were indifferent; they
kept on grazing off by themselves.
The rain dotted the water in the creek, which purled and gurgled blissfully around the broad, worn stones.
Tibeso was lulled by the sound of the water’s constant running, always more and more coming from the boggy
area farther upstream where the grass was not real grass but sharp reeds, and where the frogs’ croaking sounded
like bells. When one walked up there, the ground felt spongy underfoot and it broke under the hooves of the cows
if they ventured out too far.
There was water under the roots of the reeds, and the creek sucked it up and carried it down past the watering
place where the boy stood. Farther down, past the green slopes, the banks rose and pressed toward each other,
forming a rocky gorge over the creek bed. There the creek vanished in a long gully under a dense thicket of brush
and creepers. Sunlight never fell in there and everything was colored differently. Stones looked black.
The water raced downward in jumps and spurts, and even the sound of the water seemed different. Long,
gnarled roots crept out of the steep banks like huge claws. The air was colder and strong drafts moved upward
through the gorge. Overhead, bamboo leaves rustled softly, warningly, as if something other than the wind were
brushing against them.
Tibeso cast sidelong glances at the black opening under the trees. He never went in there. He had tried it once.
Cautiously he had moved with the water over the darkening stone surfaces, feeling his way forward with his toes
deep down in the current, keeping his wary eyes on the gully ahead of him. It had an acrid smell. The upward
drafts carried the smell with them and its harshness had made his nostrils twitch, as if the animals of the night had
not yet deserted their watering place.
He had seen nothing, but from his ankles a chill had risen up in him. Through his skin he had felt what the
elders said, that this was a dangerous spot, the haunt of evil spirits. He had not seen them but he had felt their eyes
staring at him, their glances touching him and trying to pull him down into the water, down between the gloomy
stones, bigger than the flat stones out in the sunlight. These were boulders huddled together at the bottom of the
gorge like dark beings.
He had not gone far when fright overcame him and he had turned around and rushed upstream, stumbling and
splashing, feeling sure that something in the hollows between the stones was snatching at his heels. With branches
and roots clutching his clothes, he had reached daylight again. Since that time he had never gone back in there.
The black opening was still there, and close to it the gray one had dropped her calf in the grass. Tibeso had
wanted her to choose another spot and he had tried to coax her higher up on the slope, but the cow had refused to
budge and he had not dared to move between the animal and the gorge to drive her upstream. Each time he had
tried to approach, the cow had threatened him by lowering her head, brandishing her huge horns, and bellowing,
and there was no doubt. that she meant it. But it was all over now and the boy was waiting for the calf to get up on
its legs so that they could move on.
It continued to rain. The backs of the cows were already darkened by it, and occasionally the wind carried the
special smell of wet cow to Tibeso. He sniffed it with satisfaction; it was a wonderful smell, he thought. The
horses’ coats had turned almost black, and he could clearly see where the saddle had gnawed a big sore on one of
them. It shone raw and pink against the wet layer of hair.
Tibeso rested his spear lightly against his shoulder and opened the umbrella. He did it carefully, partly so as
not to startle the gray one, who was now licking her calf, and partly to avoid tearing the umbrella again. It had just
been repaired, and making the patches stay in place had been difficult. Both his sister Medina, who had sewn it,
and his mother would be angry if he were not careful with it. It had belonged to his father and none of them knew
when they would get another one.
He held the black umbrella with its blue and brown patches over his head and turned his face inquiringly
upward. The patches really worked; hardly any water came through now. He would tell Medina about it in the
evening when he got home. She had fixed it all by herself.
*
One of the horses high on the slope began to move about restlessly, the one with the open saddle sore. Tibeso
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saw that a bird had settled on its back and was pecking at the sore. The horse danced sideways to shake the bird
off, but it hung on tight.
Tibeso hooted but he was much too far away. The horse tried to scrape its unpleasant guest off by throwing
itself against the other animals in the herd. There was a jostling on the closely cropped slope and the commotion
excited the other horses.
Forgetting about the cow and the calf, Tibeso leaped to the bank and ran up the slope, still holding the open
umbrella in his hand. He would have to get that bird off before the horse panicked and ran away. A runaway horse
always meant a lot of trouble; sometimes they had to search far and long to find one.
High up the slope the tortured animal broke out of the herd in a fury and galloped downhill, straight toward the
gray one and her calf. The boy raced back down across the grass, trying to get between them, but to no avail. The
horse was moving too fast, and the other horses came thundering after it, as if they wanted to share its pain.
The gray one lowered her horns and rushed at the horses with a bellow unlike anything Tibeso had ever heard
before. In his mind’s eye he could see the huge horns piercing the side of one of them and ripping it open. He
wanted to shout to prevent it, to scream to keep it from happening, and he thought he did—until he heard no
sound coming from him.
Nevertheless, the horses veered away before it was too late. They hammered past the gray cow and raced
upstream, the one with the sore in the lead and all the others following. The gray cow did not allow this provocation to go unchallenged and thundered after the brazen horses straight into the midst of the cattle. The whole herd
was in an uproar.
With confusion all around him, Tibeso felt completely helpless. Where and how should he begin to get all
these animals under control?
Suddenly his ears caught sounds unlike the rest of the din around him, and with a leap he whipped around.
The calf!
The gray one, too, sensed danger and swerved so that big lumps of sod flew up over the grass. But it was
already too late. Tibeso perceived only a speckled movement; then the calf was gone. Yet he knew with certainty
what he had seen.
The Big One.
A tremor ran through him and the rain chilled his body. He had never thought that this could happen to him. He
had never thought that the Big One would enter their territory—not really. It could go other places; somewhere
else it could plunder other poor shepherds, but not here. He was filled with disbelief even though he had seen it
with his own eyes.
The Big One.
He began to shiver as if he had a fever, he stood there on his own two feet and trembled while the cow, crazed
with anger, tore into the thicket at the edge of the gorge in a desperate effort to save her calf. But there was no
calf. And there was no leopard. Only a wild, roaring cow crashing through the bush.
There were plenty of leopards in the surrounding mountains. Sometimes you could hear them during the night
and, although it seldom happened, occasionally somebody saw one, too. But there was only one Big One, only
one large enough and cunning enough and audacious enough to attack in broad daylight.
This was the one people talked about in a special tone of voice. Many claimed to have seen it. Some were
believed, others were not, but nobody doubted the existence of the Big One. Most preferred not to talk about it.
They said the danger of losing one’s own animals was greater if you talked about it too much or too loudly. Doing
so attracted it, they said.
Why did it have to come here? And take their only heifer calf? Just when he had been looking forward to
evening and to bringing it home.
Anger welled up in Tibeso and forced the tears from his eyes. This had happened because that foolish,
stubborn cow had insisted on calving where she did. It was the cow’s fault that she no longer had a calf, but he
would be blamed when he got home.
A sudden hatred for the gray one made him forget the leopard, and he ran after her into the thicket. He beat the
frenzied cow with the shaft of his spear until she hurried out. Without thinking, he dragged the umbrella behind
him until it hung in shreds. Nothing could soften his despair.
He had been crying all the while without being aware of it, but not out of fear. The urge to do something had
driven all feelings of fright out of him. He had to do something dangerous to offset the pain tightening within him.
Blindly he struck at the furious cow until she submitted.
With what had happened still like a fever in his body, half crying and half howling, he collected the animals
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and started driving them home. He did not allow them to graze or move slowly, as he generally did. They could
not move fast enough to suit him, even though it was not yet time to go home. He could not help himself. He had
to share the terrifying news with somebody, this knowledge that the Big One had entered their territory.
The leopard.
Panic had risen from the spot in the grass where the calf had lain.
*
He got home much too early with the animals. The clouds had parted a little, and the sun had not yet reached
the spot between the mountains where it ought to be at milking time.
Tibeso did not care. Blubbering, he hurried after the herd, much too shocked to think clearly, much too shaken
to bear the loss of the heifer calf all by himself. He had to tell somebody how it had happened—and that it was
not his fault.
Without stopping, he drove the herd straight toward the small opening in the fence. The woven bamboo gate
was slightly ajar, which was usual during the daytime, and beside it stood his little brother, Bino, apparently come
to see why the cows were making such a racket and why they had arrived at such a strange time.
Tibeso bawled at him to push the gate open wide so that the animals could get through, but Bino just stood
there as if he did not understand what Tibeso was shouting; he gaped at the thundering herd and at his brother’s
disturbed expression.
“All the way!” Tibeso screamed as loud as he could.
Bino’s paralysis left him abruptly and he disappeared through the gap like a jackal caught off guard, leaving
his stick behind him. No one opened the gate.
The first few cows stopped short at the fence while those behind pressed on and then turned aside in both
directions, so that the herd threatened to dissolve and scatter. Tibeso danced back and forth with outspread arms,
the spear in one hand and the tattered umbrella in the other, trying to keep the animals together; at the same time
he yelled frantically, trying to get Bino to come back and open the gate.
It was not Bino who came. It was his old grandmother, tall and rheumatic, who moved slowly across the
enclosure. Her voice hit him straight through the fence as if it were a wooden rod. She told him to stop screaming
and explain what was wrong and why he had come rushing home like that in the middle of the afternoon.
Tibeso quieted down. The old woman’s scolding soothed him, and with regained confidence he drove the cattle
through the opening, one after the other as usual. Only when the herd was safely inside the fence and milling
calmly within the enclosure did he answer.
“Well?” asked his grandmother. The boy turned his forlorn, tear-stained face toward her.
“It is here,” he shouted. “It has come. It has taken the heifer calf.” The old woman frowned.
“Which heifer calf?”
“The new one, the gray one’s.” He pointed to the cow with the big horns, and his grandmother saw that she had
calved.
“What are you trying to tell me? Who has taken that calf?” she asked impatiently, ready to vent her anger on
him.
“The Big One!” Tibeso’s face turned gray like the cow as he said it, and the old woman realized that something
very serious had happened.
“The Big One.”
The other children crowded around the grandmother and listened in silence. Without fully understanding what
Tibeso meant, they knew from the old woman’s expression that it was serious.
Their mother had gone to the market in the town. That in itself was not unusual, but in view of the incident at
the creek the grandmother became anxious. Would she make it back before sunset? The path from the town passed
the creek very close to the gorge, and the thought of what could happen was far from pleasant. The old woman
shook her lean head thoughtfully, remembering only too well what she had heard about the beast—how much it
differed from its own kind and how it did things that no other leopard would do.
Mumbling to herself and looking down at the muddy ground, she shuffled slowly into her own house to finish
the grinding. But the sound of the millstone was weak and uneven and the grandmother did not hum as she
usually did.
*
When Tibeso’s mother did get back, she was astonished to see the cows at home at such an early hour; and the
children, rather than answer her questions, led her to the old woman. Such things were best explained by
grownups. Silently they slipped into the dimly lit house, and again Tibeso explained what had gone on at the
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creek, where he had taken the herd, and how it had happened.
His mother was angry. Extremely angry. It was her best cow that had calved—she had expected a great deal
from the calf, and now it had been devoured. In her wrath she was tempted to blame Tibeso. Why had he taken the
animals all the way over to the gorge? Couldn’t they have grazed somewhere else? And why hadn’t he driven the
gray cow away from the dangerous spot when he saw that she was going to calve? Her voice was shrill and
persistent and she did not give Tibeso a chance to defend himself.
He had let them graze there often before and nothing had happened, he thought to himself. And the grass was
good. The grass was better down by the creek than in other spots.
His mother continued to scold, and Tibeso knew that there was no point in objecting. His grandmother
muttered something. She had sat down on a low stool in front of the fire, and no one could hear what she was
saying, but she was obviously upset. She sat and poked at the embers with a stick. A low fire smoldered over the
bits of wood and cast a glow on her wrinkled face.
Gofa, the man from the third house within the compound, came in and sat down beside the fire with Tibeso’s
mother. Clearly he had already heard the news. His spear rested against the eaves just outside the door, and his
face was serious. He had as many cows in the herd as Tibeso’s mother and grandmother together, and deep down
Tibeso was glad that the calf had not been Gofa’s.
The other children squeezed in among the grown-ups, listening intently but saying nothing. From time to time
they glanced around at Tibeso, who stood behind them feeling strangely useless.
The grown-ups talked about the leopard. Gofa’s eldest wife came in and wanted to hear the whole story from
the beginning. Then there was talk of how best to protect the other animals. But the voices held no conviction; no
one really believed that repairing the fence or improving the enclosure that housed the animals at night would
help.
And nobody consulted Tibeso, the only one who had seen it, the one with the whole horrible experience
cooped up inside him. They talked as if he weren’t there. Even the compound children stared at him, wide-eyed,
as if he weren’t one of them. There he stood in the dimness of his own grandmother’s house and felt like an
outsider, alone.
Yet it was he who had seen it. Tibeso recalled the sight of the big cat, but the memory did not strengthen him.
He was empty inside. The only thing he could really feel was hunger gnawing at his stomach. He cast sidelong
glances at the grindstone, lying motionless on the hide, where his grandmother had left it long ago when his
mother had come home. Around the edges of the stone, flour lay in small heaps, but the rush bowl containing the
grain was only half empty. No hands pushed the runner back and forth. No pot of porridge simmered over the fire,
and it would be a long time before they would get something to eat.
The others did not seem to be hungry. They were filled with the news that the leopard had come. The leopard
was no longer something they merely heard about from other villages. Now it was here in their territory and now
their animals would suffer. No one believed that the leopard would be satisfied with only one calf.
Gofa, who slept up in the little watch house at night to protect their herd against wild animals and cattle
thieves, thought it was high time they repaired the fence. Tibeso remembered all the spots where children and
dogs could creep in and out when they were too far from the gate. Where a dog could get in, surely a leopard
could squeeze in, too.
He looked around his grandmother’s house. The holes in the wall seemed strikingly large. Why didn’t anybody
ever plaster the holes with cow dung when the old fell off? It occurred to him that he had never noticed the walls
in quite the same way as now when the flat evening light wedged itself between the wood splits under the thatch.
All the houses were like that. He could not remember ever having been in a place where there were no holes in
the wall. But when the house was new it must not have had any holes in it, he thought.
Outside, darkness fell rapidly. The cows crowded together and lowed restlessly because nobody came to milk
them. Tibeso expected to hear them run in wild panic at any moment. He did not like their wandering about in the
darkness unattended, and wished that his mother and grandmother and Gofa’s wife would go out and milk them so
that they could be shut into the night enclosure. He knew perfectly well that he should have stayed outside to keep
the calves from suckling, but something within him had stopped functioning.
Tibeso knew now that they would not have much milk for themselves and that his grandmother would be
vexed because she would have to thin the porridge with water. Nevertheless, he remained inside the house.
Later he heard the calves come in through the door and one by one find their sleeping places beside the wall.
He heard his mother warn Shanna, his eldest sister, who was almost as old as he, not to let the smaller children
wander outside the fence when she was not at home.
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Tibeso winced. His mother would continue to leave them. Even now, knowing that the leopard was in the area,
she would trudge away to the market as usual. She would go anyway.
The feeling of powerlessness he had felt at the creek seeped into his legs again and from his legs up through
his body. He felt despair because he was unable to do anything, hatred because the leopard was bigger and
stronger and more vicious than all other leopards. Why didn’t somebody go out and kill it?
He said it aloud, heard the words linger far too long within the house and then fade away, leaving silence. No
one said anything. Only the heavy breathing of the calves and the quiet crackling of the fire could be heard, and
Tibeso felt that he had said something wrong. Gofa’s wife gasped and hushed him, and his grandmother shook her
head as if there were a bee in her ear.
“That won’t help,” Gofa said seriously.
“Why not?” asked Tibeso. “If it is dead, it can’t do any harm. Then it won’t take any calves.”
“Three men have already killed it,” said Gofa quietly.
“Yes, but—” Tibeso said. In his opinion, if it had been killed, it should be dead.
“The thing is,” continued Gofa, “it can be in several places at the same time.”
Tibeso gaped. He had not heard that before.
“But it was there where I saw it!” he protested.
Outside, one of the cows coughed hollowly. The sound made Tibeso shudder. Slowly he began to realize what
sort of leopard it was, and that something very special was needed to protect oneself against it. Patching the holes
in the fence would not help, nor would it make any difference if Gofa slept with his spear in his hand. It would
take more than that.
*
The whole night Tibeso lay on the cowhide in his mother’s house and tossed and turned restlessly between his
brothers. What would they do if the leopard took more of their animals? Would they starve? Or what if it attacked
his mother when she was on her way to town? Thoughts of what might happen churned over and over in his mind.
His mother was a widow. She herself had to provide for her many children, and therefore she frequently
walked the long distance to the market in the big town. There she bought salt, coffee, and dried beans, which she
then sold at the small markets in the neighboring villages.
Tibeso squirmed. He felt that he had to do something. Wasn’t it he who had seen the leopard, and wasn’t it he
who had seen the calf disappear into the thicket? Did this mean that he was meant to kill the leopard? Had he been
chosen to kill it because he had seen it?
He thought of his flimsy little spear, which might be strong enough to kill a fox; and he remembered that Gofa
said the leopard had already been killed three times.
What then? How was he supposed to do it when all he had ever done was herd cattle? Even if he managed to
hit the leopard with his spear, that probably would not stop it.
Perhaps the Great Man could fix his spear? Or maybe the Great Man could give him something to make the
leopard disappear from their region? What if he traveled down to the Great Man’s village at the foot of the
mountain and asked him?
It was such an immense and exciting thought that it filled Tibeso with both fear and confidence. One did not
approach the Great Man about petty matters—that he knew. One bought good advice and charms for protection
against threatening diseases from him. He must know how to deal with the leopard.
Tibeso had a bull calf of his own. He could offer it as payment to the Great Man, that is, if the Great Man
considered males valuable and if it weren’t eaten by the leopard in the meantime.
Tibeso was sure that he had seen the Great Man once, but only from a distance. He had been with a group of
other men on a hunt, and he was really as big as they said. He was more than a head taller than all the others. His
thoughts must be far-reaching. He must be able to understand many things.
Tibeso decided to leave at dawn. It would most likely be late in the day before he could get back again, and his
mother would have to ask one of the others to look after the cattle. Both she and Bino would certainly scold him
for leaving without telling anyone, but if he could bring something back with him to keep the leopard away, they
would be happy. He would have to leave before anyone awoke, though. He would never be given permission, he
was sure of that.
The decision was so momentous that Tibeso could neither fall asleep nor bear to lie still and wait any longer to
begin his journey down the mountain. Even before the sky began to turn gray, he rose and silently moved the door
aside just far enough for him to slip out through the opening.
*
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Although the sky was clear and full of stars, it was fairly dark outside. Quietly he slid the door shut, and to
avoid wakening Gofa in the watch house, he sneaked through one of the holes in the fence used by stray dogs
searching for scraps of food.
Outside the fence he hesitated. Although he had brought his spear, he did not dare to leave the compound or the
village until it got a little lighter. He crouched down and watched the stars disappear one by one in the sky.
