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THE AUTHORS


Inga Ābele (née Ingrīda Ābele, born 1972) is a prose writer, poet and playwright. Her plays have seen numerous productions both in Latvia and abroad. Her novels and short story collections have won the Annual Latvian Literature Award in the category for Best Prose Work, as well as the Dzintars Sodums Award for innovation and creativity in Latvian literature. Recent English translations of her work include The Year the River Froze Twice (Norvik, 2020).

Alija Baumane (1891–1941) was a Latvian writer and poet. Her poetry depicted the inner and outer contact of a person with the surrounding world and its nuances of experience, while her short story collections The Howling City (Auļojošā pilsēta, 1924) and Honey of the Earth (Zemes medus, 1926) showed newcomers to the big city and their disappointment at its soullessness, along with their scepticism of the cult of material things and hurried nature of the times.

Mirdza Bendrupe (1910–1995) was a Latvian writer, poet, and translator. Her poetry is defined by original storylines and a rich language that prized innovation, while her short stories often depicted modern city inhabitants with their agitated and fragmented psyches, which rank among the best of her generation.

Anna Brigadere (1861–1933) was a Latvian writer, play­wright, and poet. Her plays, such as The Tale of Sprīdītis (Sprīdītis) about a young boy from a Latvian peasant family, and later autobiographical trilogy God, Nature, Work (Dievs, daba, darbs, 1926), In Harsh Winds (Skarbos vējos, 1930), and In a Stone Trap (Akmeņu sprostā, 1930) are considered classics of Latvian literature.

Regīna Ezera (1930–2002) was one of Latvia’s most important novelists and short story writers of the latter half of the 20th century. She published her first literary work in 1955. Considered a master of what could be called “silent drama” as well as nuanced psychological portraits, her work pays great attention to detail in human relationships. Among her most important works is her novel The Well (Aka, 1972) and short story collection The Trap (Slazds, 1979).

Angelika Gailīte (1884–1975) was a Latvian fiction writer. In her prose, she depicted the internal conflicts and experiences of the modern woman, the freeing of a woman from a feeling of dependency on a man, and attempts for spiritual independence, and conscious awareness of harmony and wholeness.

Nora Ikstena (born 1969) is one of Latvia’s most celebrated writers. In her novels and short stories, she often reflects on life, love, death and faith. Her novel Soviet Milk quickly became a bestseller when it first came out in Latvia, and was subsequently translated into several languages. It was also shortlisted for the 2019 EBRD Translation Prize.

Andra Neiburga (1957–2019) was a prose writer and short story writer. A graduate of the Latvian Academy of Art, she worked as a designer for literary magazines in Latvia. Though she only published three books in her lifetime, two of which being the short story collections Stuffed Birds and Caged Birds (Izbāzti putni un putni būros, Liesma Publishing, 1988) and Push push (Stum stum, Valters un Rapa Publishing, 2004), her work has been enormously influential on subsequent generations of Latvian authors.

Gundega Repše (born 1960) is a novelist, short story writer, and essayist. She has worked as an editor and contributor in various magazines and other media discussing culture and literature. Her novels and short stories have won several national literary awards, as well as the Baltic Assembly Prize in 2018. She was instrumental in initiating a series of historical novels written by Latvian authors called We. Latvia. 20th Century which deals with Latvia’s recent past.

Anna Rūmane-Ķeniņa (1877–1950) was a Latvian writer and cultural activist, who was an early proponent of an independent Latvia in the foreign press, and who garnered state awards for her service to both Latvia and France, improving cultural ties between the two countries. Her work in establishing schools for young girls and her involvement in women’s organisations helped to promote women’s rights in the country.

Ilze Šķipsna (1928–1981) was a Latvian novelist, short story writer and poet. Her family emigrated to Germany in 1944, and in 1949 she received a scholarship to study in the US, where she spent the rest of her life. Writing primarily in Latvian, but also in English, she strove to find answers to the great and eternal questions of being, the meaning of life, national identity, and the ties between people.

