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         K
      RISTIANIA, as usual, had been unfortunate in its 17th-of-May weather.
         1
       But in spite of the wind and the showers of hail that every now and then whirled over the house-tops, the streets were full of merry people, and high and low flags flapped in the wind, even on the roofs of the trams that moved cautiously along with a ceaseless ringing of bells. Later in the afternoon there was the demonstration, which ended in a square, round a platform with speakers, where the demonstrators waved their hats and shouted hurrah. The streets were thronged, and resounded with laughter, cries of all kinds, and sounds of merriment, so that the birds of passage flying northwards far above must have thought that down at the head of the fjord lay a town that sang.

         While this was going on, a solitary man was standing in an entry just opposite the female prison, apparently taking no interest in all that was going on. The collar of his grey ulster was turned up about his ears, and his felt hat drawn down over his eyes, as though he were trying to escape notice. People passing in and out of the entry thought he must be ill or drunk; but he, lost in thought, stood staring up at the dreary prison, as if he expected to see a face that he knew at one of the barred windows.

         He had stood thus for a long time, when suddenly he seemed to come to a determination. He walked across the street to the door of the prison, and raised his hand as if to ring the bell; but suddenly his hand dropped to his side, and he retreated a few steps, passed his hand across his forehead, and moved away aimlessly, keeping close to the wall, as if he were running away.

         An hour later he was standing ringing at the door on the first floor of a house down by the fortress.

         “Is the pastor at home?”

         “Yes; please come in!”

         But, although the maid had opened the door wide, it was a moment or so before the stranger could make up his mind to enter; and even when he had done so, and had hung up his ulster and hat in the hall, he seemed inclined to put them on again and go.

         Meanwhile the popular priest was walking slowly up and down the dining-room floor, flourishing a piece of paper that he held in his hand. He was in evening dress, and was going out to dinner, where he had promised to make a speech. Even a zealous pastor, after having preached in church, visited the poor and sick, stood by a death-bed, and elsewhere listened to all kinds of complaints and confessions, may feel an uncontrollable desire to refresh himself with something brighter; and therefore to-day the priest had determined to make a lively speech. His steps creaked cheerfully up and down, and gradually he seemed to see distinctly the guests, the table and the flowers, and to feel the champagne glass in his hand. “And we priests,” he heard himself say—“ well, we might be gallants too, might we not, ladies?” and he could see the faces round the table begin to brighten. That was a good thing to say. The creaking steps were suddenly silent, while he made a note of it on the paper he held, and involuntarily his grey-bearded face put on a smile such as he intended it should wear during the speech.

         “What?” he said, turning with a jerk when the maid appeared, looking as if she wanted something. “Does somebody else want to speak to me? Who is it? Oh! But I suppose you can tell me whether it’s the Emperor of Russia or an assassin!” He was really cross at being disturbed just now. He looked at his paper, but felt that he could not get on with his speech until he had seen the stranger; so with a sigh he put the piece of paper in his pocket, and passed through the drawing-room to his study.

         When the stranger seated there heard the creaking footsteps approaching, he looked about him as if he would have liked to flee. “What am I doing!” he thought. “At the priest’s—I! Am I really going out of my mind?”

         The next moment the door opened, and the priest’s white shirt-front appeared. An order hung against his black coat. He stopped for an instant, and looked over his spectacles at the stranger; but, as he did not know him, he went a step or two nearer, put his hands behind him, and threw back his head.

         “Good-evening,” he said at last. “What can I—— Ah!” and he smiled a strange smile. “No, really—is it you?”

         Without giving his hand to the stranger, he went and seated himself in the arm-chair beside his writing-table, leaned back, and with a wave of his hand bid his visitor be seated. His face clearly showed how astonished he was.

         “Oh, so you know me again!” said the young man at last, passing his hand in an embarrassed way across and across his forehead.

         “Yes; aren’t you Herr Erik Evje? Yes, of course. You must excuse my not recognising you at once.”

         “It’s more than a year since we met at the Students’ Club.”

         “Yes; I remember.”

         “I offended you then, Herr Pastor.”

         “Not me, but all of my cloth,” interrupted the priest, with an indulgent smile. “If I remember rightly, you blamed us priests for pretty well all the misery to be found in the world, ha ha!”

         “Yes; I’m sorry to say I’ve talked a lot of nonsense in my time,” said the young man in a subdued tone. “But now I come to you, Herr Pastor, just because—because I’ve written and said so much against you.”

