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Chapter 1

He’d never seen her before. She was tall, slender, and moved with noticeable grace between tables carrying large food platters and heavy soup tureens. Her face had beautiful features, but what drew him most were her eyes. They were large and dark brown with golden flecks that created an unusual contrast to blond hair contained by the headscarf she wore.

Johan Stornes, heir to Stornes farm, saw young Mali Buvik for the first time at the wedding at Gjelstad farm in Nordmoere. The year was 1910. Johan and his parents were among many prominent guests sitting in the main hall waiting for food to be served.

“Who’s that girl?” he asked the son of a wealthy farmer sitting next to him.

“You mean Mali?” The man grinned, displaying the result of poor oral hygiene. He’d already downed several glasses of strong homebrewed beer. He’d also been behind the barn several times to taste the moonshine he and many others had brought with them.

“A beautiful girl. You’re not the only one who thinks so, but you’ll have to look elsewhere. She’s not of your class. That Mali comes from a small cotter’s farm further up the valley. Her parents have almost as many children as they have sheep. What they don’t have is money.” He laughed out loud at his own joke.

“This summer the girl’s working here at Gjelstad. Ithink she did last year as well,” he added. “That should benefit her family. Her father doesn’t get much from the barren soil at Buvika. He doesn’t have much livestock either. Only a few cows and some sheep, as far as I know. It’s a poor farm. Everybody knows that. People say she’s a good worker and she carries herself proudly as you can see. One should avoid stepping on her toes, however. So I’ve heard. Mali’s a girl with a strong back and even stronger will.” He smiled lewdly. “But you don’t have to marry her, Johan. A rich man like yourself could probably bed her without too much trouble.”

Johan didn’t answer. As his eyes followed Mali’s proud figure, he felt a vague discomfort inside. There was something about this young girl. He thought it strange he hadn’t seen her before since she’d obviously been working at Gjelstad for two summers. Johan’s parents were close friends with the Gjelstad’s. They always spent an annual Christmas party together.  Summers, however, provided little time to socialize because everyone was too busy securing the harvest. If there were any necessary errands to Gjelstad during summertime, Johan’s father would take care of it. Iguess that’s why I haven’t seen her before, he thought.

“Isn’t it high time you got yourself a wife, Johan?” The other man said while slurping hot soup with meatballs. “How old are you anyway?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not that old,” Johan replied abruptly, passing his hand over his clammy head. His hair was already thin, a common trait in his family. His round face reddened with the realization his table companion had hit a sore point. “I’ll be forty this fall,” he mumbled involuntarily.

“Then you should have five children already with grandkids on the way,” his companion commented, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand then burping.

“You’re late, old boy. But even if Mali was acceptable marriage material, she’s far too young for you. The girl’s barely nineteen. On the other hand, a young girl in the sack isn’t a bad thing for an old man, you know!” He grinned and thumped Johan on the back.

Johan didn’t reply. He took a deep swig of tepid ale and followed Mali’s straight back with his eyes as she disappeared out the door.

Mali…That was her name.

Johan was an only child. The couple at Stornes farm had only one son. Beret, his mother, had given birth to five other kids but none had reached the age of one. People said that mourning her dead children was the cause of her bitter and domineering personality. The woman rarely smiled. The truth was more complex than that. Beret had never been easy to deal with, never affectionate. She’d been arrogant and stubborn from childhood. Still, it was known that  marrying her would be very profitable.

It was the main reason why Sivert Stornes had courted her. With pressure from his parents, of course, especially his father who no doubt was thinking about the dowry involved.

Beret was twenty years old when they met. She was a tall, aloof woman who mostly inspired a feeling of fear in him, although Sivert didn’t quite know why. Maybe it was her dark eyes that saw everything and rarely showed signs of appreciation. Rarely did they sparkle with anything resembling happiness. She wasn’t exactly beautiful either, but he mostly attributed that to her disposition. If she’d been happy and friendly at all, she would definitely have seemed different, maybe even beautiful. Sivert recalled how impressed he was by her incredibly slim waistline, emphasized by wearing skirts with high, tight waistbands. Her hair, too, was unusually dark, almost black, uncommon in this part of the country. Beret’s father claimed the color came from her grandmother’s side of the family as if he worried someone would think it came from impure blood.

Beret was the oldest of four children. The other three were boys. Sivert soon realized, however, that she was the one in charge. For a girl, she had an unusually sharp tongue and wouldn’t be controlled by anyone. Her father admitted as much.