Gradually the bushes and trees began to take shape. About the time his mother usually awoke, he moved farther
away from the settlement.
As soon as strips of light shone through the woven bamboo door, Tibeso’s mother would get up to fix the fire.
She would poke one of the heavy logs from the day before, causing embers to flake off onto the ash. Then she
would pile on bits of charcoal and with little effort blow life into the fire. Afterward she would awaken Shanna,
who would churn yesterday’s milk—chilled by the night—to butter, and Medina, who would clear away the dung
dropped in the house by the calves.
Every morning he saw them doing the same chores—Shanna crouching on a low stool and rocking the milk
jar, a drowsy expression on her face; and Medina opening the door and carrying the dung to the manure heap
beside the fence, then cleaning her hands carefully with a bunch of leaves.
But as soon as they woke up they would discover that he had disappeared and that he had not opened the cattle
enclosure as he was supposed to do. His mother would yell at him, her voice loud and penetrating.
*
At the thought of his mother’s voice, Tibeso started running past the sleeping houses. The cocks had begun to
crow, and in a short time blue clouds of smoke would twist up from all the brown thatched roofs and drift slowly
over the open area in the center of the village. Although it was barely light yet, he would have to hurry, for if his
mother called him and he heard her, he would have to go back.
In the forest the birds were singing. Tibeso covered the open stretch between the village and the trees in long
leaps, listening all the while for sounds behind him. He followed one of the many furrowed paths that led from the
houses and crisscrossed the open grassland until he reached the spot where the ruts in the turf converged into one
path, which then ducked into the forest. Ahead of him darkness still clung to the entangled bushes and trees and
the gloom of the forest closed in on the path.
The birds had been singing for a long time in the upper branches, but Tibeso decided to wait until the light
reached all the way down to the forest floor. It was said that the leopard never stayed in the same place very long,
and there was no reason to believe that it was still in the gorge on the other side of the hill. It could just as well be
lurking somewhere in the forest. And if the leopard saw him, maybe it would sense that he was on his way down
to the Great Man. And if it knew the Great Man, it might easily figure out why he was going there.
Tibeso shuddered. With his free hand he clutched the little leather pouch that hung on a leather thong around.
his neck. He wore it to protect himself against accidents and ax strokes. His mother had bought it for him when he
started herding cattle. So many things could happen when he was away from home the whole day.
He crouched on a log at the edge of the forest for some time, straining his ears for the faintest sound and
gripping his spear tightly against him. When it was light enough for him to see the path clearly, twisting and
turning downward over the forest-clad mountainside, he moved on.
He did so with a pounding heart. He wished he could sing at the top of his voice to ward off wild animals, but
he was afraid that someone from the village might hear him and call him back. Stealthily he crept in amongst the
trees with his spear ready in his hand. But no animal attacked him.
Anxious to carry out his errand as quickly as possible, he began to descend. His feet automatically found their
way down the path, over the bulging mounds of clay and deep steps cut into the slope, a path formed by the
trampling of the many heavily loaded horses and donkeys that were driven up and down it each day.
Faster and faster. His dark legs danced. At difficult spots, where there were thickets or muddy stretches, the
path forked to avoid them, and farther on it converged again into a brown furrow through the greenery, so narrow
that thorny branches fastened themselves to his shirt and clung to it.
He knew the way, but he had never walked it alone before and never at a time of day when there were no other
travelers with whom he could exchange greetings as they edged past one another.
Tibeso’s eyes flitted in all directions. He stiffened at the sound of a slight rustling in a bamboo thicket, but it
was only a troop of baboons moving sedately across a stony patch ahead of him where the roots of the big zigba
trees spread over the ground. The boy stopped short, and the last baboon, a large male, also stopped and watched
Tibeso until the rest of his troop had gone by. Then he turned slowly away and moved on.
Tibeso hurried along. A baboon was not the same as a leopard; nevertheless he felt much more at ease when he
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reached the first clearing near the foot of the mountain.
*
It was still early morning, and the grass was still wet with dew. Thin, blue smoke from the huts hung like a
protective cloud over the felled trees. Moving out into the sunlight gave Tibeso a comfortable feeling. From the
two huts at the edge of the clearing came voices, but no one was outside, and Tibeso moved on.
His errand was important and allowed him no time for visiting with strangers. Without hesitating he followed
the path as it twisted like a narrow ribbon across the clearing in the direction of the river. He had been able to hear
the rushing sound of the water for some time.
He knew that the Great Man’s village lay on the other side of a small hill. It was a different kind of settlement
from his own. The houses were not grouped around an open area where market could be held; they were scattered
over the hillside and separated by trees and fields. Some of the houses were located along the path and others
were so far back that they were almost hidden from sight.
Tibeso crossed the stream at the ford, jumping from stone to stone. Just above the riverbed was the water mill.
He stopped for a moment to look at the strange structure that carried water from a canal, higher up, down and into
the thatched mill. It was a series of hollow logs propped up on crossed poles and it looked almost like a strange
long-legged animal. At the joints between the hollow logs water splashed out and fell to the ground in thick
streams as if it were coming from the animal’s body. Tibeso stared at it in wonder.
A woman came slowly down toward the mill with something heavy in the goatskin sack on her back. He
guessed it was grain that she would have ground into flour. He would have liked to follow her into the mill to see
how the machinery worked, but the woman turned around and stared at him in an unfriendly way; and he
remembered that he had to hurry to the Great Man’s house.
Tibeso knew where it was. He had passed it several times and nervously stolen looks at its long front. The
house was not right on the path, but it was not hidden behind any other buildings either. There was an open area in
front of it, large enough for a gathering of people.
Tibeso stood for a short time on the road staring at the house before he walked across the open area. The Great
Man’s house was different from other people’s. It was larger, and hidden behind it were several smaller houses for
his wives.
The door facing the road was closed, and Tibeso supposed that the Great Man was still asleep. He could
imagine that such a significant person, a man who understood what ordinary people couldn’t, had to stay awake
during the night. People said they sometimes heard sounds from the house at odd hours when ordinary people
slept.
He sat down quietly on the ground beside the closed door, prepared to wait. It was probably inadvisable to
knock and risk awakening the Great Man at the wrong time—especially if one came to ask for his help. Tibeso did
not know just how long he sat on the ground beside the closed door.
Across the path was the blacksmith’s house. His door was open, but no sounds indicated that the blacksmith
was at home. No one was hammering or clattering with iron, but then the blacksmith did other things as well.
People said that he worked as a trader, too, not just with a little salt and coffee like Tibeso’s mother, but with all
kinds of things. It was said that sometimes he went away for many, many days at a time.
It was dark inside the blacksmith’s house. Every now and then Tibeso stole a glance at it, but he saw no one.
Still, even when he had turned off the path, he had felt that someone in there was watching him. Twice while
walking across the open area he had turned around, but no one had appeared in the doorway or greeted him from
within the dark house.
It was queer, he thought. But gradually, as the warmth of the sun softened the fright he had felt on his journey
down the mountain, he forgot about it and almost fell asleep. Very few people passed by on the dusty track
between the houses, and nobody noticed the small, motionless figure beside the door of the Great Man’s house.
*
The boy himself was quite startled when suddenly a stern voice addressed him.
Tibeso raised his head and looked around him in confusion.
“What are you waiting for?” the voice shouted.
The road was completely deserted; it sounded as if the voice came from the blacksmith’s house. Tibeso
hesitated before answering-what should he say? He couldn’t sit in front of the Great Man’s house and shout his
reason for coming.
“Are you deaf?” the voice asked again. “Why are you sitting there gaping? What do you want?”
A head appeared from under the low roof of the smith’s house, and Tibeso stood up and went over there. It was
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the blacksmith himself.
“To speak to the Great Man,” Tibeso answered, gesturing toward the house where he had been waiting.
“About what?” The blacksmith’s eyes examined the boy coldly, as if he found it unthinkable that such a young
child could have an important reason for consulting the Great Man.
“The leopard,” said Tibeso, thinking that this would be explanation enough.
The blacksmith narrowed his eyes, and for a moment only the flies, buzzing about the horse droppings on the
road, could be heard.
“The Big One?” he asked. Tibeso nodded.
“Where do you come from?” the blacksmith wanted to know. Tibeso told him.
“What did it take?”
“A calf.”
“Nothing else? It is going to get much worse before you get rid of it.”
The smith mentioned a town about one hour’s walk from Tibeso’s village and told him how many heifers and
bull calves it had taken there the year before.
“That wasn’t the Big One,” said Tibeso. The blacksmith looked surprised.
“Then what was it?”
“Cattle thieves.” Tibeso’s voice was very sure. His mother often went to market in that village and he had gone
there with her more than once about the time the heifers were disappearing.
“How can you be so sure?” asked the blacksmith. “Did you see them?”
“No,” said the boy, “but one of the cattle thieves had a scar on the sole of his foot and I saw his footprint.” The
blacksmith laughed scornfully.
“Those footprints were paw marks. People said they were the tracks of very big and dangerous paws. They
said it was the leopard. Did you tell anybody what you saw?”
“They didn’t believe me,” said Tibeso.
“I am sure it was the leopard,” repeated the blacksmith.
“There were also thieves,” Tibeso insisted.
“Nonsense. Probably somebody from the village has a scar like that on his foot.” Tibeso shook his head...
“I asked them, but they just laughed.”
“And so?”
“I can recognize that footprint if I ever come across it again,” said the boy stubbornly. He was certain that he
was right. The blacksmith looked at him.
“Who sent you down to the Great Man?” he asked.
“Nobody.”
“You mean you just left?” the other asked in surprise.
“Yes,” said Tibeso, suddenly realizing that his mother might be worried. Half a day had already passed.
“And nobody knows that you’re here?”
Tibeso admitted that it was so and asked when the Great Man usually got up. The blacksmith gave his answer
some thought.
“I think that he has gone away,” he said. Tibeso dropped his head in disappointment and then glanced back at
the house.
“Yes, but the door is shut from the inside,” he said.
“The Great Man always leaves through the back door,” said the blacksmith after a moments hesitation.
“When will he return?”
“This evening, perhaps,” the blacksmith said tentatively. Tibeso turned around, intending to leave.
“Why don’t you wait?” asked the blacksmith.
“I wouldn’t dare walk home in the dark,” Tibeso admitted.
“You can sleep in my house.”
The blacksmith’s voice suddenly sounded more friendly, and Tibeso hesitated. If he could speak to the Great
Man in the evening and then sleep at the blacksmith’s, he could leave early the next morning. He considered what
his mother would say when he did not return before nightfall, how angry she would be and how upset. Then he
imagined how pleased she would be if all by himself he found a means to keep the leopard away.
“Well?” asked the blacksmith.
“All right.” Tibeso felt that his answer pleased the blacksmith in some strange way, when it should have been
all the same to him. The blacksmith led Tibeso into the house at once. Blacksmith tools lay in a heap at the end of
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the clay platform.
“You can sit there and eat,” he said, offering Tibeso a torosho (flat maize bread) and some milk. “I’ll be right
back.”
*
Tibeso thanked him and accepted the bread. He squatted on the earthen floor in front of the open fireplace—
not because there was a fire nor because he felt cold, but simply because he was accustomed to eating his meals in
front of the fire. Only a few embers glowed and a thin ribbon of smoke curled up under the soot-black grass roof.
The blacksmith hurried out the door in his sandals and disappeared along the dry road between the houses and
dusty fields.
Just outside the smith’s house there was another fireplace where the blacksmith heated the iron red-hot before
hammering it, and from where he was sitting Tibeso could see the big stone that served as an anvil. He sat very
quietly and carefully nibbled the edge of his torosho. He had eaten nothing since the evening before and he was
terribly hungry. So he wanted to make this morsel last as long as possible and took only very small bites.
On the road outside, women were passing with big, black clay jugs, held in place on their backs by ropes
threaded through the handles of the jugs and braced against their chests. They looked exactly like the women in
his own village up in the mountains. In the same way, they strained against the ropes, their backs hunched and
swaying to support their burdens, and in the same way, they planted their feet firmly against the road, heels first.
The only difference was that he did not know these women, not even their names.
Tibeso sat for a long time and watched them pass. They were on their way to the river, he thought, to the ford
he had crossed in the morning. Some of them glanced fleetingly through the door, but did not see him. Others just
passed.
Tibeso ate as slowly as he could, and he still had a bit of the torosho left when the women started coming back
with their jugs full. It was strange that the blacksmith had stayed away so long. He had said that he would be right
back.
*
Suddenly someone darkened the doorway. Tibeso looked up, thinking that it was the blacksmith at last, but it
was a boy. He probably lives here, Tibeso thought. Maybe he was one of the blacksmith’s sons.
“What are you doing here?” demanded the boy, stopping abruptly in the doorway.
“Waiting,” said Tibeso calmly.
“For what?”
“The Great Man,” said Tibeso, pointing with the rest of his torosho through the doorway to the Great Man’s
house.
“Do you have to wait here?”
“The blacksmith said I could.”
“That’s a lie,” said the boy. “My father doesn’t allow anyone we don’t know in here, and never children.”
There was something threatening in the boy’s attitude, and as a precaution Tibeso stood up.
“I am going to sleep here tonight,” he said. It was obvious that the other boy didn’t believe him.
“It isn’t true,” he said. “Only, well—nobody is ever allowed to sleep here at night.”
“Your father said I should.”
“Are you sure that you did not come to do something else?”
“Ask him, then.”
“Do you want me to believe that he gave you that?” The boy pointed at the remains of the torosho and hunched
his shoulders as if he were going to strike.
“Do you think I just took it?” Tibeso was angry because he knew that that was exactly what the boy thought.
“You lousy dog!” hissed the boy, clenching his fists. Tibeso knew he was being likened to one of the longlegged stray dogs that stole into people’s houses when nobody was at home and ate their food.
“Lousy dog yourself!” The words came quite naturally. Tibeso had not stolen anything, nor had he come
uninvited into the blacksmith’s house.
The boy rushed at him.
*
Tibeso ducked and squeezed past him out through the door, and ran off in the direction of the river, intending
to go straight home. It was better not to wait. The blacksmith’s son was half a head taller and probably twice as
strong as he.
All the way down to the water’s edge the blacksmith’s boy hurled insults at him and they hung in the air
49

behind him. But they were lies! He was no thief.
When he finally reached the ford, he turned around and looked back, but the other boy had not bothered to
follow him that far. The path leading up to the mill was deserted, and Tibeso stopped running like a hunted beast.
A feeling of exhaustion and defeat enveloped him. Now he couldn’t speak to the Great Man and ask him for
something to use against the leopard. The path up the mountain suddenly seemed steeper—at the other end his
mother would be waiting, angry and upset.
He dragged his feet dejectedly over the lumpy clay path and wondered what the blacksmith would say when he
came back and found his house empty. It was not polite to just leave without a word. The blacksmith would think
that he was stupid and ill-mannered, and if his mother found out she would beat his legs with a switch, for his
mother was proud of her children’s good manners.
Tibeso sighed. Then suddenly he heard the pounding sound of someone running behind him. He looked around
and saw the blacksmith’s boy dashing after him as fast as he could. The sight gave his heavy, dragging feet wings,
and Tibeso flew like a burst of air up along the clay path. All the while the other boy shouted at him to stop, but
Tibeso was not about to stop for a thrashing he had already escaped once. Without looking back Tibeso could hear
the other boy gaining ground. …
17.75 The Good Ring\fn{by Svend Åge Madsen (1938-
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A man named Stig is plowing. He stoops over even though his back resists the effort. When he straightens up
again the ring that he has bent over to pick up lies in his hand, a ring made to fit a finger.
As soon as he has the ring Stig knows that it is no ordinary ring. He considers throwing it away so as not to
tempt fate, but he simply cannot help examining it more closely. Although almost no air is stirring, it seems as if a
gale is blowing through the circumference of the ring. He tries to put it on his finger but the blast is too strong and
prevents him from doing so. Only when he turns the ring around and puts it on with the wind rather than against it
does he succeed.
Stig goes on with his plowing. He is tired, the soil is hard, and he is sweating. He would like to stop, but he
still has a long way to go. Stig curses the bad luck that brought him to this place.
When finally he is on the way home after his heavy labor and is preoccupied with thoughts about the miserable
way things are arranged in this world, he suddenly hears voices around him. Nothing of this kind has ever
happened to him when he has been alone. He is alone now.
The voices come from his left hand. When he tries to distinguish between them he perceives one that reminds
him of his own, a voice that in a cheerful tone utters some incomprehensible words, something like
“I believe the Brain is with me.” A second voice laughs uproariously while a woman squeals. A third mutters
the same words over and over again.
“That’s all I need,” Stig says to himself. “Now I’m going out of my mind.”
*
When Stig reaches home there is a woman in his house. She is complaining. The woman is Karen, and she is
his wife. Dog-tired, he lashes out at her, but Karen ducks in a practiced manner without once interrupting her flow
of reproaches.
Stig wearily closes his eyes. When he opens them again he sees a letter lying in front of him. He opens it and
finds, not to his surprise, that it contains a bill for a sizable amount.
“Who arranged the world this way, anyhow,” he says to himself while casting a look of recrimination upward.
“And what have I done that I should deserve to drag out such a miserable existence here.”
In a sudden fit of anger he seizes a half-filled mug and flings it toward the wall. Karen dodges, although the
mug is not thrown in her direction. She calms down, with just as much ill grace as she can muster up.
Stig picks up a fragment from the mug with which to scrape the scabs of the sores on his arm. The sores begin
to bleed, but he pays no attention to them.
“Go out and get something fit to eat,” he snarls at Karen. “And don’t come back until you’ve found
something.”
Karen sputters and grumbles, but goes. As soon as she is outside Stig locks the door. He rummages through the
house and finds a rope that looks usable. He gets up on a rickety stool, manages to get the rope tossed around a
crossbeam, then fastens it securely around his neck. He shakes his fist at the world around him.
“Now I’m through slaving for you!” he mutters.
He leaps, the stool overturns, the rope goes taut. Whereupon the crossbeam breaks and Stig tumbles to the
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floor with a loud crash.
*
But he does not have time to complain, for when he falls something happens to the ring on his finger. It has
grazed the floor, and now it begins to grow larger with incredible speed. It becomes so large that it slips down
around Stig’s arm. It continues to increase in size, and soon it is so big that he is drawn through it as if by a
violent gust of wind.
Everything is white, and there is nothing. Stig finds himself in nothing and on nothing. There is no earth
beneath his feet, no sky above his head.
Until he discovers a spherical object in front of him. It is two or three times the size of his head.
“Just a moment,” says the sphere, beginning to change form. “Let me see now—these damned gadgets!”
Slowly two eyes, a nose, and a mouth appear on the surface of the sphere.
“Now you’ll undoubtedly find me more to your liking,” the mouth says with a smile.
The sphere resembles a child’s drawing of a face. One eye is a little smaller than the other. Stig discovers that
he has no aches or pains, that he is neither tired nor hungry. He puts his hand up to his throat.
“Where are we?”
“We are a short distance from a planet. I thought you’d find it agreeable here. If you’re cold we can get a little
closer to it.”