         The priest looked attentively at the other man, who was still standing and looking quite helpless. This was indeed an unexpected visit. This daring writer in the Social Democrat, this maker of inflammatory speeches at all strikes and labour demonstrations, this priest-hater and atheist, suddenly standing here and looking so humble. The priest involuntarily bent forward to look at him more closely. Now he goes at last and sits down on the other side of the writing-table. Now he coughs. And when any one is so pale, and keeps wiping his forehead to remove perspiration that is not there at all, and looks so timid—hm, hm! If he had come to humble himself, it would make a sensation.

         “You’re surprised at my coming down upon you like this, Herr Pastor, but all the merry people in the streets were making such a noise. I’m out of it all; and I happened to pass here, and so I rang the bell.”

         “Aren’t you chairman of a workmen’s club, Herr Evje?”

         The man he addressed started. “No, no, thank goodness that’s over! Latterly I’ve been wandering about homeless.”

         “Homeless?”

         “Yes—oh, you’re looking at my clothes. No, not in that way. Unfortunately I still live comfortably upon the money that father scraped together—in his way.”

         “Wasn’t your father a factory-owner in the north?”

         The young man smiled a melancholy smile.

         “Oh, his unvarnished title was distiller and forest-destroyer. I feel to-day as if I must tell the truth, even about my father. He turned the peasants’ corn and potatoes into spirits, and then, when they were drunk, he bought their farms from them in order to plunder the forest. He has made whole districts poor, even in firewood; and the well-to-do people he has brought to beggary are almost too numerous to be counted. But he became rich, and gained orders and honour; and when he died, how the priest did praise him in his funeral address! But I—well, it all went down the wrong way with me, and then I became a socialist.”

         “He’s just what he used to be!” thought the priest, and he pressed his lips together as he made a movement as if to rise. “Well, Herr Evje!” he said aloud, “what may I——”

         Erik Evje sat thoughtfully running his fingers through his beard. “Well, it was this, Herr Pastor,” he said in a thoughtful tone. “It was——”

         The priest waited impatiently for the continuation. He could hear his wife moving about in the drawing-room: it was really time they started for the dinner. And before he was aware of it, his thoughts were in the middle of the speech he had just left, and once more he felt the champagne glass in his hand, and saw the table and the guests.

         “It was this,” the voice on the other side of the table at last went on: “Is there really a God?”

         The priest started at the word God, rose abruptly, and took a turn up and down the room to collect his thoughts; for at that very moment he had been smiling in his thoughts and saying: “And we priests, we might be gallants too, might we not, ladies?” Now he began to walk slowly up and down with closed eyes, as if trying to put aside this frivolous speech to catch sight of God.

         “Tell me!” he said at last, stopping in front of the other man. “Will my answer have any real significance for you?”

         The other smiled and shook his head. “Well, no, to tell the truth; but still—if you could only get me to believe in something or other again. Blessed is he that believes, for he can sin.”

         “What?” exclaimed the priest, staring at him through his spectacles.

         “And blessed is the rich man, for he may run into debt. Blessed is he who has many friends, for what does it matter if he makes enemies. But he who does not believe, and yet has sinned! Faith, you see, is a mountain to stand upon, from which our sins look like trifles down there in the valley. But woe betide him who slips down! He becomes so small himself that the sins get beyond his control. That’s why we human beings need some sort of God.”

         He glanced at the priest, who was standing before him with his hands under his coattails.

         “But,” he went on, smiling, “now I’ve got to my real business, Herr Pastor. What’s the meaning of conscience? Can one really depend upon its being a reliable measurer of good and evil? Isn’t it rather a disease? Because, do you see, if conscience is a divinity in man, it’s a cowardly divinity at any rate. It only attacks us when it sees we are defenceless. If some day you lose everything, and are left lying by the roadside like any animal, you may depend upon it conscience will dig her claws into you. She circles above us, like the vultures above an army, waiting for a horse to be unable to go on any longer. Then they come! Conscience is like that. That is not a chivalrous God, Herr Pastor.”

         At that moment the door into the drawingroom opened a crack, and a voice whispered: “I’m ready.”

         “I’m coming,” answered the priest, and he took a step or two towards the drawing-room, but only to return. “Well, well, Herr Evje,” he said in farewell, “since we differ so much about the starting-point—namely, God, we two cannot have much to say to one another.”