Inga Žolude (born 1984) is a Latvian novelist and short story writer. She studied English literature at the University of Latvia, where she also received a PhD in literature, and attended Southern Illinois University as a Fulbright scholar. She received the 2011 EU Prize for Literature for her short story collection A Solace for Adam’s Tree (Mierinājums Ādama kokam, Dienas Grāmata, 2010), and has continued to receive accolades for her work, which has been translated into several languages
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Ieva Lešinska (born 1958) is a journalist and translator who returned to Latvia in 1994, after sixteen years spent in the United States, Sweden and Germany. As a journalist, she has conducted many interviews, including with a number of world-renowned literary figures. As a translator, she has been the English voice of many Latvian poets, both classical and contemporary. She has also translated the major works of T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Allen Ginsberg, Toni Morrison, and others into Latvian. Ieva’s current projects include a new translation of James Joyce’s Ulysses.

Zan McQuade is a writer, editor and translator living in Cincinnati, Ohio

Žanete Vēvere Pasqualini was born in Riga. She graduated from the Faculty of Foreign Languages, University of Latvia at the same time completing a course in Italian language at the University of Perugia. She was the first Latvian Consul in Rome after Latvia regained independence which has led to her now dividing her time between Latvia and Italy. Presently she works as a Literary Agent for Latvia dedicating some of her time to literary translation.

Māra Rozītis (born 1952) is an actress, director, playwright, and translator. She studied drama theory at Flinders University, Adelaide, graduating with a BA. At Stockholm University, she furthered her knowledge of Baltic languages and literature. She has translated the poetry of Juris Kronbergs, Guntars Godiņš and Vizma Belševica, and the prose of Gundega Repše into English.



INTRODUCTION

EVA EGLĀJA-KRISTSONE

In the spring of 2022, I went to Paris to see the exhibition Pioneers: Artists in the Paris of the Roaring Twenties at the Luxembourg Museum, which aimed to reinstate the role of women in the changing history of art and also in the world of architecture, dance, design, literature, fashion and scientific discovery. The exhibition also included one piece of art from Latvia — the legendary painting Tennis Player by Aleksandra Beļcova (1892–1981). The biography of the artist Aleksandra Beļcova spans almost the entire 20th century, and her work echoes many of its artistic movements. Though I have seen this painting in various exhibitions, it was vital for me to see it in the context of other women artists from the time. The collection revealed a complex and informed point of view of educated and ambitious women determined to represent the world as they see it, starting with their bodies. The female gaze, through their art, described the female experience and body differently. The painting Tennis Player is considered an icon — a woman athlete portrayed by a woman artist.



This painting was chosen as the leitmotif for this collection of Latvian women’s prose. Just as this painting is part of a broader narrative about the era, emancipation and art made by women, this prose collection is part of a series that highlights women’s writing through the 20th century and extends to the 21st century. It presents the local nuances while framing a broader narrative about women’s role in culture and society.



The beginning of Latvian women’s writing can be dated back to 1809 when the Christian song book included three spiritual songs by Bormaņu Anna (1785–?). During later decades, some widows of Baltic German pastors wrote enlightening texts, didactic short prose works, and practical and medical advice published in Latvian newspapers. The beginning of an active presence of women in the field of Latvian literature dates back to the 1870s when women writers contributed to drama, prose, poetry, travel writings and other genres. The literary activity of Marija Pēkšēna (1845–1903), Marija Medinska (1830–1888) and Minna Freimane (1847–?) are the main milestones. Pēkšēnas’ play Gertrude won the Riga Latvian Society’s original drama competition in 1870, while Medinska’s first story, Oak, His Life and End, was printed in 1872. Moreover, Karoline Kronvalde (1836–1913) began the first discussion on the situation of Latvian women and their need for a proper education in her article in 1870. It was not widely read at the time but can be seen to have started the process of women’s issues being more widely discussed by the press. Katrīna Reinovska’s collection of poems Latvijas jūrmalas puķites (1875) was published, and Minna Freimane’s travelogues about the Caucasus (1878) appeared in the newspaper Baltijas Vēstnesis.

In the formation of the Latvian national literary canon, two women authors, poet and dramatist Aspazija, and fiction author and dramatist Anna Brigadere represented Latvian women’s writing from the fin-de-siècle till the First World War. By the end of the century, works by several other women writers (Birznieku Latiņa, Tirzmaliete, Emīlija Prūsa and others) were published in periodicals, and the number of women writers grew at the beginning of the 20th century. This collection opens with the story of Anna Brigadere, one of the most distinguished Latvian writers of the twentieth century.

