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IN the middle of the summer of 1891 the most extraordinary things began happening in a small Norwegian coastal town. A stranger by the name of Nagel appeared, a singular character who shook the town by his eccentric behavior and then vanished as suddenly as he had come. At one point he had a visitor: a mysterious young lady who came for God knows what reason and dared stay only a few hours. But let me begin at the beginning …

It all started at six one evening when a steamer landed at the dock and three passengers appeared on deck. One of them was a man wearing a loud yellow suit and an outsized corduroy cap.

It was the evening of the twelfth of June; flags were flying all over town in honor of Miss Kielland’s engagement, which had been announced that day. The porter from the Central Hotel went aboard and the man in the yellow suit handed him his baggage. At the same time he surrendered his ticket to one of the ship’s officers, but made no move to go ashore, and began pacing up and down the deck. He seemed extremely agitated, and when the ship’s bell rang the third time, he hadn’t even paid the steward his bill.

While he was taking care of his bill, he suddenly became aware that the ship was pulling out. Startled, he shouted over the railing to the porter below: “It’s all right. Take my baggage to the hotel and reserve a room for me.”

With that, the ship carried him out into the fjord.

This man was Johan Nilsen Nagel.

The porter took his baggage away on a cart. It consisted of only two small trunks, a fur coat (although it was the middle of summer), a satchel, and a violin case. None of them had any identification tags.



Around noon the following day Johan Nagel came driving down the road to the hotel in a carriage drawn by two horses. It would have been easier to make the journey by boat, but still he came by carriage. He had some more baggage with him; on the front seat was a suitcase, a coat, and a small bag with the initials J.N.N. set in pearls.

Before getting out of the carriage, he asked the hotelkeeper about his room, and later, on being taken up to the second floor, he began to examine the walls to determine how thick they were and whether any sounds could come through from the adjoining rooms. Suddenly he turned to the chambermaid and asked: “What is your name?”

“Sara.”

“Sara.” And without pausing: “Can you get me something to eat? Well, so your name’s Sara. Tell me,” he went on, “was there ever a pharmacy on these premises?”

Surprised, Sara answered: “Yes, but that was many years ago.”

“Oh, many years ago? I knew it the minute I came in; it wasn’t so much the smell, but somehow I sensed it.”

When he came down for dinner, he didn’t say a word during the entire meal. His fellow passengers from the day before—the two men at the other end of the table—made signs to each other when he came in, and made no effort to hide their amusement at his previous evening’s misfortune, but he took no notice of them. He ate quickly, declined dessert, and left the table abruptly by sliding backwards off the bench, lit a cigar, and disappeared down the street.

He stayed out until long after midnight and didn’t return till a few minutes before the clock struck three. Where had he been? Only later did it become known that he had walked to the next town and back—along the same long road he had driven over that morning. He must have had some very urgent business there. When Sara opened the door for him, he was wet with perspiration, but he smiled at her and seemed to be in excellent spirits.

“My God, girl, what a lovely neck you have!” he said. “Did any letters come for me while I was out—for Nagel, Johan Nagel? Three telegrams! Oh, would you do me the favor of taking away that picture on the wall, would you? I don’t like to have it staring at me. It would really annoy me to lie in bed and have to look at it! Besides, Napoleon III didn’t have such a bushy beard, anyway! Thank you.”

When Sara had gone, Nagel remained standing in the middle of the room. He stood absolutely motionless, staring fixedly at a spot on the wall, and except that his head slumped more and more to one side, he didn’t move.

He was below average in height; his face was dark-complexioned, with deep brown eyes which had a strange expression, and a soft, rather feminine mouth. On one finger he wore a plain ring of lead or iron. His shoulders were very broad; he was between twenty-eight and thirty, but definitely not older, although his hair was beginning to turn gray at the temples.

He awoke from his thoughts with a violent start, so exaggerated that it didn’t seem genuine; it was as if the gesture had been made for effect, even though he was alone in the room. Then he took some keys, small change, and what looked like a lifesaver’s medal on a crumpled ribbon out of his pocket and put them on a table next to the bed. He stuck his wallet under the pillow, and from his vest pocket he pulled out a watch and a small vial labeled “poison.” He held the watch in his hand for a moment before putting it down, but immediately put the vial back in his pocket. Then he removed his ring and washed, smoothing his hair back with his fingers, never once looking in the mirror.

He was already in bed when he suddenly missed his ring, which he had left lying on the washbasin, and as though unable to be separated from this perfectly ordinary ring, he got up and put it on again. Then he began opening the three telegrams, but before he had finished the first one, he uttered a short, muffled laugh.

He lay there laughing to himself; his teeth were exceptionally fine. Then his face became serious again and a moment later he nonchalantly tossed the telegrams aside. Yet they all apparently dealt with a matter of great importance; they referred to an offer of 62,000 crowns for a country estate, the money to be paid in cash if the deal were concluded at once. They were brief, matter-of-fact business telegrams, definitely not sent as a hoax, although they were unsigned. A few minutes later Nagel fell asleep. The two candles on the table, which he had forgotten to put out, illuminated his clean-shaven face and his chest and quietly flickered on the telegrams, which lay wide-open on the table.



The next morning Johan Nagel sent a messenger to the post office, who returned with some newspapers—several of them foreign—but no letters. He put his violin case on a chair in the middle of the room, as if he wanted to show it off, but he didn’t open it, and simply left it there.

All he did that morning was to write a couple of letters and walk up and down his room reading a book. He also went to a shop and bought a pair of gloves, and then wandered over to the marketplace, where he bought a little reddish-brown puppy for ten crowns which he immediately presented to the hotelkeeper. Everyone thought it very amusing that he named the puppy Jacobsen, although it was a female.

He managed to do nothing the rest of the day as well. He had no business to attend to in town, no offices to contact, and no calls to make, as he didn’t know a soul. The people in the hotel were baffled by his strange apathy toward everything, including his own affairs. The three telegrams lay open on the table in his room for everyone to read; he hadn’t looked at them again since the night they arrived. And sometimes, when asked a direct question, he didn’t even answer. Twice the hotelkeeper had tried to engage him in conservation to find out who he was and what had brought him to town, but both times Nagel had avoided the issue. Another instance of strange behavior occurred during the course of the day. Although he didn’t have a single acquaintance in town and had made no effort to get in touch with anybody, he had nevertheless stopped all of a sudden in front of one of the young ladies of the town at the entrance to the cemetery, fixed his eyes on her, and then bowed deeply, without a word of explanation. The young woman blushed to the roots of her hair, deeply embarrassed, whereupon the impudent fellow walked out of town on the main road, as far as the parsonage, and beyond. He did this several days in a row, always returning to the hotel after closing time, so that the front door had to be opened for him.

On the third morning, as Nagel was leaving his room, he ran into the hotelkeeper, who greeted him with a few pleasant remarks. They went out on the veranda and sat down; by way of making conversation, the hotelkeeper asked him about the shipment of a crate of fresh fish. “Do you have any idea how I should go about it?” he asked.

Nagel looked at the crate, smiled, and shook his head. “I don’t know anything about those things,” he said.

“You don’t? Well, I thought perhaps you had traveled a lot and had seen how they did it in other places.”

“No, as a matter of fact, I haven’t traveled much.”

Pause.

“Well, you’ve probably been busy with other things. Are you a businessman, by any chance?”

“No, I’m not a businessman.”

“Then you didn’t come here on business?”

Nagel didn’t answer, but lit a cigar, inhaled deeply, and assumed an absentminded air.

The hotelkeeper was observing him out of the corner of his eye. “Won’t you play for us sometime? I see that you have a violin with you.”

“Oh, no, I’ve given that up,” Nagel replied in an offhand manner.

