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				The Angel

				Every time a good child dies, an angel of God comes down to earth. He takes the child in his arms, spreads out his great white wings, and flies with it all over the places the child loved on earth. The angel plucks a large handful of flowers, and they carry it with them up to God, where the flowers bloom more brightly than they ever did on earth. And God presses all the flowers to His bosom, but the flower that He loves the best of all He kisses. And then that flower receives a voice, and can join in the glorious everlasting hymn of praise.

				You see, all this one of God’s angels said as he was carrying a child to Heaven, and the child heard it as if in a dream. As they passed over the places where the child used to play, they came through gardens with lovely flowers.

				“Which flowers shall we take with us to plant in Heaven?” asked the angel.

				And there stood a slender beautiful rosebush. A wicked hand had broken the stem, and the branches with their large, half-opened blossoms hung down withering.

				“That poor bush!” cried the child. “Let’s take it so that it may bloom again up there in God’s garden.”

				So the angel plucked it, then kissed the child for its tender thought, and the little child half opened his eyes. They took others of the rich flowers, and even some marigolds and wild pansies.

				“Now we have enough flowers,” said the child, and the angel nodded. But they did not yet fly upward to God.

				It was night, and it was very quiet. They remained in the great city and hovered over one of the narrowest streets, which was cluttered with straw, ashes, and refuse of all kinds. It was just after moving day, and broken plates, rags, old hats, and bits of plaster, all things that didn’t look so well, lay scattered in the street.

				In the rubbish the angel pointed to the pieces of a broken flowerpot and to a lump of earth which had fallen out of it. It was held together by the roots of a large withered field flower. No one could have had any more use for it, hence it had been thrown out in the street.

				“We shall take that with us,” said the angel. “As we fly onward, I will tell you about it.” And as they flew the angel told the story.

				“Down in that narrow alley, in a dark cellar, there once lived a poor sick boy who had been bedridden since childhood. The most he could ever do, when he was feeling his best, was hobble once or twice across the little room on crutches. For only a few days in midsummer the sunbeams could steal into his cellar for about half an hour or so. Then the little boy could warm himself and see the red blood in his thin, almost transparent fingers as he held them before his face. Then people would say, the boy has been out in the sunshine today.

				“All he knew of the forests in the fresh breath of spring was when the neighbour’s son would bring him home the first beech branch. He would hold this up over his head, and pretend he was sitting in the beech woods where the sun was shining and the birds were singing.

				“One spring day the neighbour’s boy brought him also some field flowers, and by chance one of them had a root to it! So it was planted in a flowerpot and placed in the window beside the little boy’s bed. And tended by a loving hand, it grew, put out new shoots, and bore lovely flowers each year. It was a beautiful garden to the little sick boy—his one treasure on earth. He watered it and tended it and saw that it received every sunbeam, down to the very last that managed to struggle through the dingy cellar window.

				“The flower wove itself into his dreams; for him it flowered; it spread its fragrance, and cheered his eyes, and toward it he turned his face for a last look when his Heavenly Father called him.

				“He has been with God now for a year, and for a year the flower stood withered and forgotten in the window until on moving day it was thrown out on the rubbish heap in the street. That is the flower—the poor withered flower—we have added to our bouquet, for it has given more happiness than the richest flower in the Queen’s garden.”

				The child looked up at the angel who was carrying him. “But how do you know all this?” he asked.

				“I know it,” said the angel, “because I myself was the sick little boy who hobbled on crutches. I know my own flower very well.”

				Then the child opened his eyes wide and looked up into the angel’s beautiful happy face, and at that moment they found themselves in God’s Heaven where there was everlasting joy and happiness. And God pressed the child to His bosom, and he received glorious white wings like the angel’s, so they flew together, hand in hand. Then God pressed all the flowers to His heart, but the poor withered field flower He kissed, and it received a voice and joined the choir of the angels who floated about God’s throne. Some were near, some farther out in great circles that swept to infinity, but all were supremely happy. And they all sang, the great and the small, the good blessed child and the withered field flower that had lain so long in the rubbish heap in the dark narrow alley.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Bell

				In the narrow streets of the big town, toward evening when the sun was setting and the clouds shone like gold on the chimney tops, people would hear a strange sound like that of a church bell. But they heard it only for a few moments before it was lost in the rumble of city carriages and the voices of the multitudes, for such noises are very distracting. “Now the evening bell is ringing,” people used to say. “The sun is setting.”