Anna Brigadere started her writing career in 1896 when the literary supplement of the newspaper Baltic Herald printed her story In the Hospital. Her second short story Old Karlīne appeared in the same newspaper in 1897. Brigadere portrays a Latvian mother and her tragedy in her story. Old Karlīne brought up a son who strayed from the right path. He commits theft, is convicted, and the mother goes mad with grief. While earlier writers focused on the prodigal son’s life, Anna Brigadere captured the mother’s tragedy and her great suffering.

Anna Rūmane-Ķeniņa continues the theme of motherhood. But unlike Anna Brigadere, who never became a mother herself and used empathy and observations from life around her to create maternal characters, Rūmane’s story is intensely autobiographical. Anna Rūmane-Keniņa (1877–1950) was one of Latvia’s most outstanding and politically active women. She was also a great promoter of French culture in Latvia. She graduated from the Jelgava girls’ gymnasium in 1895, where only a few Latvian girls studied among the daughters of German noblemen and the highest Russian officials. At school, she became passionate about French literature and modern poetry, and in 1898 she published her article about the history of 19th-century French literature, Fragments from French literature. She married the teacher, poet and politician Atis Ķeniņš and had six children. In 1905 Anna Rūmane­Ķeniņa’s daughter Maija, who was only two years old, died of scarlet fever. This loss inspired Mother’s Sorrow which was published in 1912. Mother’s Sorrow is an emotionally profound depiction of a mother’s experience of losing a child. However, Mother’s Sorrow was Anna Rūmane-Ķeniņa’s last published literary work because it met with harsh criticism from male critics.

The aim of both stories is to focus on the different expressions and emotions of motherhood without giving any counter-arguments to the traditional role and association of women with home and family. However, in the first decades of the 20th century, women characters emerged from the confined spaces of the home to the broader open spaces of nature, with women becoming freer to travel abroad. The following story, Honeymoon by Angelika Gailīte, is about the transformation of a young woman, Elza, during a honeymoon trip to Germany. In the early stages of her honeymoon, she is overwhelmed by a new carnal passion. But everything changes when Elza and her new husband go to the opera in Dresden to see Richard Wagner’s romantic opera Lohengrin.

When Lohengrin arrives on the opera stage in a boat led by a swan, Elza realises that he is her idol, the friend of her youthful dreams and imagination. That fateful evening in Dresden, Lohengrin extinguishes her passion for her husband. And now she is again burning with spiritual love for the light warrior Lohengrin, with whom she identifies King Ludwig II.

Elza visits Ludwig II’s last, unfinished castle on an island in Lake Chiemsee in Bavaria. There she drives herself to an unconscious catharsis and goes into the lake to confront Lohengrin. Elza’s death is described as tragic but quickly forgotten. On the one hand, the author in her story shows a fascination with romanticised legends, Elza invites everyone to renounce normal life, indulges in the cult of King Ludwig II and enters into a marriage of souls with an imaginary being; on the other hand, the liberation of a sexual body proposed by Oscar Wilde also enters Gailīte’s story.

With the establishment of the Republic of Latvia in 1918, legislation, including in the area of family and law, changed significantly, affecting the life of every woman. However, from the point of view of the changes in the legal situation of Latvian women, it was not until 1920 that they were able to exercise their right to vote for the first time. It is in the period between 1870 and the end of the First World War that Latvian writing actively reflects on the various aspects and constraints on women’s lives. The novelist, publicist and political activist Ivande Kaija (1876–1942), who studied philosophy in Berne and Leipzig, lectured at the Sorbonne University, and from 1910 published articles on women’s issues and socio-political questions in periodicals. She wrote several novels, the best known being Original Sin (1913), which defends women’s rights by considering marriage without love to be immoral and making demands for the equal rights of men and women.