He got up and walked away rather abruptly, but a moment later he came back and said: “By the way, it just occurred to me, you can give me the bill any time you like. It makes no difference to me when I pay.”

“Thank you,” said the hotelkeeper, “but there’s no hurry. If you stay with us for any length of time, there will be a discount. Are you planning to stay for some time?”

Nagel suddenly seemed to come to life. His face flushed for no apparent reason and he quickly answered: “Yes, I may stay on here for some time; it all depends. Perhaps I didn’t tell you; I’m an agronomist—a farmer. I’ve just returned from abroad and I might decide to settle down here for a while. But perhaps I even forgot to—my name is Nagel, Johan Nilsen Nagel.”

He then heartily shook the hotelkeeper’s hand and apologized for not having introduced himself sooner. There was not the slightest trace of irony in his expression.

“I’ve been thinking that we might be able to find you a better room, a quieter one,” said the hotelkeeper. “You’re close to the stairs now, and that can be rather noisy.”

“Thank you, but there’s no need for that. My room is quite satisfactory. Besides, I can see the entire town square from my window, and that is very pleasant.”

After a slight pause, the hotelkeeper continued: “So you are taking a brief holiday now? Then you’ll probably be here through the summer?”

“Two or three months, perhaps longer,” Nagel replied. “I don’t know for sure. It all depends. I’ll make up my mind when the time comes.”

At that moment a man walked by and bowed to the hotelkeeper. He was an insignificant-looking man, rather short and very badly dressed. He obviously moved with difficulty, but in spite of his handicap he was surprisingly agile. Although he bowed deeply, the hotelkeeper ignored him, but Nagel made a polite gesture and doffed his corduroy cap.

The hotelkeeper turned to him and said: “That’s a man we call The Midget. He’s not quite right in the head, but I feel sorry for him; he’s a good fellow.”

Nothing further was said about The Midget.

“A few days ago I saw something in the papers about a man who was found dead in the woods somewhere around here,” Nagel said suddenly. “What kind of a man was he—Karlsen, I think his name was. Did he come from here?”

“Yes,” said the hotelkeeper. “His mother was a leech-healer. You can see her house from here—the one with the red tiles. He had only come home for the holidays and then ended his life while he was at it. It was especially tragic since he was a talented boy, and about to be ordained. The whole thing is very strange. Since the arteries on both wrists were severed, it could hardly have been an accident, could it? And now they’ve found the knife—a small penknife with a white handle; the police found it late last night. The whole thing seems to point to some love affair.”

“That’s interesting. But is there really any question as to whether he committed suicide?”

“Everyone hopes the matter will be cleared up—I mean some people think that he may have been walking with the knife in his hand and stumbled so awkwardly that he cut both wrists at once. But that seems highly improbable. Nevertheless, he will be buried in consecrated ground. But I for one don’t believe he stumbled!”

“You say they didn’t find the knife until last night? But wasn’t it lying next to him?”

“No, it was lying several feet away. After using it he threw it into the woods; they found it quite by chance.”

“But why would he throw the knife away when he was lying there cut and bleeding? It certainly must have been clear to everyone that he had used a knife?”

“God knows what was in his mind, but, as I said, there is probably a woman mixed up in it somehow. It’s strange; the more I think about it, the more complicated it gets.”

“What makes you think that a woman is involved?”

“Several things. But I’d rather not go into it.”

“But don’t you think the fall could have been an accident? He was lying in such an awkward position—wasn’t he lying on his stomach with his face in the mud?”

“Yes, and he was covered with it. But maybe he arranged it that way on purpose to hide the final death agony. Who knows?”

“Did he leave a note of any sort?”

“He seems to have been writing something, but apparently he was in the habit of making notes while taking his walks. Some people think that he might have been using the knife to sharpen his pencil when he stumbled and fell, and jabbed a hole in one wrist and then in the other—all in the same fall. But he did leave something in writing. He was clutching a piece of paper in his hand with the words: ‘Would that thy knife were as sharp as thy final no.’”

“What rubbish. Was the knife dull?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t he sharpen it first?”

“It wasn’t his knife.”

“Whose knife was it?”

The hotelkeeper hesitated for a moment: “It was Miss Kielland’s knife.”

“Miss Kielland’s knife?” repeated Nagel, and after a slight pause: “Well, and who is Miss Kielland?”

“Dagny Kielland. She is the minister’s daughter.”

“That’s very strange—very odd. Was the young man so madly in love with her?”

“He must have been. But they’re all mad about her. He wasn’t the only one.”

Nagel seemed to drift away, lost in his thoughts.

The hotelkeeper finally broke the silence by saying: “What I just told you is confidential, so I must ask you to …”

“I understand,” Nagel replied. “You don’t have to worry.”

When Nagel went down to lunch a while later, the hotelkeeper was already in the kitchen announcing that at last he had had a real talk with the man in yellow in Room 7. “He’s an agronomist, and he’s just returned from abroad. He says he’ll be here for several months. Hard to figure him out.”
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THAT night Nagel suddenly found himself face to face with the fellow everyone called The Midget. Their meeting resulted in a tedious and endless conversation which went on for the better part of three hours.

The entire episode, from beginning to end, went like this: Johan Nagel was in the hotel café reading a newspaper when The Midget came in. There were a few people sitting around the tables, among them a stout peasant woman with a black and red knitted shawl over her shoulders. They all seemed to know The Midget. He bowed politely right and left as he entered, but his greeting elicited only shouts and derisive laughter. The peasant woman even got up and wanted to dance with him.

“Not today, not today,” he mumbled, trying to get away from the woman, and walked straight up to the hotelkeeper and with his cap in his hand said: “I’ve brought the coal up to the kitchen. Is there anything else you want me to do today?”

“No,” said the hotelkeeper. “What more could there be?”

“Nothing,” said The Midget, and meekly withdrew.

The Midget was extremely ugly. He had serene blue eyes but grotesquely protruding front teeth, and his gait was contorted due to an injury. His hair was quite gray; his beard was darker than his hair but so scraggly that his skin showed through. He had once been a sailor but was now living with a relative who had a small coal business down on the docks. When he talked to anyone, he hardly ever raised his eyes from the floor.

Someone called to him from one of the tables—a man in a gray suit who was excitedly beckoning to him and pointing to a bottle of beer.

“Come and have a glass of mother’s milk!” he said, then added: “I also want to see what you look like without your beard.”

Respectfully bowing, his cap still in his hand, The Midget approached the table. As he passed Nagel he gave him a special bow, moving his lips slightly. He stopped in front of the man in gray and whispered: “Please, sir, not so loud. There are strangers present.”

The young man, who was the magistrate’s deputy, cried out: “Good Lord, I only wanted to offer you a glass of beer, and here you come accusing me of talking too loud!”

“I didn’t mean it that way; I beg your pardon. But with strangers present I’d rather not make a fool of myself. And I can’t drink beer—not now.”

“What? You can’t drink beer?”

“No, thank you. Not now.”

“So you thank me, but not now? When will you thank me then? And you the son of a parson! You ought to be more careful how you express yourself.”

“You didn’t understand what I was trying to say, but it doesn’t matter.”

“Don’t be silly. What’s wrong with you, anyway?”

The deputy forced The Midget down on a chair; The Midget sat there for a moment but then got up again.

“Leave me alone,” he said. “I can’t stand drink. I can’t take as much as I used to; I don’t know why. I get drunk before I know it and become all confused.”

The deputy got up, fixed his eyes on The Midget, and said: “Drink!”

Pause.

The Midget looked up, pushed his hair from his forehead, but said nothing.

“Well, only a little, just to please you and have the honor of drinking your health.”

“Drink up!” roared the deputy, and had to turn away to keep from exploding into laughter.