“No thanks, I feel fine. Was it you who brought me here?”
“Yes. It was my ring. You can call me Krr. There is such a sound in your language, isn’t there?” Stig nods.
“What are you?”
“I am a Brain,” says the sphere. It wrinkles its forehead and smiles.
“You’re familiar with the theory of evolution—first the amoeba, then fish and mammals, and then man. And
little by little, less and less work for man to do, and more and more things to speculate about. In other words, less
and less body and more and more brain. Eventually one becomes able to imagine anything. This, for example …”
Suddenly Stig whirls around four times in space.
“Stop it!” he yells in exasperation.
“It’s a little difficult to explain how it’s done,” says Krr. “But this is approximately the place.” A speck of light
appears on the sphere to indicate the place.
“We Brains, of course, can read one another’s thoughts. We switch on lights for those we want to reveal to
others. Consequently we have no need for eyes or a mouth. These eyes that you see I have assumed merely for
your sake—I don’t actually see with them. Do they look natural?” He blinks one eye.
“Couldn’t you somehow have managed to keep arms and legs?” asks Stig, a bit unnerved by what he has seen.
“Yes, and there were some who did in the beginning. But in the long run it got them nowhere in their sports
and what have you. And by the way, it’s more convenient to imagine your way around than to walk here, there and
everywhere.”
“Have you shifted me around in time?” asks Stig, feeling very uneasy.
“What? Oh, that nonsense of yours about time machines. You folks ought to understand that it isn’t possible to
make time machines. A person can’t shift around in time that way, either into the future or the past.”
“But according to the theory of evolution, you would exist quite a while after I had been on the scene. And yet
both of us are here now at the same time, aren’t we?”
“Yes, but now you must try to keep your wits about you. We Brains are carrying out various kinds of
experiments. We do a good deal of research, because after all we must try to become a little wiser.”
Krr smiles apologetically.
“We have human beings more or less like you, as well as the ingredients of human beings, preserved in—well,
let’s call them test tubes. And round about us we have a sea of planets at our disposal. You see, there are quite a
number of points about our past that have not been explained. And so our historians are setting up worlds—
staging them, you might say. They simply take a planet of suitable size, proper climate and so on. And then they
populate it with an adequate number of our test—tube people completely endowed, both physically and
psychically, as mankind was at a specific period in the course of history. They are brought together, assigned the
proper roles in relation to each other, and then turned loose. And they immediately begin to put on a play for us
that is altogether authentic from a historical standpoint. These people, of course, simply believe they are living a
real life.”
“Are you trying to tell me that I come from a test tube?” Stig shouts. In his rage he wants to strike out at the
sphere but finds himself unable to do so.
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“We let our research worlds go on for a long time. Your planet may very well have been started at some
particular time during the iron age and then allowed to develop until your own era. Or it may have been started a
short while ago. It is only a question of furnishing you and the others in your world with a suitable number of
remnants from earlier times. Then you can attribute a long past to yourselves.”
“That can’t be so,” Stig says quietly. “You’re the ones who come from another place. My world can’t be
unreal.”
“No, it’s really not unreal. Reproductions also are real, you know.”
“Put me down on earth again this instant. I don’t like the feeling of uncertainty that you’re trying to arouse in
me. And by the way, how does it happen that you’re able to carry on a conversation with me? If the rubbish
you’ve been giving me were true, you wouldn’t be able to understand my language at all.”
“I’m a paleopsychologist, and my specialty is your era. Wouldn’t you like to meet a few of my colleagues?”
“Are there many of you Brains?”
“Yes, all in all a fairly large number of us are scattered about here and there. But there may be a considerable
distance between us.”
“Do you have many planets going?”
“Yes, you might consider it an appalling number. We think there are too few. But starting a new world is quite
a long and complicated business, and sometimes it is hard to get the necessary appropriations. At present we have
in operation three worlds that are alternatives to yours. Three, that is, which are in the same stage of development
and which were started at the same historical base period as yours. But naturally all four—yours and the other
three—each developed its own distinctive characteristics, even though they bear a strong resemblance to each
other. You wouldn’t have any difficulty feeling just as much at home on any of the other three as you do on the
one I brought you from.”
Stig sees two spheres come bouncing toward them like two balls on an invisible tabletop. When they come to a
halt in front of him they both begin to assume facial features, as Krr already has done.
One is a little taller and chubbier than Krr. It gives Stig a broad smile.
“How do you do,” it says. “My name is Fffh. I’ve overheard most of your conversation. I’m a paleopsychologist, and for the time being I’m investigating a planet in the same stage of development as yours, just as the other
two are doing. I’m glad to meet you.”
By this time the third sphere has managed to straighten out its face. It has obviously gone to more trouble than
the others, for it has provided itself with a slight wrinkle across the forehead and little crow’s-feet at the corners of
the eyes and mouth.
“My name is Sst-Sst. Excuse me for not shaking hands. What an attractive body you have.”
Stig looks down at himself to determine whether the sphere is making fun of him, and to his surprise finds that
he is very well satisfied with what he sees.
“Thank you—how do you do,” he replies. “Tell me, how does one pass the time when he hasn’t got a body?”
“We go in for sports—mental gymnastics,” Fffh explains.
“Fffh has taken part in a rather famous guessing match,” Sst-Sst adds.
“But without too much luck,” says Krr.
“Why am I here?” Stig asks suddenly.
“Because you put on my ring,” Krr explains.
“What’s going to happen to me? Will I be put into a test tube?”
“Not at all. Nothing bad is going to happen to you. Just take it easy. And speak up if something doesn’t suit
you.”
Stig notices that various parts of the balls are lighting up now and then.
“We’re only communicating with each other,” Sst-Sst explains. “You’re limited to thinking in one direction—
ahead, and one thought at a time. We think spatially. It would take too long if we were to explain all our thoughts
to you. It would be as if you had to explore a big, pitch-dark house with nothing but the light from a match—some
place where you knew you’d quickly get a view of everything in daylight.”
“Before I believe you I’d like to see some of your other worlds. If you won’t show me other planets I’ll know
that mine is the only real world,” Stig exclaims with firmness.
“We’ll let you see three other planets that are in the same stage of development as the one you come from,”
says Fffh. “Things there are so closely in accord with your thought processes that you’ll be able to understand
them. What you would see on the others would be beyond your comprehension anyhow.”
Stig begins to get uneasy when the three Brains apparently take his wish seriously. In front of him appears
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something that suggests a mirror. In it he sees unclearly a flickering image of three orbs swarming with life. He
strains his eyes, trying to distinguish one from the other, but has to give it up.
“No, not all at the same time,” he says. “I can’t see them all at once.”
“Well, just a moment,” says Krr. The planets disappear. Instead he sees in the mirror—or perhaps it is a door
that the thing reminds him of—three persons, all of whom are hardly distinguishable from himself, although one
seems a little more cheerful, the second a bit stouter, while the third has a few more wrinkles in his forehead. Stig
nods his head in astonishment, and at the same time the other three nod to him.
“Have a good trip,” says one of the Brains.
*
Stig is plowing. The birds sing. He glances toward the sun and decides that he may as well go on working a
little longer. He gazes happily at the handsome ring.
A little later he chooses to stop while the weather is still good. He sets out for home filled with contentment.
He steps lightly and with every step feels the good earth beneath his feet.
“Is this me, or isn’t it me?” he mutters to himself as he looks down at his strong, brown arms.
He decides to sing, and finds a stick with which he rhythmically taps the ground as he walks.
“Yes, it’s me, because I want to be me,” he sings, using a home-made melody that goes nicely with the sound
of the birds. “I’m happy because I want to be happy.”
Within shouting distance of the house he comes to a halt.
“Karen,” he calls out. “I’ve decided to stop now.”
In the doorway appears a pretty, cheerful woman. They run to meet each other. He reaches her first and seizes
her in an embrace.
At the edge of a ditch they tumble to the ground. He holds her hand in his.
“I’ve chosen the prettiest woman as my own.” She presses something soft against his lips and whispers:
“You’re talking nonsense. It was I who chose you.” Everything is completely serene as he feels the soft
fullness of her body against his own.
“Just imagine!” says Karen. “We’ve been permitted to live in the world that we ourselves prefer to live in. And
allowed to arrange things exactly as we would like to have them.”
She gazes gratefully into space. Hand in hand they walk toward the house.
“Should we have something to eat?” says Stig.
“Yes,” she says. “That’s a good idea. Shall we eat outdoors?” He nods and feels a deep satisfaction at having
chosen to do what he wanted to do.
“I feel that the Brain is looking down at me,” says Karen, who has gone into the house.
“It is nodding its head because I made the right choice.”
She depicts a circle in front of her face. Suddenly a thought whirls through Stig’s mind.
“Since we’re only living in a world that we ourselves have chosen, how can we be sure that we made the right
choice?” he says gravely. “How do we know that we couldn’t have done better? We could have arranged everything differently, you know, and in one way or another it might have been better. At any rate, we can’t be sure.”
Karen looks at him in alarm.
“What are you talking about? If we had wanted the world to be different than it is, we would, of course, have
chosen to have it different. Why do you say things like that? You never used to behave this way.”
“I’m not quite myself,” Stig admits.
Together they carry the table out. Stig fetches the chairs himself. He picks up a stool, but as he is going out he
stumbles. As he falls the ring scrapes the ground. It begins to grow larger.
*
Stig rides his easy chair over to the service panel. He satisfies himself that the automatic plow is stopped.
“That’s that,’ he says to Karen, who is lying on the autoerotic carpet.
He looks at the ring on his finger which the soil-purifying apparatus has just separated out and brought in to
him.
“Please tune in for perivision, now that you’re over there,” says Karen. “And set for three.”
Stig grunts and presses several buttons on the panel. The table is set for three. The announcer steps forth from
the television screen and seats himself beside them in the chair that stands ready for him. Karen joins them. The
announcer greets them and takes a sip from his cup. Then he says:
“As you know, an event of major importance took place when it was discovered that preservatives could be
incorporated into explosives. When the bomb is dropped on an area everything in it rigidifies and sets like cement,
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and the extent of the area depends, of course, on the force of the bomb. Afterward, as you know—and as you no
doubt already have turned to your advantage—afterward it is possible to buy such an immobilized, bomb- stricken
area, complete with people in the most lifelike postures, urinating and doing other piquant things. Furthermore, in
taking over such an area you naturally extend help to the belligerent nation, so that its soldiers can get things
cleaned up without wading around in corpses and doing other messy jobs of that sort. That’s why we all have one
or more bomb sites situated here and there to serve as ornaments. I like to draw a comparison with the ancient
Egyptians, who kept their mummies—” Stig switches off the sound.
“This wine—well, the label and the year are all right, but don’t we have one made from grapes that were
picked a little later in the day? I prefer those picked in the evening, you know.”
“Find out about that yourself, if you don’t mind. And turn it on again. I’d like to hear it, but see if you can’t get
him to speak a little more dramatically.” Stig again presses several buttons.
“—And what is far more interesting, far superior to the old static battlefields, a bomb that does not fossilize the
area but allows it to carry on as usual. This bomb bears the same relationship to the old ones as motion pictures do
to still photographs. You can buy such a living, animated war-stricken area. Did I say animated? Yes, not only do
the people move but, I might add, you yourself will be moved. You can, of course, determine for yourself the size
of the area you want. And I promise you will come to feel a strong attachment to your area. You will share the
hardships and suffering inflicted on these poor people. I am not exaggerating when I say that you will feel the
closest ties to them. It will be like seeing your own relatives, your dearest friends, struck down by misfortune. Just
think—an animated war-stricken area, not only life-like, not only automatic, but authentic.
“How thrilling, how different, how instructive! You can witness at closest range everything that goes on—see,
for example, how a primitive native-born woman behaves—and all with a lifelike faithfulness on a par with the
most subtle neoplastic-realistic novels. Your own war documentary. You have not lived until you have tried seeing
death in this way. On the other hand, the price is just as high as we have been able to set it—17 debits.”
The announcer then alters his tone of voice completely and proceeds to comment on a toothpaste that confers
new growing power on the teeth.
Stig turns off the set, and the announcer vanishes. Karen gets up and stretches.
“When are we going to get one of those?” Stig sits toying with the duplicator.
“In any case, you’ll have to do something first,” he says, teasing her.
He adjusts the apparatus. In front of him stand two identical women. One Karen begins to undress. The other
follows her example.
Stig starts the duplicator again and lets it run until three other women materialize, all exactly like the first two.
Together the five figures begin to pull off Stig’s clothing. After he has been stripped naked he again presses a
button on the device.
“No more,” the six women beg. “That’s enough now.”
With a teasing smile he makes the apparatus produce two more women.
The eight bodies mill around him. Sixteen identical hands caress him here, there, and everywhere, sixteen cool,
slender hands gently stroking his body.
For some time he lets the eight women minister to him while one tries to outdo the other in inventiveness.
When he tires of the sport he sets the device going in reverse, and soon there is but one Karen beside him.
With no need for discussion, she goes over to the multiplier and has herself transformed to twice her normal
size. Stig moves closer to the giantess and with some effort pushes his way up into her. His head is in the familiar,
dark, hot, pulsating surroundings. With a series of slithering maneuvres he moves his head in and out several
times. For a little while he wallows in her juices. He lets himself slip out of her and moves on to her head, which
is twice as large as a normal head.
“No, it won’t do,” he says. Karen resumes her normal size.
“We aren’t really living at all,” he says. “You’re just as unreal as all your doubles.”
“What kind of nonsense is that? Anyhow, we have a good time. Anyone of my doubles is just as good at
satisfying you as I am.”
She leaves him in a huff. He is about to run after her but, unaccustomed as he is to walking, he stumbles over
some of her clothes. As he falls the ring scrapes against the floor. It begins to grow larger.
*
Stig is sitting on the ground. They have seated themselves in a circle—many, many of them. All have their
eyes closed and all are completely relaxed. They feel each other, they are each other. Stig feels a single large body
which is the entire group and which inhales and exhales in unison like one large organism. Until one of them says,
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“Now we are waking up.” They open their eyes and look happily around at each other.
“And now we are completely awake.”
They get up and move about. Their legs come in contact with the ground and carry them forward with light,
buoyant steps. Their arm movements add to the effect.
“Am I dreaming or am I awake?” Stig’s voice whispers within him as he moves to and fro. “At last I’m fully
awake again.”
Intense colors flicker before his eyes, the field stretches out into infinity. Everything is completely new and
everything is familiar. New, fantastic shapes hover before him. Beautiful, familiar objects are within his reach.
A radiant young woman stumbles over a stone. The pain she feels is transmitted to him. He reaches out and
helps her up. He feels her pain in his knee and banishes it with a cooling hand. He smiles at her gratefully.
Together they walk over to the tree. She reaches up and plucks a piece of fruit. She hands it to him, he takes it,
holds it in his hand, turns it slowly around. It is a world with everything in it, it is everything they are familiar
with, it is everything new.
“It is a world with everything in it, it is everything we are familiar with, it is everything new,” she says in a
voice that simply floats off into space.
“It is the beginning, it is the end. Do you see it?” he adds. “It is sleep, and it is the sleep that we call life, and it
is the waking state that is ours,” she says, and her smile dissolves into his.
They share the fruit, they touch each other’s fingers and let their happiness flow from one to the other. They
feel the group around them. They are themselves, they are the same person, and they are the group.
He shows her the ring he has just found. She touches it and carefully turns it round.
“Are we really awake?” says Stig.
“We are happy,” says the cautious voice that clings around him.
“Is what we call our waking state nothing but a dream to other people?” says Stig.
“We are happy,” says the cautious voice that clings around him.
Stig shuts his eyes and comes to life in the ordinary sense. He wants to grab hold of her, but in his mundane
clumsiness he stumbles. As he falls the ring scrapes the ground. It begins to grow larger.
*
Everything is white, and there is nothing, Stig is in nothing and on nothing. There is no earth beneath his feet,
there is no sky above him.
“You have paid a visit to the three worlds that are in the same stage of development as yours and that were
established under the same conditions as yours,” Krr explains.
“I can tell that you are now a little more convinced that our account of things is correct,” says Sst-Sst. “But it’s
only reasonable that you should have time to get used to the thought.”
“You were in the three worlds at the same time, but we had to let you experience them one at a time,” Fffh
explains.
“There is something I don’t understand,” says Stig. “Which of the four worlds is the authentic model, which of
them brings us up to you? Which is historically correct?”
“We can’t answer that question because it is not correctly put. There is not simply one truth. You people must
have found that out, haven’t you?”
“No,” says Fffh, shaking all of his large head. “That will only happen somewhat after his time, to its full
extent, that is.”
“Incredible!” says Krr. “We have to assure you that all four worlds are real, and therefore historically correct.”
“But then do you come from several different planets? Did you three originate in different places?”
“No, we all come from one world—the one you call Earth. But all four models of the Earth that you visited are
authentic and exist simultaneously.”
“What is going to happen to me?” Stig asks, on his guard.
“We merely wanted to show you the various possibilities. Now you yourself must decide which world of those
you visited you want to be put down on—that is, where you’ll spend the rest of your life.” Feeling cheered up,
Stig looks at the three Brains.
“You—you mean I can make my own choice—any of the three places?” Stig stammers.
“Why, there can be no doubt about it. And yet I don’t want to do anything rash. It means too much to me, you
know.”
Stig begins to consider the three possibilities. Throughout the conversation the three Brains have been flashing
lights and transmitting thoughts to each other. They have a bet on, and they have brought Stig up to let him make
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his choice. Each has placed its money on the particular world that is its personal object to study, since each is
convinced that it cannot help being considered the best.
“Why weren’t you satisfied with showing me only one of them?” Stig says. “Then I would have felt much
more certain of my choice. You should have sent me to the first one—the one that resembled my own, where I
was happy and could have things the way I wanted them.”
“Does that mean you prefer that one?” says Krr.
“No—just wait a moment. Those machines were really marvelous. I don’t suppose I’d be allowed to mix
things up a bit, would I? I mean a little of that happiness, a bit of the machines and a little of the colors. Such a
combination would be utterly and fantastically good.” Stig is made uncomfortable by the way the three Brains
stare at him.
“Regardless of how I choose, I’ll always be wondering whether I made the right choice.” Although the Brains
seem very patient, he feels hard pressed because of their overwhelming mental faculties.
“After all, you’re not offering me worlds at all, but only images of them. How do you expect people to live in
them? It’s simple enough for you—you know that your world is the right one, whereas I—”
“We’re not actually so sure,” says Fffh, suddenly looking serious. “Our most recent investigations have turned
up some disquieting material.” Alarmed, Stig looks from one to the other of the superior beings to make sure they
are not merely pulling his leg.
“But that doesn’t concern you,” says Sst-Sst. “You won’t remember this experience very long. It’s all so
improbable that you’ll soon begin to think it’s nothing but a story you heard. And fortunately you don’t put much
stock in stories.”
*
Stig is standing on solid ground. He looks around.
“There is something that has to be done over,” he mutters.