Alija Baumane’s story Process (1927) depicts the exaggerated and misunderstood use of moral criteria against a vulnerable young woman. It also emphasises the role of education in a woman’s life. From the story’s beginning, the author confirms that schools have been transformed after the war, using Latvian instead of Russian and German. Also, the learning process is livelier for students of both sexes when they study together. The flashback recalls events before the First World War when a significant uproar erupts at the girls’ school. Some students discovered that their classmate, Marga Sala, was expecting a baby. Although the final exam is only a few weeks away, Marga is expelled from the school because the headmistress has to respect the objections of many students to what they see as immorality. Baumane shows this absurd thinking through several students who believe that if they finish school with Marga, they will be considered immoral women. On the other hand, there is Marga’s humble plea to be allowed to finish school, in which she explains the importance of education: “In our times, without a diploma, I am nothing. If I don’t finish school, you know that my earnings will be insignificant. Then I have nowhere to go …” Baumane uses emotionally turbulent psychological depictions of human emotions to speak about misunderstood justice and a woman’s right to education in all situations.

The mystery of the search for the ideal but imaginary lover, begun by Alija Baumane, is also solved by Mirdza Bendrupe in her novella Helēna. A young architecture student falls in love with a woman he meets in a cemetery, who turns out to be a ghost. This novella is from the collection God’s Whirlwinds. The unusual incident at the centre of the novella, stirring up deeply hidden feelings and inclinations in people and tearing apart their accepted superficial shell, comes upon them like a whirlwind, bringing a reassessment of values. Helēna shows the sensuality and obsession of love in a somewhat mystical light.

On the one hand, Bendrupe looks at people with the gaze of a sympathiser, lovingly suffering for their mistakes and misfortunes or turning their imaginary beauty into a caricature with an ironic smile. On the other hand, the writer’s gaze looks beyond, to a search for the meaning of our lives and our contact with the eternal and the divine. She approaches people from a peculiar, aesthetically mystical point of view, and the content of her psychological novellas and short stories is extraordinary.

In the 1920s and 1930s, several other women writers made their mark, for example, Lūcija Zamaiča (1893–1965), Zenta Maurina (1897–1978), Vilma Delle (1892–1980), Austra Krauze-Ozolina (1890–1941), Elīna Zalite (1898–1955), Aīda Niedra (1899–1972). Their works show a variety of genres and themes, with a particular focus on the life of the modern woman, women’s education, mobility; alongside their efforts in the field of modernist prose, the genre of the intellectual essay and popular literature have also entered the scene.

The end of the Second World War generated a massive wave of migration from East-Central Europe, including the Baltics. Refugees accompanied the retreating German troops in 1944–45 and landed as displaced persons in German and Austrian camps, waiting for permission to move on. Most of the Baltic refugees eventually went to the US or Canada. In the post-war years, the most formally visible authors in Soviet Latvia were those who followed the dictates of Socialist Realism, such as Anna Sakse and Anna Brodele. At the same time, those pre-war writers who remained in Latvia and did not want to conform to the regime’s demands continued their creative activity by translating or writing books for children (Bendrupe, Austra Dāle, Marta Grimma, Elza Stērste, etc). In the 1960s, a strong and visible generation of women writers entered Latvian literature on both sides of the Iron Curtain; in Soviet Latvia, there were fiction writers like Regīna Ezera, Ilze Indrāne (born 1926), and Dagnija Zigmonte (1931–1997), and poets like Vizma Belševica (1931–2005), Cecīlija Dinere (1919–1996) and Daina Avotiņa (born 1926). Ilze Šķipsna, Benita Veisberga (1928–2019) and Erna Ķikurei (1906–2003) published their first books in exile. It should be noted that the works of authors like Regīna Ezera and Ilze Indrāne were known to a wide readership while the books of exiled writers were published in limited editions.

Foreigners, by Ilze Šķipsna continues the line of auto-biographical narrative, but this is the only story in this anthology originally written in English by the author herself. She embodies her own life story and the life stories of many women in exile in the form of a young girl, Biruta. Biruta was a Latvian girl who came to Texas at eighteen as a displaced person sponsored by a church group that had collected enough money in donations to give a female foreign student a year at a college. Similarly, after the Displaced Person Camps, Šķipsna ended up in the USA and lived most of her life in Texas, married to an American.