“No, I can’t drink it all. Why should I when it doesn’t agree with me? Please don’t be offended and don’t look at me like that; I’ll do it this once if you really insist. I only hope it won’t go to my head. It’s ridiculous, but I can take so little! To your health.”

“Bottoms up!” shouted the deputy again. “All the way! That’s fine! Now we’ll sit down and make some funny faces. First you’ll gnash your teeth for a while, and then I’ll take your beard off and make you look ten years younger. But first you have to gnash your teeth!”

“No, I won’t—not in the presence of these strangers. Don’t insist, because I won’t do it,” said The Midget, and made an attempt to leave. “Besides, I don’t have time,” he added.

“No time either? That’s bad. Not even time?”

“No, not now.”

“Suppose I told you that I have been thinking of getting a new coat for you! Let’s have a look at the one you’re wearing—it’s completely worn out. It goes to pieces when you so much as touch it.” The deputy found a small hole and punched his finger through it, which broke the threads. “Just look at this …”

“Leave me alone! For God’s sake, what harm have I done you? Don’t touch my coat!”

“But, good Lord, I promise to get you another coat tomorrow, in the presence of—let’s see—two, four, seven witnesses. What’s the matter with you tonight? You flare up, and become insulting, and try to bully all of us—yes, you do! Just because I touched your coat.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. I’ll do anything to please you, but …”

“Then please me by sitting down.”

The Midget pushed his gray hair from his forehead and sat down.

“Good. Now you can please me further by gnashing your teeth.”

“No, I won’t!”

“So you won’t? We’ll see about that! Yes or no!”

“Dear God in heaven, what harm have I done you? Can’t you leave me in peace? Why should I play the fool in front of everyone? I see that stranger over there looking at us. He keeps glancing in our direction and I suppose he’s laughing too. That’s always the way it is; the very first day you came here as deputy, Dr. Stenersen cornered me and taught you to make a fool of me, and now you’re encouraging the man over there to do the same. One passes it down to the other.”

“Well, is it yes or no?”

“I said no!” cried The Midget, and jumped from his chair. But suddenly struck by the feeling that he had gone too far, he sat down again and said: “I just can’t gnash my teeth. You must believe me!”

“You can’t? Of course you can! You gnash your teeth beautifully.”

“I swear to God, I can’t!”

“But you’ve done it before.”

“Yes, but I was drunk. I don’t remember; my head was spinning. I was sick for two days afterwards.”

“That’s right,” said the deputy. “I admit that you were drunk at the time. But why do you sit there blabbering about it in the presence of all these people? That’s a stupid thing to do.”

At this point the hotelkeeper left the café. The Midget didn’t say a word; the deputy fixed his eyes on him and said: “Well, what have you decided? The coat—you remember?”

“I remember,” said The Midget. “But I can’t and I won’t drink any more, and that’s final.”

“You can and you will! Did you hear what I said? You can and you will! Even if I have to pour it down your throat …” The deputy got up with The Midget’s glass in his hand. “Now, open your mouth!”

“No, by God in heaven, I won’t drink another drop!” cried The Midget, pale and trembling. “Nothing can make me do it! You must excuse me, but it makes me sick. You have no idea what it does to me. I beg you, don’t be so cruel! I’d rather—rather grind my teeth a little without any beer!”

“Well, that’s another matter. If you want to do it without beer, it’s all right with me.”

“Yes, I’d rather do it without beer.”

To the accompaniment of roaring laughter from the spectators, The Midget began gnashing his horrible teeth together. Nagel seemed to be absorbed in his paper and was sitting quietly at his place by the window.

“Louder, louder!” shouted the deputy. “Gnash them louder; we can’t hear you.”

The Midget sat rigid in his chair, desperately holding on with both hands as if he were afraid of falling, and gnashing his teeth until his head shook. Everybody laughed, and the peasant woman laughed so hard that she had to wipe her eyes. She was almost hysterical and so carried away that she twice spat on the floor in sheer delight.

“Oh God, what a sight!” she shrieked, beside herself. “Oh, that deputy!”

“I can’t do it any louder,” said The Midget. “I really can’t, as God is my witness—it’s the truth; I can’t any more.”

“Well then, have a little rest and start all over. But you’re going to gnash your teeth! Then we’ll take off your beard. Now, have a sip of your beer—you have to. Here it is.”

The Midget shook his head but said nothing. The deputy took a twenty-five-øre coin from his change purse and put it on the table, saying: “You used to do it for ten, but I don’t mind giving you twenty-five. I’m raising your wages. Now, let’s proceed!”

“Don’t torment me any longer; I won’t do it.”

“You won’t? You refuse?”

“In God’s name, stop it! Leave me alone! I’m not going to let you make a fool of me any longer for the sake of a coat. I’m a human being, after all. What do you want from me?”

“Watch me! You see me flipping this bit of cigar ash into your glass—right? And I’m taking this piece of match here and that piece of match there and dropping them into the same glass while you watch. And now you’re going to drink that glass down to the last drop. That I promise you!”

The Midget jumped up. He was shaking all over. His gray hair had again fallen over his forehead. He looked the deputy straight in the eyes, holding his gaze for a few seconds.

“No, you’re going too far,” the peasant woman cried. “Don’t do it! God save me from the likes of you.”

“So you won’t do it? That means you refuse?” said the deputy. He too rose to his feet.

The Midget tried to say something but couldn’t get a word out. All eyes were on him.

Then suddenly Nagel got up from his table by the window, put his paper down, and walked slowly and quietly across the room, as all eyes shifted to him. He stopped in front of The Midget, put his hand on his shoulder, and said in a loud, distinct voice: “If you’ll pick up your glass and fling it at that bastard over there, I’ll give you ten crowns and offer you my protection besides. I mean that one,” he said, pointing straight at the deputy’s face.

There was dead silence. Terrified, The Midget looked from one to the other, stammering, “But … No, but … ?” He didn’t get any further but kept on repeating the words over and over in a trembling voice as if they were a question. No one else uttered a sound. Confused, the deputy took a step backwards, groping for his chair. He had turned pale and didn’t say a word either, although his mouth was wide open.

“I repeat,” said Nagel in a loud voice, emphasizing each word, “I’ll give you ten crowns if you throw your glass at that bastard’s head. Here is the money—and you needn’t be afraid of the consequences.” And Nagel produced the ten-crown note for The Midget to see.

The Midget’s reaction was odd. With his short crooked gait, he shuffled off to a corner of the café and sat down without answering. His head was bent but his eyes were darting in all directions, and several times he jerked his knees up in a gesture of terror.

The door opened and the hotelkeeper came back in. He began to busy himself at the desk and paid no attention to what was going on until the deputy suddenly jumped up and faced Nagel, flailing his arms about, almost choking with rage, whereupon the hotelkeeper looked around and exclaimed: “What on earth … ?”

No one said anything. The deputy twice lashed out wildly at Nagel but each time he was blocked by Nagel’s fists. His frustration at not being able to get at Nagel made him all the wilder, and he foolishly kept on punching the air as if trying to fight off the world. Finally he retreated sideways through the tables, stumbled over a stool, and fell on his knees. He was panting loudly and his whole body was twisted with rage. And on top of all that, his arms were bruised black and blue from the encounter with Nagel’s clenched fists, which blocked his every blow. The café was now in a state of turmoil; the peasant woman and her party made for the door, while the rest all shouted at once, trying to explain to each other what had happened. Then the deputy got to his feet, made his way toward Nagel, stopped and screamed at him, furious at not being able to find the right words: “Go to hell, you damned fop!”

Nagel looked at him and smiled, walked over to the table, picked up the deputy’s hat, and handed it to him with a bow. The deputy snatched the hat from Nagel and made a movement as if about to fling it back furiously, but then apparently changed his mind and, exploding with rage, he smacked it on his head and stormed out. It was bashed in on two sides and made him look like a clown.