He grasps the ring on his finger. With some difficulty he pulls it oft. For a moment he looks through it as if
through a telescope, but nothing catches his eye. Then he violently casts it away. He hears a faint sound as it
lands.
He blinks his eyes.
“That was a strange story,” he says to himself. “It’s a good thing it’s only a story—one that I wouldn’t care for
if it were true.” He is annoyed because of the innate irascibility that has led him to throw the ring away.
“But that’s the way things are in the world—a person no sooner gets hold of something valuable than he
throws it away. Well, that’s how it is, and there’s nothing one can do about it.”
Although it strains his back to do so, he stoops over and picks up a sharp stone. With it he begins to scrape
away the sores on his arm.
299.167 Excerpt from The Exception\fn{by Christian Jungersen (1962- )} Copenhagen, Denmark (M) 14
1
“Don’t they ever think about anything except killing each other?” Roberto asks. Normally he would never say
something so harsh.
The truck with the four aid workers and two of the hostage-takers on the tailgate has been stopped for an hour
or more. Burnt-out cars block the road ahead, but it ought to be possible to reverse and outflank them by driving
between the small, flimsy shacks on either side.
“What are we waiting for? Why they don’t drive on through the crowd?”
Roberto’s English accent is usually perfect, but now, for the first time, you can hear that he is Italian. He is
struggling for breath. Sweat pours down his cheeks and into the corners of his mouth.
The slum surrounds them. It smells and looks like a filthy cattle pen. The car stands on a mud surface, still
ridged with tracks made after the last rains, now baked as hard as stoneware by the sun. The Nubians have
constructed their grayish-brown huts from a framework of torn-off branches spread with cow dung. Dense clusters
of huts are scattered all over the dusty plain.
Roberto, Iben’s immediate boss, looks at his fellow hostages.
“Why can’t they at least pull over into the shade?”
He falls silent and lifts his hand very slowly towards the lower rim of his sunglasses. One of the hostage-takers
turns his head away from watching the locals to stare at Roberto and shakes his sharpened, half-meter-long panga.
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It is enough to make Roberto lower his arm with the same measured slowness.
Iben sighs. Drops of sweat have collected in her ears and everything sounds muffled, a bit like the whirring of
a fan. Rubbish, mostly rotting green items mixed with human excrement, has piled up against the wall of a nearby
cow-dung hut. The sloping, meter-high mound gives off the unmistakable stench of slum living.
The youngest of their captors intones the Holy Name of Jesus.
“Oh glorious Name of Jesus, gracious Name, Name of love and power! Through You, sins are forgiven,
enemies are vanquished, the sick …”
Iben looks up at him. He is very different from the child soldiers she wrote about back home in Copenhagen.
It’s easy to spot that he is new to all this and caving in under the pressure. Until now he’s been high on some junk,
but he’s coming down and terror is tearing him apart. He stands there, his eyes fixed on the sea of people that
surrounds the car just a short distance away; a crowd that is growing and becoming better armed with every
passing minute.
Tears are running down the boy’s cheeks. He clutches his scratched, black machine gun with one hand while
his other hand rubs the cross that hangs from a chain around his neck outside his red-and-blue “I Love Hong
Kong” T-shirt.
The boy must have been a member of an English-language church, because he has stopped using his native
Dhuluo, and instead is babbling in English, prayers and long quotes from the Bible, in solemn tones, as if he were
reading a Latin mass:
“Surely goodness and mercy will follow me all the days of my life. And I will dwell in the house of the Lord
for the length of all my days …”
*
It’s autumn back home in Copenhagen, but apart from the season changing, everything has stayed the same.
People’s homes look the way they always did. Iben’s friends wear their usual clothes and talk about the same
things.
TIben has started work again. Three months have passed since she and the others were taken hostage and held
prisoner in a small African hut somewhere near Nairobi. She remembers how important home had seemed to all
of them. She remembers the diarrhoea, the armed guards, the heat and the fear that dominated their lives.
Now a voice inside her insists that it was not true, not real. Her experiences in Kenya resist being made part of
her quiet, orderly life at home. She can’t be that woman lying on the mud floor with a machine-gun nozzle
pressed to her temple. She remembers it in a haze, as if it were a scene in some distant experimental film.
This evening Iben has come to see her best friend, Malene. They are planning to go to a party later, given by an
old friend from their university days.
Iben mixes them a large Mojito\fn{A cocktail that made of white rum, sugar, lime juice, sparkling water, and mint } each. She
waits for Malene to pick something to wear.
Another track of the Afro-funk CD with Fela Kuti\fn{ Aka Olufela Olusegun Oludotun Ransome-Kuti (1938-1997) Nigerian pioneer of Afrobeat music} starts up. After one more swallow, she can see the bottom of her glass. Malene emerges to look at herself in the mirror.
“Why do I always seem to end up wearing something less exciting than all the outfits I’ve tried on at home?”
She scrutinises herself in a black, almost see-through dress, which would have been right for New Year’s Eve
but is wrong for a Friday-night get-together hosted by a woman who lives in thick sweaters.
“I guess we just go to boring parties.”
Malene is already on her way back to the bedroom to find something less flashy. Iben calls out after her:
“And you can bet tonight will be really quiet. At … Sophie’s!” She pauses. Just long enough to suggest that
saying “Sophie” says it all. In a loud, silly voice, Malene responds:
“Oh yes … at Sophie’s.”
They both laugh.
*
Iben sips her drink while she looks over the bookshelves as she has done so many times before. When she
arrives somewhere new she always likes to check out the books as soon as she can. At parties she discreetly scans
the titles and authors’ names, filtering out the music and distant chatter.
She pulls out a heavy volume, a collection of anthropological articles. Clutching it in her arms, she sways in
time to one of the slower tracks. Her drink is strong enough to create a blissfully ticklish sensation.
She holds her cold glass, presses it against her chest and gently waltzes with the book while she reads about
the initiation ritual to adulthood for Xingu Indian girls. They are made to stay in windowless huts, sometimes for
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as long as three years, and emerge into the sunlight plump and pale, with volumes of long, brittle hair. Only then
does the tribe accept them as true women.
Also on the bookshelf is the tape that Malene’s partner, Rasmus, recorded of the television programmes on
which Iben appeared when she returned from Kenya. It sits there on the shelf in front of her.
Nibbling on a cracker, she puts the tape into the machine and presses Play without bothering to turn the music
down. As the images emerge on the screen, she takes a seat.
*
Now and then she laughs as she observes the small puppet-Iben, sitting there in front of the cameras of TV2
News and TV Report, pretending to be so wise and serious—as she explains how the Danish Centre for Genocide
Information, where she works as an information officer, lent her to an aid rganization based in Kenya.
There is a short sequence filmed in a Nairobi slum before the camera records the arrival of the freed hostages
at the American embassy for their first press conference. She studies these images. Every time she sees them, they
seem just as fresh and unfamiliar.
*
Malene comes back, trailing a faint scent of perfume and wearing a flimsy, chocolate-coloured dress. Dresses
suit her. It’s easy to understand what men see in her. With her thick chestnut hair and lightly tanned skin, she
looks positively rganizati, like a great smooth, glowing sweet.
Malene rganiza at once which tape Iben is watching and gives her friend a little hug before sitting down next to
her on the sofa.
Iben turns down the music. Roberto, still in Nairobi, is addressing a journalist:
*
“In captivity it was Iben who kept telling us that we must talk to each other about what was happening,
repeating the words over and over until they were devoid of meaning, or as near as we possibly …”
He smiles, but looks worn. They were all examined by doctors and psychologists, but Roberto took longer than
anyone else before he was ready to go home.
“Iben explained that there were a lot of studies demonstrating how beneficial this could be in preventing posttraumatic stress …”
TV Report cuts to Iben speaking in a Copenhagen studio.
“If you want to prevent post-traumatic stress disorder, it’s crucial to start debriefing as soon as possible. We
had no idea how long we were going to be held. It could have been months, which was why it was a good idea to
start trying to structure our responses to what we were experiencing during captivity …”
*
Safe in Malene’s flat, Iben groans and reaches for her drink.
“I come across as … totally unbearable.”
“You’re not the tiniest bit unbearable. The point is, you knew about this and most people don’t.”
“But it’s just the kind of stuff that journalists are always after. I sound like such a psychology nerd … as if I
had no feelings.” Malene puts down her drink, smiles and touches Iben’s hand.
“Couldn’t it be that they were simply fascinated by the way you managed to stay in control inside that little
cow-dung hideout? You were heroic. No one knows what goes on inside the mind of a hero and you certainly
weren’t used to being one.”
Then can’t think of anything to say. They laugh. Iben nods at Malene’s dress.
“You know that you can’t turn up to Sophie’s in that?”
“Of course I do.”
*
The next recordings are Iben’s appearances on Good Morning, Denmark and on Deadline. On screen she looks
like somebody quite different from the old stay-at-home Iben. Normally her shoulder-length blonde hair is thick
but without the sheen that the sun brings out in most blondes.
The African light, however, has been strong enough to bleach her hair. Since then, she has had her hairdresser
add highlights to maintain her sun-drenched appearance.
She had also wanted to hang on to her tan, which, in the interviews, was almost as good as Malene’s. And she
felt that the usual rings under her eyes were too visible for someone not yet thirty, so she had followed Malene’s
lead. She went off to a tanning salon, but it didn’t take her long to rganiz that frying inside a noisy machine was
not for her.
Now her skin is so pale and transparent that the half-moon shadows under each eye look violet.
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At the time, her story suited the news media down to the ground. Whatever Iben said was edited until it fitted
in with the narrative they were after: an idealistic young Danish woman, confronting the big, bad world outside
and proving herself a heroine.
She was the only one who had managed to escape from the hostage-takers. Afterwards she had left her safe
hiding place to run back to the captives in an attempt to make the brutal policemen change sides in the middle of a
brawl.
The papers loved quoting the other hostages when they described Iben as “the strongest member of the group”.
A tabloid phoned one of them and didn’t leave him alone until he admitted that “without Iben the outcome might
well have been less fortunate”.
The media chased the story for a week and then totally lost interest. The group’s captivity had lasted just four
days, which meant that Iben didn’t rank among seriously famous hostages. By now, the journalists have forgotten
her.
*
Iben realizes that Malene is trying to sneak a look at her face to find out if “something’s the matter”.
“Malene, I’m fine. Why don’t you go and change?”
“Are you positive?”
“Yes. Sure.”
*
The furnishings in the flat are in a state of flux. The backs of a couple of basic IKEA folding chairs are still
covered by Indian rugs from a Fair Trade shop. The rugs, like the cheap Polynesian figurines, are reminders of the
time when Malene studied international development at university.
Three years have passed since Malene received her degree. Soon afterwards her student job at the Danish
Centre for Genocide Information was turned into a proper, well-paid post. Rasmus, who has a dead-end university
degree in Film Studies, makes a good living, too, as a computer-hardware salesman.
Now their furniture includes pieces by top designers, such as their Italian sofa and a couple of armchairs.
*
The telephone rings.
Iben answers and rganizati the deep male voice with the Jutland accent. She has listened to Gunnar Hartvig
Nielsen so many times on the current-affairs programme Orientation.
Iben calls Malene, who is presently sporting jeans and a fashionable, colourful silk shirt. It looks like her last
bid in the dressing-up stakes, because she has put on some make-up. Iben hears Malene turn down Gunnar’s
suggestion that they should meet for dinner and invites him to join them at Sophie’s instead. When Malene hangs
up, Iben wonders aloud:
“Could he really be bothered to come to Sophie’s?”
“Why not?”
“But what’s he going to do there?”
“Meet people, talk to me. Have a good time. Like we are.”
“Yeah … of course.”
Then switches off the television. Malene wants to finish her make-up.
*
Iben had heard Gunnar Nielsen’s name for the first time when she was still a student. Everyone in her dorm
shared a daily copy of Information, which published Gunnar’s stream of articles on international politics. They
rganizatio every word and particularly admired his reports from Africa.
Like Malene, Gunnar had grown up in rural Denmark. At nineteen, he went to Tanzania to work on a development project rather than going to university. He taught himself Swahili and stayed on in Africa, traveling around
for nearly four years. His first book about Africa was called The Rhythms of Survival. It became not only required
reading for young backpackers, but also was taken seriously by people concerned with international issues.
By the time he was twenty-five Gunnar had been a well-established journalist. He had gone back to Africa
several times. At one point, he had tried to combine university studies with his Information assignments to cover
summit meetings and conferences, but the dull world of university life couldn’t compete with the excitement of
being at the centre of things, so he had dropped out of the course after little more than a year.
Iben and Malene were still at university when Gunnar’s newspaper pieces suddenly stopped.
His fame as a star left-wing writer quickly faded.
Four years ago when she was a student trainee at the DCGT, Malene had found out what had happened. She
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had managed to get hold of him for an interview about the horrific, but at the time rganization, genocide in the
Sudan.
Gunnar had taken a job as the editor of Development, a magazine published by Danida, the Danish state
rganization for international development. He had told her that, after his divorce, he needed a steady income to
pay child support and to rent a new flat with enough space for his children’s visits. His articles were as good as
ever, but went almost unnoticed by people outside the circle of Danida initiates.
Iben, who was studying comparative literature at the time, felt envious of her friend, who always met such
exciting men through her work, and was good-looking enough to attract many of them. Her envy deepened when
Gunnar invited Malene out to dinner.
*
More meals followed. Malene and Gunnar explored restaurants in every corner of the city, but did nothing else.
Gunnar's strongly built body, his “disillusioned socialist” attitude and, above all, the fact that he was in his midforties, meant that Malene thought the chemistry between them wasn’t right, much as she loved dining out with
him.
Now and then she would tell Iben about how weary she felt when she saw the pleading in his large eyes. Once
Iben spoke out.
“It isn’t fair to keep going out with Gunnar and letting him pay for one meal after another. He’s in love with
you and you don’t even want to sleep with him.”
“Oh, come on. We always have such a good time together. And he’s said that he isn’t expecting anything more
—you know, like love or sex.”
“But he’s got to pay for you all the same?”
“No, it’s not like that. It’s simple: he enjoys eating in restaurants and so do I, but I’m broke. If he couldn't
afford it and I could, I’d pay for him.”
*
When Malene met the younger, cooler Rasmus and became his girlfriend, he too tried to stop her evenings out
with Gunnar. Iben overheard Malene say,
“Rasmus, there’s nothing sexual between Gunnar and me. We’re just good friends.” Still, Rasmus had insisted
that she should pay her share.
Before leaving, Iben and Malene wolf down some leftovers and empty their Mojito glasses. In the hall, Malene
quickly changes to another pair of her expensive orthopaedic shoes, which she has to wear because of her
arthritis.
*
Iben and Malene hang up their coats in the narrow passage of Sophie’s flat. The air is heavy with the smell of
fried food, wine and people.
Sophie comes over to meet them. After the hugs and cries of “So good to see you”, she notices Malene’s
clothes and make-up.
“But Malene, it’s not that kind of party”—Some of her other guests are drifting out through the sitting-room
door and bump into her. Distractedly she finishes the sentence—“it’s just, you know, the same old crowd coming
round for a drink. You know I’m off tomorrow, don’t you?”
When she phoned up about the party, Sophie, who had lived in the same student housing as Iben and Malene,
explained that she was leaving Denmark to join her boyfriend, a biologist working in Canada on a two-year
project. Someone in the sitting room calls out:
“Hey, look, there’s Iben. The heroine has arrived!”
“Went back to protect the others, instead of just looking after number one,” another old college friend adds.
Iben smiles.
God only knows how many times she's explained it all before.
“I had no idea what I was doing. Everything was so confusing. I just didn’t think about the outcome.”
“But that's precisely what makes what you did heroic, Iben. You had the right instincts. Or whatever it is that
kicks in when you’ve got to make a split-second decision.”
Sophie gives Iben another little hug and looks her in the eye.
“Most people would have run for it.”
*
The sitting room is packed with familiar faces. Five years ago they were all students together, in their early
twenties. Iben remembers how they would laze around on the grass in Fælled Park when there was a concert on.
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Almost of all them have finished with education by now. Some have jobs, but many more live on benefits, full
or part-time. Despite failing in the job market they still feel less poor now, because the unemployment payments
are quite an improvement on student grants.
Individual lives are being pushed in utterly unforeseen directions along career paths, sometimes along straight
routes and sometimes up blind alleys. Some of them already have children.
They are everywhere, standing or sitting, drinking beer or red wine, chatting in the low light from a few dim
lamps. Three young mothers drift around with babies in their arms.
Iben and Malene exchange glances. Obviously, dancing isn’t an option.
There are more questions about Nairobi, but Iben only smiles.
“I’ve been asked about all that so often I can’t even bring myself to discuss it any longer. Some other time.
Look, what about you?”
She does the rounds of the room and then tucks herself away in a corner where she can half-sit, half-lean on a
table. A man starts reminiscing about nights spent clubbing. He’s a dentist, fresh from his qualifying exams and
already well on his way to becoming an alcoholic.
*
She looks up and, across the room, sees Gunnar. Malene once spoke of him as “such a big guy” and Iben got
the impression that he was John Goodman\fn{ John Stephen Goodman (1952- ) American actor }-sized. Now she realises
that he is more like the young Gerard Depardieu.\fn{ Gérard Xavier Marcel Depardieu (1948- ) French actor}
Iben sees Malene get up from an inflatable armchair and walk towards Gunnar; the dentist turns to watch.
Iben crushes a crisp between her teeth. Some women, she thinks, would be bloody irritated if their friend had
that sort of effect on every single guy they met. She observes Malene lead Gunnar away to the relative peace of
the hallway.
Later, Iben and one of Rasmus’s best friends end up side by side on the sofa. He wears a neon-blue jacket with
contrasting seams and is proudly telling her that he’s just landed a job as a copywriter in an advertising agency.
His voice sounds louder than it used to be and his laughter seems more mechanical.
“Human rights and art—great stuff, but there’s no money in it!”
He sees the expression on Iben’s face.
“Sure, it’s not so bad being more or less broke. But unemployment, that’s something else. It’s awful. I mean,
just look at the way you're treated by your prospective employers. They couldn’t give a fuck. They know perfectly
well they can take their pick from thousands of graduates.”
Some of the people standing nearby are listening in and he turns to them as well.
“But in a good agency you get treated differently. The bosses know how few there are who have both the talent
and the stamina to put up with that line of work.” He smiles.
“Like, watch the style; fuck the substance.”
He mentions the name of his agency and Iben is obviously meant to recognise it.
“We’ve been on TV. Like you.”
*
Iben pours fruit juice into her plastic cup while keeping an eye on Gunnar, who has come back into the room.
He isn’t surrounded by any female admirers. Maybe because by now they’re old enough to feel self-conscious or
because they think that, in the flesh, he doesn’t quite live up to their fantasies. Or maybe because he is just too
old.
Rasmus’s friend is still working his story. Now he’s telling everyone about how his agency paid for him and
the rest of the crew to take a three-day Christmas break, partying in Barcelona, and how it was worth it, given the
firm’s investment in their salaries.
