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            Chapter I
   

         

         H
      IS name was Andreas, and he was a fat, pink little boy with fair hair and well-patched breeches. His mother was a hunchback and unmarried; her brother was an old bachelor who chewed tobacco and expectorated profusely. The three of them lived together far away in the middle of the forest by a winding road that creeps uphill, crossing from one valley to the next.

         “Poor kiddy! how lonely he must be,” people said, for Andreas had no playmates, and nobody suspected the amount of fun he found for himself. When the grown-ups were having their afternoon nap a handful of pebbles thrown among the chickens was sufficient to set things going. His mother would run out, her eyes still heavy with sleep. “A hawk,” yelled the boy. “You don’t say so! Did you see it?” “I should think I did! He was as big as that,” and Andreas stretched out both stubby arms. Then his mother would bless both herself and him, and praise him up to the sky, the hens stretching their necks as if they wanted to tell quite another story. Afterwards the boy would go where he could not be seen, lie down flat on his stomach, and laugh.

         Learning to read a book was fun, but reading people’s faces was even better. When his mother lay on her bed writhing with colic, her face was exactly like a wooden shoe, and Andreas had to hide his face in some corner. “You poor mite, don’t cry,” said his mother; “I’ll be better in a little while.” But when her misshapen figure came from the cow-shed carrying the pails full of milk, and she happened to stumble and fall, spilling it all in the dust, then things were too much for him, and he tumbled in a heap shrieking with laughter. “You fool!” said his mother, threatening him with an angry fist.

         What was Andreas to do when the laughter came? It sprang upon him from behind, and sent no warning beforehand. One winter’s day he went with his uncle to fetch wood from the forest. They let the loaded sledge slide down a steep hill, and they hung on to it, one on each side, in order to brake it as best they could. Then one of the old man’s snow-shoes caught in a juniper bush. He dare not let go of the sledge, and between the hard pull of one and the firm hold of the other he was stretched till you could fairly see him getting thin in the middle. Andreas could not help himself. He fell in a heap, shrieking with laughter. His uncle turned an angry face towards him and swore. “You just wait till I can get out of this,” he threatened. But Andreas ran away, and when the old man reached home at last, the boy was in bed, ill. “Tread softly, Iver,” warned the mother.

         In the light summer nights Andreas often tiptoed upstairs to have a look at the grownups sleeping in their beds. Surely it could be no sin to tickle uncle under his nose with a straw until he tried to chase the flies away, or to pinch mother until she scratched herself as if bitten by a flea. If only he could keep back the laughter which would take hold of him when nobody expected it, even when it was all wrong to laugh! But it was surely no fault of his that the grown-up people made such funny faces when he said grace at meals. His mother’s nose grew as long as long with sheer earnestness and Uncle Iver could not keep his lips still. Ha! ha!— it was awful to laugh when praying, and he was duly and properly cuffed for his crime, but they might have lifted an axe against him for all he could do to stop himself.

         His home was called Berget (The Rock) and lay on the shoulder of a hill. Andreas studied the two grey buildings, a tiny cottage and a cow-shed. He made them out to be husband and wife who had grown ugly and warped through sitting out in the open in all sorts of weather. In the alder thicket and down below by the brook all their children could be seen. They were the big grey boulders; who never got any farther and never grew to be anything because their parents had no money with which to help them.

         One day he was at the window upstairs while the others were outside staring after a townsman who was driving by. It is not given to everybody to control impulses. Suddenly the idea struck Andreas that they two might just as well stare in another direction, so he unhooked the window and let it fall. Panes twinkled and glass tinkled. The two down below turned in a flash and stared as if the boy in himself were a house on fire. And then things happened. Andreas, hearing his uncle’s step on the stairs, swung out on the bare wall and caught hold under the eaves. “Where is he?” the old man bawled within. “God bless us,” screamed the mother, “if the brat isn’t sitting on the roof.” In a little while both were in the yard yelling threats at him. “If you don’t come down this minute you’ll get a hiding.” His uncle brought a ladder. “I’ll jump down,” the boy yelled, stretching one foot over the gutter. His mother nearly fainted. “Andreas, Andreas,” she moaned, catching hold of her brother on the ladder and hauling him down. “Be quiet, Iver; don’t frighten him.” And she began coaxing her boy, who did not, however, deign to come down till she promised him clotted cream and sugar.

         He was sincerely sorry to hear the two grown-ups quarrel on his account, but every once in a while the fancy took him, and murder was out.