The hotelkeeper forced his way through the crowd and demanded an explanation. He grabbed Nagel by the arm and cried: “What’s been going on here? What’s the meaning of this?”

“Let go of my arm,” said Nagel. “I’m not going to run away. Besides, nothing is going on here. I made some remarks to the man who just left and he sought to defend himself. That’s all there is to it; everything is settled.”

But the hotelkeeper was furious and stamped his foot: “I won’t tolerate any brawls here. If you want to fight, go out into the street, but not in here! Everyone seems to have gone berserk!”

Several of the customers interrupted him: “But we saw the whole thing!” they cried. And with the tendency of people to side with the victor of the moment, they were completely on Nagel’s side and set about to explain the altercation.

Nagel shrugged his shoulders and walked up to The Midget. Bluntly, he asked the little gray jester: “What have you to do with the deputy that he can treat you that way?”

“Nothing. I don’t even know him. I only danced for him once in the square, for ten øre. Since then he’s always making fun of me.”

“So you dance for people and take money for it?”

“Sometimes—not often—only when I need ten øre and can’t get it any other way.”

“What do you spend the money on?”

“I need it for a lot of things. In the first place, I’m stupid. I’m no good at anything and I have a hard time making ends meet. When I was a sailor and earned my living, I was much better off. But then I had an accident—I fell from the rigging and got a hernia—and since then it hasn’t been easy. I get my food and everything I need from my uncle. I live with him and am well taken care of; we have plenty of everything—my uncle has a coal business which earns him a living. But I contribute something toward my room and board, especially now during the summer months when we don’t sell much coal. Every word I’m telling you is true! There are some days when I can use ten øre. I always spend it on something to take home. But as for the deputy—it amuses him to see me dance because with my hernia I move so clumsily.”

“Does your uncle want you to dance in the square for money?”

“No, no, you musn’t think that! He keeps on saying, ‘Don’t take that clown money,’ and scolds me for letting people make a fool of me.”

“Well, that was the first thing. How about the second?”

“What do you mean?”

“The second reason?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You said that in the first place you were stupid. Well, what comes in the second place?”

“If I said that, I shouldn’t have.”

“So you’re only stupid?”

“Please, I beg you to excuse me.”

“Was your father a parson?”

“Yes, he was.”

Pause.

“Listen. If you have nothing else to do, how about coming up to my room for a while? Do you smoke? Fine! My room is upstairs. I shall be very pleased if you will pay me a visit.”

To the amazement of everyone, Nagel and The Midget went up to the second floor and spent the rest of the evening together.
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THE Midget sat down and lit a cigar.

“Don’t you drink at all?” asked Nagel.

“No, not much. I get dizzy and begin to see double in no time at all.”

“Have you ever had champagne? Yes, of course you must have.”

“Yes, many years ago at my parents’ silver wedding anniversary.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes, very much.”

Nagel rang and had some champagne brought up.

As they were smoking and sipping champagne, Nagel suddenly looked intently at The Midget and said: “This is only a question, and you’ll probably think it absurd, but would you, for a certain sum, be willing to assume the paternity of a child that wasn’t yours? It was just an idea that passed through my head.”

The Midget stared at him but said nothing.

“For a modest sum—fifty crowns, or let’s say up to two hundred?” Nagel asked. “Money is no problem.”

The Midget shook his head but was silent for a long while.

“No,” he said at last.

“You couldn’t do it? I would pay you cash.”

“No, I can’t do it; I’m sorry I can’t be of service to you.”

“Why not?”

“Please don’t ask me. I’m a human being, after all.”

“Well, maybe I was asking too much. Why should you do a service like that for anyone? But I would like to ask you something else: would you be willing—for five crowns—to go around town with a newspaper or a paper bag on your back—starting from the hotel and walking through the square and along the docks? Would you do that—for five crowns?”

The Midget lowered his head in shame and mumbled: “Five crowns.” But he didn’t answer.

“Oh well, let’s make it ten crowns—we’ll make it ten crowns. Would you do it for ten crowns?”

The Midget pushed his hair from his forehead. “I can’t understand why everyone who comes here seems to feel that they can make a fool of me,” he said.

“As you can see for yourself, I have the money right here,” Nagel repeated. “It’s up to you.”

The Midget stared at the bill, with a helpless and forlorn expression, but suddenly wetting his lips in anticipation, he mumbled: “Well, I …”

“Just a moment,” Nagel interjected quickly. “Excuse me for interrupting you,” he went on, to keep The Midget from saying anything. “What’s your real name? I don’t believe you told me.”

“My name is Grøgaard.”

“Grøgaard. Are you related to the Grøgaard who was one of the authors of the constitution?”

“Yes, I am.”

“What were we talking about? Oh yes, Grøgaard, since that is the case, you certainly don’t want to earn ten crowns that way?”

“No,” whispered The Midget, confused.

“Now listen to me,” said Nagel, speaking very slowly. “It will give me pleasure to give you the ten crowns because you didn’t agree to my proposition. And I will give you another ten crowns if you will give me the further pleasure of accepting it. Don’t get up; this trifling amount means nothing to me.” He took out the money and said: “Here you are. You will be doing me a favor by accepting it.”

The Midget just sat there, speechless. But the unexpected windfall had gone to his head and he struggled to hold back the tears. He blinked his eyes and swallowed hard.

Nagel said: “You must be about forty?”

“Forty-three—past forty-three.”

“Put the money in your pocket. You’re most welcome to it. What is the name of the deputy with whom we were talking in the café?”

“I don’t know. We just call him the deputy. He’s from the magistrate’s office.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter—but tell me …”

“Excuse me,” said The Midget, unable to control himself any longer. Overcome with emotion, he tried to say something, but stuttered like a child. “Please forgive me,” he said, and for a long time he couldn’t utter another word.

“What did you want to say?”

“Thank you. From the bottom of my heart …”

Pause.

“Forget it.”

“No, wait,” cried The Midget. “Excuse me, but we can’t forget it. You thought I didn’t want to do you the favor, that it was unwillingness on my part, and that I was just being stubborn, but as God is my witness … How can we forget it if you got the impression that my only concern was the money, and that I wouldn’t do it for five crowns? That’s all I wanted to say.”

“That’s all right. A man with your name and breeding shouldn’t let himself be talked into doing a foolish thing like that. Incidentally, you know this town well, don’t you? I’ve been thinking of settling down here for a while during the summer. What do you think about that? You’re from here, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I was born in this town. My father was a parson here, and I’ve lived here for the last thirteen years—ever since I had my accident.”

“Do you deliver coal?”

“Yes, I take coal around to the houses. It doesn’t bother me, if that’s why you’re asking. I’m used to it and it doesn’t hurt if I’m careful when I climb stairs. But last year I fell, and for a while I was in such bad shape that I had to use a cane.”

“You did? What happened?”

“It was on the steps of the bank. They were a bit icy. I started climbing them carrying a sack that was very heavy. When I had gotten about half way up, I noticed that Consul Andresen was on his way down. I wanted to turn around and go down so that he could get by. He told me not to, but it was the right thing to do and I did it without being asked. But unfortunately I slipped on the steps and landed on my right shoulder. ‘What’s the matter?’ the consul asked. ‘You haven’t hurt yourself, have you?’ ‘No,’ I said. ‘I guess I was lucky.’ But five minutes later I fainted twice in a row. I began to swell where I had been hurt before. By the way, the consul was most kind to me afterwards, although it hadn’t been his fault.”

“Was there no other injury? Wasn’t your head hurt?”

“Yes, I did hurt my head, and for a while I was spitting blood.”