His listeners look skeptical and Iben decides to jump in and defend traditional values, such as “Money isn’t
everything” and “You can’t buy happiness”. In no time she realises that this discussion is just a rerun of their old
debates, as if they are all battle-worn politicians in the last days of an election campaign, able to predict their
opponents’ arguments.
Avoiding eye contact, she deliberately turns away from the discussion and tries instead to eavesdrop on the
conversation of the two strangers sitting opposite.
But Rasmus’s friend hasn’t finished.
“Iben, your job is different. I would’ve liked it myself. You investigate serious stuff. Humanitarian issues.
That’s really worthwhile. It means something.”
He pats his bright-blue jacket.
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“You try to make the world a better place, sure. But I’m not convinced that will ever happen. It’s not top of the
agenda.” He breaks off, apparently amused by his own paradox.
*
Later Iben finds herself standing next to a child's folding cot, all aluminium and nylon, like a tiny piece of
camping equipment. She is balancing a glass of red wine and three broken crackers.
Suddenly Gunnar materialises at her side.
“What’s it like to be back home?” That calm voice of his.
She looks at him. He has gray-blue eyes.
“I’m not sure if I am back.” They laugh.
Iben doesn’t know where to look. Sophie has put on one of her Buddha Bar CDs.\fn{ A type of Zen-lounge-chill-outecclectic, just this side of muzak-style, music } At the other end of the room Malene walks over to a wooden chair and sits
down.
Only Iben knows exactly how Malene looks when her feet begin to hurt. She will want to go home soon.
Gunnar is telling her about being in Dar es Salaam to interview Habyalimana, the former Rwandan President.
Not long afterwards the presidential plane was shot down and his widow kept herself busy by killing Rwandan
Tutsis. These revenge killings alone led to half a million deaths. Gunnar speaks of when he handled one of the
heavy, nail-studded wooden clubs used to break human skulls.
“A lot of the murdering was done inside churches, where many of the Tutsis sought refuge. It was hard work
killing human beings with whatever was at hand—mostly household implements and agricultural tools. Faced
with hundreds of victims, the Hutus found it expedient to cut the Achilles tendons of their victims straight away.
Then they could take their time about the slaughter—days, if necessary.”
In his company Iben finds it easier to recall the three months she spent in Nairobi before being captured. She
tries to express how surreal it all was. Most people are bemused, but Gunnar knows Africa.
They lean against one of Sophie’s bookshelves. She loses track of time.
*
Then somebody passing by accidentally bumps into Iben and she discovers that she’s been standing there with
her mouth half open a bit too long, gazing up into Gunnar’s regular features and drinking in his long, absorbing
explanations. She gives herself a little shake, like a dog that’s clambered out of the water.
I’d better go and talk to someone else, Iben tells herself. But she sees Malene heading over to join them.
This is not good.
Malene doesn’t look at Iben, only Gunnar, when she tells him about meeting one of his journalist friends at the
Centre and what a weird encounter it was.
Iben wants a glass of water. She turns to go, but Gunnar grabs hold of her wrist.
“Who knows, I might run into you one day at the Metro Bar.”
“Metro Bar?”
“Don’t you know it? I was sure I’d seen you there. It’s the café, next to Broadcasting House. I go there several
times a week.'
“No, I don’t know it.”
Then realises what he has just said and quickly looks at Malene. Malene pats Gunnar’s broad shoulder.
“Look, I really came over to tell you that I’d better leave. My feet …” She smiles a big goodbye instead of
finishing the sentence.
Gunnar and Iben nod in silence, looking at her arthritic hands and feet.
Malene smiles again.
“Iben, are you coming?”
2
The Danish Centre for Genocide Information, or DCGI for short, was set up to collect data about genocide and
make it available, both in Denmark and abroad, to researchers, politicians, aid organisations and anyone else with
a genuine interest. Over the years, the organisation has accumulated Scandinavia’s largest collection of books and
documents on the subject.
The DCGI is housed in a restored old red-brick building, along a lane in Copenhagen’s central Østerbro
district. Its offices and library take up the entire attic floor, a space once occupied by the city council archives.
The library is expanding all the time. Gray steel shelves cover the walls almost everywhere—in the kitchen,
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the hallway and the space they call the Small Meeting Room. They have also invaded the largest room, which
serves as a shared office for Iben, Malene and Camilla.
Wider and heavier industrial-style shelves, the steel lacquered dark green, have been tucked into the less
accessible corners and are laden with cardboard boxes full of documents such as diplomatic reports and
transcripts of foreign court proceedings.
Only five people are employed to manage the Centre and handle the mountains of printed material. In addition
to Iben (the information officer) and Malene (the projects manager) are Paul, the head of the Centre, Camilla,
Paul’s secretary, and Anne-Lise, the librarian.
Apart from Paul’s room, the spacious main office is the brightest and most pleasant. Iben and Malene sit facing
each other at ergonomically correct desks. Although most of the walls are lined with books, the shelving is not as
tightly packed as it is in the library. Malene has put potted plants on the sills in front of the three windows, which
is why the office is lovingly referred to as the “Winter Garden”.
The point of the joke is, of course, that the room will always look like a library, regardless of how much vegetation is crammed into it. Iben and Malene have tried to make their office look more homely in other ways as
well. They have put up a notice board and with time it has become covered with photos, conference invitations,
newspaper cuttings and postcards with teasing messages about the sender having a great holiday while they’re
slaving away in an office.
*
It’s the Monday morning after Sophie’s get-together and Iben and Malene are at work as usual. They sometimes chat with each other, sometimes with Camilla, whose desk is at the other end of the large room, next to
Paul’s door.
Iben can sense something—something in Malene’s eyes. At one point, Malene sighs audibly and Iben looks up.
“What’s the matter?”
“Oh … nothing.”
Malene prints out a piece that she’s been working on and starts correcting it, first with a green marker and then
with red. After a while she sighs again. Then looks away from the screen, hesitates and tries a little smile. They
are such good friends that Malene can’t help smiling back.
“What’s up?” Iben asks.
Malene slams the printout down on the wrist-support in front of her keyboard.
“I just can’t get it right. Not the way I want it.”
“What’s the problem?”
“I’ve got to get the text ready for at least three posters about how Danes rescued lots of Danish Jews. It’s for
the exhibition. It’s so hard Whatever I write sucks. It sounds so self-satisfied and so … evangelical!”
Iben leans forward, pleased that Malene seems to have forgotten about the slight awkwardness at Sophie’s
party.
“I’ve rewritten the whole thing four times, but it’s just … how do I avoid writing stuff like: ‘The only country
in the world’ and so on?”
“Why not add something about the restrictive asylum policy towards foreign Jews during the 1930s?”
“I thought of that, but it doesn’t fit in with the main theme of the exhibition. Besides, what I wrote sounded
crap as well.”
Malene starts writing again.
Iben gives up and returns to her own screen. She can’t quite put Malene out of her mind, even though she
knows that there’s no real conflict between them and Malene is probably just having a bad morning.
*
They are both working on an exhibition based on an idea that Malene had while Iben was away in Africa.
Malene thought that many people might share her own sense of weariness at all the evil deeds in the genocidal
world out there, and want to know more about the heartwarming exceptions. She thought up a theme for a poster
exhibition that would celebrate the small minority of good and brave people in Nazi-controlled regions—people
who saved lives during the Holocaust.
She talked to Paul and he liked the idea.
The Copenhagen City Library agreed to allocate space and time, and afterwards, the exhibition would be made
available to schools and any other interested institution.
Something occurs to Iben.
“Maybe it would work better if you described the civil servants behind the thirties asylum policy? It would fit
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in with your approach of looking at the individuals behind the rescue stories.”
Malene takes her time to reply and Iben doesn’t want to sound bossy.
“Look, it’s just a thought.”
*
Iben’s job is to research the background for Malene’s posters. She is revising her notes on the story about the
Polish shepherd Antoni Gawrylkiewicz.\fn{1926-1956} He risked his life by digging underground shelters, where
he housed sixteen Jewish survivors of the ghetto massacre in Radyn. The Jews had managed to escape by hiding
in an attic. When the Germans were searching the house, a Jewish father had to strangle his youngest child, a little
boy, because he started to cry.
As so often at work, Iben feels hopelessly spoilt.
How could anyone possibly think that what she had experienced in Nairobi was of any consequence? She had
been kept prisoner for four days. When she came back home, she was offered all the counseling she needed, paid
for by the aid organisation she worked for.
Antoni Gawrylkiewicz had never got any kind of support or care.\fn{ He was a shepherd and sheltered these people
when he was 18-20 years old, digging shelters for them, preparing food, removing bodily waste, etc.:H) }
True, her supposedly therapeutic talks hadn’t been particularly helpful.
The therapist had asked about the depression and panic attacks that had hit Iben after the death of her father
nine years ago. At that time, talking to friends and to a psychologist had actually helped, but after Nairobi, with
the new therapist, it seemed to her that nothing at all came up that she didn’t already know.
Those who challenged the system during the war were left terrifyingly alone with their fears.
Iben had found another item about a man, a passerby, who was suddenly shot dead in the street by an SS
officer. The man’s crime was to hand a jug of water to the prisoners in a Jewish transport.
*
Regardless of the terror, Antoni Gawrylkiewicz, and others like him, had fed and housed Jewish strangers for
years. Night after night they must have fallen asleep knowing that the family might be woken up at any time by
hammering on the door and be deported to a concentration camp, together with their secret house guests.
No one dared tell anyone else about the deadly risks they were taking. For two years Antoni Gawrylkiewicz
cooked for sixteen Jews and, to make sure there were no signs of their existence, carried away their excrement
from the earth shelters where they lived. Many of the units in the Polish resistance movement were as driven by
anti-Semitic hatred as the Nazis, and one local unit suspected Gawrylkiewicz of hiding someone. He was tortured,
but revealed nothing.
After the liberation the Jews he had saved were at last free to return to their homes.
Even though resistance fighters kept up their murderous attacks against Jews, at the end of the war there were
many survivors because of him.
And as it is said in several religious creeds, including Judaism:
“He who saves one life, saves the entire world.”
*
Iben misses the laughter she usually shares with Malene. Ostensibly there is no problem. They talk, as ever,
about work-related topics. They haven’t really fallen out with each other. If anyone has the right to be cross, Iben
feels it should be her. Malene, always so sure of being attractive to men, is making a big fuss over nothing.
Camilla’s gentle voice floats across the room from her desk.
“Paul called to say he won’t be in this afternoon. He’ll be in tomorrow morning.”
“Thanks, Camilla.”
Camilla is at least ten years older than Iben and Malene. She has little in common with the two younger women, but Iben likes her. Camilla is generous and brilliant at her job, always happy to share a joke.
Iben wants to stretch her legs. She goes to the kitchen, fills the Thermos with coffee, and returns with an idea.
“I thought, maybe the exhibition could be called something like ‘Everyone Can Make A Difference”. It would
refer to what the exhibition aims to do, which is to make people want to create a better future, not just dwell on
the past. The name would highlight that.”
Camilla is quick off the mark.
“That’s a fantastic idea.” After a moment, Malene responds.
“Aha … Right …”
She looks up from her writing, which is obviously still frustrating her. Clutching the knuckles of one hand with
the other hand, Malene swivels on her chair to look first at Camilla, then Iben.
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“I’ll add it to my list. We’d better run our ideas past Paul soon.”
*
Paul has a terrific talent for formulating concise and arresting sound-bites that always go down well with the
media. He once said in a television interview that the DCGJ should survive because
“The purpose of the Danish Centre for Genocide Information is to develop a vaccine against what, in the past,
has been the worst form of political disease. Our goal is to encourage resistance in the communities of the future.”
Paul is in his thirties, lean and fair. His hair is very short and he almost always wears a black sweater. Sometimes he dresses up by adding a black jacket. He plays the role of politically engaged, media-savvy intellectual to
perfection.
During a typical workday Paul spends more time networking over a lengthy lunch than he spends in his office.
His top priority is to increase the public’s awareness of genocide, and he goes about it by making sure he’s part of
the current-affairs coverage. He has excellent relationships with a whole string of editors and journalists, which
helps him secure amazing amounts of free publicity.
Iben once told some of her friends that Paul, despite coming across as a black-suited embodiment of sobriety,
drives an Alfa Romeo and keeps his mobile phone on when he’s out jogging in Hare Woods, the best nature trail
in the city.
Her friends instantly labeled him a fraud. But Iben disagrees with them.
It is Paul’s job to fit in and he conforms one hundred per cent because he cares passionately about the cause.
Without Paul, the new right-wing government would have put the Centre under tighter control immediately after
the election. They might even have closed it down, like so many of the other social-democratic projects. But it
didn’t happen, probably because Paul spent several days in town, lunching with the right people in the right places
at the right time.
Iben already has a vision of him promoting their exhibition in some news feature, and imagines the kind of
sales pitch he would give based on the slogan: “Everyone Can Make A Difference”.
“It is increasingly common to hear people say that it is pointless for individuals to act. DCGI’s new exhibition
sends a crucial message: personal responsibility still matters. What you decide to do can make a huge difference.”
*
Malene has worked for DCGT the longest. As a student trainee she was exceptionally capable and, after graduating, she was offered the post of project manager. One of her chief responsibilities is to look after the academics
and civil servants who contact the centre. Two years ago, when the information officer’s post became vacant,
Malene recommended Iben but didn’t tell the selection committee that she was her best friend. She had met Iben
at college, she told them, and worked with her in a few student societies.
In Malene’s view, Iben was unusually bright, efficient and easy to work with.
Once Iben was short-listed, Malene briefed her carefully, giving her insider advice about the right things to say.
In the end, Iben landed the job ahead of 285 other applicants. She and Malene took care not to show how well
they knew each other, and tried to make out that their close friendship had developed in record time once they
started working together.
After a few weeks Paul stopped at their desks, chatted for a while and then paused, smiling as he looked at
them.
“You two have learned to get on quickly. Good!” He tapped on Iben’s new computer.
“It’s a match I’m proud of. It bodes well!”
Iben’s job at the Centre had been her reward for standing by Malene over the years.
*
One night six years earlier, Malene had been woken by a stabbing pain. Three of her fingers were red and
inflamed. It had grown worse, and by four in the morning the fingers were grotesquely swollen and immobile. She
had walked along the corridor and knocked with her other hand on Iben’s door.
Iben had phoned the doctor on call. The diagnosis was a sudden onset of rheumatoid arthritis and Malene had
been kept in hospital for several days.
She had recovered, but was told that she must have frequent checkups, and that the illness had no effective
cure. It would come and go for the rest of her life. It could target any of her joints, for variable lengths of time, but
especially those in her hands, feet, knees, elbows and shoulders. The affected joints would become stiff and very
sore.
Afterwards a kind of pattern developed. For a few days every second month or so, Malene was incapable of
doing things like using her computer keyboard or grasping the handlebars of her bicycle. Taking painkillers
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helped, but her hands were so weak that Iben had to help her carry shopping bags and so on.
The booklets from the hospital hadn’t mentioned a decrease in appetite, but Malene lost weight quickly. Over
the following six months the pretty but rather plump Jutland girl with radical attitudes was trans formed into a
socialist Barbie.
While her friend’s pain came and went, Iben felt like Malene’s squire, always ready to help and support her.
Only Iben was allowed to know when Malene wasn’t capable of twisting the lids off jars, of buttoning her shirts,
or of unlocking doors by herself.
*
Just before lunch time, Malene phones Frederik Thorsteinsson, the suave and sophisticated head of the Foreign
Affairs Ministry’s Centre for Democracy as well as the deputy chairman of the DCGI board.
Today is his birthday.
Malene knows Frederik best and is on easier terms with him than Paul. She’s bantering with Frederik when
Iben calls out, loudly enough for him to hear her:
“Happy birthday, Frederik!” She gestures for the others to come and sing “Happy Birthday!” into the receiver.
Camilla joins in at once, but then Malene waves them away and carries on talking.
After lunch, the afternoon is busy. Iben writes a review of a new book called Systematic Torture as a Method
of Oppression: Chile I973-76, finds a translator for an article in Latvian about the classification in international
law of six and a half million murdered Soviet kulaks (are they a social class or an ethnic group?), and goes on to
test new software designed to help export texts to the DCGI website. She has also created the invitations to a talk,
“The Significance of Gender During the Bosnian Genocide”. As the day wears on, Iben begins to feel a little
moody and wants to be left alone.
Just before going home, however, Camilla discovers a new episode of the popular radio show Chris and the
Chocolate Factory on the Internet and turns the volume up so that everyone can listen. Anne-Lise comes out of
the library and they all gather around Camilla’s desk. Together they pick a few more skits, laughing as they hear
Chris do his funny telephone voice. As usual, he is spinning out new reasons for skipping work.
“Right, boss … but you see there’s this other thing that stops me from coming in today. It couldn’t be more
unfortunate, almost … but, listen, what else could I do? Eh, boss? … The thing is, I’ve got stuck in my hammock.
I can’t fight it. I’d like nothing better than to get out of it, but what can I do?”
Malene, who has always been brilliant at voices, joins in, improvising Chris’s words. From time to time she
entertains everyone with parodies of the Centre’s clients, members of the board, or Paul at his most self-satisfied.
It’s one of her best impersonations. Smiling, she knocks on Camilla's computer with her knuckles and then
announces:
“You two learned to get on quickly. Am I right or am I right? It’s a match I’m really proud of.” She snaps her
fingers and shakes her head lightly.
“It bodes well!”
It’s very amusing. Even Iben cracks up laughing.
3
By seven o'clock that evening Iben is the only one left in the office.
At eight o’clock she drags two large supermarket bags into her flat. She has stocked up on her staples: rice,
honey, toilet paper, three packets of organic crisp-bread that was on special offer, yoghurt and vegetables. For
supper she chops a handful of greens, adds seasoning and olive oil, puts in today’s special—a frozen block of cod
—and shoves the batch into the microwave.
So far, she hasn’t done much to her flat. The walls are still white, as they were when she first moved in. Her
few pieces of furniture are either inherited or bought second-hand.
While the microwave hums she checks her answering machine. No messages. Once the oven has beeped, she
opens her email. There’s only one new entry:
YOU, IBEN HØJGAARD, ARE FOR YOUR
ACTIONS RECOGNISED AS
“SELF-RIGHTEOUS AMONG THE HUMANS”
IT IS THEREFORE MY PRIVILEGE AND MY JOY
TO BRING YOU TO DEATH
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NOW
What’s this?
She leans forward, reads it all again. Without formulating the thought, she instinctively knows that she mustn’t
touch anything.
This is a death threat. No question.
Stay calm and think. There have been stories going around about journalists receiving threatening mes sages
from neo-Nazi teenagers. Now it’s her turn. Maybe.
The sender’s address is “revenge_is_nearimhidden.com”. The English is reasonable and the spelling is correct,
which exempts just about all the young local neo-Nazis. The expression “self-righteous among the humans” is an
attempt to play on the phrase “righteous among the nations”, part of the citation for the highest honour awarded to
foreign nationals at Israel’s national Holocaust memorial.