         Erik Evje smiled. He was far too much occupied with what he had upon his mind to notice the priest’s desire for him to go.

         “One sins only against one’s self and one’s fellow-creatures, Herr Pastor; but as long as one believes in something great—vaguely—one can crush any number of human destinies, and conscience only sends the account in to this vague something. But it’s another matter altogether when one’s stock of ideals is exhausted. That’s why I’ve come to you, Herr Pastor. You’re a man whose conscience is as a healthy, happy man’s should be; and now you must tell me whether I’m really guilty.”

         “Guilty?” repeated the priest mechanically. He was going up and down with small steps, while his thoughts were at the dinnertable. “And we priests—might be gallants too.”

         Erik Evje looked at him earnestly. “Yes; you know, of course, what I’m accused of?”

         The priest passed his hand across his forehead, and tried to wake to the other’s world.

         “Accused of? No, I really don’t!” As he said this, he happened to look at his watch.

         “Then you must be the only person who doesn’t, Herr Pastor, for the papers have made a good thing out of it, I should think. And suppose he were right, both he and——There!” He passed his hand across his forehead again, and sighed deeply.

         “Of whom are you speaking?”

         “Of Mogstad, of course, the felon, my friend—ha ha!—who took the work-people away from me, and had me kicked out. Didn’t you read that scandalous story in the papers? He got up at a meeting at the Institute, and pointed at me, and said it was I who had sent him to prison. It was I who had maimed him for life. And they believed him, and took his part. At the time I was certain it was a lie, but since”—he passed his hand across his brow, and closed his eyes—“it’s dangerous going about quite alone.”

         The priest again heard his wife’s impatient footsteps in the drawing-room, and became more and more desperate. He had never felt another’s confidences so exacting. And while he was making an effort to keep his thoughts upon this man, a recollection crossed his mind.

         “The fact of the matter is,” continued Evje, “that we were fellow-students, he and I. He was poor, but clever——”

         “Evje!” the priest broke in, stopping in the middle of his walk, and putting his hand over his eyes. “Two or three years ago I was chaplain at the female prison here. Wasn’t there a young girl there, who——What was her name again?”

         What followed was quite unexpected. Evje suddenly rose, stared for a moment at the priest, and then turned to the door and hastened out. The priest was struck dumb with amazement. At last he hurried out into the hall in time to see the other disappearing through the hall door, carrying his hat and coat. “But, Evje!” he cried, “what’s the matter? What’s the matter? Well I never!” Going to the top of the stairs, he called once more. “Evje!” But then he heard the street door bang.

         “Are you ready at last?” said a voice from the drawing-room. “You don’t seem to think how late we shall be!”

         A little later, when in the carriage on his way to the dinner, the priest took out his paper again, and tried to pick up the threads of his cheerful speech. “And we priests might be gallants too.” But suddenly he made a grimace, and threw the paper out of the window. The other man had really managed to make him low-spirited.

         “Was he mad?” he thought. “And what is he doing with himself this evening?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         M
      OST people get their ideals like the wounded animal, which instinctively makes its way to water. It was thus that Erik Evje had studied first theology, then medicine, and last of all had become a labour leader, just as some misfortune in himself required some special alleviation.

         During the summer when he came home from his first term as a student, he fell violently in love with a cottager’s daughter, who was a servant in his father’s house; and when his father understood that it was his intention to marry the girl, there was a great to-do. The end of it was that at last Erik yielded and gave up the girl, although she was enceinte. But when he went to the capital that autumn to study law, he would often lie all day long on his sofa, sick with memories of home. In this big, strange town, where he had neither a mother nor an intimate friend to whom he could pour out his heart, he could see no other relief but in God. Finally he determined, and obtained leave, to study for the ministry; and that he now became so zealous in his studies, so strong in faith and so earnest in his prayers, was due to the fact that away in the north there was a pale little face that always had to be kept at a distance.

         By degrees his efforts were successful, and when, a couple of years later, he heard that the girl had had a child by a married man, and in her despair had killed it, he was strong enough in his Christian zeal to think: “Was she like that, too?”

         One bright day in spring, he met under the trees in the Students’ Grove, Inga Rud, the daughter of the district doctor at home. That evening his prayers were brighter than usual. It was as if the Supreme Being had been dressed in a pink dress and light straw hat. Soon his fellow-students would look after him in the street, and say: “Why, Erik Evje has actually had his hair cut!” “And been to his tailor!” another would add. When, a few days later, he appeared at band-time in a silk hat, a new light coat and pale yellow gloves, people began to put their heads together and whisper: “Who is she?”