“And the consul helped you the whole time you were ill?”

“Yes, and most generously. He sent me all kinds of things; he never forgot me. But the nicest thing of all happened the day I was up and around again: I went to thank him, and he already had the flag hoisted. He had given orders to fly the flag in my honor, though it was also Miss Fredrikke’s birthday.”

“Who is Miss Fredrikke?”

“She’s the consul’s daughter.”

“Oh—well, that was very nice of him. Incidentally, do you know why the flags were flying a few days ago?”

“A few days ago? About a week ago? That must have been for Miss Kielland’s engagement—Dagny Kielland. They all get engaged, married, and leave town, one after the other. I’ve got friends and acquaintances all over the country—and I would be glad to see all of them again. I’ve watched them play, go to school, get confirmed, and grow up. Dagny is only twenty-three and she is everybody’s darling. She’s pretty, too. She became engaged to Lieutenant Hansen, who gave me the cap I’m wearing. He’s also from here.”

“Is Miss Kielland blond?”

“Yes, and very beautiful. Everyone is extremely fond of her.”

“I think I must have seen her on the way to the parsonage. Does she usually carry a red parasol?”

“That’s right! And there isn’t another red parasol in town, as far as I know. She wears her hair in a long, blond braid. If you’ve seen her, you couldn’t forget. She is different from everyone else around here. But perhaps you haven’t had a chance to talk to her yet?”

“I may have.” And Nagel added pensively to himself: Could that have been Miss Kielland?

“But maybe you haven’t had a chance to have a real talk with her? That’s something to look forward to. She laughs out loud when something amuses her—she is so gay. Often she laughs at just about anything. When you talk to her, you’ll notice how attentively she listens to what you have to say, before replying. And while talking, she often blushes. She becomes very animated, and even more beautiful. But with me it’s different; she chats quite casually when we happen to meet. When I walk up to her, she stops and shakes my hand even if she’s in a hurry. If you don’t believe me, you’ll see for yourself one day.”

“But I do believe you. So Miss Kielland is a good friend of yours?”

“What I mean is that she has always been very kind to me; that’s all. Sometimes I go to the parsonage when I’m invited, but even when I’m not, I never have the feeling that I am unwelcome. Miss Dagny also lent me books when I was ill—she even brought them herself, carrying them all that way under her arm.”

“What kind of books?”

“What you mean is what kind of books would I be able to read and understand?”

“No, now you misunderstand me. Your question is shrewd and to the point, but that wasn’t what I meant. You are an interesting man! I meant, what kind of books does the young lady herself own and read? That is what I really wanted to know.”

“Once, I remember, she brought me a copy of Garborg’s Peasant Students, and two others—I think one of them was Turgenev’s Rudin. And once she read aloud to me from Garborg’s Irreconcilables.”

“Were they her own books?”

“Well, no, they belonged to her father. His name was written in them.”

“By the way, you started to tell me about the time you went to Consul Andresen to thank him …”

“Yes, I wanted to thank him for all he had done for me.”

“I understand. And the flag was already hoisted when you arrived?”

“Yes, he was flying it in my honor. He told me so himself.”

“I see. But couldn’t it have been in honor of his daughter’s birthday?”

“Yes, I suppose it was. Quite likely, as a matter of fact. It would have been a shame not to raise the flag on Miss Fredrikke’s birthday.”

“You’re right again. By the way, how old is your uncle?”

“He must be about seventy—perhaps not that old, but certainly over sixty. He is active for his age and he can still read without glasses if he has to.”

“What’s his name?”

“Grøgaard also. We’re both Grøgaards.”

“Does your uncle own the house he lives in or does he rent it?”

“He rents the room in which we live, but the coal shed belongs to him. We have no trouble paying the rent, if that’s what you’re thinking. We pay our bills in coal and sometimes I contribute a bit by doing odd jobs.”

“But your uncle doesn’t carry coal?”

“Oh no, that’s my job. He weighs it and handles the business details, and I do the delivering. I’m better at that because I’m stronger.”

“Of course. I presume you have a woman to cook for you?”

Pause.

“Please don’t be offended, but I’m ready to leave whenever you wish. Maybe you asked me here out of kindness, although I can’t see how my affairs could be of interest to you. Or perhaps you’re talking to me for some reason which escapes me—if so, I don’t mind. But you mustn’t think that someone will bother me when I leave here. I never really have trouble with unkind people. The deputy won’t be waiting outside the door to take revenge if that’s what’s worrying you—and even if he were there, I don’t think he would do me any harm.”

“It would give me pleasure if you stayed, but you don’t have to feel obliged to tell me anything just because I gave you a couple of crowns for tobacco. But of course it’s up to you.”

“I’ll stay!” cried The Midget. “God bless you! I’m glad I can please you in some way, although I’m ashamed of both myself and my clothes. I could have been a bit more presentable if I’d had time to change. This is one of my uncle’s old coats and it’s almost falling apart—just a touch would make it fall to shreds. That’s where the deputy tore it—I hope you’ll pardon my appearance … No, we don’t have a woman to cook for us. We do all our own cooking and cleaning. It’s no problem, but then we do only the essentials. When we have coffee in the morning, we drink what’s left from the evening before without re-heating it, and we do the same with our dinner. We cook when we have a chance, the rest of the time we eat left-overs. My job is the washing. It helps pass the time when I have nothing else to do.”

A bell rang and guests could be heard going down the stairs to supper.

“That’s the supper bell,” said The Midget.

“Yes,” Nagel said. But he didn’t get up, nor did he show any sign of impatience. On the contrary, he settled back in his chair and asked: “Did you know this man named Karlsen who was found dead in the woods the other day? An awful business, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, a terrible tragedy. I certainly did know him. He was a wonderful person—a noble character. Do you know what he said to me once? He sent for me early one Sunday morning—over a year ago—last May, as a matter of fact. He wanted me to deliver a letter for him. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I’ll do it, but I can’t let people see me in these shoes. If it’s all right with you, I’ll go home and borrow another pair.’ ‘No, don’t bother,’ he said. ‘That is, unless you’ll get your feet wet in those.’ He even thought of that—that I might get my feet wet in those shoes! Then he slipped a crown into my hand and gave me the letter. When I was outside, he opened the door again and came after me. His face was all aglow when I stopped to look at him, and I saw that he had tears in his eyes. Then he drew me close to him, put his arm around my waist, and said: ‘Deliver the letter, old friend. I’ll make it worth your while. When I’m ordained and have a parish, you’ll come and live with me. Well, on your way, and good luck!’ Unfortunately, he never got his parish, but had he lived, he would have kept his promise. I’m sure of that.”

“You delivered the letter?”

“Yes.”

“And was Miss Kielland happy to get it?”

“How do you know that it was for Miss Kielland?”

“How do I know? You said so yourself.”

“I did? That’s not true.”

“It isn’t true? Are you accusing me of lying?”

“I beg your pardon. Perhaps you’re right; but I shouldn’t have said it; it just slipped out. But did I really say it?”

“Why shouldn’t you? Did he forbid you to mention it?”

“No, he didn’t.”

“Did she?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t worry. The secret will be safe with me. But can you understand why he should pick this time to die?”

“No, I can’t. It was fate, I guess.”

“When will he be buried?”

“Tomorrow at noon.”

Nothing more was said on that subject, and for a while neither of them spoke. Sara stuck her head inside the door to announce that supper was being served. A moment later Nagel said: “So Miss Kielland is engaged. What is her fiancé like?”

“Lieutenant Hansen is a fine, upstanding man. She’ll be well off with him.”

“Does he have money?”

“Yes, his father is extremely wealthy.”

“Is he a businessman?”