A foreigner who knows something about the history of genocide might have written that.
*
Her first reaction is pure sorrow, nothing more. She can feel her face dissolving and her whole body seems to
crumple.
That terrible African heat bears down on her again. It could be one of Omoro’s friends, or family, she thinks.
Or a Luo tribesman.
She feels dizzy; it’s the heat and the smells. She sees the prison hut, the flies, the militia, the tall trees and his
blood. The Luos have found out what happened. They know who she is and have come here from Nairobi. She’ll
have to accept being killed if that is what they have decided.
She looks around. The bedroom door is open. She hasn’t been in there since she came home. And she closed
the door this morning.
Standing motionless, she scans the room. Nothing unusual about the stack of books or the cupboard or the
bookshelves. What about her desk? The pile of papers looks tidier than she left it. Someone has been through her
papers.
No sounds, except her own breathing and faint noises from the television set in the flat below. Her nostrils feel
dry, like when the hot dust blows in the wind. The air smells of the angry, sweating men, alert to danger.
She cannot tell why, but she is convinced that someone is hiding in her flat.
Don’t switch off the computer.
Don’t run to grab a coat from the hall.
Instead she walks calmly to the kitchen.
She tries to convey that she is relaxed, on her way to do something completely ordinary. Takes her supper out
of the microwave oven, which is on top of the fridge, next to the door leading to the kitchen stairs.
Breathe slowly, deeply.
She picks up her mobile from the kitchen table, moves to the stair door and opens it gingerly. No one is
waiting for her on the landing. She shifts gears and flies down the narrow stairs, her feet barely touching the steps.
It’s important to outrun the man in her flat, but also to be quiet enough to delay him discovering that she’s gone.
She doesn’t close the door, doesn’t even give it a push.
She’s underdressed for the crisp October evening.
The door to the yard. She stops, just a few steps away.
*
It isn’t likely to be one of Omoro’s friends. Something made her jump to conclusions. She must be sensible,
ask herself who else it could be. There are plenty of suspects to choose from, she knows that. Not that it helps.
Then has always tried to forget the obvious fact that all surviving war criminals, the very ones she keeps writing
about for the DCGI website, can access the site too.
They can Google their own names from anywhere in the world and, in seconds, her articles—in English as
well as in Danish—will flash up on their screens. The writer sits in a modest Copenhagen office with no special
security features while her contact details—home address, phone number, email address—are easily displayed.
But would an experienced mass murderer take the trouble to travel to Denmark? Of course he might. The air
fare wouldn’t be much for a professional soldier. And wouldn’t an experienced soldier position himself right
there, on the other side of the door to the yard? He’d have a direct escape route into the street, making it easier to
cover his tracks. Maybe he intended to make her dash downstairs and open that door.
She listens. Not a sound.
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Then a click as the stairwell light switches itself off. All too quickly as usual. It’s very dark now. But her eyes
don’t have time to grow used to the darkness. Above her on the stairs someone switches the light on again.
She waits for a second, badly wanting to believe that she is safe—that no one is in her flat; and that whoever is
on the top landing isn't coming after her.
The sound of heavy male boots on the stairs. Before she has even turned the lock the footsteps have reached
the next landing. No time to think. If someone is waiting for her outside, she’ll have to take him by surprise.
Above her the man has passed two more landings. A deep breath. Then yanks the door open and, in the same
movement, starts sprinting across the pavement.
She scrambles over bicycles and dustbins, and over the fence into the neighbouring yard. One more yard to go
before she finds an unlocked gate.
*
She runs out into a street that is not her own. After about a hundred metres she stops to look behind her. There
are people, but none of them seems to be in pursuit. Here she will be harder to spot.
Whom has she written about recently?
Barzan Azis, a small dentist with a large moustache, who lives in a penthouse flat and has a history of personally having taken the lives oil at least 12o Kurds and many Iraqi journalists and intellectuals. Aziz strangled his
victims with a steel wire, except in some cases, when he hammered nails into their skulls.
Romulus Tokay, an ex-member of the Romanian secret police, was put in an orphanage at the age of eighteen
months. He escaped after killing one of his teachers and is currently employed in Colombia, where his usual practice has been to hang people upside-down in trees and light fires under their heads.
And what about George Bokan? He was raised in the United States and played football in college, but went
back to Serbia in the early 1990s to help fight the war. Bokan trained snipers, one hundred men at a time, in the
skill of killing innocent civilians from vantage points in the hills around Sarajevo.
There are so many more. Iben has summarised the witness statements and other evidence of the activities of
mass murderers such as Najo Silvano, Bertem Ygar, William Hamye and others, who between them have killed
hundreds of thousands of their fellow men. It is all on the website, as are her condemnations of a whole array of
military units, regimes and power-mad dictators.
Have they been hunched over their PCs in Serbia, the Philippines, Iraq, Turkey—wherever—studying her
accounts of their crimes?
*
She looks around in all directions as she walks towards Nørrebro Street.
The autumn air is cutting through her thin blouse and the sweat is beginning to dry on her skin, adding to the
chill. She overtakes a pale girl with a ring through her nose, military boots and pink highlights.
Iben dials 112—emergency services—on her mobile and tries to explain quickly to the woman at the other end
what has happened.
“Hold on, please. You say that someone sent you an email and now you’ve run out into the street?”
“Yes … no. Not exactly. It was a death threat. The sender is probably a war criminal. Maybe from Iraq!”
The woman's voice is dry, tight:
“This is an emergency number. It is reserved for serious calls. I have to ask you to get off the line. Tomorrow
you can phone your local police station—if you still feel this matter is important, that is.”
Iben tries to explain that it’s her job to write about international war criminals and that the threat is not just a
practical joke played by an ex-lover, or whatever the woman is imagining. But she is not persuaded and replies
abruptly:
“You’re blocking an important emergency line. That’s an offence and you may be fined. I can see your number
in front of me. If you don’t end this call, we’ll have to fine you.”
Then is about to reply when the woman hangs up.
*
Is she right? Then asks herself. Is this an attack of hysteria? It would be good to think so. Then she could
simply turn round and walk back home.
She’s walking quickly now, keeping an eye out for suspicious-looking men. The trouble is that they are everywhere. Small gangs of swarthy men are driving up and down Nørrebro Street in souped-up cars and hanging out
in the many Middle Eastern take-aways. Men in black leather jackets walk towards her, follow behind her.
Who knows how a war criminal reacts when he first reads the description of himself on a website? Is it a blow
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fected?
Some of these men would slit her throat as easily as they’d swat a fly. She has seen photos of massacred people
and listened to survivors speaking at conferences. These men do not murder because they hate: even being
vaguely irritated is enough.
But why should a killer take the trouble to go after her? Iben is so insignificant.
Or is she?
Her articles and abstracts describe events involving many hundreds of thousands of men, all experienced
killers and mentally unstable. If just one of them is “irritated” enough, her fate is probably sealed.
There are no police patrol cars around and by the time she’s reached Nørrebro Circus she decides to phone the
emergency number once more. She’ll try to explain things better this time and insist on talking to somebody
who’s prepared to listen.
At that moment her mobile rings. It’s Malene.
“Iben! I’ve tried to phone you at home. Where are you?”
“At Nørrebro Circus. Without a coat. I’m freezing.” Then begins to describe what has happened, but doesn't
get far before Malene interrupts her.
“I’ve had a threatening e-mail too! It says I’m evil and must die. I only just opened it!” Iben can’t help
shouting.
“You mustn’t stay in your flat!” Malene sounds confused.
“I can’t stay here? I don’t know … I didn’t take it that seriously. Should I have?”
Iben hesitates.
It’s a comfort that someone else has been threatened too. Everyone in the Centre might have received one of
these e-mails and perhaps dozens of people in similar organisations abroad.
“Malene, I was so sure there was someone in my flat. It could’ve been … I mean, if there was nobody in your
place … Anyway, they could just be trying to scare us. If they really wanted to kill somebody, it’d be silly to send
an e-mail first.”
“That[‘s what I thought.”
Iben is perfectly aware of what her friend Grith, a trained psychologist, would say about her reaction: it is a
response conditioned by her experiences in Kenya, one of exaggerated watchfulness—“hyper-alertness”—which
is the lasting effect of previous exposure to danger. A thought suddenly strikes Malene:
“Iben. Do you think your reaction is because of Nairobi and all that?”
“I suppose …”
“Listen, find a taxi and come on over. I’ll wait for you in the street and pay for the cab.”
“But if these people break into your flat, they’ll find both of us.”
“Iben, I don’t think so. Look, it won’t happen.” Iben doesn’t answer, so Malene hesitates.
“OK. What do you suggest then?”
“What about meeting in a café?”
“But we’ll have to go back to our own places afterwards.”
Iben hates playing the part of the weak female, especially with Malene, but suggests that there are lots of
people’s places where they could crash until they have a better idea of the danger they’re in.
“Oh, Iben. OK, I’ll come.”
They agree to meet at Props Café. Iben feels she has been leaning too heavily on her friend, and can't quite
bring herself to ask Malene to make sure that she isn't being followed.
*
Iben sets out towards the café, along the road by the Assistens Cemetery. Suddenly, for no reason, she starts
running. She never cared for sports of any kind, despite her friends’ attempts to persuade her, but now running
feels right. She overtakes pedestrians on the broad pavement, where deep shadows are pierced by shafts of light
from shops and passing cars.
A white car skids to a halt not far ahead, and two men jump out so quickly that a cyclist almost collides with
one of them. He calls out angrily. The men shout back in reply, and Iben slips through the slow-flowing stream of
cars to reach the other side of the street.
It is time to calm down and take stock. She turns to get a look at the two men. They’re standing in the street
talking to a third man, whom they must have spotted from the car. All three have dark sideburns and one of them
wears metal-framed glasses with small round lenses.
She starts off again, jogging now. The pavement is narrower here and cluttered with a greengrocer’s stall,
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bicycle racks and advertising boards.
*
It occurs to her that the e-mailer might not have had far to travel. There are thousands of political refugees in
Copenhagen, all of whom have had terrible experiences and whose family members or friends have been victimised in armed conflicts, persecution, torture and murder. Some may have carried out acts of violence themselves.
If Iben has exposed someone, this might be their response.
She feels breathless and slows down. Ahead of her is a tall, sickly-looking man with messy, pale-blond hair,
wearing a torn camouflage jacket.
Over the last ten years almost five hundred journalists have been killed worldwide, mostly in undemocratic
states. Did any of them receive e-mails from revenge_is_nearimhidden.com? Iben hasn’t heard of them being
tracked down in Western Europe. Who would be well informed about this?
Gunnar would, of course.
When the traffic lights change, an old BMW accelerates, its tyres screaming, and races to the next intersection.
The lights turn against it and the driver has to brake again. A passer-by laughs.
*
Iben wants to phone Gunnar straight away.
She’s had a strange feeling about him all weekend, speculating about what his flat might be like and his
lifestyle. The fantasy of moving in with him gives her an odd but comforting sensation. She would fit right in, she
felt.
But how could she know?—a man whom she has met just once and spoken with for an hour at most? But then,
she explains to herself, over the years his writings must have taught her so much about the way his mind works,
what his favourite words are, and the nature of his thoughts
She swerves to avoid a group of noisy teenage boys.
Then she thinks about the word “self-righteous” to the e-mail. It seems they used different words in Malene’s
e-mail.
Iben begins to run again.
Dependencies
The Faroe Islands
[Andreas William Heinesen (1900-1991), Faroe Islands] … 1999 est., 41,059 … 540 square miles … Administered by Demark, but largely
self-governing

52.185 Gamaliel’s Bewitchment\fn{by Andreas William Heinesen (1900-1991)} Faroe Islands, Denmark (M) 10
This story about strange happenings in the Tórshavn of former days is based partly on the faint embers of my
own childhood recollections, and partly on the quite sober notes of my grand-aunt Tante Helene Rømer—which I
have taken the liberty of repeating at certain spots where it seems necessary for the sake of credibility.
The action takes place in the year 1906, the historic year when the telegraph cable, with great ceremony, was
brought ashore in Tørshavn, inaugurating a new epoch in the extraordinarily persistent Faroese medievalism,
which even today blossoms wildly and anachronistically.
Ruprechtsen, the Manager of the Rømerske Handel (Rømers Trading Company) and generally known as
Potifar,\fn{Known only by name from the Old Testament Book of Genesis, where he is said to have been the commander of the palace
guard} always showed up at his office in the company’s main building precisely at seven o’clock in the morning,
and he usually spent the first half hour with his factotum, the inspector Gamaliel Johannesen, also called Potifutten.\fn{Little Potifar, i.e., lesser commander} These good-natured nicknames had been spawned—along with others that
often enough were malicious—out in the broad mass of the fish-processing populace, and in time they had
become so deeply ingrained that Gamaliel sometimes inadvertently addressed the manger as Herr Potifar, while
Ruprechtsen almost always referred to his inspector as Potifutten.
Gamaliel was a frail little man in his thirties with large, ubiquitous eyes. His movements brought to mind
certain small birds that are able to hover in mid-air on whirring wings. This birdlike manner of Gamaliel’s,
together with his ever-searching eye, earned him the additional nickname Neglebarnet—the cherub. Gamaliel was
inspector in the broadest sense of the word: he was charged with the supervision of the entire Røemer business—
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at that time the biggest in the country. He flew back and forth the livelong day, here and there hovering in the air
with politely watching eyes and with his mouth closed under his carefully pointed mustache. One never knew
where Potifutten might be; he could be anywhere, and no one felt secure. Out of nowhere he would appear in
warehouses and workshops, in the brewery and the coffee-roasting mill, in the weighing sheds and fish-oil plants
in remote sail lofts and down in dark salt cellars, on board ships and lighters, and out where the fish was laid out
to dry.
He was Potifar’s conscientious spy—a dangerous man. Everybody feared Gamaliel and his watchful eye—
everybody, that is, except the fishwives, who held nothing sacred. They had once and for all declared war on the
little busybody and called him neither Potifutten nor Englebarnet, but simply Luskefulgen—the Prowling Bird.
Every time he showed his diplomatic face in that windy and salty world of theirs, a shower of taunts and remarks
and unmistakable sighs poured over him. But Gamaliel had gradually learned to endure this. He took it calmly,
hovered on his wings and used his eyes.
And he did not hate the fishwives; a man in a key position like Gamaliel’s codes not concern himself with
hating or loving. But he feared them—in the same way that all men on earth must fear the female sex, which is
devoid of tact and deliberation, fearsomely swinging back and forth between total subservience and unfeigned lust
for murder. Particularly terrifying are women when they are many of them together. Then they can no longer even
be reckoned as sexed beings—in fact, not even as human beings, but something different—a kind of insect
almost. They swarm, they buzz, they sting. And then there is only one weapon that has any effect on them: a firm
hand.
That was, bluntly spoken, Gamaliel’s opinion in the matter. And for the nonce\fn{ The particular occasion.} this
hand was a miserable failure at the Rømer fish-drying places. Not so much over in the eastern area, “China,”
where Ole Jerngut looked after things, as out in “Africa,” where Uldhaandskrabben—the Mitten Crab—simply
was on the point of giving up by now. “Africa” was the name given to the broad, rocky point of land at the
western entrance to the harbor, at the place where the salt silo at the big oil tanks now stand. Here prevailed a lack
of discipline that cried out to high heaven. At this time it was on the verge of becoming catastrophic; the
efficiency had gone down something like sixty percent.
The women had been infected with a kind of madness and wanted their hourly wages increased from eight to
ten øre! And these illusions of grandeur threatened to spread like an epidemic disease, for now even bargemen and
stevedores were beginning to show dissatisfaction with the good old, respectable wages of the Rømerske Handel.
*
Gamaliel had naturally kept abreast of the obstreperous movement from the outset and was able to explain its
inception and development. It had started shortly after Klokker-Nanna—the Sexton’s Nanna—had returned from
England. Klokker-Nanna had been engaged to a British trawler skipper and had lived for a while in the Scottish
town of Aberdeen, but then the engagement had gone wrong. Nanna had then worked for a while in a fishmeal
and guano factory in Hull, but had suddenly last winter returned to her mother’s modest house, Klokker-stuen on
the street called Kirkevejen, and the rumor was that the girl had been deported from Great Britain because of her
participation in an unsuccessful strike.
Nanna was a rebel and a dangerous person. She must be removed. Uldhaandskrabben also must be relieved
and replaced by a new and firmer force.
“If such a force even exists!” said Gamaliel, looking his manager in the eye with filial loyalty. “I doubt it.”
“I hear you, I hear you!” laughed Ruprechtsen. Potifar always laughed when he was worried or troubled; he
would rub his thighs and laugh with tears in his eyes and friendly dimples in his beard. It had a confusion,
sometimes even paralyzing effect on any one who did not, like Gamaliel, know that this was only an old deeprooted habit once adopted as a defensive measure in the dangerous and treacherous jungle of the commercial
world.
The manager suddenly stopped laughing, and his eyes grew small and sober. He puffed out his cheeks and let
the air out with a long-drawn, whistling sound.
“Ah, but my dear friend,” he said, “then you must removed that same Klokker-Nanna.”
“I?” asked Gamaliel, perplexed.
“Yes!” Gamaliel sent the manager an appealing look and sighed heavily.
“—Yes? What were you going to say?” asked Ruprechtsen, rubbing his thighs vigorously.
“Oh, nothing in particular,” said Gamaliel evasively, looking the other way.
“Don’t you dare?” Gamaliel drew himself up and looked the manager in the eye.
“No!” he said, point blank.
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“Well, now, that’s a fine thing!” said Ruprechtsen.
“You know very well why,” said Gamaliel.
Ruprechsten knew why, and Gamaliel knew that he knew. Also, the manager knew that Gamaliel knew that he
knew it. In other words, one could just as well speak frankly about it—or remain silent about it for that matter. It
all had to do with Nanna’s mother, Klokker-Frederikke, also known as Gurra. Gurra was the town’s “wise
woman.” She had hidden powers; she could heal sicknesses and see into the future, but it was also generally
known that Gurra had the evil eye and a spiked tongue, and could cast spells on people, change their course of life
and ruin their happiness. There were several cases known in which Gurra had made difficulties for people with
her arts—or even driven them out of their minds.
*
Tante Helene:
“This is of course just a lot of feeble-minded talk. I knew the Sexton’s widow and her daughter myself. The old
lady was an outgoing and sincerely God-fearing person and knew several old household remedies and was
familiar with popular pharmacopoeia, which after all is not merely to be sneered at. That she should be in league
with the Devil and be able to bewitch people, or that among other things she took my poor uncle Andrés
Ruprechtsen’s life through witchcraft, I consider to be quite unfounded assertions from unenlightened and childish
people, but of course there were such people at the time, and unfortunately there still are some.
“The daughter was something of a suffragette—a thing that she had picked up in England, where such things
had just become the fashion. She was impulsive and rash by nature, but in many respects she was more up-to-date
than most people in our little town at that time, including Uncle Andrés and Gamaliel, who both were equally
narrow-minded and superstitious, which didn’t help the Rømerske Handel at all, but quite on the contrary harmed
it greatly.”