Biruta is trying hard to explore and adapt to the local society, and learn English in order to be treated equally. As the story continues, Biruta appears as Bee, with an American fiancé, Hayden, who is not particularly interested in Biruta’s origin and nationality. But this factor turns out to be important for his family: “Bee’s a foreigner, and foreigners may be fascinating, but there’s no point in marrying them. If you do, you’ll come to grief.” They marry and have children who speak both English and Latvian. The complication began when letters arrived from Soviet Latvia from aunts very close to Biruta. And the double meaning of the stranger enters the story: the Latvian Biruta, called Bee, is a stranger in the eyes of the family of the man she loves, while Biruta’s family can never admit to their relatives in Latvia that Biruta married a foreigner.

There is a clear awareness that returning to one’s homeland is impossible because the places that are remembered no longer exist. The past is not only another country but also another time outside the present. Through bodily sensations connected to the senses, the narrators can not only access the past and their homeland, but also create new connections and find their place wherever they are.

Regīna Ezera is one of Latvian literature’s most out-standing fiction authors, and essentially an innovator. The interaction between man and nature, the beauty and diversity of life, the mission of a human, especially a woman, and the multifaceted complexity of her inner life are the main themes in Ezera’s fiction.

For Ezera, nature is a measure of humanity, which she reveals in a series of zoological novelettes. These are stories about human and animal attitudes, animal in human and human in animal. In The Hoopoes’ Dance, a family discovers that hoopoes have built a nest on the verandah of their summer home. An attempt to evict the hoopoes reveals both people’s urban, narrow-minded views of bird life and their admiration for the persistent desire of hoopoes to live alongside humans, for their daily habits, familiarity and beautiful appearance. There is a kind of catharsis when, during a party, wine is spilt in the garden, and the hoopoes get drunk. They start a grotesque dance in which the house party hosts find parallels with their own lives and relationships with their fellow human beings.

A central purpose of these zoological novelettes is to reveal a significant peculiarity in human society and in individual character. She juxtaposes the “heroes” of the novelette, the representatives of the zoo-state, with the human being, through parallels, indirect comparisons, and transitions from one state to another.

The 1980s in Latvian (as in Baltic and Central European) literature were characterised by an unprecedented involvement of women in writing. In the mid-1980s, with the changes in the political situation, a new generation of women authors entered Latvian literature, including Gundega Repše, Andra Neiburga, Eva Rubene and Rudīte Kalpiņa. The entry of these new authors into literature marks a turning point in the direction of female dominance in Latvian prose, which gained even more ground in the 1990s and later.

When Gundega Repše’s first stories appeared in the 1980s, they immediately attracted attention. In 1987, Repše’s first book, A Concert for My Friends in an Ashtray, was published to great acclaim. It depicts a domestic environment, a profane time in which the story’s protagonists feel out of place with their romanticism, longing for something they cannot articulate. Real-psychological imagery predominates and reveals the direct influence of the artworks on the lives of the characters and society. In the story Čiks and Maija, the two main teenage characters have troubled families: Maija is raised by a single mother, and Čiks’s parents share the same living space but are emotionally separated. Čiks has studied a lot of art books at a friend’s house, and his idea of the ideal world is shaped by them. Art has shaped the boy’s understanding of how life should be. Čiks has built himself a shelter, a hut, the walls of which are adorned with reproductions of artworks by Latvian artists cut out of magazines. A landscape by Vilhelms Purvītis (1872–1945) is named and contrasted, significantly, with grotesque paintings of folk art by Maija Tabaka (born 1939) and Miervalds Polis (born 1948) — a metaphor for broken families. The children’s characters approach absolute symbolism, their conversations are at times too clever and abstract. The author’s typical attention to detail, her ability to use a score of colours, sounds and scents, create the individual tonality of each story. A precisely targeted detail can bring an unexpected additional emotion, a new depth of thought.

Nora Ikstena and Inga Ābele also represent this trend, and were joined later by Andra Manfelde, Inga Žolude, Inga Gaile and others.