“I don’t know where she got it from,” he said with forced laughter. “But wherever Beret is, she rules. It’s been like that since she was a little girl. Perhaps it’s because my wife was so sickly, just lying there ‘til she passed away, much too early,” he added with a sad face. “So she let Beret take control. The girl has, in fact, been matron of this farm since she was young. After awhile, I guess she…” He stopped and took a deep breath.

“But a man could never find a better woman to help run his farm,” he added proudly. “I can promise you that, Mr. Stornes. Your son will definitely find a good wife in Beret.”

Matters of the heart were never mentioned. Beret had accepted Sivert Stornes chiefly because he had a prosperous farm to offer her, he thought. He soon discovered there wasn’t much else about him that interested her. Beret had no great interest in men at all. That became clear as the years went by. She didn’t need one, except for breeding children. Difficult and cold as she was, she’d probably accepted him because she knew there wouldn’t be many other offers.

And so they married. Sivert got himself a wife, but not much more. Beret wasn’t one to snuggle up with her husband in bed, but she graciously let him have his way with her from time to time. The lineage had to be secured. That was important to her.

Sivert couldn’t remember them ever sharing a moment of amorous rapture. She’d done her duty in the conjugal bed, however, and he’d learned to live with her. As the years passed, he’d resigned to his situation and turned into a quiet, gray man. The result of a loveless existence, he thought. But one thing his father-in-law had been right about: she was exceptionally competent!

As matron, she’d run his farm with an iron-fist. Her dowry had made it possible for Sivert to buy more land as well as increasing his livestock considerably. As the years went by, Stornes had become the largest farm in Inndalen. The family was highly respected, although not very well liked.

People didn’t find fault with Sivert. He was mainly considered a spineless man dominated by his shrewish wife. Very few thought him happy in spite of his wealth. People were reluctant to approach Beret unless it was absolutely necessary. Her critical eye and poisonous tongue made them shy away. Only rarely was she known to bestow a kind word on anyone. Few liked her and she reciprocated the sentiment.

Johan Stornes, the heir to Stornes and the apple of his mother’s eye, was also a weak man in the opinion of local people. He’d spent his years on the farm with his parents. This had turned him into a hapless man with a brooding disposition, set in his ways and uninspired. No wonder, people said over coffee at neighboring farms. How could anyone become anything else under Beret’s rule? Nevertheless, his lack of gumption was viewed with contempt. After all, he was the one and only heir, the son who’d inherit the farm and father the next generation. It was about time he showed some initiative. Johan, however, just stayed on the farm, strangely passive and anonymous. He had few friends and no one could say they really knew him.

“If he ever gets himself a wife, it’ll be because of his money and position,” whispered former domestics who were reluctant to return to the farm. “He’s nothing to look at and possesses no charm. He’s rather dimwitted, too, and behaves like a fumbling fool around women.” In addition to that, the idea of having Beret Stornes as mother-in-law was too much for most in spite of the wealth and position involved. “If he ever does find a wife, it’ll be someone who’s forced to marry,” they concluded.

Johan Stornes was approaching forty years of age and no one had yet agreed to take the position of young wife. Whether he’d actually proposed to anyone, no one knew. There was no doubt that sooner or later he had to find a wife, but as much as Beret wanted the family line to continue, she wouldn’t let just anyone through the loop. Johan would take whomever his mother found acceptable, people said. They knew Mr. Stornes Jr. always did what his mother wanted.

“I’d like to see who Beret accepts in the end,” they whispered. So far there’d been no rumors about Johan and any woman. Most people agreed time was running out. Or maybe there was something wrong with Johan?

Old women put their heads together and whispered while the men were more direct when they discussed the heir to Stornes. What if Johan couldn’t have successful relations with a woman? If so, that would be quite a scandal. Beret, of course, would never allow anything like that to come out. If it were the case, she’d make sure he married anyway, people said, grinning maliciously.

The wedding meal went on and on as was customary. After awhile the room became uncomfortably warm. Hot soup didn’t make it any better. Johan kept wiping his face with his handkerchief. He was sweating profusely and it made his face unbecomingly red. The stench of sweat, snuff and sour pipes mixed with the smell of food made him queasy. He felt like leaving the table, but that was considered impolite and therefore unheard of on occasions like this.