				People who were outside the town, where the houses were more scattered, with little gardens or fields between them, could see the evening sky in even more splendor and hear the bell more distinctly. It was as if the tones came from some church, buried in the silent and fragrant depths of the forest, and people looked solemnly in that direction.

				A long time passed, and people began to say to each other, “I wonder if there really is a church out there in the woods? That bell has a mysterious, sweet tone. Let’s go out there and see what it looks like.”

				So the rich people drove out, and the poor people walked out, but to all of them it seemed a very long way. When they reached a grove of willows on the outskirts of the woods, they sat down and looked up into the branches and imagined they were really in the heart of the forest. The town confectioner came out and set up his tent there, and then another confectioner came, and he hung a bell right above his tent; but the bell had no clapper and was all tarred over as a protection against the rain.

				When the people went home again, they said it had all been very romantic, much more fun than a tea party. Three people even said that they had gone right through the forest to the far side and had still heard the strange sound of the bell, only then it seemed to be coming from the direction of town.

				One of these even wrote a poem about the bell and compared its tones to those of a mother singing to a beloved child—no melody could be sweeter than the tones of that bell.

				The Emperor of the country heard about the bell and issued a solemn proclamation promising that whoever discovered the source of the lovely sounds would receive the title of “Bell Ringer to the World,” even if there were not really a bell there at all.

				Of course, a great many people went to the woods now to try to gain that fine title, but only one of them came back with some kind of an explanation. No one had been deep enough into the forest—neither had he, for that matter—but just the same, he said the sound was made by a very large owl in an old hollow tree, a wise owl which continually knocked its head against the trunk of the tree. He wasn’t quite sure whether the sound came from the bird’s head or from the hollow trunk, but still he was appointed “Public Bell Ringer Number One,” and every year he wrote a little treatise about the remarkable old owl. No one was much the wiser for it.

				Now, on a certain Confirmation Day, the minister had preached a very beautiful and moving sermon; the children who were confirmed were deeply touched by it. It was a tremendously important day in their lives, for on this day they were leaving childhood behind and becoming grown-up persons. Their infant souls would take wing into the bodies of adults. It was a glorious, sunny day, and after the confirmation the children walked together out of the town, and from the depths of the woods the strange tolling of the bell came with a mysterious clear sweetness.

				At once all the children decided to go into the woods and find the bell. All except three, that is to say. The first of these three just had to go home and try on a new ball dress; for that forthcoming ball was the very reason she had been confirmed at this time, otherwise she would have had to wait until next year’s ceremony. The second was a poor boy who had borrowed his confirmation coat and boots from the landlord’s son and had to give them back by a certain hour. And the third said he never went to a strange place without his parents; he had always been a dutiful child and would continue to be good, even though he was confirmed now. The others made fun of him for this, which was very wrong of them indeed.

				So these three dropped out while the others started off into the woods. The sun shone, the birds sang, and the children sang too, walking along hand in hand. They had not yet received any responsibilities or high position in life—all were equal in the eye of God on that Confirmation Day.

				But soon two of the smallest grew tired and returned to town; two other little girls sat down to make wreaths and so did not go any farther. The rest went on until they reached the willows where the confectioner had his tent, and then they said, “Well, here we are! You see, the bell doesn’t really exist at all; it’s just something people imagine!”

				And then suddenly the sound of the bell came from the depths of the woods, so sweet and solemn that four or five of the young people decided to follow it still farther. The underbrush was so thick and close that their advance was most difficult. Woodruff and anemone grew almost too high; convolvuluses and blackberry brambles hung in long garlands from tree to tree, where the nightingale sang and the sunbeams played through the leaves. It was so lovely and peaceful, but it was a bad place for the girls, because they would get their dresses torn on the brambles.

				There were large boulders overgrown with many-coloured mosses, and a fresh spring bubbled forth among them with a strange little gurgling sound. “Cluck, cluck,” it said.

				“I wonder if that can be the bell,” one of the children thought, lying down to listen to it. “I’d better look into this.” So he remained there, and the others went on without him.

				They came to a little hut, all made of branches and tree bark. Its roof was covered with roses, and over it a wild apple tree was bending as if it would shower its blessings down on the little house. The long sprays of the apple tree clustered around the gable, and on that there hung a little bell!