*
So much for that. But now back to the discussion in the manager’s office.
Ruprechtsen took a deep breath and let it out melodiously—a long, lilting, apparently carefree tune: Bom
bommelom Bombom. It was the Great Tattoo of Frederick the Great,\fn{Frederick II (of Prussia), called The Great (171286), King of Prussia (from 1740); among other things, he was a musician. } Potifar’s favorite melody. At the same time he
lifted his face and stared up at the ceiling as if he were seeing things in the darkness between the great beams.
“Captain Branholm!” he exclaimed, continuing the tattoo with his fingers on the desk. He set Potifutten an
excited look and repeated, “Captain Branholm!” Gamaliel waited obediently for an explanation.
“I wonder if the captain isn’t just the man we need?” continued Ruprechtsen. “Now listen to this. Captain
Branholm is sick and tired of sailing. And of course he has sailed for almost half a hundred years—master of our
ship København for the last twenty-five—and now he would like to retire to a job ashore. Hmm?”
Gamaliel lowered his head and sat for a moment perfectly silent and with drooping beak, like a sick fowl.
Ruprechtsen knew that this did not mean that Potifutten had given up the ghost, but that he was deep in thought.
“After all,” continued the manager, “Captain Branholm is a severe and strict man. All through the years that he
has skippered the Køhenhavn it has been a model ship. The captain is faithful to the death and merciless. If he
can’t manage the ‘Africa’ women, then nobody can. What do you think?” Gamaliel nodded slowly, meeting the
manager’s look. He got up briskly with a clever and wily light in his eye.
“Fetch him!” said the manger.
Potifutten took off on fluttering wings.
*
Tante Helene:
“Uncle Andrés (Ruprechtsen) was an industrious and diligent man, true enough, but in many respects he was
also a dunce. At the base of his skeptical mind there thrived a great deal of childish superstition. Whenever a gray
cat crossed his path, he would immediately have to either turn back or undertake certain ridiculous defensive
maneuvers, such as spitting and crossing himself, etc. He had a weak heart and drank too many rum toddies in
order to get to sleep in the evening—with fatal results. He died the same day the telegraph cable was brought
ashore.
“Potifutten was a wretch and a coward—much too good for his cute wife Sexa (Sexagesima, because she was
born on a Sunday), who worshipped her poltroon of a husband without any reason whatever. Sexa was very naïve
and lacked depth and seriousness, but she was a real beauty and in addition a sweet and faithful person. Both
Andrés and Captain Branholm (and the dancing teacher Lindenskov and many others) were very much in love
with her, but quite in vain.
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“The captain was something of a retarded braggart, but nevertheless a fine and handsome man, and he had a
soft seaman’s heart. He fell for Klokker-Nanna, who was thirty-seven years younger. Their short marriage was not
happy.”
*
As it turned out, Captain Branholm proved to be the right man. The captain did not, to be sure, know anything
about the preparation of fish, but Uldhaandskrabben did, and he was still on hand. And what the captain
accomplished in the matter of striking fear into the restless population of “Africa” was simply remarkable.
The captain was calm and of few words, a born leader. The lightning flashes from his eyes, which were nearly
invisible under his long, razor-sharp brows, made obedience a matter of course. One of the first acts of his reign
was the raising of a gallows at “Africa’s” highest point, and here a ship’s bell was hung. When the bell sounded, it
meant spreading, turning, or stacking of fish—not nonsense and posing and gossip and buffoonery.
The next step that Branholm undertook was to fire Klokker-Nanna. This was done at the express orders of
Ruprechtsen.
To tell the truth, it was not at all to the liking of the captain. Nanna was a beautiful woman, without question
the most beautiful in “Africa”—erect and well turned out with strong, cool eyes. She sent the captain a brief,
angry look. Then she stood a moment with her head bent and her face hidden under a wild bush of dark hair. The
captain’s fingers downright itched to lift this offended girl’s head and say a kind word of farewell. He had a
daughter of Nanna’s age, a practical and warm-blooded girl who also had a mind of her own. Fine.
But it wouldn’t do to start giving in. Captain Branholm was used to hardening himself and avoiding
unnecessary words. Nanna tossed her head, turned and walked slowly away. The other women looked her way—
and no reason why they shouldn’t be allowed to—but when some of them went so far as to maker signs of
flocking around her, the captain found it necessary to step in. He gave the bell a single peal and called with a loud
but calm voice,
“There is work to be done!”
The brief, restrained command made an impression on the women, who were used to the coarse and obscene
taunts of Uldhaandskrabben. They obeyed, and Nanna went away with her head raised, and without looking back.
*
In the ensuing period, which brought a succession of fine summer days, the work continued quietly out in
“Africa.” Potifar mumbled contentedly in his beard, and the captain was satisfied too. The only one he had to
straighten out now and then was Uldhaandskrabben, who found it difficult to discard his foolish slave driver
manners. The Crab mistook the situation completely and rushed around like a roaring gorilla if he heard the
women singing or laughing.
“Mind your own business!” said the captain. “Some singing with the work is fine here; it livens things up, and
a healthy laugh renews the heart and liver!”
Captain Branholm seldom opened his mouth. He managed very well with calm but forceful movement of his
arms or fingers. He did not, like Uldhaandskrabben, use a greasy little pair of opera glasses, but a large ship’s
spyglass with brass fittings. When he took his stance under the gallows and bell at the top of the hill, armed with
this object that looked like some firearm, everybody knew that nothing could be concealed from his eye. Peace
and amiability—a certain silent but not dissatisfied atmosphere—prevailed in “Africa,” and Potifutten was able to
come and go with no other annoyances than lowered eyes and an expressive silence.
“The women are not afraid of the captain,” remarked Gamaliel in the course of a morning conference with
Ruprechtsen.
“Well, what’s the matter then?” asked the manager with a somewhat desperate look that he always wore when
he was deeply satisfied and in a good mood.
“They love and worship him,” said Gamaliel. And then he added, “—almost the same way the people love and
worship Herr Po—, I mean Herr Ruprechtsen.”
*
Captain Branholm was, for his part, quite satisfied with his new management. After all the lonely years at sea
among tough and taciturn men, it was a welcome change for him to be among these womenfolk.
Fishwives is an ugly expression that for the uninitiated conjures up visions of mean and ugly women, and
among those in “Africa” there were, to be sure, a few of that kind too. But most of them were young women or
women in their best years—not beauties exactly, heaven forbid! But at least with spirited eyes in the weatherbeaten faces that showed under their light kerchiefs. Several of them, to tell the truth, were quite nice to bring into
the spyglass. A few of them were in blessed circumstances; other had children that would come and visit them
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during the rest periods. The captain bought sweets that he would secretly put into the mouths of the surprised
youngsters now and then.
One day during the stacking of the fish, one of the women had the bad luck of dislocating her arm, and the
captain took hold of her and wrestled it back in place. It was one of the young girls, a red-haired one; she smiled
courageously throughout the ordeal, even though it was extremely painful, and when it was over the captain
rewarded her with a slap on her seat, bringing wild cheers from the spectators.
Gamaliel, who happened to show up just at the moment when the slap was administered, looked quite taken
aback. No one explained to him what had preceded the incident, so he had to draw his own conclusions. The
captain was not concerned about what Potifutten thought. He merely said, “Did you see the smoke?” and returned
to his lookout point without bothering about the gales of laughter that swept over Potifar’s disconcerted spy.
Gamaliel kept this bitter experience to himself and never mentioned the incident to Ruprechtsen. But the next
day, when he was met with a new hearty wave of laughter during his “Africa” inspection—and without the
slightest reaction from the captain—he could no longer keep his peace.
“I’m afraid the captain’s becoming afflicted,” he confided to the manager with a sigh.
“You don’t say. How so?” asked Ruprechtsen with a laugh. “You mean—Gurra?” Gamaliel nodded, meeting
the manager’s eye.
“I hope to heaven I’m wrong,” he said. “But he’s begun slapping the women’s bottoms.”
“Hmm!” said Ruprechtsen. “Well. But I wonder if it really means anything?”
“There is something else too,” said Gamaliel, lowering his voice to a whisper. “My wife claims that last night
when she happened by the captain’s house, she heard Klokker-Nanna’s voice in there. She clearly heard the
captain’s and Nanna’s voices. They were both laughing.”
“The devil you say!” exclaimed Ruprechtsen.
He leaned back and stared up into the semidarkness between the beams of the ceiling, while he anxiously
hummed his tattoo.
“On the other hand,” he said, stroking his goatee, “It could have been somebody else.”
“Who else?” asked Gamaliel darkly.
“Well, how would I know?” countered the manager evasively.
He avoided Potifutten’s eyes. He was thinking of Sexa.
*
The next day turned out to be a strange one for Gamaliel; he had some most unusual experiences.
It was Friday the 13th of July, and it was an altogether peculiar and ominous day. The sun-drenched north wind
that had dominated the last few weeks and that had been so good for the fish-drying, had suddenly dropped off,
and the heat had become overpowering. It was boiling hot in the sun, and the big thermometer in the yard of the
Rømerske Handel showed 65°F in the shade.
Old men could not remember any heat to match this, and the grass curled up like wood shavings on the sod
roofs, while the tarred walls wept black tears, the windows all stood gaping, and oldsters and sick people that
hadn’t been seen for years came out into the daylight with squinting eyes and with strangely distant smiles.
It was not a pleasant heat. The word went round that one could get sunstroke from it. Many therefore
cautiously stayed in the shade, but even here the heat was persistent. The sweat poured forth as soon as one
undertook the slightest thing, and if one sat still, one became sleepy and fell into an unhealthy doze.
Strange rumors about the evil effects of the heat went from house to house. Unfamiliar insects had been
observed—striped blowflies and unnaturally large butterflies. Earwigs and fleas had begun to fly, and ordinary
houseflies to sting.
In the churchyard the gravedigger Nicodemus had run across a wood louse as big as a child’s foot. Bookkeeper
Pommereneke’s old poodle Oedipus had gotten rabies and had bitten its own tail bloody. The eighty-one-year old
spinster Effersøe was found unconscious in her pantry clutching in her hand a fan from the rococo period. Two
men who had gone up on the mountain to catch sight of the merchant schooner København had seen a mirage in
the air, a palm-fringed shore with white mountains in the background. And the parson’s young daughter Dikke,
who had ventured to go swimming out at Sandegjeerde, had been pursued by a crabfish and had to be put to bed
with a nervous attack.
*
Tante Helene:
“It was unusually hot that day, though never more than 68°F, which indeed seemed tropical to us, considering
that the mean temperature for the Faroes in summer is no more than 48°F.”
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*
Out at the rocky point of “Africa” the fish drying had to be stopped in the midday hours so that the fish would
not get fried. Uldhaandskrabben was stretched out in the sun, snoring. The older women had ensconced themselves in the sheds, while the younger ones were having a gay time of it down at the shore, more or less thinly
dressed, and it appeared that one or two of them were about to go into the water.
The captain, standing under the bell with his spyglass, brushed Gamaliel away with an irritated motion of his
elbows. He did not wish to be disturbed in his observations.
“I’m sure we’ll have a Noah’s flood after this heat!” he said. “Maybe even a thunderstorm—even that—
because the air is crackling with electricity. You can feel it all over your body. Maybe it’s even Doomsday coming
—who knows? In that case it’s a good thing to have one’s ledger in order, as she was singing over there just now.”
Gamaliel reacted to these strange observations of the captain’s with a shrug of the shoulders. A person in full
possession of his faculties simply did not talk that way. There now, he thought darkly, what was it I predicted?
“Come, my heart, take up thy ledger!” hummed the captain absently, without taking the spyglass from his eye.
This whole thing is not one bit pleasant, thought Gamaliel, taking to his wings. “Come, my heart, take up thy
ledger!” kept ringing in his ears. It was nothing less than the beginning of a well-known dirge.
“Come, my heart, take up thy ledger!” could suddenly be heard from anther quarter, in a shrill woman’s voice.
The song emanated from the open, barred window of the madhouse. It was Gale-Brita, Mad Brita, singing—
which she was doing all the time as a matter of fact—and most often it was hymns. But the thing of it was that it
just happened to be that hymn …!
Gamaliel went out of his way and made a wide curve around the madhouse; he didn’t feel like going past it
right now. But the song pursued him, and he could not avoid hearing its admonition:
And since the time that thou must wait
Is ever shorter turning,
Bethink that on thy pound so great
No interest yet’s returning

Gamaliel fled from the song; he didn’t want to hear any more; after all, Brita was mad. Unfortunately, the
captain was well on the way too, no doubt. Not exactly pleasant. And where did this leave Gamaliel? It was the
captain who had fired Klokker-Nanna, but it was on orders from Ruprechtsen—and who had given the advice to
Ruprechtsen?
Gamaliel began whistling Potifar’s tattoo in order to drown out the upsetting tune from the madhouse. There—
now it stopped, thank God!
He sat down on a rock in the flowery meadow. How wonderfully still and quiet it was here. Buttercups and
English daisies were spread out in dazzling carpets. Here and there stood clumps of violet-pink flowers, and right
in the middle of one of these, some shiny object was reflecting the sun’s rays so brightly that it stung the eye. He
was compelled to go over and see what it was.
A pair of glasses! Strange. A pair of rough, worn glasses with steel rims. How in the world did a pair of glasses
like this find its way here, into this lonely meadow?
He picked them up and put them on his nose but could see nothing whatsoever through them except a rainbowcolored light that played and sparkled. Perhaps they were the bookkeeper Pommerencke’s glasses. Pommerencke
wore steel-rimmed glasses like this. And he was in the habit of taking walks to collect plants for his herbarium.
The teacher Bergh also wore glasses, but they were gold-rimmed. Gamaliel put the glasses in his pocket.
A short distance away two women turned up, walking as if they were looking for something in the grass.
Perhaps they were looking for the glasses. Now one of them straightened up, and Gamaliel felt himself grow a bit
faint when he saw that it was Klokker-Nanna. Then the other one must be her mother—Gurra.
Yes, quite right, it was Gurra. And that meant that it must be Gurra’s glasses that he was carrying in his pocket!
Gamaliel’s scalp froze. And it made matters no better when Gale-Brita suddenly started her singing again.
Well, now there were two choices: hand over the glasses to their owner, or put them back where they had been
found and then beat a retreat. Gamaliel took the first, of course. After all, he wasn’t a schoolboy, and besides, here
was a chance to do Gurra a real favor. Surely it couldn’t have anything but good results, if there was any such
thing as justice—and if the whole thing wasn’t an infernal trap that had been set for him.
The old woman looked most peculiar without glasses. She sniffed the air blindly and with nostrils distended,
like a lost animal; but once the glasses were back on her nose she was magically transformed into a seeing
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individual and a human being. She gave Gamaliel and benign and grateful look as she too his hand and exclaimed,
in a deep, warm voice,
“My, what a blessing it is to get my eyes back! Oh, how sincerely I do wish for good fortune to follow you, my
friend! A thousand, thousand thanks!”
“Oh, it wasn’t anything,” said Gamaliel.
As the object of Gurra’s look he felt very ill at ease, knowing what her blessing was worth. She had a spiked
tongue and meant exactly the opposite of what she said. When it came right down to it, Nanna’s eyes were to be
preferred because they poured out frank and unconcealed hatred. Gamaliel nodded to her devotedly. Her beautiful
and bitter face showed some confusion, but then suddenly something really strange happened: she gave him a big
smile and looked at him with warmth in her eyes.
As soon as he was alone, Gamaliel wet his finger with spit and rubbed each eyelid, mumbling,
Look out, not in,
Stay clear of sin,
Keep holy eyes and hearts within.

Then he stuck out his tongue to the four corners of the compass, whispering,
Filla falla
Arunna o.

These were cures against evil eyes and tongues, and he had learned them from his grandmother, who had them
from her grandfather, who was Irish and knew many prayers and formulas.
But Gamaliel still did not by any means feel safe. He was cold in spite of the heat, and Gurra’s curse-like
blessing still lingered in his ear, blending with the words of the hymn:
And since the time that thou must wait
Is ever shorter turning,
Bethink that on thy pound so great
No interest yet’s returning.

It seemed to him that these sacred words referred to him, but the trouble was that he did not know how to
interpret them. They were turned inside out, somehow—just like Gurra’s blessing; they contained a mocking
challenge. After all, he was not like the servant who kept his pound laid up in a napkin; on the contrary, it was
precisely those two other servants he resembled—the ones who increased their pound by trading. Gamaliel had
money invested in the Rømerske Handel, and the interest was growing from year to year because he lived simply,
his wife was thrifty, and they had no children.
Not only did Gamaliel have money invested; he also had land—indeed, a completely little farm with a cow and
a calf and pigs and seven sheep, and lots of chickens. And not only did Gamaliel have this money invested, and
the land and animals and a nice home; he also had, in his wife Sexa, the loveliest woman in town, before whom
Ruprechtsen and Captain Branholm simply crawled, and all in vain, for she was true as gold.
But now perhaps there was only a little time left …
Nonsense! He brushed the thought away. It was just the heat that was confusing him. If you have a pound and
get interest on it, then it’s all something that you’ve managed honestly and squarely. He had always been a
diligent man—a useful and loyal man in the Rømerske Handel. Potifar was satisfied with him—indeed, he
couldn’t do without him. And if he remembered rightly, it was precisely the two diligent and faithful men who
were set up as models in the parable, and not the ne’er-do-well,\fn{ A lazy and irresponsible person} the one who laid
up his pound in a napkin!
Quite so. That’s the way his ledger looked, and it was just about the way it should be.
*
A muffled and resounding cannon peal in the air put a sudden and abrupt end to Gamaliel’s reflections.
Startled, he looked up.
The sun was still shining, but with a weak light, as though a curtain. The whole sky was full of drifting, lightfilled curtains and rapes, and here and there little flashes of lightning crackled and sparkled. What the captain had
said was quite right—the air was crackling with electricity. It could be felt all over the body. Hair and nails were
tinkling, eyes and ears itching.
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Lightning storms in summertime were the greatest rarity in the Faroes, where they usually occur in winter.
Gamaliel had only once before in his life experienced summer lightning; it had lasted a whole night and had
struck in several places, smashing Old Rømer’s flagpole and killing Fru Østrøm’s riding horse. He well remembered this marvelous horse, which as a foal had been baptized in champagne by the wealthy lady. It was a racing
horse—white with ochre mane and tail.
During the thunder storm it had broken out of its stable and had galloped madly around, rearing toward the
lightning flashes like a war horse, and then finally it had dropped dead. And in death it had changed color; the
white part had turned blue and red part black. And shortly thereafter the great Østrøm plant had gone bankrupt
and the wealthy lady had left the country as a poor woman.
This was many years ago, but one does not forget such things.
When Gamaliel came home he found a shocking scene. The cow had gone berserk and was running around in
circles in the big potato patch. This normally gentle creature had been transformed into a raging wild animal,
plowing up earth and potatoes with its horns and emitting wild and strange howls.