“No, he’s a shipowner. He lives a few houses from here. It isn’t a big house, but he doesn’t need a bigger one. When the son is away, the two old people are left alone. They also have a daughter, but she is married and lives in England.”

“And how much do you think old Hansen is worth?”

“Perhaps a million. Nobody knows.”

“The wealth of this world is badly distributed. How would you like to have a little of that money, Grøgaard?”

“In the name of God, why? We must be satisfied with what we have.”

“That’s what they say. But I would like to ask you something. Carrying all that coal around can’t leave you much time for other work? Yet, didn’t I hear you asking the hotelkeeper whether he had anything else for you to do today?”

“No,” said The Midget, shaking his head.

“It was down in the café. You said you had brought the coal into the kitchen and you asked whether there was anything more for you to do today?”

“There was a reason for that. So you heard me? The reason was that I had hoped to be paid for the coal right away but I didn’t dare ask for the payment straight out. That’s all. We are in a tight spot just now and were hoping to be paid.”

“How much would you need to get out of your predicament?” Nagel asked.

“Good God, no!” cried The Midget. Don’t even mention that again. You have already been more than generous. We only needed six crowns, and now I have your twenty crowns in my pocket. God bless you! We owed the grocer money for potatoes and some other things. He sent us a bill; it weighed on our minds and we didn’t know what we were going to do. But now that the problem is solved, we can sleep with an easy conscience and face tomorrow with good cheer.”

Pause.

“Well, perhaps we’d better drink up and say good night,” said Nagel, getting up. “Your health! I hope this isn’t the last time we’ll meet. You must come back and see me! The room number is 7. Thank you for your company.”

Nagel’s words had an air of sincerity as he shook The Midget’s hand. He escorted his guest down the stairs and to the front door, and bowed deeply, doffing his corduroy cap as he had done once before.

The Midget took his leave, bowing repeatedly as he backed into the street; he kept trying to say something, but the words wouldn’t come.

When Nagel came into the dining room, he made effusive apologies to Sara for being late for supper.
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THE next morning Johan Nagel was awakened by Sara knocking on the door to bring him the papers. He glanced quickly through them, throwing them on the floor as he finished them. He burst into laughter after twice reading the bulletin on Gladstone’s health—he had been confined to his bed two days with a cold but was now on his feet again. Then he crossed his arms behind his head and began talking out loud to himself:

It’s dangerous to walk through the woods with an open penknife in your hand. How easy it would be to stumble and fall awkwardly enough for the blade to slash both wrists! Look what happened to Karlsen. But it’s also dangerous to walk around with a medicine vial in your vest pocket. You could stumble, break the glass, the splinters would penetrate your body, and the poison would enter the bloodstream. Danger lurks around every corner. We’re all aware of it. But there is one safe road—the one Gladstone is taking. I can just picture Gladstone cautiously walking down that road, how he avoids taking a false step, how Providence and he join forces in protecting him. Now he has gotten over his cold and will live until he dies a natural death from too much comfort.

Pastor Karlsen, why did you hide your face in a puddle? Was it to conceal your final agony, or did the death throes distort your face, forcing your head downwards? In broad daylight, you chose to bury your head, like a child afraid of the dark, and you lay there with a farewell note in your hand. Poor Karlsen, how I pity you!

And why did you go into the woods for this rendezvous with death? Were you fond of these woods, and did they mean more to you than a field, a road, or a lake? The little boy walked there the whole livelong day, la la la la.

Imagine the Vardal woods on the way from Gjøvik—you lie there and leave the world behind. Look straight up into heaven and you almost hear what they’re saying about you up there. “If he comes here,” says my blessed mother, “I’ll leave,” and she really makes a big issue of it. “Ha, ha, don’t worry,” I answer, “I won’t disturb you.” And I say this so loud that I attract the attention of two female angels, the Jari girl and Svava Bjørnson.

Anyway, what the devil am I doing, lying here laughing? Am I trying to show my superiority? Only children and young girls should be allowed to laugh like this. Laughter originated in our monkey days—a revolting sound coming out of the windpipe. It’s expelled from wherever it happens to be in my body when I’m tickled under the chin. What was it Hauge, the butcher, who had an uproarious laugh of his own, said to me once? He said that no one who had all his five senses …

And what a delightful child he had! The day I met her on the street, it was raining. She was on her way to the soup kitchen with a pail and was in tears because she had lost the money. Blessed Mama, could you see me from your heaven—did you realize that I didn’t have a single shilling to console the child with? Did you see me tearing my hair on the street because I didn’t have an øre to give her? At that moment the band marched by; the pretty girl who works at the parish turned and smiled at me; then she walked home, subdued, with head bowed, probably regretting the glance she had given me. Suddenly at that moment a bearded man in a soft felt hat grabbed me by the arm and saved me from being run over. God knows what would have happened if he hadn’t been there.

Quiet! One … two … three; how slowly it strikes! Four … five … six … seven … eight … is it already eight o’clock? Nine … ten. Ten o’clock? I must get up. Where was that clock? Could it have been the one in the café? Well, it makes no difference, no difference at all. But that was really an amusing scene in the café last night, wasn’t it? The Midget was shaking all over and I came at precisely the right moment He would have ended up drinking that beer—cigar ashes, matches, and all. Well, so what? What right do you have to meddle in other people’s business? Why did you come here in the first place? Was it because of some universal catastrophe—Gladstone’s cold, for instance? God help you if you told it the way it really was; that you were really on your way home but were intrigued by this town despite the fact that it looked so small and insignificant—that you almost wept with an inexplicable joy when you saw the flags flying. By the way, it was June 12 and it was in honor of Miss Kielland’s engagement that the flags were hoisted. Two days later I met her.

Why did I have to meet her just that evening when I was so confused and wasn’t really functioning? Whenever I think of it, I feel so terribly ashamed.

“Good evening, miss. I’m a stranger here. Excuse me, but I’m out for a walk and I’ve lost my way.”

The Midget was right. She blushes on being spoken to, and when she answers, she blushes even more.

“Where do you want to go?” she said, giving me a penetrating look.

I took off my cap, and standing there bareheaded, I found myself saying: “Could you tell me how far it is to town—the exact distance?”

“I can’t tell you exactly,” she said. “Not from here. But the first house you come to is the parsonage and from there it’s a mile and a half to town.” Then she turned abruptly and began to walk away.

“Thank you very much,” I said, “but if the parsonage is on the other side of the woods, do let me walk with you if that’s where you are going—or even farther, for that matter. The sun has gone down; let me carry your parasol. I promise not to bother you; I won’t even talk, if you prefer that. All I want is to walk by your side and listen to the birds singing. No, please don’t go! Why are you running away?”

When she went on running and wouldn’t listen to me, I ran after her, to apologize: “Forgive me, I couldn’t help it, I was carried away by your beautiful face!”

She now began to run in such panic that she was out of sight in no time. As she ran, she held her heavy blond braid in her hand. It was something to see.

That is exactly what happened. I wasn’t going to molest her—I had no bad intentions. I’m sure she’s in love with her lieutenant; I never would have dreamed of forcing myself on her. But that’s all right. Maybe the lieutenant will challenge me. He’ll join forces with the magistrate’s deputy and they’ll both come after me.

Incidentally, I’d be curious to know if that deputy intends to give The Midget a new coat. We’re willing to wait a day, even two, but if he hasn’t come across with it by that time, we’ll remind him. Period. Nagel.