				Could that be the one they had heard? Yes, they all—except for one boy—agreed it must be. This one boy said it was much too small and delicate to be heard so far away, and besides, its tones were very different from those that moved human hearts so strangely. The boy who spoke was a king’s son, so the other children said, “Of course he thinks he knows a lot more than anybody else.”

				So the king’s son went on alone, and as he proceeded deeper into the woods, his heart was filled more and more with the solitude of the forest. He could still hear the little bell which had satisfied the others, and when the wind was from the right direction, he could even hear the voices of the people around the confectioner’s tent, singing while they were having their tea.

				But above all rose the peeling of that mysterious bell. Now it sounded as if an organ were being played with it, and the tones came from the left hand side, where the heart is.

				Suddenly there was a rustling in the bushes, and a little boy stood before the king’s son. He was wearing wooden shoes and such a short jacket that the sleeves did not cover his long wrists. They knew each other at once, for this was the poor boy who had had to go back to return the coat and boots to the landlord’s son. This done, he had changed again into his shabby clothes and wooden shoes and come into the woods, for the bell sounded so loudly and so deeply that he had to follow its call.

				“Then let’s go on together,” suggested the king’s son.

				But the poor boy in his wooden shoes was very shy, pulled at his short sleeves, and said he was afraid he could not walk as fast as the king’s son; besides, he was sure the sound of the bell came from the right, because that side looked much more beautiful.

				“Then I guess we can’t go together,” said the king’s son nodding his head to the poor boy who went in the direction he thought best, which took him into the thickest and darkest part of the forest. The thorns tore his shabby clothes and scratched his face, hands, and feet until they bled.

				The king’s son received some scratches too, but the sun shone on his path. And he is the one we will follow, for he was a bright young lad.

				“I will and must find that bell,” he said, “even if I have to go to the end of the world!”

				High in the trees above him ugly monkeys sat and grinned and showed their teeth. “Let’s throw things at him!” they said to each other. “Let’s thrash him, ‘cause he’s the son of a king.”

				But he went on unwearied, and went farther and farther into the woods, where the most wonderful flowers were growing. There were lilies white as stars, with blood-red stamens; there were light-blue tulips that gleamed in the breeze, and apple trees with their fruit shining like big soap bubbles. Imagine how those trees sparkled in the sunlight! Around the beautiful rolling green meadows where the deer played grew massive oaks and beeches; and wherever one of the trees had a crack in the bark, mosses and long tendrils were growing out of it. In some of the meadows were quiet lakes, where beautiful white swans swam and beat the air gently with their wings. The king’s son often stopped to listen, for the tones of the bell sometimes seemed to come from the depths of these lakes; then again he felt sure that the notes were coming from farther away in the forest.

				Slowly the sun set, and the clouds turned a fiery red; a stillness, a deep stillness, settled over the forest. The boy fell on his knees, sang his evening hymn, and said to himself, “I’ll never find what I’m seeking now. The sun is setting, and the night is coming—the dark night. But perhaps I can catch one more glimpse of the round red sun before it disappears below the horizon. I’ll climb up on those rocks; they rise up as high as the tallest trees!” Seizing the roots and creepers, he slowly made his way up the slippery stones, where the water snakes writhed and the toads and frogs seemed to be barking at him. Yet he reached the summit just as the sun was going down. Oh, what a wonderful sight!

				The sea, the great, the beautiful sea, rolling its long waves against the shore, lay stretched out before him, and the sun stood like a large shining altar, where ocean and heaven met; the whole world seemed to melt together in glowing colours. The forest sang, the sea sang, and the heart of the boy sang too. Nature was a vast, holy church, where the trees and drifting clouds were the pillars; flowers and grass made the velvet carpet, and heaven itself was the great dome. Up there, the red colours faded as the sun sank into the ocean, but then millions of stars sprang out, like millions of diamond lamps, and the king’s son spread out his arms in joy toward the heavens, the sun, and the forest.

				At that moment, from the right hand path, there appeared the poor boy with the short sleeves and the wooden shoes. He had come there as quickly and by following his own path. Joyfully they ran towards each other, and held each other by the hand in the great tabernacle of Nature and Poetry, while above them sounded the invisible, holy bell. The blessed spirits floated around them and lifted up their voices in a joyful hallelujah.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Elder Bush

				Once there was a little boy who went out and got his feet wet and caught cold. Nobody could understand how it had happened, because the weather was very dry.

