
Under the willow tree

The country around the town of Kjöge is very bare.

The town itself lies by the seashore, which is always

beautiful, although it might be more beautiful than it

is, because all around are flat fields, and a forest a long

way off. But one always finds something beautiful in

the spot that is one's own home, something for which

one longs, even when one is in the most wonderful

spot in the world.

And we must admit that the outer edge of Kjöge,

where small, humble gardens line the little stream that

flows into the sea, could be very pretty in the

summertime. This was the opinion of the two small

children, Knud and Johanne, who were playing there,

crawling under the gooseberry bushes to reach each

other.

In one of the gardens there stood an elder tree, in the

other an old willow, and under the latter the children

were especially fond of playing. Although the tree

stood close beside the stream and they might easily

have fallen into the water, they were allowed to play

there, for the eye of God watches over little ones.

Otherwise they would be very badly off indeed.

Besides, these two were careful about the water; in

fact, the boy was so afraid of it that in the summer he

could not be lured into the sea, where the other

children were fond of splashing about. As a result, he

had to bear the teasing of the others as best he could.

But once Johanne, the little girl, dreamed she was out

in a boat, and Knud waded out to join her, with the

water rising until it closed over his head. And from the

moment little Knud heard of this dream he could no

longer bear to be called a coward. He might really go

into the water now, he said, since Johanne had

dreamed it. He never carried that idea into practice, but

for all that the dream remained his great pride.

Their poor parents often came together, while Knud

and Johanne played in the gardens or on the highroad,

where a long row of willows had been planted along

the ditch. These trees with their polled tops certainly

did not look very beautiful, but they were there for use

rather than for ornament. The old willow tree in the

garden was much lovelier, which was why the children

took most delight in sitting under it.

In Kjöge itself was a great market place, and at fair

time this plaza was gay with whole streets of tents,

filled with silk ribbons, boots, and everything a person

might desire. There were great crowds then, and

generally the weather was rainy. One could easily

smell the odor of peasants' clothes, but this could not

destroy the fragrance that streamed from a booth full

of honey cakes. And best of all, the man who kept this

particular booth came every year during fair time to

lodge in the house of little Knud's parents.

Consequently, every now and then there was a present

of a bit of honey cake, and of course Johanne always

received her share.

But the best thing of all was that this gingerbread

dealer knew all sorts of charming stories and could

even tell tales about his own gingerbread cakes. One

evening he told a story about them which made such a

deep impression on the two children that they never

forgot it. For that reason perhaps we should hear it,

too, especially since it is not very long.

"On the shop counter," he said, "there once lay two

gingerbread cakes. One was in the shape of a man with

a hat on, the other of a maiden with no bonnet but with

a blot of yellow on top of her head. Both their faces

were on the upper side, for that was the side that was

supposed to be looked at, and not the other. Indeed,

most people have one side from which they should be

viewed. On his left side the man wore a bitter almond

for a heart; but the maiden, on the other hand, was

honey cake all through. They were placed on the

counter as samples, so they remained there for a long

time, until at last they fell in love with each other. But

neither told the other, which they should have done if

they had expected anything to come of it.

" 'He is a man, so he must speak first,' thought the

maiden. But she was quite contented, for she knew in

her heart that her love was returned. His thoughts were

far more extravagant, which is just like a man. He

dreamed that he was a street urchin, and that he had

four pennies all his own, and that he bought the

maiden and ate her up.

"So they lay on the counter for days and weeks, and

grew dry, but the thoughts of the maiden remained still

gentle and womanly.

" 'It's enough for me that I have lived on the same table

with him, ' thought the maiden, and then she broke in

two.
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" 'If only she had known of my love she would have

held together a little longer,' thought he.

"So that's the story, and here they are, both of them,"

said the baker. "They're remarkable for their strange

history and for their silent love, which never came to

anything. And now they're both for you!" With that he

gave Johanne the man, who was still in one piece, and

Knud got the broken maiden; but the children had been

so touched by the story that they couldn't be so bold as

to eat up the lovers.