He quickly glanced at his parents who were seated near the main table. His mother sat rigid and straight-backed and didn’t seem to notice the heat. She looked as cool as ever as she constantly scrutinized the gathering like a hawk hunting prey. In a way that was exactly what she was doing. Beret was always looking for a potential daughter-in-law at gatherings where daughters of landowners were invited. So far she hadn’t found anyone.

His gaze switched to his father, who’d obviously had one drink too many, appearing relaxed and talkative for a change. That won’t last long, Johan thought. As soon as they rose from the table, his mother would give her husband a good reprimand and place him with the small group of teetotalers. The fun would be over for Sivert, who’d end up restless and quiet among sturdy, sober farmers until it was time to return home.

Finally, the meal was over and they could leave the table. Johan’s shirt stuck to his back. He walked quickly out of the house and took a deep breath as he stepped into the yard where people were gathered in lively groups. When he saw the line for the outhouse near the barn, he slipped behind the cookhouse to have a leak. He’d had a few beers too many, enough for him to feel it in his head.

It was on the way back across the yard that he saw Mali again as she walked towards the cookhouse. Food was prepared there for occasions like a wedding when so many people came to the farm. Mali carried two heavy buckets of water, and before Johan could think, he’d walked over and offered to help. It must’ve been the beer that made him talk to her, he thought, feeling confused. Usually he wasn’t the impetuous type and talking to a servant girl was definitely not something he did unless necessary. His mother would strongly dislike it if she saw, he thought, glancing quickly across the yard. But he saw neither his mother nor his father.

“I can manage on my own,” Mali said as he reached for the buckets. “You’re a guest, after all.”

He couldn’t think of anything to say, but took the buckets from her. As he did, his hand touched her cool forearm and he felt a shiver go through him. Perplexed, he followed her. It must be the beer he thought once again, the beer and the heat. Once they were inside, however, and she looked at him with her large brown eyes, he realized it was something else. In a strange way, she rendered him powerless, this young girl. She made his knees weak and produced a sinking sensation in his gut. No woman had ever made him feel like this.

He set the buckets down and stood there watching her while she poured water into the large cast-iron pot hanging over the fireplace. Her skin was golden tan from the sun, a telltale sign that she also worked outside on the farm. She’d rolled up the sleeves on her dress to prevent it from getting wet. Seeing sunlight dance on the fine downy hairs of her forearms, he suddenly got an intense urge to touch her.

“Thanks for your help,” she said looking at him briefly before turning to the fireplace again.

He realized this was a request for him to leave, but didn’t move. “You’re Mali, aren’t you?”

She nodded and pulled her headscarf off. Heat rose from the fire under the large pot and made the hair on the back of her neck damp. The thick braid wound atop her head had come loose, and when she pulled off the scarf, it fell heavily down her back. Some of the hair curled softly near her ears.

Johan felt light-headed. His heart pounded under his sweaty shirt and his palms were clammy. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, she still stood there in front of him, even more beautiful and desirable than before he’d closed his eyes. Once again, an intense urge to touch her came over him.  He wanted to feel her soft skin against his, touch the silky curls by her ears, find her mouth…

Later on, he couldn’t remember what made him do it. He took two quick steps towards her, put his arms around her narrow waist, and pulled her towards him. He felt her body stiffen but held tight and pressed his mouth hard upon hers. Her lips tasted sweet. Her breath felt hot on his cheek. He felt her firm breasts press against him and something stirred in his pants.

When she slapped his face, it made him stumble back in confusion. Her brown eyes flashed dark with fury.

“I think you should leave,” she said coolly.

Johan cleared his throat while his hand stroked the top of his head. A few strands of hair had become disheveled. He felt clumsy and humiliated, knowing he’d made a fool of himself. It made him furious.

“Don’t you know who I am, wench?” he snorted. “I’m heir to Stornes and not one to be pushed away. Least of all by a servant girl like yourself!”

The disgust in her eyes was unmistakable.

“I know very well who you are just as I know who I am, Mr. Stornes. Imay not be rich, but at least I own myself. Idecide who kisses me and you’re not one of them!”

The abrupt rejection and unmistakable disgust in her eyes made Johan look away. It felt as if she’d slapped him again. His face went red with anger and embarrassment. At the same time, he felt helplessly drawn to the young girl in front of him. She’s even more beautiful when she’s angry, he thought, staring at her again. She’s just so beautiful, he observed, even though her lean body with firm breasts and incredibly slim waist remained rigid with indignation. Her hair had come loose during the struggle, it cascaded down her back.

Without another word, he turned and walked out of the cookhouse on shaky legs.
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