         They should only have known what Erik went through during this time. The less encouragement the young woman gave him, the more did he cling to God’s aid. At last came the evening when he threw himself upon his bed after receiving a distinct refusal. “Thy will be done!” he groaned into the pillows, but this time it was a prayer through clenched teeth. A few days after, he read the announcement of her engagement with a young officer, and the paper dropped from his hands. He had hoped until now. “Thy will be done—no, no!” And when in the evening he folded his hands as usual, he burst into a peal of cold laughter. The officer would be sure to curse and swear, but he got her. He himself prayed and prayed and chastened himself, but only had the disgrace. New, dangerous thoughts began to fill his mind, and heaven became so exceedingly empty.

         Very soon after he was standing one rainy summer day at his father’s funeral, listening to the priest’s panegyric upon the deceased; but at the moment Erik could see in his mind’s eye his father turning the cottager’s young daughter out of the house. “Shall I become a hypocrite and a fool like this priest?” he asked himself. “Is it any wonder that divinity students are generally refused when they propose?”

         At that time science was called the religion of the young, and when Erik came back to the capital, he kicked his theological text-books into a dark attic, and took up medicine. This caused the first break with his mother, but Erik went at it energetically, like one who has lost his house and will clear the ground for a new one. There was a sense of freedom in venturing to be young again, and enjoying the gay student’s life. He had plenty of pocket-money, and he made friends with clever young men and joined a small enthusiastic party of free-thinkers, who swore by the sun and a clear brain.

         For two bright, happy years, he himself, his ideas and his work, seemed to be one and the same. When his spirits became boisterous, and he diligently scattered oaths about him, it was because of a desire to kick the old edition of himself, the theologian and undertaker, who now seemed such a pitiable object to him.

         It was then that the story about Mogstad came. This young man was Erik’s best friend, clever, but morbidly jealous of his honour, perhaps because his mother was a laundress. One day, a short while before they had to go up for their first examination, he came up to Evje’s room, and dropped despondently into a chair. “Well?” asked Erik. “This confounded money!” groaned the other. “My mother can’t do any more, and unfortunately I haven’t time just now to rinse her clothes for her. There’s great danger of my examination coming to nothing this year again, and I suppose I shall have to go into the country and turn tutor!” “How much do you want?” asked Erik. “Oh, three hundred miserable krones.” “Dear me, I ought to be able to get you that!” said Erik. “You!” cried Mogstad, springing up and seizing his friend by the collar and shaking him. “Did you say that you’d——Eh?” “Yes, but I haven’t got it here. I suppose you can wait a few days?” Could he wait a few days! Yes, indeed! And singing and delighted, Mogstad hurried off.

         Why did not Evje immediately procure the money? It is true he had not the amount by him; but why did he not write to his mother? He was rather reluctant to do so, because latterly she had complained of his extravagance. Then why did he not pawn his gold watch or his piano? No, he was too much occupied with his coming examination to be quite able to imagine his friend’s embarrassment. Mogstad came again and again, and Erik always said that he should have the money, but at the same time he put off doing anything to obtain it. At last Mogstad was angry, and asked if he meant to help him or not. Erik was ashamed, but would not explain matters. “As soon as I get any,” he said, “you shall have it.” “As soon as you get any, yes!” said Mogstad, with a scornful laugh. “But I’d rather it were on this side of the day of judgment!” Erik now grew angry too, just because he was ashamed of himself. “Confound you, man! Perhaps you can get it quicker from some one else!” Mogstad flushed crimson. “Oh, is that what you say? By Jove, you’re a scamp!” And he sprang up and was about to go, when Evje cried to him to wait. One word brought another, until Mogstad called Evje a coward, whereupon Evje turned him out of the room.

         No one could suspect less than Erik what the consequences of this would be. The following morning a letter arrived, which brought him very quickly out of bed. He turned the paper this way and that, and read it once more. He almost began a dance upon the floor, then stood still and read the letter again with starting eyes. Mogstad wrote from prison. When Erik had been so long in fulfilling his promise, the poor man had resorted to the expedient of forging a cheque; and when he left Evje in a rage, he had gone straight to the police and given himself up.