Next day they took them out to the Kjöge churchyard,

where, winter and summer, lovely ivy covers the

church wall like a rich carpet. They stood the two cake

figures up among the green leaves in the bright

sunshine and told a group of other children the story of

the silent love that was useless; that is to say, the love

was, for the story was charming, they all found.

But when they looked again at the gingerbread couple

they found that a mischievous big boy had eaten up the

broken maiden. The children cried about that and later

- probably so that the poor lover might not be left

alone in the world - they ate him up, too. But they

never forgot the story. The two children were always

together by the elder tree or under the willow, and

little Johanne sang the most beautiful songs in a voice

as clear as a silver bell. Knud had not a note of music

in him, but at least he knew the words of the songs,

and that was something. But the people of Kjöge, even

the wife of the hardware merchant, stopped and

listened when Johanne sang. "She has a very sweet

voice, that little girl," she said.

Those were glorious days; but glorious days do not last

forever, and finally the neighbors separated. Johanne's

mother died, and her father planned to marry again in

Copenhagen, where he had been promised a position

as messenger, a job supposed to be very profitable.

While the neighbors parted with regrets, the children

wept bitterly, but the parents promised to write to each

other at least once a year.

And Knud was made apprentice to a shoemaker, for

such a big boy was too old to run around wild any

longer; and, furthermore, he was confirmed.

Oh, how he would have liked to see little Johanne in

Copenhagen on that day of celebration! But he didn't

go; and he had never been there, although Kjöge is

only five Danish miles away. On a clear day Knud

could see the distant towers of the city across the bay,

and on the day of his confirmation he could even see

the golden cross on the tower of the Church of Our

Lady glitter in the sun.

Ah, how often his thoughts turned toward Johanne!

And did she remember him? Yes! At Christmastime a

letter came from her father to Knud's parents, saying

that they were doing very well in Copenhagen, and

Johanne could look forward to a brilliant career on the

strength of her lovely voice. She already had a position

in the opera house and was already earning a little

money, out of which she sent her dear neighbors of

Kjöge a dollar for a merry Christmas Eve. Johanne

herself added a postscript, asking them to drink to her

health, and in the same postscript was also written,

"Friendly greetings to Knud!"

They all wept; but this was all very pleasant, for they

were tears of joy that they shed. Knud's thoughts had

been with Johanne every day, and now he knew that

she also thought of him. The nearer came the end of

his apprenticeship, the more clearly did he realize that

he was in love with Johanne and that she must be his

little wife.

When he thought of this a smile brightened his face,

and he drew the thread faster than before and pressed

his foot against the knee strap. He didn't even pay any

attention when he ran the awl deep into one of his

fingers. He was determined that he would not play the

silent lover, like the two gingerbread cakes. The story

had taught him a lesson.

Now he was a journeyman, and his knapsack was

packed ready for his trip. At last, for the first time in

his life, he was to go to Copenhagen, where a master

was already expecting him. How surprised and happy

Johanne would be to see him! She was just seventeen

now, and he nineteen.

He wanted to buy a gold ring for her before he left

Kjöge, but then decided he could get a much nicer one

in Copenhagen. And so he took leave of his parents,

and on a rainy, windy day in autumn set forth on foot

from the town of his birth. The damp leaves were

dropping from the trees, and he was wet to the skin

when he arrived at his new master's home in the big

city of Copenhagen. The following Sunday he would

pay a visit to Johanne's father!

So, on Sunday he put on the new journeyman's clothes,

and the new hat from Kjöge that became him very

well, for till then he had only worn a cap. He easily

found the house he was seeking, and mounted flight

after flight of stairs until he became almost dizzy. It

seemed terrible to him for people to live piled up on

top of each other in this intricate city.
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Everything in the parlor looked prosperous, and

Johanne's father received him in kindly friendship.