There is a poor woman here who looks at me in great embarrassment, as though she wanted to ask for something but couldn’t bring herself to it. I’m fascinated by her eyes—though her hair is white. I’ve gone out of my way four times to avoid meeting her. She isn’t old, but prematurely gray. Her eyelashes are still black—jet black—and give a smoldering look to her eyes. She almost always carries a basket concealed under her apron, which is probably what she is ashamed of. When she has passed me, I turn and watch her go down to the market. She takes a few eggs out of her basket, and she sells these two or three eggs to anyone willing to buy them, whereupon she goes back home with the basket under her apron, as before. She lives in a tiny house down at the dock; it’s a one-story house and unpainted. Once I caught a glimpse of her at the window. There were no curtains, but there were white flowers on the windowsill. She stood far back in the room staring at me as I walked by. What kind of a woman she is, God only knows, but her hands are quite small. I could give you alms, my white beauty, but I would rather give you help.

I know why I’m obsessed by your eyes; I knew it instantly. Strange how a love affair from one’s youth can linger on and make itself keenly felt at the oddest times. But you don’t have her beloved face, and you are much older than she. She ended up marrying a telegraph operator and moving to Kabelvåg! Well, everyone to his own taste. I couldn’t expect her to love me, and she didn’t. There was nothing to be done about that. The clock is striking eleven … But if you only knew how constantly you’ve been in my thoughts these ten, twelve years. I’ve never gotten you out of my mind—but that’s my fault. You can’t help that. After a year, people usually forget; my feelings are still the same after ten years.

I’ll help the egg woman, yes, I’ll give her both alms and help for the sake of her eyes. I’ve got lots of money—62,000 crowns from an estate—in cash! And lying there on the table are those important telegrams. What a clever move that was! I’m a capitalist as well as an agronomist and I don’t sell at the first offer; I sleep on it and think it over, yes, I think it over, and carefully. But my stratagem didn’t arouse any attention, although I made it as bold and blatant as I possibly could. Man is certainly an ass. You can lead him by the nose wherever you want him to go.

Over there, for instance, sticking out of my vest pocket is the neck of a vial. It contains “medicine”—prussic acid. I carry it because I’m curious by nature, but I don’t have the courage to take it. But why do I carry it around, and why did I get it in the first place? Hypocrisy again, nothing but a sham; the decadence, phoniness, self-adulation, and snobbery of our times! To hell with all of it! She’s as white and delicate as china: she’s my morbid Melesina …

Or let’s take an innocuous object such as my lifesaver’s medal. I earned it honestly, as they say. One plays around with all kinds of things like saving people’s lives. But whether I really deserve any credit for that, God only knows. Judge for yourselves, ladies and gentlemen. A young man is standing at the ship’s railing. He is sobbing so violently that his shoulders shake. When I speak to him, he gives me a frantic look and suddenly darts down to the lounge. I follow, but he has already disappeared into his cabin. I scan the passenger list, find his name, and note that his destination is Hamburg. It’s our first night out. From that moment I keep my eye on him. I come upon him in unexpected places and confront him. Why? Ladies and gentlemen, judge for yourselves! I see him cry; something is tormenting him and he stares into the sea with a crazed and frenzied expression. What concern is that of mine? None whatsoever, of course, and, therefore, do judge for yourselves—don’t hold back! A couple of days go by; we have a head wind and the sea is stormy. At two o’clock in the morning he comes aft. I’m already hiding out there, waiting for him; the light of the moon gives his face a yellow tinge. He looks in all directions, flings his arms up in the air, and jumps overboard, feet first. A scream escapes from his lungs. Did he regret his impulse? Did he panic at the last moment? Is that why he cried out? Ladies and gentlemen, what would you have done in my place? I leave it entirely in your hands. Perhaps you would have respected the genuine though wavering courage of the poor unfortunate soul and remained in your hiding place. But I shout to the captain on the bridge and, without thinking, leap overboard, head first. I splash around madly, striking out in all directions, churning the water around me. On board, voices are roaring commands. Suddenly I hit against one of his arms, outspread, fingers rigid. His legs are moving slightly, thank God! I grab him by the neck; he gets heavier and heavier; he goes limp and doesn’t move his legs any more. Then he tries to wrest free. I struggle with him; the heavy sea knocks our foreheads together, and I feel myself beginning to lose consciousness. What next? I gnash my teeth, curse to high heaven, and keep a firm grip on the fellow’s neck until the boat finally arrives. What would you have done? Saving him was like fighting a bear.

But was there any merit in it? Well, I’ve left that up to you, ladies and gentlemen! Judge me without emotion. What difference could it make to me? But let us suppose that the man found it utterly impossible to go ashore in Hamburg for some reason? Perhaps he was supposed to meet someone he just couldn’t face? Yet the medal is in recognition of an act of valor; I carry it in my pocket, and I don’t cast it before swine. This, too, is for you to judge. Judge all you want to—what the hell do I care? It’s of so little concern to me that I don’t even remember the poor fellow’s name, though no doubt he is still alive. Why did he do it? Perhaps in despair over a hopeless love affair—maybe there really was a woman involved; I have no idea. But it’s all the same to me. Period.

Ah, women, these women! Take Kamma, for instance, my little Danish Kamma. God bless you! Gentle as a dove, full of tenderness and devotion, but still quite capable of luring the last shilling out of you, cleaning you out, just by putting her head coquettishly to one side and whispering: “Simonsen, darling Simonsen!” Well, God bless you, Kamma, you were so devoted; now, as far as I’m concerned, you can go to blazes; we’re even.

It’s time I got up.

No, one has to steer clear of that type. A great writer says: “My son, when a woman offers you her favors, beware,”—or whatever it is a great writer says. Karlsen was a weakling, an idealist who died because of his violent emotions; that is to say, because of his shattered nerves, which in turn is to say because of improper diet and lack of outdoor exercise. “Would that thy knife were as sharp as thy final no!” He spoiled his posthumous fame by quoting a poet! Let’s suppose that I had met Karlsen in time—the last day, or even half an hour before the tragedy—and he had told me that he would quote someone in his dying moments; I would probably have said: Look at me, I’m a sane and sensible man, and I ask you for the sake of mankind not to ruin your last hour by quoting a so-called great poet. Do you know what constitutes a great poet? He is a person without shame, incapable of blushing. Ordinary fools have moments when they go off by themselves and blush with shame; not so the great poet. Look at me again. If you really have to quote someone, quote a geographer; that way you won’t give yourself away. Victor Hugo—do you like a good laugh? One day Baron Lesdain was talking to Victor Hugo. During the course of the conversation, the crafty baron asked: “Who, in your opinion, is the greatest French poet?” Victor Hugo smiled, bit his lip, and after a moment’s reflection said: “Alfred de Musset is the second greatest.” But maybe you don’t get the joke? Do you know what Victor Hugo did in 1870? He wrote a proclamation addressed to the people of this planet in which he strictly forbade the German troops to besiege and bombard Paris. “I have grandsons and other members of my family here, and I don’t want them to be hit by shells,” he said.

I still don’t have my shoes. What has Sara done with my shoes? It’s nearly eleven and she still hasn’t brought them.

So let’s quote a geographer … By the way, that Sara has a beautiful figure. The way her hips sway when she walks—like the hindquarters of a well-fed mare! She is a marvelous creature—I wonder if she has ever been married? Anyway, she doesn’t seem to mind being poked in the ribs; she’s probably game for anything. I’ve observed one marriage in my life, and at close range. Ladies and gentlemen, it was on a Sunday evening at a railroad station in Sweden—Kungsbacka station. Let me stress that it was a Sunday evening. Her hands were large and white; he was wearing a brand-new cadet’s uniform and looked as if he didn’t even shave yet. They were on the way from Gothenburg—she was very young, too—they were both children. I sat there peering at them from behind my newspaper. My presence made them uncomfortable and they kept looking at each other. The girl’s eyes sparkled; she couldn’t sit still. Then there was the whistle announcing Kungsbacka; he took her hand; they exchanged a look, and when the train stopped, they quickly got off. She dashed off to the ladies’ room with him at her heels. My God! He made a mistake and went in the same door! They quickly shut the door behind them. At that moment the church bells in town started to ring—it was Sunday. They stayed in there throughout the chiming of the bells. Three, four, five minutes pass. What’s become of them? They’re still in there and the church bells keep ringing. Are they going to miss the train? Finally he opens the door and looks around cautiously. He is bareheaded; she is standing right behind him and puts his cap on; he turns and smiles at her. He runs down the steps, she follows him, still fumbling with her dress. They get on the train and resume their places without anyone paying the slightest attention to them; that is, no one except me. The girl’s eyes were radiant as she looked at me, and her small breasts were heaving up and down, up and down. A few minutes later they were both asleep, dead asleep, blissfully asleep.