				His mother undressed him, put him to bed, and had the tea urn brought in to make him a good cup of elder tea, to keep him warm.

				At the same time there came in the door the funny old man who lived all alone on the top floor of the house. He had no wife or children of his own, but he was very fond of all children, and knew so many wonderful stories and tales that it was fun to listen to him.

				“Now drink your tea,” said the little boy’s mother, “and then perhaps there’ll be a story for you.”

				“Yes,” nodded the old man kindly, “if I could only think of a new one! But tell me, how did the young man get his feet wet?” he asked.

				“Yes, where did he?” said the mother. “Nobody can imagine how.”

				“Will you tell me a fairy tale?” the little boy asked.

				“Yes, but I must know something first. Can you tell me as nearly as possible how deep the gutter is in the little street where you go to school?”

				“Just halfway up to my top boots,” answered the little boy. “That is,” he added, “if I stand in the deep hole.”

				“That’s how we got our feet wet,” said the old man. “Now, I certainly ought to tell you a story, but I don’t know any more.”

				“You can make one up right away,” the little boy said. “Mother says that everything you look at can be turned into a story, and that you can make a tale of everything you touch.”

				“Yes, but those stories and tales aren’t worth anything. No, the real ones come all by themselves. They come knocking at my forehead and say, ‘Here I am!’”

				“Will there be a knock soon?” the little boy asked. His mother laughed as she put the elder tea in the pot and poured hot water over it.

				“Tell me a story! Tell me a story!”

				“I would if a story would come of itself. But that kind of thing is very particular. It only comes when it feels like it. Wait!” he said suddenly. “There is one! Look! There’s one in the teapot now!”

				And the little boy looked toward the teapot. He saw the lid slowly raise itself and fresh white elder flowers come forth from it. They shot long branches even out of the spout and spread them in all directions, and they grew bigger and bigger until there was the most glorious elder bush—really a big tree! The branches even stretched to the little boy’s bed and thrust the curtains aside—how fragrant its blossoms were! And right in the middle of the tree there sat a sweet-looking old woman in a very strange dress. It was green, as green as the leaves of the elder tree, and it was trimmed with big white elder blossoms; at first they couldn’t tell if this dress was cloth or the living green and flowers of the tree.

				“What is this woman’s name?” asked the little boy.

				“Well, the Romans and the Greeks,” said the old man, “used to call her a ‘Dryad,’ but we don’t understand that word. Out in New Town, where the sailors live, they have a better name for her. There she is called ‘Elder Tree Mother,’ and you must pay attention to her; listen to her, and look at that glorious elder tree!”

				“A great blooming tree just exactly like that stands in New Town. It grows in the corner of a poor little yard; and under that tree two old people sat one afternoon in the bright sunshine. It was an old sailor and his very old wife; they had great-grandchildren and were soon going to celebrate their golden wedding anniversary, but they weren’t quite sure of the date. The Elder Tree Mother sat in the tree and looked pleased, just as she does here. ‘I know perfectly well when the golden wedding day is,’ she said, but they didn’t hear it—they were talking of olden times.

				“‘Yes, do you remember,’ said the old sailor, ‘when we were very little, how we ran about and played together? It was in this very same yard where we are now, and we put little twigs in the earth and made a garden.’

				“‘Yes,’ replied the old woman. ‘That I remember well; one of those twigs was an elder, and when we watered them it took root and shot out other green twigs, and now it has become this great tree under which we old people are sitting.’

				“‘That’s right,’ said he. ‘And there used to be a tub of water over in the corner, where I sailed the little boat I had made myself. How it could sail! But pretty soon I had to sail in a different way myself.’

				“‘Yes, but first we went to school and learned something,’ said she, ‘and then we were confirmed. Remember how we both cried? But in the afternoon we went together to the Round Tower, and looked out at the wide world over Copenhagen and across the water. And then we went to Frederiksborg, where the King and Queen were sailing on the canal in their beautiful boat!’

				“‘But I had to sail in a different way myself,’ said the old man. ‘And for many years, far away on long voyages.’

				“‘I often cried over you,’ she said. ‘I thought you were dead and gone, and lying down in the deep ocean, with the waves rocking you. Many a night I got up to see if the weathervane was turning. Yes, it turned all right, but still you didn’t come.