Knud was a stranger to the new wife, but she too

shook hands with him and gave him a cup of coffee.

"Johanne will be glad to see you," said the father.

"You've grown into a nice-looking young man. Yes,

wait till you see her. There is a girl who rejoices my

heart, and please God she will rejoice it still more. She

has her own room now and pays us rent regularly for

it!"

Then he knocked quite politely at his daughter's door,

as if he were a stranger, and they went in.

Oh, how pretty it was! he was certain there wasn't such

a lovely room in all Kjöge; the Queen herself could not

be more charmingly lodged. There were carpets, and

window curtains that hung quite to the floor, and

flowers and pictures, and a velvet chair, and even a

mirror as large as a door and so clear there was a

danger of walking into it.

A glance showed all this to Knud, and yet he could

look at nothing but Johanne. She was a full-grown

maiden now, quite different from Knud's memories of

her, and much more beautiful. There wasn't a girl in

Kjöge like her. How graceful she was, and with what a

strange, unsure gaze she looked at Knud! But that was

only for a moment, and then she rushed toward him as

if it kiss him. she did not actually do so, but she very

nearly did.

Yes, she was really happy to see her childhood friend

again! There were tears in Johanne's eyes; she had so

much to say, and so many questions to ask about

everything, from Knud's parents to the elder tree and

the willow, which she called Elder Mother and Willow

Father just as if they had been human beings; and

indeed they might be called so, just as much as the

gingerbread cakes. She spoke of them too, and their

silent love, and how they had lain on the shop counter

and broken in two - and at this she laughed heartily,

while the blood rushed to Knud's cheeks and his heart

beat faster and faster. No, she had not grown haughty

at all.

And Knud noticed quite well that it was because of her

that her parents invited him to spend the evening. With

her won hands she poured out the tea and gave him a

cup; and afterward she read aloud to them from a

book, and it seemed to Knud that what she read was all

about himself and his love, for it matched with his

thoughts. Then she sang a simple little song, but her

singing made it a real story that seemed to be the

outpouring of her very heart.

Yes, Knud knew she cared for him. He could not keep

tears of joy from rolling down his cheeks, nor could he

speak a single word - he seemed struck dumb. But she

pressed his hand and murmured, "You have a good

heart, Knud. Stay always the way you are now!"

That was a magnificent evening; it was impossible to

sleep afterward, and accordingly Knud did not sleep.

When he had left, Johanne's father had said, "Now,

don't forget us altogether. Don't let the whole winter

go by before you come to us again!" Knud felt that

gave him permission to repeat the call the following

Sunday, and determined to do so.

But every evening after work - and the working hours

lasted until candlelight there - Knud went out into the

town. He returned to the street in which Johanne lived,

and looked up at her window. It was almost always

lighted, and one evening he could even see the shadow

of her face quite plainly on the curtain. That was an

evening he would never forget. His master's wife did

not like his "gallivanting abroad every evening," as she

put it, and shook her head ruefully over him; but the

master only smiled.

"He's just a young fellow," he said.

"On Sunday we shall see each other," Knud thought,

"and I shall tell her how she is always in my thoughts

and that she must be my little wife. I know I'm only a

poor journeyman shoemaker, but I can become a

master, and I'll work and save - yes, I'll tell her that!

No good comes from a silent love; I've learned that

much from the gingerbread!"

Sunday came at last, and Knud set out, but to his great

disappointment they had to tell him they were all

invited out that evening. But as he left Johanne pressed

his hand and said, "Have you ever been to the theater?

You must go there sometime. I shall be singing on

Wednesday, and if you have time that evening I'll send

you a ticket. My father knows where you are living."