         When Erik had grasped the full extent of this misfortune, he felt as if he were guilty of manslaughter. He soon saw that his fellowstudents knew all about it, and that they would have liked to thrash him. One day, too, he met Mogstad’s mother. The old washerwoman looked as if she would like to efface herself, but yet gave him a look that cut him to the heart.

         At last he summoned up his courage and went to the prison; but Mogstad refused to see him. As he walked home with bowed head, he would have liked to throw himself into the sea. When he tried to bury himself in his books and forget everything else, he once more found a closed door; for it was as if these studies, which he and Mogstad had worked at together, now asked: “What have you done with him? Can you really go up for this examination while your friend is being sentenced to penal servitude?”

         Erik Evje shut himself up, and could not sleep at night. The painful memories of the cottager’s daughter revived again, like a disease that was supposed to have been healed. He brooded over the questions of guilt and responsibility, but he fared like the horse that has got into a bog—the more he struggled the deeper he sank; and, in everincreasing despair, he strained his eyes in search of some one to help him out again. There was no longer a God for him; his mother did not understand him; his friends had turned their backs upon him. And as the horse at last utters a piercing shriek, so from Erik Evje’s pillow would arise, in the silence of the night, a sigh of sorrow and contrition, asking: Is there no power in heaven or on earth that can comfort an unhappy being?

         One evening he chanced to drop into a labour meeting, at which a well-known socialist leader was to speak. When he got home that evening, he walked up and down the room for hours, in a strange condition of mind. It seemed as if the speaker had said: “You are innocent. It is poverty.” Evje felt it an immense relief, but dared not as yet believe it. “When you come to think of it,” he said to himself, “why did my father turn Olina out of the house? Why was she unworthy to love me? Poverty: that is clear enough. But Mogstad—why was he led to forge a cheque? Would he have done it if he had been rich? No, indeed! Poverty too!” The more he thought it over, the clearer it became, that society was really to blame both for Olina and Mogstad. At last he could breathe freely. At last he felt a crushing burden removed. And since it was no longer his fault, his sympathy could flow freely. “Poor things!” he thought. “How they must have suffered!”

         He had to go to several labour meetings, and take part in the discussion; and, hurt as he still was by the remembrance of Mogstad, his words acquired a warmth that made a sensation. Before long he had to lay aside his medical text-books to read Karl Marx and Lassalle. Instead of attending lectures, he went to a working-men’s association where he was to speak; and when his fellowstudents went up for their examination, he was sitting at home writing an article for the Social Democrat. Every accusation he could bring against capital he felt as a plaster upon a smarting wound; every kind word he could utter about the poor became a greeting to those he feared he had crushed. He did not even notice himself that more than once in his speeches he had worked up his indignation against capital by picturing to himself Olina being turned out of the house; and no one could notice in the winged sentences in the Social Democrat that his pen had been dipped in Mogstad’s forgery, and that they were a defence of himself.

         To his old set of free-thinkers he wrote, in a farewell letter: “What use have people for truth as long as they have no bread?” And to his mother, who soon began to threaten: “If I have to choose between my monthly allowance from you and my conscience, I choose the latter.” The money continued to come, however, but it seemed to burn his fingers. He left his pretty rooms, and moved into an attic, prepared his own breakfast and supper, and gave the surplus towards providing books for the working-men.

         The patient becomes fond of the doctor who at last makes him well, and Erik Evje grew fond of this work, because it had healed his diseased conscience. He twice went voluntarily to prison, first for libelling a factory owner, and then for refusing to serve his last year of military service. Each time he came out again, his eyes had acquired a new, peculiar brightness.

         But Erik Evje also tasted the sweetness of serving a great idea—as when the small man in his attic feels his soul expanding to include countries, towns and ages; or when he and the ten thousand become one; or when the thought of dying becomes less terrifying, because the other self, the idea, will live. As a lecturer he knew a happiness that was greater and more abundant than that which comes from applause and flattery. It was in converting his secret pain into a cause that others again adopt as their cause; in taking note of his sorrow or joy, his repentance or hope, taking possession of hundreds and making them one with himself. It was then that he was happy. From this time onwards he began to say “we” instead of “I,” because he always felt himself one of a large company. “This is what we’re like!” he would say when he was displeased with himself for a moment; and when he went to bed, instead of his evening prayer, it was a comfort to surrender himself to the night with the thought, “I can never again be quite alone.”