				“‘I remember so clearly how the rain poured down one day. The garbage man came to the place where I worked. I took the dustbin down to him and stood in the doorway. What dreadful weather it was! And while I was standing there, the postman came up and gave me a letter—a letter from you! My, how that letter had traveled about! I tore it open quickly and read it, and I was so happy that I laughed and cried at the same time. You had written me that you were in the warm countries where the coffee beans grow. What a wonderful country that must be! You wrote me all about it, and I read it there by the dustbin with the rain streaming down. Then somebody came and clasped me around the waist!’

				“‘And you gave him a good smack on the ear,’ he said. ‘One that could be heard!’

				“‘Yes, but I didn’t know it was you! You had come just as quickly as your letter. And you were so handsome—but you still are, of course! I remember you had a long yellow silk handkerchief in your pocket, and a shiny hat on your head. You looked so well! But what awful weather it was and how the street looked!’

				“‘Then we were married, remember?’ said he. ‘And then out first little boy came, and then Marie, and Niels, and Peter, and Hans Christian?’

				“‘Yes, indeed,’ she nodded. ‘And how they’ve grown up to be useful people. Everyone likes them.’

				“‘And their children have had little ones in their turn,’ said the old sailor. ‘Yes, they are our great-grandchildren; they’re fine children. If I’m not mistaken, it was at this very time of the year that we were married.’

				“‘Yes. This is the very day of your golden wedding anniversary!’ said the Elder Tree Mother, stretching her head down between the two old people. They thought it was the neighbor woman nodding to them, and they looked at each other and took hold of each other’s hands.

				“Then the children and the grandchildren came; they knew very well that this was the old people’s golden wedding day—they had already brought their congratulations that morning. But the old people had forgotten that, although they remembered everything that had happened years and years ago.

				“And the elder tree smelled so fragrant, and the setting sun shone right in the faces of the old people so that their cheeks looked quite red and young; and the littlest of the grandchildren danced around them, and cried out happily that there was to be a grand feast that evening with hot potatoes! And the Elder Mother nodded in the tree and called out ‘Hurrah!’ with all the others.”

				“But that wasn’t a fairy tale,” said the little boy, who had been listening to the story.

				“Yes, it was, if you could understand it,” said the old man. “But let’s ask the Elder Mother about it.”

				“No,” the Elder Mother said, “that wasn’t a story. But now the story is coming. For the strangest fairy tales come from real life; otherwise my beautiful elder bush couldn’t have sprouted out of the teapot.”

				Then she took the little boy out of his bed and laid him against her breast, and the blossoming elder branches wound close around them so that it was as if they were sitting in a thick arbor, and this arbor flew with them through the air! How very wonderful it was! Elder Mother all at once changed into a pretty young girl, but the dress was still green with the white blossoms trimming it, such as the Elder Tree Mother had worn. In her bosom she had a real elder blossom, and a wreath of the flowers was about her yellow, curly hair. Her eyes were so large and so blue, and, oh, she was so beautiful to look at! She and the little boy were of the same age now, and they kissed each other and were happy together.

				Hand in hand they went out of the arbor, and now they were standing in the beautiful flower garden at home. Near the green lawn the walking stick of the little boy’s father was tied to a post, and for the little children there was magical life in that stick. When they seated themselves upon it, the polished head turned into the head of a noble neighing horse with a long, black flowing mane. Four slender, strong legs shot out; the animal was strong and spirited; and they galloped around the grass plot!

				“Now we’ll ride for miles!” said the boy. “We’ll ride to that nobleman’s estate, where we went last year!”

				So they rode round and round the grass plot, and the little girl, who you must remember was the Elder Mother, kept crying, “Now we’re in the country! See the farmhouse, with the big baking oven standing out of the wall like an enormous egg beside the road! The elder tree is spreading its branches over the house, and the cock is walking around, scratching for his hens. Look at him strut! Now we’re near the church; it’s high up on the hill, among the great oak trees. See how one of them is half dead! Now we’re at the forge; the fire is burning, and the half-clad men are beating with the hammers. Look at the sparks flying all around! We’re off! We’re off to the nobleman’s beautiful estate!”