How kind it was of her! And at noon on Wednesday he

received a sealed envelope. There were no words

inside, but the ticket was there, and that evening Knud

went to the theater for the first time in his life. And

what did he see? He saw Johanne, looking more

charming and beautiful than he ever could have

believed possible! To be sure, she was married to a

stranger, but that was just in the play; it was only

make-believe, as Knud understood very well. If it had

been true, he thought, she would never have had the

heart to send him a ticket so that he could go and see
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it. And everybody shouted and applauded, and Knud

cried out, "Hurrah!"

Even the King was there, smiling at Johanne, and he

seemed to delight in her loveliness. How small Knud

felt then! Still he loved her dearly, and felt that she

loved him, too; but he knew it was up to the man to

speak the first word, as the gingerbread maiden in the

story had taught him. Indeed, there was a great deal of

truth in that story.

So, as soon as Sunday came, he went to see her again,

feeling as solemn as if he were going into a church.

Johanne was at home alone; it could not have

happened more fortunately.

"I'm glad you came," she said. "I almost sent Father

after you, but I felt in my heart that you would be here

this evening. I have to tell you that I am leaving for

France on Friday; I must study there if I am to become

a great artiste!"

At those words it seemed to Knud as if the whole room

were whirling round and round with him. He felt as if

his heart would break; there were no tears in his eyes,

but Johanne could not fail to see how stricken he was .

"You honest, faithful soul!" she said.

And her tenderness loosened his tongue. He told her

how much he loved her and begged her to become his

little wife. Then he saw Johanne turn pale as she

dropped his hand and said seriously and sadly, "Dear

Knud, don't make us both unhappy. I shall always be a

loving sister to you, one in whom you may trust, but I

shall never be anything more."

Gently she placed her soft hand on his hot forehead.

"God gives us the strength for much," she said, "if

only we try to do our best." At that moment her

stepmother entered the room, and Johanne said, "Knud

is quite heartbroken because I'm going away! Come,

be a man," and she laid her hand on his shoulder; it

seemed as if they had been talking only of her journey.

"You're a child," she laughed, "but now you must be

good and reasonable, as you used to be under the

willow tree when we were both children!"

Knud felt as if the whole world were out of joint, and

his thoughts were like a loose thread fluttering in the

wind. He remained for tea, though he hardly knew if

they had asked him to; and they were kind and gentle,

and Johanne poured out his tea and sang to him. Her

voice did not have its old tone, but still it was

wonderfully beautiful and nearly broke his heart. And

then they parted. Knud could not bear to offer his

hand, but she took it and said, "Surely you'll shake

hands with your sister at parting, old playmate!"

She smiled through the tears that were in her own

eyes, and repeated the word "brother." Yes, that was

supposed to be a great consolation! Such was their

parting.

She sailed for France, and Knud wandered about the

muddy streets of Copenhagen. His comrades in the

workshop asked why he was so gloomy and urged him

to join them and amuse himself, for he was still a

young fellow.

So they took him to a dance hall. He saw many pretty

girls there, but there was not one to compare with

Johanne; here, where he had hoped to forget her, she

was more vivid than ever before the eyes of his soul.

"God gives us the strength for much," she had said, "if

only we try to do our best." Then a devotion came to

his mind, and he folded his hands quietly. The violins

played, and the girls danced gaily, and suddenly it

seemed to him that he should never have brought

Johanne into a place like this - for she was there with

him, in his heart.

Knud ran out and wandered aimlessly through the

streets. He passed by the house where she had lived; it

was dark there - everywhere were darkness and

emptiness and loneliness. The world went in its way,

and Knud went his.

Winter set in, and the waters froze over; it was as if

everything were preparing itself for burial. But when

spring returned, and the first steamer was to start, an

intense longing seized him to go away, far into the

world, anywhere - but not too close to France. So he

packed his knapsack and wandered deep into

Germany, from town to town, finding rest and peace

nowhere. It was not until he came to the glorious old

city of Nuremberg that he could quiet his restless

spirit, and there he decided to stay.