Fiction written by women at the turn of the century focuses on the inner dimension of life. Dace Rukšāne’s Romance (2002) became an important event, taking a frank look at the relationship between a man and a woman and female sexuality. For example, Laima Muktupāvela’s first book, The Champignon Covenant (2002), is gaining wider recognition because it is based on the still relevant realities of her search for work and her experiences in Ireland. Life stories are becoming particularly topical, where the projection of one’s own identity and sense of family is used. This period can be called the renaissance of the short story, with the publication of collections of short stories by Nora Ikstena and Inga Ābele and Push Push by Andra Neiburga. Everyday events, sensations, smells and textures are essential to the stories.

Inga Ābele has her own unique style, which encompasses the richness of language and human psychology, as well as different contexts, historical periods and current issues. Her prose is characterised by strong imagery and atmosphere. Abel’s characters are created by psychologically exploring their souls. Thus, the characters resonate precisely in any space and time in which they are portrayed, whether it is a typical Latvian household, a Latvian rural landscape or an actual historical era of the past. The story Nettles shows two generations of women, a mother-in-law and a daughter-in-law, in the everyday situation of rural life. But in the story, Ābele records the inability of a young woman who has entered her husband’s farm to identify herself with the place symbolised by the broken and withered but uncut ash tree. She hides her longing and pain behind a callousness, like the nettles she picks with her bare hands, feeling no pain. Fear of monotony and routine, when there is no time to look up at the sky, and all illusions must be abandoned.

Nora Ikstena is known for her sophisticated writing style and her careful attention to language. Ikstena’s prose is often analysed in the context of women’s writing and feminism, as it is full of vivid and psychologically rich female characters and relationships between women of different generations, especially mothers and daughters. A Day in Her Life is the story of a young girl having to choose between the physical and spiritual love embodied by her friends, the young boys Kirje and Timotejs. Her boyfriend is Timotejs, a seminarian who is devoted to theology and the church, and the heroine of the story finds it challenging to accept this and fight her feelings for this young man. Ikstena’s story has the theological motif found elsewhere, a child born in a dream, amaryllis in bloom. Ikstena’s thesis is that the human body is not a prison of the soul or the worst enemy, but a valuable creation of nature that can also be beautiful, so there is no need to be too ashamed of nudity and sensual experiences.

Andra Neiburga (1957–2019) made her debut in Latvian literature in the mid-1980s, was actively published in periodicals in the early 1990s, and then took a literary hiatus until 2004, when her second collection of short stories, Push Push, was published. At that time, the book was widely acclaimed by critics and readers and recognised as one of the most brilliant examples of storytelling in 21st-century Latvian literature. The style of expression is unrefined, and the characters are without make-up and in their everyday lives seem just like us.

Inga Žolude’s fiction is marked by defiant and fierce femininity, in which she relates to the best Latvian women’s writing — Ezera, Repše, Ikstena, Ābele, Manfelde, etc. At the same time, this prose also inscribes itself in a kind of national-ecological lineage of Latvian literature, with its romanticised settings of country houses, forests, gardens and the sea. The plot of Inga Žolude’s short story Lichens (2015) is based on a married woman named Brita and her search for herself, which is closely connected to bodily experience, where a woman in the existing patriarchal order takes the position of a victim and is subordinated to a man’s lust and desires, which are embodied in the story by her husband. Brita remains passive in the relationship, which is closely linked to the construction of traditional femininity. Žolude uses a range of natural images, starting with lichens, which Brita explores out of professional interest, but also water, waterfalls, rocks, forests, the natural world as a space in which it is possible to reclaim oneself, but at the same time shows the impossibility of doing so. Žolude has one of the most precise and honest anatomies of the relationship between a woman and a man in recent Latvian literature. The story’s stylistically and emotionally diverse characters are real people who, by their actions, along with the sublime and the fragile, also create an aftertaste of bitterness and meanness.

In the last decade, several new writers have entered Latvian prose, which makes us talk about a new renaissance of the short story genre, including Jana Egle, Dace Vīgante, Sabīne Košeļeva, and Laura Vinogradova. But that’s another story, continuing the line of women’s writing in Latvia in the 21st century.