				They were only riding around and around the grass plot, yet the little boy seemed to see everything that the little maiden mentioned as she sat behind him on the magic stick. Then they played on the sidewalk, and marked out a little garden in the earth; and she took the elder flower out of her hair and planted it, and it grew just like the ones that the old people had planted in New Town, when they were little, as I have already told you. They walked hand in hand, the same way the old people did in their childhood, but they didn’t go to the Round Tower or the Frederiksborg Garden. No, the little girl took the little boy around the waist, and they flew through the country of Denmark.

				And it was spring and it became summer, and it was autumn and it became winter, and there were thousands of pictures in the boy’s mind and heart, as the little girl sang to him, “You will never forget this.”

				And throughout their whole journey the elder tree smelled sweet and fragrant. The boy noticed the roses and fresh beech trees, but the elder tree smelled the sweetest, for its flowers hung over the little girl’s heart, and he often leaned his head against them as they flew onward.

				“How beautiful it is here in the spring!” said the little girl.

				Then they were standing in the new-leaved beech wood, where the fragrant green woodruff lay spread at their feet, and the pale pink anemones looked glorious against the vivid green.

				“Oh, if it could only always be spring in the fragrant beech woods of Denmark!”

				“How beautiful it is here in the summer!” she said.

				Then they were passing by knightly castles of olden times, where the red walls and pointed gables were mirrored in the canals, and where swans swam about and peered down the shady old avenues. In the fields the corn waved, as if it were a sea; in the ditches were yellow and red flowers, and wild hops and blooming convolvulus were growing in the hedges. In the evening the moon rose round and full, and the haystacks in the meadows smelled fragrant.

				“One can never forget it. How beautiful it is here in the autumn!” said the little girl.

				And the sky seemed twice as high and twice as blue as ever before, and the forest was brilliant with gorgeous tints of red and yellow and green. The hunting dog raced across the meadows; long lines of wild ducks flew shrieking above the ancient grave mounds, on which the bramble twined over the old stones. The ocean was a dark blue, dotted with white-sailed ships. In the barns old women and girls and children picked hops into a large tub, while the young people sang ballads, and the older ones told fairy tales of elves and goblins. It could not be finer anywhere.

				“How beautiful it is here in the winter!” said the little girl.

				Then all the trees were covered with hoarfrost, until they looked like trees of white coral. The snow crackled crisply underfoot, as if you were always walking in new boots, and one shooting star after another fell from the sky. In the room the Christmas tree was lighted, and there were presents and happiness. In the farmer’s cottage the violin sounded and games were played for apple dumplings, and even the poorest child cried, “It’s beautiful in winter!”

				Yes, it was beautiful, and the little girl showed the boy everything.

				The blossoming elder tree always smelled fragrant, and the red flag with the white cross always waved, the same flag under which the old seaman in New Town had sailed away.

				And the boy became a young man, and he too had to sail far away to warmer countries, where the coffee grows. But when they departed, the little girl took an elder blossom from her breast and gave it to him as a keepsake. He laid it away in his hymnal, and whenever he took out the book in foreign countries it always came open by itself at the spot where lay the flower of memory. And the more he looked at the flower the fresher and sweeter it became, so that he seemed to be breathing the air of the Danish forests, and he could plainly see the little girl looking up at him with her clear blue eyes from between the petals of the flower, and could hear her whispering, “How beautiful it is here in spring, summer, autumn, and winter!” And hundreds of pictures drifted through his thoughts.

				Many years passed by, and now he was an old man, sitting with his old wife under a blossoming tree; they were holding hands, just as great-grandfather and great-grandmother out in New Town had done before. And like them they talked of olden times and of their golden wedding anniversary.

				Now the little maiden with the blue eyes and the elder blossoms in her hair sat up in the tree and nodded to them both and said, “Today is your golden wedding anniversary!” Then from her hair she took two flowers, and kissed them so that they gleamed, first like silver, and then like gold. And when she laid them on the heads of the old couple, each became a golden crown. There they both sat, a king and a queen, under the fragrant tree that looked just exactly like an elder bush, and the man told his old wife the story of the Elder Tree Mother, just as it had been told to him when he was a little boy. They both thought that much of the story resembled their own, and that part they liked best.

				“Yes, that’s the way it is,” said the little girl in the tree. “Some people call me Elder Tree Mother, and some call me the Dryad, but my real name is Memory. It is I who sit up in the tree that grows on and on, and I can remember and I can tell stories. Let me see if you still have your flower.”

				Then the old man opened his hymnal, and there lay the elder blossom, as fresh as if it had just been placed there. Then Memory nodded, and the two old people with the golden crowns sat in the red twilight, and they closed their eyes gently and—and—and that was the end of the story. . . .