Nuremberg is a strange old city, looking as if it had

been cut out of an old-fashioned picture book. The

streets seem to wander along just as they please. The

houses did not like to stand in regular rows. Gables

with little towers, arabesques, and pillars lean out over

the walks, and from the queer peaked roofs

water-spouts, shaped like dragons or long, slim dogs,

push out far over the streets.

There in the Nuremberg market place stood Knud, his

knapsack, on his back. He was beside one of the old

fountains, where splendid bronze figures, scriptural

and historical, rose up between the gushing jets of

water. A pretty little servant girl was just filling her
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pails, and she gave Knud a refreshing drink; and as her

hand was full of roses she gave him one of them, too,

and he accepted that as a good sign.

From the church near by came the strains of an organ;

they rang as familiar to him as the tones of the organ at

home in Kjöge church, and he entered the great

cathedral. The sunlight streamed in through the high

stained-glass windows and down between the lofty,

slender pillars. His spirit found rest.

And Knud found a good master in Nuremberg, and he

lived in his house, and there learned to speak German.

The old moat around the town of Nuremberg has been

converted into little kitchen gardens, but the high walls

with their heavy towers are standing yet. The

ropemaker twists his cords on a wooden gallery along

the inside of the town wall, where elderbushes grow

out of the cracks and clefts, spreading their green

branches over the small, lowly houses below. In one of

these houses Knud lived with his master; and over the

little garret window where he slept the elder tree

waved its branches.

Here he lived for a summer and winter. But when

spring returned he could bear it no longer, for the elder

was blooming and the fragrance of its blossoms carried

him back to home and the garden at Kjöge. So Knud

left that master and found another farther in town, over

whose house no elderbush blossomed.

His new workshop was close to one of the old stone

bridges, by an ever-foaming, low water mill. The

stream roared past it, hemmed in by the houses, whose

decayed old balconies looked about to topple into the

water. No elder grew here - there was not even a little

green plant in a flowerpot - but just opposite stood a

grand old willow tree that seemed to cling fast to the

house, as if it feared being carried away by the stream.

It stretched its branches out over the river, just as the

willow at Kjöge spread its arms across the stream by

the gardens of home.

Yes, Knud had gone from the Elder Mother to the

Willow Father. This tree had something, especially on

moonlit evenings, that went straight to his heart, and

that something was not of the moonlight but of the old

willow tree itself.

He could not remain there. Why not? Ask the willow

tree; ask the blossoming elder! And so he bade

farewell to his kind master and to Nuremberg and

traveled on further.

To no one did he speak of Johanne, but hid his sorrow

in his innermost heart; and he thought of the deep

meaning of the old story of the gingerbread. Now he

understood why the man had a bitter almond for a

heart - he himself had felt the bitterness of it. And

Johanne, who was always so gentle and smiling, she

was only like the honey cake.

The strap of Knud's knapsack seemed so tight across

his chest that he could scarcely breathe, but even when

he loosened it he was not relieved. He saw only half

the world around him; the other half he carried within

him. That's how it was!

Not until he was in sight of the high mountains did the

world appear freer to him; now his thoughts were

turned outward again, and the tears came into his eyes.

The Alps seemed to him like the folded wings of the

earth; what if they were to unfold themselves and

display their varied pictures of black woods, foaming

waters, clouds, and great masses of snow! On the last

day, he thought, the world will lift up its mighty wings

and mount upward to God, to burst like a soap bubble

before the glance of the Highest.

"Ah," he sighed, "that that last day were here now!"

Silently he wandered through a country that seemed to

him like an orchard covered with soft turf. From the

wooden balconies of the houses girls, busy with their

lacemaking, nodded down at him. The summits of the

mountains glowed in the red evening sun; and when he

saw the blue lakes gleaming through the dark trees, he

thought of the seacoast near Kjöge, and there was a

sadness in his heart - but it was pain no longer.