         With his blue cap pushed well back from his forehead he went to church with them one fine Sunday. From the crest of the last hill he could see the wide, wide world, where other people lived. It spread out down there on the plain with patches of dark forest between painted houses and bright green fields. Then there was the fjord with ships upon it, and finally the church with ringing bells that dominated all and everything. They met a crowd of people, and Andreas was struck by the fact that not every woman wears a hump on her back. He suddenly saw that his mother looked like a tiny church and the hump was the chancel. Supposing there was a wee parson chanting in there too? Once inside God’s house he had to sit quite still, though no one could see his fancies. What would happen if somebody rose up in the middle of the sermon and said, “Hallo, Ola Nybakken, will you have a drink?” or if someone stole up the steps behind the parson and pricked him with an awl? “Mind you don’t misbehave and giggle in church,” his mother hissed in his ear.

         On three days every other week he trotted down to the nearest school armed with a well-filled bag of provisions. The winter morning was dark, the forest road long, and sometimes he heard the foxes howling. Not till he was so far down the hill-side as at Rynningen’s did he find company. Jonetta Rynningen was his own age. She borrowed her mother’s new skirt to go to school in, and as a consequence she often stumbled.

         It was fine fun when you got to school, however, especially when there were maps to look at, or Bible stories to listen to. Norway looked just like a tabby cat waiting for fish; Sweden became a sack of flour; Great Britain was his own mother with Ireland on her back. And Scripture lessons offered such a variety of parts to be acted when he was alone in field and forest. He went up in the air like Elijah, bade the storm be still, drove Satan out of the swine, and preached the Sermon on the Mount to such trees and shrubs as were willing to listen.

         The two little figures like balls of grey wool would roll uphill, home again in the pale winter twilight, as often as not dragging a toboggan after them. Andreas dreaded the moment when Jonetta would say goodnight and leave him to face the long uphill road alone. When she was in a good temper, however, she would see him off part of the way. They had so much to discuss, those two, especially all their plans for the time when they would be grown up.

         “America is the best place after all,” Jonetta remarked one day in her best grownup manner.

         But Andreas pulled his cap over his frostbitten ears and hinted that his dream was Persia, where men rode on white horses and saluted with curved sabres.

         “My goodness! That is where you are killed before you know where you are!” cried the little girl.

         “Oh no, not when you know how to handle a pistol,” he observed.

         The next day she earnestly advised him to think twice before going so far away. She for one had given up America lately.

         “Good-bye!” she said at the Rynningen gate and trudged in through the snow.

         “Good-bye!” he said, and went on alone up the long dreary hills.

         Then followed a whole week, with no school, and the little farmstead in the heart of the forest was lonelier than ever. The tinkling of a bell on a passing horse seemed something wonderful. What was one to do? Cutting wood and carrying it into the kitchen were things one knew by heart and could do blindfolded. But while roaming about on skis he thought of many queer things. Behind the mountains the north wind rose from the sea, driving a grey pall of clouds over the sky, and once in a while a yellow face with a mad grin came riding on a woollen fish. Heigh-ho for a ride! Far away down below there was the valley where people gather together. It seemed an eternity since he had met any of them. He tried to talk to a boulder, helping it with the answer. He tried to conjure up people and make them live around him. “Are you quite mad, Ola Nybakken, having a drink in church?”

         Afterwards he would sneeze like Begging Biddy, cough like the sallow-cheeked student, and finally limp home like Olsen, the old cobbler. “What has happened?” his mother cried in alarm. “Oh, oh! I have hurt my foot.” Then uttering loud cries of pity, she bathed his foot with camphorated oil and allowed him treacle with his porridge.

         A wonderful thing happened one day, when some parcel wrappings were found to be a newspaper. Andreas read and read again. There had been a fire at one place and a boy was suspected. A murder had been committed in another place, and the murderer was still at liberty. “Mother, what does defrauding mean?” She had to explain, and the explanation gave food for much thought.

         All those things were evil, and he for one would never dream of committing such crimes. Only it was amusing to imagine the face Uncle Iver would pull if he, Andreas, pointed a knife at his throat, or the look of his mother if the cow-stable were on fire, with the chickens clucking and screeching to be helped out of the flames.

         The next time when they were snowballing at school during the recess, he managed to put a stone inside his ball. The boy who was hit did not know who threw it, but his nose bled and he howled. The teacher came out to investigate, and Andreas most zealously explained his own position when the mishap took place. The culprit was not discovered and Andreas hummed a hymn to himself on his way home.