         He heard that Mogstad, on coming out of prison, had emigrated to America, and once more he felt a relief; for although he was sorry for him, he did not want to see him again. A year had passed when one evening Evje was acting as chairman at a working-men’s association meeting, and a bearded man at the other end of the hall rose to oppose him. Evje started at the voice, and suddenly their eyes met. It was Mogstad.

         It was a strange moment for Evje. He would have liked to run away, or to have the other man turned out. After the meeting, he saw his former friend standing in the background, smiling uncertainly at him, and Erik felt his throat contract, but went out without speaking to him. At the next meeting Mogstad was present again, and this time Erik did not look at him at all, for he had a feeling as if Mogstad were sitting there with a revolver. Mogstad soon became a zealous member of the association, and in all the discussions he held an opinion opposed to that of the chairman. Whenever their eyes met, it seemed to Evje that Mogstad smiled an evil-omened smile; and soon he felt as if he were being pressed closer and closer against the wall in the sight of every one. At last he could stand it no longer, and burst out: “I wonder whether that gentleman is the right one to find fault with what others do!” Mogstad, feeling many eyes turned upon him, sprang upon a chair, and, addressing the room, said: “Yes, dear friends, it’s true that I’ve been a convict; but that man was the friend whose fault it was. Don’t believe him when he talks beautifully about the poor! I know him. He’s a scamp!”

         A dead silence followed, and all eyes were turned towards Evje, sitting, pale as death, upon the platform. They were accustomed to see him hold his own, but he was silent still. He felt the room going round. The revolver he had feared had at last been pointed at him and fired.

         Before he quite knew what he was doing, he had risen and was making his way towards Mogstad. Men stood upon benches and tables in order to see better. Mogstad was still standing upon his chair, waiting for Evje. He was smiling, but his hands were clenched. In another minute the two men were shaking their fists at one another. “It’s a lie!” “No, indeed it isn’t!” “Say once more that it was I who—who sent you to prison!” “I say it again!” “Then prove it!” Mogstad laughed scornfully. “No,” he said, “I can’t prove it; for that matter you can send me there again.”

         When at last Evje recollected himself and returned to his seat, he felt that his position depended upon what he now did. With a vibrating voice he proposed that Mogstad should be expelled from the association; and when this proposal was rejected by a good majority, he struck the desk with his chairman’s staff, and left the place.

         A great many people rang at his door the following day, but it was not opened, and the morning papers lay untouched outside the door. Where was he?

         They could not see that a man was sitting at the writing-table, supporting his chin on his hands, and staring straight before him. Every time the bell rang he started, but stayed where he was.

         He was worn out with pacing the floor and raging against the working-men’s association, which had betrayed him, and against Mogstad, who, it was evident, had not yet tortured him enough. Now at last he had become aware that something much worse had happened to him yesterday—namely, that this attack had not only come from behind, from his own people, but from within himself. And this was just what he had felt was lying in wait for him, from the moment he had seen Mogstad again.

         Why was he sitting here and beginning to feel so thoroughly ashamed? He felt as if he had been taken yesterday in the act of committing forgery, as if Mogstad had uncovered a secret wound of his, for all to see.

         He suddenly rose as if to shake the whole thing off, and threw himself upon his bed, but soon started up again, and put on his overcoat. But at the door he stopped; for wherever should he go? Of late years he had had only party friends, and they—now? He took off his coat again. In the letter-box he found a request from his paper that he would give an account of what had happened. Oh, indeed! So the morning papers had made the most of yesterday’s scene, and now his enemies would rejoice. Well, he was used to defending himself, but this? He passed his hand over his forehead. To open the old wound, to defend himself against a maimed thing! He opened the door, and, instead of picking up the papers and reading them, he kicked them down the stairs, and then shut himself in again, and sat down gloomily with his elbows on the table. One hour passed—two. “Nonsense!” he cried suddenly, rising. “Let that rabble choose the convict for their leader if they like. It’ll be more suitable.”

         But when the letter was sent in which he resigned the duties of chairman, he felt like a man who moves his furniture out into the street, without knowing where he is going to move to. What now?

         “Why, the cause and the ideas are the same as before!” he said to himself, to give himself courage; but he soon found it was not so, for when he at length pulled himself together to write an article again, he could not get over the fact that now the labour question for him would only be to see Mogstad again, to be betrayed again, to have a secret wound opened again.