OLD KARLĪNE (1897)

ANNA BRIGADERE (1861–1933)

TRANSLATED BY LAURA ADLERS

It’s autumn. A middle-aged woman, poorly but neatly dressed, walked along a wide path through the woods. She was about forty to forty-five years old, but she looked much older: hard work, worry and heartbreak had left their marks. Who could have imagined this face had once been beautiful and lovely? And yet Dārte Kārklin had once been the prettiest girl in the district. Whether at dances in the tavern or at festivities, Dārte was the brightest shining star to the boys, even when they were deep in the drink and not thinking straight. The pretty girl knew her power and in the arrogance of youth she often poked and teased her poor admirers. There was a rumour that Dārte hated all the servants and only liked the landowners’ sons, and fat Juris in particular, Dārte’s most ardent suitor to date, was the greatest slanderer of all. Other boys, whom the proud maiden had also teased, listened to Juris’ words as if they were from the Wisdom of Sirach. The girls scoffed and rejoiced that they had broken “the stubborn one’s” upturned nose. Dārte herself seemed not to notice. It didn’t seem to matter to her if they were praising her or slandering her. She had become very, very quiet. She no longer went to the tavern, nor to festivities, and so through her indifference she silenced the idle gossip. And yet people continued talking about her. In the middle of winter, still three months from St. George’s Day, Dārte suddenly went missing. She left one night with all her things, no one knew where. The landowner’s wife grumbled and worried about how she would manage, especially with her second son setting up a new home and planning a wedding. But when her neighbour urged her to drive off and find the runaway, she exclaimed angrily: “Ha! Why? I don’t need aimless wanderers, there is no shortage of hard-working girls!”

So the landowner’s wife did know what had happened to Dārte and where she had gone.

On Sunday after church the parishioners were talking about Dārte. “Well, sister,” the old shepherd girl Grieta nudged her friend, “I had already noticed long ago there was something wrong there, you know? That landowner’s son Andžus pursued her, never letting up; and now — now she has disappeared, Andžus has married into the Gailis family and you see, things have not worked out for Dārte.”

“Oh, dear God, then that’s what happened. Yes, yes, she aimed high! She destroyed all of the servant boys, and then there was the landowner’s son!”

The rumours continued to grow and pretty soon had spread throughout the district as if they were the truth, that proud Dārte had been cheated, and in order to hide her shame, she had escaped to another district.

It’s possible that similar memories replayed behind the wrinkled forehead of the lonely wanderer. Big blue eyes, which bore further testimony to her past beauty, looked on, serious and hard, her pinched lips often twitched slowly. The wind had completely stopped, and the woods had fallen silent. The sun wound her threads around the trees and shrubs. Here under a spruce a hare, frightened by the footsteps, ran off into the woods; here again a slender deer ran across the path in long jumps. Dārte, emerging from the woods, noticed in front of her a potato field that stretched along the side of the road. A short distance away a group of workers were harvesting the crop. That was the Lielmanis’ field, and there on the other side, at the edge of the woods, the Lielmanis’ stately buildings could be seen. Dārte remained standing. She watched the workers for a long time, her hand shielding her eyes. Finally, disgruntled, she shook her head and started towards the Lielmanis’ road, when she heard a happy whistling behind her. She turned around to see a boy, about twelve years old. He was carrying two large baskets hanging on a yoke, and to pass the time, whistling joyfully, he threw tiny stones at the sparrows which had gathered on the ground in front of him, picking at the crumbs that had fallen from his baskets. The yoke often slid off his shoulders and the baskets pulled him down towards the ground, but the boy wasn’t bothered. Now he suddenly stopped his loud whistling as his hand holding the stone froze in midair. From out of nowhere there stood an old woman, whom he had never seen before.

“A witch!” the frightened boy thought. “What else could there be out here on the edge of the woods but a witch!” Juris knew about spirits, dead people, witches and ghosts. He knew old Mārcis’ stories better than the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Commandments. He was the bravest and most carefree boy when there were no woods, cemeteries or old barns nearby and when the sun was still high up in the sky. But at dusk and around the middle of the day Juris tiptoed around, his eyes darting around in all directions. Every strange creature he met when he was alone, whether it was a person or an animal, he regarded as “evil”. “It appears in so many different forms,” he thought. There were very few who escaped the devil’s claws like Juris. He once left a wallet on the main road untouched, afraid that it was cursed. And now right near the woods in the middle of the day an old woman appeared, as if from out of the ground!