         " I must have a newspaper,” he thought, and there was no peace for his mother until they subscribed to one.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         N
      O one would have thought that he was barely fifteen, that broad-shouldered muscular lad walking beside a hunchback woman down the hills towards the valley. His blue cap did not conceal his magnificent crop of brown hair, his complexion was a clear pink and white, his eyes had a twinkle in them as if he saw something amusing far away. A handsome lad indeed, and goodness knows where the misshapen heap of skin and bones beside him could have found energy enough to bear him.

         Andreas understood perfectly well that people giggled about them behind their backs, and it was an evil thing to do. He was fond of his mother. Only when she walked too near the ditch he unfortunately pushed her in. Before God he had no intention of hurting her, but it was great fun pulling her out again.

         Who else could have comforted him in those days when bad people tried to make his life a burden? They came up through the forests and complained of petty thefts, making him out to be the thief. A young girl was attacked in the dark one evening and had her clothes torn off, and the easiest explanation was to accuse Andreas of the dark deed —him, Andreas, who worked hard for his mother and uncle and studied the newspaper as his sole recreation.

         “You have a fine voice, my lad,” his teacher remarked one day on their way from church.

         Andreas protested, laughing.

         “Yes, even Parson has noticed it, and he says that if only you had money to pay for lessons you might gain fame and riches.”

         True enough, whenever his mind was full Andreas felt like singing loudly and clearly, but his mother said it was rude to sing above the rest of the congregation.

         At last the time came for him to join the fishermen going to Lofoten (a group of islands in the far north of Norway). His mother sold a heifer, and the money procured sea-boots that reached right up to his hips, jerseys, blouses, oilskins, and huge woollen gloves with two thumbs and no fingers.
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         Didn’t he feel a full-grown man! When he tramped off in a fisherman’s full rig-out, carrying his chest of provisions on his back, his mother gazed after him, smiling between her tears.

         The next day she climbed up where she could see the fleet sailing out of the fjord to disappear in the fog out at sea. “I shall never see him again,” she sobbed and went slowly home.

         A week afterwards Andreas was back. The old people stared, unable to believe their eyes. He had run away from the others on their way north, sold his sea outfit, and was now the proud possessor of a watch and a splendid walking-stick. “Good-morning, mother!”

         The old people still stared in silence. At last Iver stammered, “No! Is that you, Andreas?”

         Andreas explained. The idea had taken hold of him that if he went fishing this winter he would have to go fishing all his life, with no prospect of becoming either shoemaker or parson. Surely then it was better to return home to work for a while, and think things out? His mother sighed. Uncle Iver was angry and uttered not a syllable, it was no concern of his. Andreas knew that now people would have something to talk about, and when he went to church everyone would stare at him.

         “Look, there goes the Lofoten man—he! he!” Well, let them scoff. He had a great mind to become a teetotal missioner, because then one was allowed to have breakfast in bed wherever one visited. Or perhaps he would decide to be a tailor, so as to keep his hands soft and be indoors in bad weather. What he really wanted was to be many persons in many places all at once. This could only be encompassed in one way—by reading newspapers and stories. Oh those quiet evenings spent with a book, his mothers’ spinning wheel humming, and the fire in the stove crackling and murmuring! He tried as it were to people the room with all the characters he had met in books so that he himself could have a share in the events recorded. He went with St. Paul on his missionary journeys all over Asia Minor, and made a trip to Egypt in the company of Julius Cæsar, and when his mother one day bemoaned his laziness, declaring he would soon be the laughing-stock of all the valley, he answered that such an adversity would be as nothing compared with the battle of Waterloo.

         “What?” She stopped her spinning-wheel, staring blankly. What was he talking of? “The battle of Wat—Wat….”

         “It was a very big mission meeting,” Andreas explained, turning over a new leaf in his book.

         In the spring he happened to attend a funeral, and while the whole family and a number of relatives were weeping round the open grave, and the deacon was reading aloud out of the prayer-book, somebody rapped out a fearful oath.

         A pause ensued. The deacon lost his spectacles, and on every face there was a look as if the dead man might be expected to rise up at any moment. It could not have been Andreas who swore, for he was the only one who kept on weeping. Neither could it have been anybody else. They all looked at him. And then he chose the worst possible course. He slipped his prayer-book into his pocket and crept away.

         There was an icy feeling all down his spine. He felt as if the whole parish pursued him with stones. He took to his bed, begging leave of his mother that he might never get up again.

         He could not explain why he had done that awful thing. He had been suddenly seized with a desire to present all the mournful faces with a new expression, no matter how.