         He sighed, and in a little while got up and looked involuntarily at his medical books, standing covered with dust; but soon he shook his head. It was too late for that too. The years had been passing: it was too late.

         He sat on, staring straight before him; then, putting his hand to his forehead, he murmured: “No, no; it cannot be true!”

         When at last it grew dark, he crept down and bought bread and butter enough for several days. There was something he must come to an understanding about before he went out again.

         A new day came. He sat at the table, reading, but thinking of other things altogether. He had his pipe in his mouth, but did not notice that it was out.

         To go away—home? And fall in with his mother’s wishes by taking over the farm and the works? Oh yes! Become a capitalist and employer of labour—he! Continue his father’s work—he! Swallow his delusions, go home like the prodigal son! Oh yes!

         But what then? Ah, he was going to read this book. So he lighted his pipe again.

         This sudden transition from being busy to sitting idle and out of everything! There would soon be an empty space between him and the outside world. He began to see a man upon a shore, letting all his valuables be rowed away. He has no more use for them. They glide farther and farther off, and the man gazes after them as after a lost paradise.

         There came long days when Erik Evje sat and let everything go. Making up his mind was like looking into a catastrophe to which he would rather close his eyes as long as possible.

         But now, when he no longer had the wellbeing and the faults of others to meddle with, his thoughts began to revolve about himself. The blind in front of the beautiful landscape of ideas and people out there, which had recently been part of himself, had been suddenly pulled down, and he discovered how shrunken he was, how exceedingly small he had become, and he involuntarily sought for something else, something greater, in which he could forget himself. But what?

         Erik found it bad enough to wake to a new day for which he had no use; but it was still worse to put out the light in the evening, and enter upon a new night. Thoughts which in the noise of day he had kept down, in the silence of night raised their heads again; and now he had no defence against them.

         He began to wander hand in hand with a young girl one summer night beside a blue fjord. What did he promise then? Where was she now?

         He turned over and tried to sleep; but in a little while he was going through the years when he and Mogstad were good friends. And there stands a washerwoman, bent and toilworn, rubbing her fingers to the bone on people’s clothes; and on Saturdays she takes a heavy basket of clean clothes, and goes out to collect her coppers. For she has a son who is to be helped on. At night she bends over the steaming iron, and coughs a little, and grows more and more hollow-cheeked; for her son must have new books, and he must be decently dressed too. Then one day she is unable to do anything more. “Just you lie still and rest, mother,” says the son. “I have a friend who has rich parents.”

         Erik Evje starts up suddenly and rubs his eyes. “Plague take it! Am I not to get any sleep either now?”

         When he has lain for a little while, with his head buried in the pillow, and the quilt rising and falling with his breathing, his thoughts have cunningly found their way into the prison.

         When you think of it, a whole day must be intolerably long when you know you are locked in and some one else has the key, and that you will not get out to-morrow, nor the day after to-morrow, nor even in a week’s time. A month must be an eternity; and a whole year! Then think of seven years! And that is what she was sentenced to.

         The slender little creature must be there still. Has she seen blue sky in all these years, or a blade of grass? Has she perhaps, for seven years, not known whether it were winter or spring?

         Is she one of those prisoners who have to clean feathers, sitting day after day inhaling that filth. Her chest! Perhaps she could not stand it, and—— He suddenly writhes in his bed.

         It is a relief to turn his thoughts to a meeting to protest against the barbarism of the prisons; but, in the middle of his indignant speech, Mogstad suddenly stands up on a chair and interrupts him. “Do, for once,” he says, “hold your jaw about the faults of society! You know quite well that it’s you yourself who sent her to prison!”

         “What? Upon my word, now he’s declaring that that’s my fault too! Did I ask her to kill that child?” Mogstad answers:

         “Think the matter over honestly. Who was the first to lure her on to the downward path? Who led her astray? Who swore and promised marriage? Who deserted her the first time she was with child? Ask her whom she looks upon as her real executioner.”

         Erik sits up in bed to light the candle, but finds no matches, and has to sink back on to his pillows again. Whichever way he turns, he sees her more and more distinctly in the prison. Her beautiful fair hair has been cut off, and her face has become thin and griefworn. But she raises her eyes to his, and says, with a melancholy smile: “All the other prisoners here have visitors, but I know no one in the town except you. I knew you were here, and several times during these years I have thought I heard your voice out in the passage.”