There where the Rhine rolls onward like a great wave,

and then bursts into snow-white, gleaming, cloudlike

masses, as if clouds were being created there, with the

rainbow fluttering like a loose band above them - it

was there that he thought of the mill at Kjöge, with its

rushing, foaming stream.

He would have been glad to have remained in the quiet

Rhenish town, but here also there were too many elder

trees and too many willows, so he traveled on, over the

mighty, towering mountains, through shattered walls

of rock, and on roads that clung to the mountainsides

like the nests of swallows. The waters foamed in the

depths, the clouds themselves were below him, and he

strode on in the warm summer sun over shiny thistles,

Alpine roses and snow. Thus he said farewell to the

lands of the North and journeyed on under the shade of

blooming chestnut trees, and through vineyards and

fields of maize. Now the mountains were a wall

between him and all his memories; that was how he

wished it to be.
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At last he reached that great, glorious city called

Milan, and here he found a German master who gave

him work. The master an his wife, in whose workshop

he labored now, were a pious old couple. And they

became quite fond of the quiet journeyman, who said

little but worked all the harder and led a devout

Christian life. And to Knud also it seemed that God

had lifted the heavy burden from his heart.

His favorite relaxation was to climb from time to time

to the mighty marble church, which seemed to him to

have been built of the snow of his native Northland,

formed into images, pointed towers, and decorated

open halls; from every corner and every niche the

white statues smiled down upon him. Above him was

the blue sky; below him were the city and the

wide-spreading green plains of Lombardy, and toward

the north the high mountains capped with perpetual

snow. Then he thought of the church at Kjöge, with its

red ivy-colored walls, but he did not long to go there

again. Here, beyond the mountains, he would be

buried.

He had lived there a year, and three years had passed

since he had left his home, when one day his master

took him into the city - not to the circus with its daring

riders; no, to the great opera, where was an auditorium

well worth seeing. There were seven tiers of boxes,

and from each beautiful silken curtains hung, while

from the ground to the dizzy heights of the roof there

sat the most elegant ladies, with corsages in their

hands as if they were at a ball, and gentlemen in full

dress, many of them with decorations of gold and

silver. It was as bright there as in the noonday

sunshine, and the music rolled gloriously and

beautifully; everything was much more splendid than

in the theater at Copenhagen, but then Johanne had

been in Copenhagen, and here - -

Yes! It was like magic - Johanne was here also! The

Curtain rose, and she appeared, clad in silk and gold,

with a gold crown upon her head. She sang as none but

an angel could sing, and came far forward to the front

of the stage, and smiled as only Johanne could smile,

and looked straight down at Knud! The poor boy

seized his master's arm and called out aloud,

"Johanne!" The loud music sounded above everything,

but no one heard but the master, who nodded his head.

"Yes," he said, "her name is Johanne!" Then he drew

forth his program and showed Knud her name - for the

full name was printed there.

No, it was not a dream! The great audience applauded

and threw wreaths and flowers to Johanne, and every

time she went away they called her back on stage, so

that she was always going and coming.

In the street outside afterward the people crowded

about her carriage and drew it away in triumph. Knud

was in the first row and shouted as joyfully as any; and

when the carriage halted before her brightly lighted

house he was standing close beside the door. It

opened, and she stepped out; the light fell upon her

beloved face, and she smiled, thanked them graciously,

and appeared deeply touched. Knud looked straight

into her eyes, and she into his, but she never knew

him. A gentleman with a decoration glittering on his

breast gave her his arm - people said they were

betrothed.

Then Knud went home and packed his knapsack. He

had decided to return to his own home, to the elder and

willow trees - ah, beneath the willow tree!

The old couple begged him to remain, but no words

could change his mind. It was in vain that they pointed

out to him that winter was coming and the snow had

already fallen in the mountains. He replied that he

could march, with his knapsack on his back, and

supported by his cane, in the wake of a slow-moving

carriage, for which a path would have to be cleared.