“Hello, little boy! Where are you going?”

“Yes, hello, little boy, that’s how they all start.”

“Are you from the Lielmanis’ farm, bringing lunch to the workers? Is everyone in the field, is Karlīne there too?”

“The servant girl Karlīne? Yes, of course, where else would she be? Everyone set out this morning together.”

What did this strange woman not know, even about Karlīne, and she is from a completely different region. “Listen, when you go down there, could you tell Karlīne to come to the edge of the woods for a short while during her lunch break? Tell her that — that a little old lady is waiting for her, will you tell her? And here,” the strange woman searched in her sack and pulled out a red apple, “here is something for you.”

“No, no,” the boy waved it off, “I don’t eat apples! I will tell her all the same!”

The boy left, the baskets swinging as he went. Dārte watched him go with compassion. “Such a nervous boy. Perhaps he’s an orphan,” she sighed. “Yes indeed, it’s a tough life to be treated like a footrest by others.” She sat on a tree stump by the road and watched the boy impatiently. He had reached the workers, and a couple of minutes later a figure left the group and quickly rushed towards the woods. It was a young girl, with a medium build and a pretty face. Her kerchief had slid off her braided hair, her large eyes sparkled with joy. Dārte reached both arms out to her.

“Mother, dear Mother! Where did you come from?”

“My girl, my darling! I wanted to see how you are faring.”

“So you came all this way just to see me?”

“Well yes, that is how it ended up. My landowner’s wife sent me to Gailenis, you see — you know, where her daughter was married and moved to last autumn — to go there and ask if I could find out about a new fashionable drink. The people at Gailenis live like lords, and so I stayed the night and today I decided to take a slight detour. I really wanted to see you. I haven’t heard from you in half a year.”

“That’s quite a detour! That’s half of your normal journey, Mother, how will you make it home today?”

“Not to worry, perhaps a traveller will take me with him; if nothing else, I will stay at Zirnis overnight, where I know a servant’s wife. But tell me, how are you? Are your landowners happy?”

“Me? I’m very well — very well, my landowners are happy, and I have no complaints.”

This she said quickly, almost harshly, and even though her words indicated all was well, her mother’s ear heard something else. She was quiet for a moment and then said in a sombre voice: “Yes, child, it was your choice. You know I would have preferred for you to have stayed with the Puselnieks — close by!”

“I’m not complaining, not at all!” Karlīne replied, her lip trembling and then, with bursting into tears, hid her head in her mother’s lap. “My girl! Who cries like that!” her mother exclaimed, frightened, and started to calm her down, at first almost yelling, until her voice became more slow and soft until she finally collapsed in tears. They sat this way for a while, until each had unburdened their hearts through tears. Karlīne was the first to pull herself together and leapt to her feet.

“Oh, Mother, I must go, otherwise lunch will be finished, and you still have a long way to go on foot.”

Her mother also got up and wiped her tears. “Yes, girl, yes, go now, go to work, don’t be late. God be with you and guide your path!”

Karlīne kissed both of her mother’s hands, picked up her kerchief from the ground, tied it onto her head, pulled it over her swollen eyes and half ran back to the field to work, turning a couple more times to wave goodbye to her mother.

Dārte went on her way with a heavy heart. Not one word, not one complaint from her daughter’s mouth, and yet she knew what was bothering her, she knew better than could have been explained in a hundred words. The sun had almost set when she emerged from the woods. She turned around and looked for a long time at the road she had just travelled, and then folded her hands and said in a loud, almost impatient voice: “Lord, forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us!”

Countless stars already filled the clear night sky as people finished their work for the day and left for home. They met big Ansis on the road driving home from the mill. The girls wanted to go for a ride, but Ansis rejected their pleas bluntly, lashed his horse and led it along the trail into the woods. Everyone else went straight across the field to their home. When their voices could no longer be heard, Ansis slowly turned the horse around and returned to the edge of the woods. Here he stopped, got out of the wagon and stared like a hawk into the darkness of the night. Soon he noticed something black moving and began to work around his horse, listening with a beating heart to the gentle steps that came ever closer.

“Oh, it’s you, Ansis,” he heard a pleasant voice, “how you scared me! What is it? Has something happened?”
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