         “He had a good excuse!” says Mogstad. “He has been so occupied with improving others.”

         Erik turns over again, making the bed creak. He can draw the clothes up over his head, but he is just as helpless, and all the ravens of the night can gather together if they like, to peck at his liver. And up there in the height is nothing but cold, empty space.

         The next evening Erik brought a bottle home with him. A glass of whisky and water would make him sleep. A few days later he found it best to put the bottle on the table by his bed.

         In the occasional glimpses that his former fellow-students had of Erik Evje, it was difficult to recognise him in the shabby figure which they saw stealing along. No one could make out what he was doing; but there was no mistaking the fact that he had begun to drink. At last every one knew that the former eager combatant had gone to the dogs, and people were too busy to occupy themselves any further with the matter.

         On rare occasions he would steal through the streets, attracting as little notice as possible, to the district female prison, and when he had stood there for some time gazing at the gloomy building, he would go up to the door as if to ring, but at the last moment lacked the courage, and would stagger along the rows of houses as if in flight.

         It was thus he had stood on that 17th of May, and thence he had gone to the priest in order to be able for once to speak out. And he confessed, and felt the relief of it, until the priest happened to mention the girl in prison. This was touching a wound that was far too deep to be displayed; and confused as Erik already was, he involuntarily fled down the stairs and quickly away through the streets.

         Late that evening he was standing in an outof-the-way corner of the Students’ Grove, watching the noisy crowds that streamed up and down Carl Johan’s Street, the confusion of faces, the flirting and screaming, the rough fun, the walking up and down. “These people imagine that they are celebrating a general festival,” he thought; “while in reality every single one of them is only thinking about himself. That’s what we’re like.” But a fresh burst of laughter from among the crowd seemed to answer: “Perhaps that’s what you’re like, but we’re not.”

         Towards midnight he was trudging aimlessly along the Ekeberg Road, with his hands buried in his overcoat pockets. When he found himself in the dark wood on the hill, he stopped and looked round in astonishment at finding himself there, and seated himself upon a stone by the wayside. The night had already begun to grow lighter. Down in the valley below lay the noisy town, half hidden in a thin mist. Out among the islands a few pleasureboats could still be seen upon the blue fjord.

         Evje bowed his head upon his hands. “Why am I sitting here, when every one else is down there? Why have I dropped out of everything?” he asked himself.

         He thought, as he had so often done lately, of his mother. She was a widow and old, with everything on her hands, while her only son fooled and loitered about here with ideas that only made him unhappy.

         In a little while he was fancying himself at home at Evje, up there between the fir-clad hills and the fjord. His mother, in spite of everything, has been expecting him, and she welcomes him and makes him comfortable. The servants and farm labourers are the same as before, and how healthily and reasonably they look at everything in this world! The old foreman, who is respected by the whole countryside, is standing outside the stable door with a short pipe in his mouth, talking about this affair with Mogstad. “A pretty thing,” he says, “if every one who couldn’t get money lent him were to go and commit a forgery!” And the old man cannot help laughing at such talk. This simple, honest man has also just as straightforward an opinion about the girl in prison. “You must be crazy!” he says. “It would be different if you had been father to the child she killed; but the one she put down to you, you have paid, and paid punctually for, like an honest fellow. If only all fathers were like you!”

         And Erik sat there upon the stone and went home in imagination over and over again; and it was a solace to him to make all the home people seem alive, to hear distinctly what the foreman said.

         “If I were to go home,” he thought, “I should not only meet people who looked up to me as they used to do, but I could also do something for the work-people there. Has not the foreman been engaged for ever so many years, and not been able to make enough to marry upon? There is a great deal of uncultivated land belonging to Evje. Supposing I——”

         Erik’s gaze was fixed upon the golden night sky far beyond the dark hills in the west; but what he saw there at this moment was the first dawn of a new idea, and he felt like a shipwrecked man when he at last thinks he can see a boat.

         He was roused from his reverie by the cold. The town below him had grown darker; and with chattering teeth and cold feet he hastened homewards.

         When he at last crept into his den again, and was met by all the musty thoughts, he found that what he had seen was not a boat at all. Home? Humble himself? No, it was too late.

         When the woman who cleaned his room for him came in the following day, she found Evje in bed with a cough and high fever; and when she suggested fetching a doctor, he turned his face to the wall and murmured: “No.” “What in the world should I get well for?” he thought.
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