         Was it not bad luck that such a thing should happen to him just now, when he had decided to become a first-class joiner, and when he longed for the esteem of everybody for the sake of a girl? The thought of her drove him out of bed to write her a letter of explanation.

         “Dear Jonetta, you are the only one before whom I wish to clear myself. Evil people blacken me from behind and in front, but Satan has many ways, and punishment is waiting for sinners.” And he went on thus, page after page, about his own guilelessness, the malice of other people, and his desire to meet her alone some day. He signed the letter “Yours truly, Andreas Pedersen Berget, leading chorister.”

         A few days afterwards he was cutting wood in the dazzling sunshine when a tiny barefooted imp of a boy came up and danced around him, almost bursting with something he wanted to say. “What do you want, you rascal?” “Oh-he-he-haw!” The boy held his sides with laughter, but finally he gasped out that Jonetta had shown a letter to half the people in the valley and it was now circulating among the other half. "Good bye!” The boy had delivered his message and ran away like lightning. Andreas stared after him.

         For a few days he could eat nothing. For a few nights he lay tossing in bed, waiting for the sleep that would not come. Then he was filled with a resolve to do the very worst, and he had Jonetta summoned before the local Conciliation Board for libel.

         On the next Sunday a group of young people at the lych-gate put their heads together as he drew near. They laughed and slapped their thighs. At last one of them caught sight of him, and pointed: “There he is.”

         All faces were turned towards him. They tried to keep decently serious until he had passed, but then a rain of laughter and jeers followed him. “Hello, champion of the girls! Hello, Mr. A. Pedersen Lawyer. Come this way, Fudge Berget. Here are more girls to be attended to, Mr. Solicitor.” But Andreas pulled his cap over one eye and entered God’s house, and was soon singing louder than anyone else in the whole church.

         He had run the gauntlet, and after all it was not so bad. He was an important person, stared at by everybody. He had invented such a brand-new way of treating girls that half the parish could do nothing but gape at it.

         From that day a new life began for Andreas. People were something apart from him, and he was something else apart from them. He had to stay away from the young people’s gatherings. Wherever he appeared he saw pointing forefingers: “There he goes.” From above the whole valley took the likeness of one big face grinning sourly at him as he stood at the shoulder of the high hill. However bad might be the result, he had to tickle that big sour face once in a while, until it would turn towards him gaping and staring.

         The little grey house in the forest was as lonely as ever. The week was long, and mad ideas had time to soak into his brain. A new parson came to the parish and he passed that way every Sunday. People lamented his greed. Weddings cost twice as much as they used to cost, and he demanded payment for going across to the chapel-of-ease to instruct the children for their Confirmation. “If I were St. Paul now’ Andreas thought, “I should know how to convert him and teach him generosity.”

         One Sunday morning he sat by the roadside, waiting for the parson. At last the dun horse appeared, lazily pulling the carriole. The parson’s head was bent, his fair, bearded face was shadowed by the brim of his hat.

         Andreas rose and touched his cap, startling the horse so that it began to shy. The parson was busy with the reins, and when Andreas caught at the bridle, the startled man lifted his whip as if to strike him. “What do you want, my man?” he inquired.

         Heaven knows where the idea sprang from. Andreas’s sole desire was suddenly to soften the angry face, to see it smile—and even to make it look pious. He began to talk of his poor mother who was in bed hungry. He himself seemed to be transformed and looked needy, poverty-stricken. The fishing was bad, he said, and no one would lend them any more. His uncle was a cripple and their only cow had just died. Twenty kroner would buy a barrel of salt herring, a sack of barley flour, and medicine for his mother. He would pay the money back as soon as God might be pleased to send better times.

         The parson listened. He blew his big red nose once or twice, eyeing the tiny grey box of a house beyond the potato patch. “Is that where you live?”—“Yes, that is my home, God save the mark.”—“H’m!”— Andreas thought, “If, he takes it into his head to drive up to the door and see the old people there will be the devil to pay.” The parson, however, pulled out a brown leather wallet which was not by any means as fat as Andreas expected to it be.

         “There you are. Give my kind regards to the old people. Let us hope things will take a turn for the better. Good-bye!” The carriole rattled away. Andreas, two ten-crown notes in his hand, stared after it. Never in his life had he seen such a foolish-looking back as the one in the carriole.

         He wanted to look on his Sunday as a red-letter day. He had experienced an excitement, warming his heart like wine, only in a more subtle manner. The only disturbing thought was the meagreness of the parson’s purse. The two notes made Andreas ashamed of himself. On Monday he sent the money back, as a present from the parish. After that he could enjoy the thought that he had it in him to transform even the parson’s face. He would like to try again some day. In the meantime he sauntered about, his hands in his pockets, humming a hymn.