And it was not only the cow that had gone mad; something was wrong with the sheep as well. Those otherwise
sluggish bundles of wool were rolling around in the grass grunting and choking at their halters. And from the
pigsty came wails like those of lost souls on Doomsday.
In the empty cow shed Sexa was squatting with her head hidden in her arms, sobbing.
Gamaliel got hold of a pail of maize and tried to coax the cow—after all, the heat was completely destroying
all those good potatoes—but no, it was wasted effort; the monster was barking at him like a dog and showing its
teeth. He had to give up trying to reason with it.
And the eerie weather, far from dropping off, was only increasing: the sky was like one huge cauldron of
porridge that was boiling over.
Gamaliel brought his wife into the house and tried to comfort her, but this was also useless. Sexa was gasping
like a drowning person and would neither sit nor stand. He put her to bed and tucked her under the cover.
The house stood on high ground, and from the bedroom he could clearly see how the indeterminate substance
of the sky was moving about as if many hands were plucking at piles of wool. Now and then the thunder rolled,
though it never broke into full claps, but seemed more like the clucking and rasping of giant hens that had taken
offense at something.
There was no human being to be seen anywhere, but wild animals galore—howling dogs, galloping cows, a
runaway horse prancing around with a splintered wagon in tow. Off on the horizon a giant insect was crawling
along on a thousand slow legs. A many-headed army advanced towards this monster trying to drive it off. Behind
the army other, bigger ones came in sight. Then suddenly an apparition could be seen high up-an angry old eye—
only one—the other was blind.
Gamaliel stared, unable to undertake anything else either in thought or action. There was a simmering in his
head that ran out into his hair and nails, and now suddenly it came—the thing that he had secretly been expecting
all along: the zigzag lightning, that mad sigh which signifies the cracking of the world—and then a deafening
crash.
It was almost a relief, this crash; it was like being shot to smithereens and then atomized. And it lasted a
delightfully long time too. Gamaliel caught himself waving his elbows, seized with an almost irresistible desire to
take off and fly through the air. Sexa had kicked the cover off and lay there moaning with her eyes closed.
Gamaliel waited for the next lighting; when it came, he would take off.
And then it came, but this time the crash was overwhelming beyond description; the house shook, the window
panes rattled, the sky turned pitch black for a moment, and then the light turned violet blue. Sexa, who was now
standing up in the bed, cried through the noise,
“Why are you dancing, Gamaliel? Gamaliel! Stop it!”
“I’m not dancing!” he screamed, though he was in fact doing a kind of dance, rocking back and forth in the
blue room, the outline of which his hands were tracing in graceful, wavy lines.
“You hate me, Nanna!” he cried. “It becomes you wonderfully! I could see all this lightning in your mother’s
glasses back there! Shall we dance?”
Gamaliel stared into a pair of terror-stricken eyes that were begging him to desist, but he lifted her up and led
her around in a kind of slow, wavy dance. She followed, subdued and obedient. After all, it was a relief just to be
led. They danced their way into the third lightning bolt and the third clap of thunder.
“The third isn’t the last.” He said. “There are seven. And that’s the end. Do you have your ledger?”
“No!” whispered Sexa anxiously.
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“Maybe we can use a dredger!” he said, dancing and laughing long and loud at this twisted witticism.
The fourth thunderclap was the worst yet. The house was jumping up and down, and the window panes rattled
with a coarse and shameless belching sound. Sexa clung weakly to her husband. He kissed her hair comfortingly.
She was trembling with emotion, as if she were sitting in ice-cold water, and she gave him a drowning look.
Gamaliel felt strangely elated and began to hum a slow waltz from the time when they were engaged—those
pleasant and unforgettable words that were on all lips at the time:
Give me thy mouth to kiss
While fast the night is fleeting …

Outside the whole world was burning; there was no reason to be looking at that any more. The animals were
having an awful time of it, as one could hear. The cow was no longer barking, it was squeaking like a rat; and the
pigs were screaming lustily and with the persistence of alarm clocks.
Gamaliel and his wife had both come out of the first stage of terror, which is the worst one, and they were
slipping into the next one, which is marked by dizziness and awakening sensuality. During the fifth thunderclap
they threw themselves heedlessly on the bed, and while pale green, blue, and violet flames danced upon the wall,
Gamaliel calmly undressed his wife—even taking the time to fold the clothes neatly and hang them over the back
of a chair.
Sexa’s abandon was complete, and yet more. Her hair moved by itself, and he was able to pull long sparks out
of it with his fingers and felt a kind of shy pride in the power that filled him; nothing like this had happened since
the first immoderate days of their love.
“Ah, don’t you see that I love you, Nanna!” he sobbed. “Why do you hate me?”
“But I don’t hate you,” whispered Sexa, also sobbing. “And my name isn’t Nanna either!”
“What is your name then, sweetheart?” asked Gamaliel devotedly.
Sexa’s sniffling reply was drowned in the crash of the sixth thunderclap. The roar was so violent this time that
it literally engulfed them completely. Only noise existed—nothing else in the world—except Sexa and Gamaliel.
It was immense and cozy at the same time. He crept in to her bosom like an infant, and she gave forth motherly
clucks and whispered tender little words to him.
The seventh thunderclap came. It was more subdued than the others. There was something mild and conciliatory about it; indeed, it was as if Sexa’s comforting and self-effacing murmurs had infected the blind forces of
nature and had robbed them of their evil. The peal of thunder faded off lazily in a great, exhausted, heavenly sigh,
which imperceptibly gave way to a new, great, and deafening, but also gracious and benign rushing sound, as of
winged legions in peaceful movement.
It was the rain. It was the water, which once more prevailed over the fire. It was the Great Flood.
“Let it come!” whispered Gamaliel, exhausted.
“Yes, yes!” gasped Sexa in ebbing ecstasy.
And then there was only the rain, the life-giving moisture. It hovered over the tortured world on great, merciful
wings—enormous and dark, but friendly wings lined with rainbow-colored lights.
Sexa wept without restraint, but through her own weeping she could hear, to her ineffable joy, how the cow
regained its natural voice, the sheep were bleating like normal sheep, and the old familiar down-to-earth grunting
emanated from the pigsty, while the cock crew grandly and triumphantly.
“Nanna!” whispered Gamaliel. “Don’t you hate me any more?”
Sexa nudged her husband, saying, “Gamaliel, dearest, have you forgotten my name?”
“I will never forget your name,” replied Gamaliel with a sigh, and with his eyes closed. “Is your anger gone,
Nanna?”
“Gamaliel!” cried Sexa hoarsely, shaking him. “Have you lost your mind?” Gamaliel opened his eyes.
“Are you here too, Sexa?” he exclaimed, regarding her in astonishment.
“Yes, of course—who else?”
Gamaliel continued to stare fixedly at his wife, his mouth hanging open. She did not like his expression at all,
it was so unfamiliar. Somehow it didn’t seem to be Gamaliel’s eyes looking at her, but some others that she
couldn’t reconcile herself to—a strange man’s look, distant and frozen and with a slight cast in the eye. Gamaliel’s eyes were straight normally. She shook him again, but without effect. Gamaliel continued to stare at her with
this unfamiliar, twisted look.
“Oh my God!” groaned Sexa, getting out of the bed.
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“What’s the matter?” asked Gamaliel thickly, still staring—his eyes dead and his mouth open.
Sexa moistened a towel and began to wipe his brow. She also washed his arms and hands and the rest of his
body; she moistened and brushed his hair, straightened him up, shouted in his ear, squeezed his fingers, pinched
his arm, pounded his back—but all to no avail.
Gamaliel continued to stare at her with a brassy look and gaping mouth.
Then Sexa turned away from her husband and ran whimpering down the stairs.
*
Later in the afternoon Gamaliel’s condition grew worse; his fixed stare was lifeless, and he had lost the power
of speech. Dr. Manicus, who had been summoned, shrugged his shoulders.
“We have to be patient and bide our time,” he said. “It’s probably a nervous shock. He is not the only one
whose nerves have cracked in this thunderstorm. It will go away all right.”
“Oh, no!” objected Gamaliel’s wife with a complaining tone. “It’s nothing less than a bewitchment! I know it!
He was talking about Klokker-Nanna all the time! He said, ‘Is your anger gone now, Nanna?’ It’s none other than
Gurra that’s bewitched him in revenge for Nanna!”
“That’s a lot of nonsense and poppycock!” said Captain Branholm, who also had showed up in Gamaliel’s
house, drawn by the strange tidings.
“The man has simply been struck by lightning! I know this sort of thing!” The captain put a warmly reassuring
arm around Sexa’s waist and continued,
“I remember a man who showed exactly the same signs, a boatswain’s mate who was struck by lightning down
in the North Sea. He went to pieces just like Potifutten here, but then we gave him an emetic, and as soon as he
had thrown up the lightning, he was as sound as a rock! Just give him an emetic and you’ll see!”
The doctor shook his head, refusing to accept the explanation or to prescribe an emetic. Nor would Sexa listen
to the captain’s advice. He left the house in high dudgeon.\fn{ Ill humor.}
Sexa held her ground. In her utmost need she sent for the parson and asked him to drive out the evil by the
laying on of hands and by prayer. The parson, a mild and accommodating man, did his best, but without result.
Towards evening Ruprechtsen came. He smiled encouragingly at Sexa and patted her cheek, and for a long
time they were closeted in conversation.
“Now let’s see if he doesn’t get better during the night,” said the manager. “If not, just go down and talk to
Gurra. Get her opinion and, if necessary, her conditions. Then come back to me, and we’ll discuss the case some
more. We are going to bring Po—, we are going to bring your husband around again. We simply can’t do without
him in the business!”
Sexa had no mind or patience to wait through the night. She couldn’t even wait for so much as half an hour,
but as soon as the manager had gone through the door, she stole down to Klokiker-stuen and explained her errand
with much weeping and begging.
The old woman shook her head and crossed herself.
“My poor child!” she said, taking Sexa’s hand. “What is it you believe of me? As certainly as there is a living
God, I can’t do any bewitching or put any spells on people!”
Sexa gave a deep sigh and stopped weeping. She had expected this kind of guarded reply and armed herself
with patience. Nanna was present in the room, sitting by a window and turned half away, staring out into the gray
light of the evening.
“You’ll be generously repaid!” whispered Sexa into the old woman’s ear.
“But child, I just told you … Good heavens, you horrify me! Should I … Should I …?”
“How repaid?” asked Nanna, suddenly injecting herself into the conversation without turning towards the
others.
“Whatever you want!” said Sexa hopefully.
“Are you asking for yourself only?” asked Nanna.
“No!” replied Sexa.
“For whom else?” asked Nanna, turning towards her.
“Ruprechtsen,” whispered Sexa.
“Just step outside for a moment,” said Nanna, getting up. “I’ll call you shortly.”
“Oh, yes—of course!” said Sexa and left the room obediently and without delay.
*
It was getting on towards eleven o’clock, and Ruprechtsen was draining the third and last evening toddy when
there was a cautious knocking at the door to the entrance hall. It was Sexa.
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“Well, so it’s you, my dear?” said the manager. “Come in and sit down. You look revived. Are things better?”
“No, but I’ve been down there talking to those two,” said Sexa, and then she told about her visit to Klokkerstuen.
“So you couldn’t wait till tomorrow?” remarked Ruprechtsen, showing his dimples through his beard. “So—
then she’ll do something about the matter? And? What were her conditions? Let’s have it!” The manager rubbed
his thighs uneasily.
“It was just those two øre!” said Sexa, almost inaudibly.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Those two øre more each hour for the work with the fish!” said Sexa.
“Aha!” said Ruprechtsen. He began to whistle softly and to drum the table with his fingers. But suddenly he
leaned back and laughed towards the ceiling.
“That’s out of the question!” he said loudly and clearly. “Out of the question,” he repeated.
“No?” said Sexa tonelessly, her face turning deep red. Big tears welled up in he eyes.
“After all, we agreed to wait till morning!” said Ruprechtsen in a mildly reproachful tone. “He may be better
even now.” The manager got up and puffed out his hairy cheeks. Then he added in a low voice, but very distinctly,
“At any rate I’ll not be dictated to by that mare Klokker-Nanna!” He stepped over to Sexa, patted her cheek
and gave her a hearty kiss on the forehead.
“So. Now run along him, you little goose!” he said. “I’ve never in my life seen the like of it!”
Ruprechtsen suddenly made a wry face, as if he had been pricked.
“What’s the matter?” asked Sexa in alarm.
“Nothing at all!” replied Ruprechtsen, clutching at his heart. “It’s just my leg that’s gone to sleep. Now it’s
already in order again, almost.” He gesticulated with both hands in the air:
“So, run along, child—it will turn out all right—you’ll see!”
*
Tante Helene:
“One could rightly say that this cup of Kloikker-Nanna’s was both unwise and indelicate, but that’s the way
politics usually are, including big politics, and after all the girl was a politicus, even though she only had to do
with small things. She didn’t have any luck this time, but the next year, when she married Captain Branholm and
new and younger forces had replaced my poor old Uncle Andrés, she succeeded easily enough in getting the pay
raise put through, and without the slightest loss to the Rømerske Handel at that.”
*
Klokker-Nanna took Ruprechtsen’s refusal with knitted brows and set mouth. Gurra tried her best to quiet the
unhappy Sexa, who was appealing to her in spite of everything to help Gamaliel out of the darkness that had
engulfed him.
“I can’t do anything but pray to God,” said the old woman comfortingly. “But that much I’ll surely do, depend
on it, my dear!”
“Well, thanks—but not only that!” sobbed Sexa, halfway between weeping and smiling. “The other thing, too!
The other thing, too, Gurra! I’ll bless you to the end of my days if you’ll just do what I ask you! I’ll give you
whatever you ask!”
She turned toward Nanna with outstretched arms and embracing her, repeating. “The other thing, too—right,
Nanna?”
“Yes, yes—it’s all right,” said Nanna. “It’s all right, Sexa. Go on home now! You’re being quite mad yourself
now you know.”
*
When Sexa got home she found Gamaliel deep in slumber. She decided to watch over him and sat down on a
chair by the headboard.
Gamaliel slept far into the next day, and when he finally woke up, he was well and fit, and his eyes no longer
had a cast to them. The bewitchment was gone, everything was as before, and he could remember nothing of the
previous day’s happenings except that there had been thunder and lightning.
On the other hand, he well remembered that today was the day when the telegraph cable was to come ashore,
and the cable layer Gambria was already lying in the roads, bedecked with flags. He asked his wife to bring out
his best clothes; he was going to wear a cutaway and derby in honor of the event.
It was a happy morning for Sexa. She rejoiced to high heaven, danced around her husband and smothered him
in childlike caresses and kisses.
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“Yes, yes, all right, Sexa,” said Gamaliel, “but do try for once to behave like a decent person—if you please!”
Kalaallit Nunaat
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193.165 My Childhood Christmas In A Village In Greenland\fn{by Petrine Karolussen (1980Maniitsoq, West Greenland, Denmark (F) 1

)}

Kangaamiut, nr.

My childhood home is located in a small settlement of around 500 inhabitants called Kangaamiut, which lies
north of Maniitsoq in West Greenland. It’s a place where everyone knows everyone else.
There are lots of Christmas traditions that are still upheld. I’ll briefly describe the different traditions that are
practiced in the settlement during the Christmas and New Year period, from which I treasure lots of good
memories.
Early in the morning,\fn{Of December 24} children typically go from house to house singing Christmas carols.
It’s dark at this time, so the children usually hold a Chinese lamp to light their way. As a reward for their singing,
they usually receive a bag of sweets or some other goodies at each house.
This is followed by a Christmas tree celebration for both adults and young people in the village hall, which is
attended by the majority of adults. The day begins by singing a Christmas hymn and there’ll be a reading from the
Gospel according to Luke, followed by the choir singing a Christmas carol.
Young people give each other gifts, whereby all those signed up for the Christmas tree celebration are drawn
by lot. The person drawn then gets a box full of all sorts of different articles. These may include toiletries,
biscuits, coffee, notepads or something similar. This is actually an old tradition that stems from the time when it
was difficult to get supplies of goods and when you couldn’t take the provision of everyday groceries and other
articles for granted.
This celebration is finished by a communal Christmas carol outside and then fireworks, which is a signal to the
children that the Christmas tree celebration for young people is over.
Following lunch, children from 1st-8th grade perform part of the Nativity Play, such that it’s begun by 1 st grade
pupils and completed by 8th grade pupils. Every class also sings a Christmas hymn. Parents and families are
present in order to listen to the children.
Adults go out\fn{On December 25} very early in the morning—typically from five o’clock to half past five—and
sing the Christmas hymn Maanna Juullisioratta. Initially, there are perhaps just five singers, but this number
gradually swells until eventually singers are spread out throughout the settlement so that every house is able to
hear the hymn.
Finally, everybody meets at the site of the village Christmas tree and sings a hymn together.
At eight o’clock there’s a church service. The majority of families attend this service dressed in their finest
clothes and Greenlandic national costumes. After the service, people shake hands and begin walking past all the
houses in order to wish each other “Merry Christmas”. You usually get a few sweets or biscuits at each house.
Early in the morning of the last day of the year you mark the imminent change of year by firing spud
guns.\fn{Pipe-based cannons which use pneumatic air pressure or combustion of a flammable gas (aerosol, propane, etc.) to launch
projectiles at high speeds:W} In a similar manner to Christmas Eve, you walk from house to house, where homemade
bread in the shape of a girl or in the shape of a pipe for the boys will be served.
Late in the afternoon there’s a service at the church. Once this has finished, people begin to gather in groups
according to their year of birth and then go somewhere to eat and enjoy themselves. If there are 12 in a group,
they would typically go to 12 houses and eat. When you’re outside and meet groups of people born in another
year, you have to shout your own year of birth as loudly as you can. In Greenland, the year in which you’re born
is just as important as where you’re from.
Finally, all the adults who want to and those who’ve held their parties meet in the centre of the town at
midnight and sing traditional local New Year songs, before letting off fireworks and wishing each other Happy
New Year.
On New Year’s Day you meet again at noon and repeat many of the same traditions that took place the
previous evening at midnight, in particular so that the children also have the chance to enjoy the fireworks and
songs.
These are the most important common traditions I can recall, although there are many other things people do
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both before and after Christmas.

Grundtvig’s Evangelical Lutheran Church, Copenhagen, Capital Region, Denmark: detail below
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The Cathedral of St. Clement, Aarhus, Central Denmark Region, Denmark

The Cathedral of St. Budolfi, Aalborg, North Denmark Region, Denmark
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The Cathedral of St. Lucius, Roskilde, Zealand Region, Denmark. Below, the Church of Frederick of
Denmark, in Copenhagen
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The Cathedral of St. Knud, Odense, Southern Region, Denmark
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Sandavágur Church, Vágar Island, Faroe Islands

Cathedral Church of Our Savior (founded 1849), Nuuk, Greenland
▲
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