Well, how do you feel about that? Ladies and gentlemen, this is the end of my story. I pass over the respectable lady over there, the one with the lorgnette and the mannish collar—I mean the bluestocking. I am addressing myself to the two or three among you who don’t go through life with clenched teeth while performing their acts of social welfare. I’m sorry if I’ve offended anyone. My special apologies go to the bluestocking lady with the lorgnette. She’s getting up! Either she is leaving or she is about to quote somebody. And if she is about to quote someone it will be in order to challenge me, and she’ll say something like this: “This man has the crudest masculine ideas about life I’ve ever heard. Is that life? Maybe he is unaware of what one of the world’s greatest minds has said on the subject. ‘Life is a war with the trolls in the vaults of the heart and brain,’ he says.”

Yes, life is a war with the trolls in the vaults of the heart and brain; that is certainly true. Ladies and gentlemen, one day Per Skysskaffer was chauffeuring a great writer. As they were driving, the simple-minded Per Skysskaffer said: “Please, could you explain to me what a poet really is?”

Tight-lipped and puffing up his frail chest, the great writer made the following pronouncement: “By writing poetry, the poet brings down the Day of Judgment on himself.” At this, the Norseman Per Skysskaffer was visibly shaken.

Eleven o’clock. Where the devil are my shoes? Well, speaking about being against everything and everybody …

A tall, pale lady, dressed in black and with a bright red smile, grabs my arm in a friendly way and tries to stop me. “If you can say something as challenging as the writer,” she says, “you are entitled to speak your piece.”

“I who have never even known a poet or an author, and never even talked to one! I’m an agronomist; I’ve lived with guano and bran mash since childhood. I can’t even make up a rhyme about an umbrella, let alone death and life and eternal peace.”

“Well then, what about any other great man?” she says. “You go around bolstering your ego by denigrating all great men. But great men remain so and will endure—time will prove their worth.”

“Madame,” I say, bowing respectfully, “you can’t imagine how ignorant and shallow your remarks sound to me. Forgive me for being so outspoken, but if you were a man instead of a woman, I would be willing to bet that you were a liberal. I don’t castigate all men who have become famous, but the publicity that surrounds him fails to impress me. I judge him by my own standards, within the framework of my limited mind and intellect. In other words, I judge him by the taste his work leaves in my mouth. This is not being superior; it’s merely being subjective; it is the logic in my blood expressing itself. The important thing at this moment is unobtrusively to get Kingo’s hymnal replaced by Landstad’s in Høivåg parish in Lillesand. It isn’t a question of stirring up a lot of lawyers, newspapermen, or Galilean fishermen, or of publishing a book about Napoleon le petit The point is to bring pressure to bear upon those in control, the chosen few, the elite, the masters, Caiaphas, Pilate, Caesar. What do I accomplish by stirring up the mob if I must still be crucified? You can collect large crowds and incite them to grasp at power with their nails. You can put a butcher’s knife in their hands and incite them to stab and slash, and you can whip them into winning an election. But to achieve a true victory, a moral victory, progress for their fellow man, is something the mob can’t manage. Men of letters make good conversation, but the tycoons of intellect, the supermen, the spiritual leaders on horseback, have to stop and search their minds when the name of a ‘truly’ great man is mentioned. So the ‘truly’ great man is left behind with the crowd, the rabble; in other words, the majority—the lawyer, the teacher, the newspaperman, and the Emperor of Brazil, all of whom make up his flock of admirers.”

“Ah,” says the lady in a voice sharp with irony. The chairman raps his gavel and asks for silence, but the lady persists: “Well then, since you claim you don’t excoriate all great men, perhaps you can mention some, or at least one, who may meet with your approval. That would be most interesting.”

“I’ll be glad to. But unfortunately you have taken my remarks too literally. If I were to mention one, two, or ten, you would assume that this was the end of my list. Why should I? If, for instance, I asked you to choose between Leo Tolstoy, Jesus Christ, and Immanuel Kant, you would have a hard time deciding. You would make a general statement to the effect that they were all great men in their way, and the liberal and progressive press would agree with you …”

“But, in your opinion, who is the greatest?” she asks.

“In my opinion, madame, those who make the most money are not the greatest, although they always make the loudest noise. My blood speaks out and tells me that the greatest of them all is he who has brought us the basic values, and that is, after all, the greatest gift to the human race. The man of influence, the wielder of supreme power, the mighty one who turns the switch that revolutionizes the world …”

“But, of the three you mentioned, it must be Christ who …”

“Yes, of course it’s Christ,” I say quickly. “You are right, madame, and I’m glad we agree, at least on this point. I have no respect for merchants and preachers; as far as I’m concerned, their only talent is coming up with the right word at the right time. What is a professional preacher, really? He is a kind of middleman who for the wrong reasons tries to make people buy his goods. The more he sells, the more his stock rises. The louder he hawks his wares, the larger his business grows. But what is the point of preaching Faust’s philosophy of life to my good neighbor, Ola Nordistuen? How could that possibly influence thinking in the next century?”

“But what will become of Ola Nordistuen if nobody …”

“Ola Nordistuen can go to hell,” I say brusquely. “He has no other mission in this world except to walk around waiting for death until he’s blue in the face—and the sooner he’s out of the way, the better. Ola Nordistuen has been put on this earth to fertilize the soil; it’s Ola Nordistuen that Napoleon tramples under his horse’s hoofs; that just about sums up Ola Nordistuen. Ola Nordistuen isn’t even the beginning of something, and therefore he can’t be the result of anything. He isn’t even a comma in the Great Book, but only a blot on the paper. And there we have Ola Nordistuen.”

“For heaven’s sake, be quiet,” says the lady, looking in alarm at the chairman to see if he is about to throw me out.

“All right, I won’t say any more.” But focusing my eyes on her lovely mouth, I say: “I’m sorry I talked on at such length. But thank you for your kind attention. Your mouth is beautiful when you smile. Goodby.”

She turns crimson and invites me home—she actually invites me to her house! She gives me her address and says she would like to pursue this conversation a bit further. She doesn’t agree with me on a lot of points. Tomorrow evening she will be alone if I would like to come. Tomorrow evening? Fine. Goodby until then.

And all she wanted to show me was a new rug from Hallingdal, woven in folk-art style!

Deia, and the sun is shining on heia …



He jumped out of bed, pulled up the shades, and looked out. It was a calm day without wind and the square was bathed in sunlight. He rang, intending to use Sara’s neglect of his shoes to get on more familiar terms with her. Let’s see what she’s made of, this Trondhjem girl with the alluring eyes. Her sexy look is probably only a come-on.

Without preliminaries, he put his arm around her waist.

“Leave me alone,” she said angrily, and pushed him away.

“Why didn’t you bring me my shoes sooner?” he said, feigning a cold tone.

“I’m sorry about the shoes,” she said. “But it’s washday and we’re very busy.”

He stayed in his room until twelve and then went to the cemetery for Karlsen’s funeral. As usual, he wore his bright yellow suit.




End of sample
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