So Knud left for the mountains and climbed up them

and down them. His strength grew less, but still he saw

no village or house; always he plodded onward toward

the North. High above him the stars gleamed; his feet

stumbled, and his head grew dizzy with the heights.

Stars seemed to shine deep in the valley, too, as if

there were another sky below him. He felt ill. More

and more stars became visible below him; they glowed

brighter and brighter and moved to and fro. Then he

realized it was the lights of a little town that were

shining down there. When he was sure of that, he put

forth the last of his strength and finally reached the

shelter of a humble inn.

He remained there that night and the whole of the next

day, for his body was in desperate need of rest and

refreshment. The ice was beginning to thaw, and there

was rain in the valley. But on the second morning a

man with a hand organ came to the inn and played a

Danish melody - and now Knud could not remain.

He resumed his journey northward, tramping on for

many days, hurrying as though he were trying to reach

home before all were dead there. But to no man did he

speak of his longing, for no one would have believed

in the sorrow of his spirit, the deepest a human heart
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can feel. Such grief is not for the world, for it is not

amusing; nor is it for friends. And this man had no

friends; a stranger, he wandered through strange lands

toward his home in the North. He had received only

one letter from home, and it was now years since his

parents had written. "You are not really Danish as we

here at home. We love our country, but you love only

a strange country." Thus his parents had written him -

yes, they thought they knew him!

Now it was evening. He was tramping along the public

highway. The frost had settled down, and the country

had become flatter, with fields and meadows on all

sides. And near the road there grew a great willow

tree! The whole outlook reminded Knud strongly of

home; it looked so Danish, and with a deep sigh he sat

down under the tree. He was very tired, his head began

to nod, and his eyes closed in slumber, but still he

seemed to see the tree stretching its arms above him,

and in his wandering fancy the tree seemed to be a

mighty old man - the Willow Father himself - carrying

his tired son in his arms back to his Danish home, to

the bare, bleak shore of Kjöge and the garden of his

childhood.

Yes, he dreamed that this was the willow tree of Kjöge

that had traveled out into the world in search of him,

and at last had found him, and had carried him back

into the little garden beside the stream. And there

stood Johanne, in all her splendor, with the golden

crown on her head, just as he had seen her last, and she

called out "Welcome!" to him.

And before him stood two remarkable figures, looking

much more human than he remembered them from his

childhood. They had changed too, but they were still

the two gingerbread cakes, the man and the maiden,

that turned their right sides toward him, and looked

very handsome.

"We thank you!" both said to Knud. "You have

loosened our tongues and taught us that thoughts

should be spoken freely or nothing will come of them.

And now something has come of them - we are

betrothed!"

Then they walked hand in hand through the street s of

Kjöge, and looked very respectable even on the wrong

side; no one could have found any fault with them. On

they went, straight toward Kjöge Church, and Knud

and Johanne followed them - they, too, walked hand in

hand. The church stood there as it had always stood,

with the beautiful green ivy growing on its red walls,

and the great door of the church swung open, and the

organ pealed, and the gingerbread couple walked up

the aisle.

"Our master first," said the cake pair, and made room

for Johanne and Knud to kneel before the altar. And

she bent her head over him, and the tears fell from her

eyes, but they were icy cold, for it was the ice around

her heart that was melting, softened by his strong love.

The tears fell upon his burning cheeks, and then he

awoke - and he was sitting under the old willow tree in

a foreign land on that cold winter evening; an icy hail

from the could s was beating on his face.

"That was the most wonderful hour of my life!" he

cried. "And it was just a dream. Oh, God, let me dream

again!

Then he closed his eyes once more and dreamed again.

Toward morning there was a great snowstorm, and the

wind blew it in drifts over him, and when the villagers

came forth to go to church they found a journeyman

sitting by the roadside. He was dead - frozen to death

beneath the willow tree!

* * *

7www.andersenstories.com

https://www.andersenstories.com/