         Jonetta did not appear before the Gonciliation Board, and when Andreas asked for the case to be brought before the local court, the lensmand started to say exceedingly rude things. Andreas returned home defeated and bad days followed His mother’s eyes were permanently red, his uncle never said a single word to him, food began to be distasteful. He spent hours staring down into the valley. He felt himself an outlaw, not daring to go down and mix with his fellow-men, The Lofoten fishing fleet returned. Columns of smoke rose from the beach where cod-liver was being boiled for oil in huge pans. The smell reached him eveii up there on the hill. People moving in the valley looked like ants crawling on a half-dead anthill. Supposing he were to drive a stick into that ant-hill, stirring it into life!

         One day he did so. He sent a complaint to the magistrate alleging that the midwife’s youngest daughter was very suspiciously like the lensmand, although somebody else was registered as the child’s father. He read the document aloud to several persons before sending it off.

         It was foolhardiness, as wild as that of his book-heroes when they stormed fortresses. Well, he was not afraid, anyhow. He enjoyed his thoughts now of an evening. With his eyes closed he could picture the valley. Something was creeping from house to house. It was the rumour. Tiny figures were racing along a short cut. They were running to talk about him. Old people, whose feet were swollen with rheumatism, put on their boots to go out because of the rumour.

         “Thank God!” sighed his mother, when she heard him humming a hymn.

         Very soon Andreas was summoned for libel, and he ran all over the parish to find witnesses. The lawsuit became a scandal that stirred up the whole parish. People hardly knew whether to weep or laugh, but anyhow they did not scoff at Andreas any more, they simply stared. He felt the difference and was uplifted thereby. About that time he was reading about a great man named Voltaire, who fearlessly arraigned judges, princes, and kings. Andreas worked himself into a state of intoxication by calling up in his mind the picture of this man, by following him, imitating him, and even boldly becoming like him. You wait and see, my good people. There are wrongs to be righted even in our time, and he wrote a complaint to the County Council concerning the district doctor, who had killed a woman in childbirth; a copy of the document was posted up in the local shop. The old doctor was fat and choleric and used to drive fast on all roads, but after that he drove like one possessed. Andreas even wrote to the Bishop accusing the deacon of blasphemy in church, and when the chairman of the Local Board stopped the lad one day to give him a piece of his mind, Andreas had him summoned before the Conciliation Board for assault on the king’s highway.

         Many were kept busy, especially the lensmand, who wore out his horse and gig serving writs and fresh writs. People began to sleep badly. No one knew what might happen the next day.

         “There he is,” they said, withdrawing and staring.

         A man who is so much in the public eye cannot for decency’s sake walk about in patched trousers, and Andreas took to wearing his Sunday best on week-days. In the picture, Voltaire wore a curious sort of coat, and Andreas wanted one to match it. He, therefore, bought an ancient blue coat at an auction after the old deacon’s death, and in this wonderful garb he stalked to church, twirling his stick and generally behaving as if he were an inspector supervising the conduct of the whole parish.

         “There he is,” and all eyes followed him.

         Such an important man as himself ought not to be without a title, Andreas. thought, and soon he was known as the Agent.

         “For whom are you an agent?” he was asked and the answer came promptly enough, “For four American steamship lines.” Could anyone give him the lie? Did he not cover his walls with gorgeous posters sent by the emigrant agencies? Had not the latter promised him a commission as soon as he secured a real emigrant? Undoubtedly he was an agent right enough.

         But his mother returned from the shop one day empty-handed and weeping. She could not get half a pound of coffee on credit. Abuse and jeers were all she received. “Surely her son, the Agent, could pay,” was the burden of it. Andreas lay awake a whole night pondering. The next day he left for town. He was going to show the parish a real live man for once.

      
   





Chapter III



H E had been to town before, but at that time he was a mere boy carrying his mother’s egg-basket, and grinned at by the town-bred urchins. Now he saw the place in perspective—like the valley from above. There was the town and he was here. The grand gentlemen there did not know him from the dust under their feet, but all the same he was going to measure himself against one of them, if only for the fun of it.

He took his time sauntering to and fro outside the big shops, in the glare of the glittering windows. No use to enter with a story of a bedridden mother, still less to play Voltaire and preach universal justice. Moreover, the old deacon’s broadcloth coat was left at home. He was now dressed in honest plain homespun; he had better be a well-to-do farmer demanding respect for his own dignity.
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