				The little boy was lying in his bed and he didn’t know whether he had been dreaming or had heard a story. The teapot was standing beside him on the table, but there was no elder bush growing out of it now, and the old man was just going out of the door, which he did.

				“That was so beautiful!” said the little boy. “Mother, I have been in the warm countries!”

				“Yes, I believe you have,” said his mother. “If one drinks two full cups of hot elder tea, one usually gets into the warm countries!” Then she tucked the bedclothes carefully around him so that he wouldn’t take cold. “You’ve had a nice nap while I was arguing with him as to whether that was a story or a fairy tale.”

				“And where is the Elder Tree Mother?” asked the boy.

				“She’s in the teapot,” said the mother. “And there she can remain!”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Emperor’s New Clothes

				Many years ago there was an Emperor so exceedingly fond of new clothes that he spent all his money on being well dressed. He cared nothing about reviewing his soldiers, going to the theatre, or going for a ride in his carriage, except to show off his new clothes. He had a coat for every hour of the day, and instead of saying, as one might, about any other ruler, “The King’s in council,” here they always said. “The Emperor’s in his dressing room.”

				In the great city where he lived, life was always gay. Every day many strangers came to town, and among them one day came two swindlers. They let it be known they were weavers, and they said they could weave the most magnificent fabrics imaginable. Not only were their colours and patterns uncommonly fine, but clothes made of this cloth had a wonderful way of becoming invisible to anyone who was unfit for his office, or who was unusually stupid.

				“Those would be just the clothes for me,” thought the Emperor. “If I wore them I would be able to discover which men in my empire are unfit for their posts. And I could tell the wise men from the fools. Yes, I certainly must get some of the stuff woven for me right away.” He paid the two swindlers a large sum of money to start work at once.

				They set up two looms and pretended to weave, though there was nothing on the looms. All the finest silk and the purest gold thread which they demanded went into their traveling bags, while they worked the empty looms far into the night.

				“I’d like to know how those weavers are getting on with the cloth,” the Emperor thought, but he felt slightly uncomfortable when he remembered that those who were unfit for their position would not be able to see the fabric. It couldn’t have been that he doubted himself, yet he thought he’d rather send someone else to see how things were going. The whole town knew about the cloth’s peculiar power, and all were impatient to find out how stupid their neighbours were.

				“I’ll send my honest old minister to the weavers,” the Emperor decided. “He’ll be the best one to tell me how the material looks, for he’s a sensible man and no one does his duty better.”

				So the honest old minister went to the room where the two swindlers sat working away at their empty looms.

				“Heaven help me,” he thought as his eyes flew wide open, “I can’t see anything at all.” But he did not say so.

				Both the swindlers begged him to be so kind as to come near to approve the excellent pattern, the beautiful colours. They pointed to the empty looms, and the poor old minister stared as hard as he dared. He couldn’t see anything, because there was nothing to see. “Heaven have mercy,” he thought. “Can it be that I’m a fool? I’d have never guessed it, and not a soul must know. Am I unfit to be the minister? It would never do to let on that I can’t see the cloth.”

				“Don’t hesitate to tell us what you think of it,” said one of the weavers.

				“Oh, it’s beautiful—it’s enchanting.” The old minister peered through his spectacles. “Such a pattern, what colours! I’ll be sure to tell the Emperor how delighted I am with it.”

				“We’re pleased to hear that,” the swindlers said. They proceeded to name all the colours and to explain the intricate pattern. The old minister paid the closest attention, so that he could tell it all to the Emperor. And so he did.

				The swindlers at once asked for more money, more silk and gold thread, to get on with the weaving. But it all went into their pockets. Not a thread went into the looms, though they worked at their weaving as hard as ever.

				The Emperor presently sent another trustworthy official to see how the work progressed and how soon it would be ready. The same thing happened to him that had happened to the minister. He looked and he looked, but as there was nothing to see in the looms he couldn’t see anything.

				“Isn’t it a beautiful piece of goods?” the swindlers asked him, as they displayed and described their imaginary pattern.

				“I know I’m not stupid,” the man thought, “so it must be that I’m unworthy of my good office. That’s strange. I mustn’t let anyone find it out, though.” So he praised the material he did not see. He declared he was delighted with the beautiful colours and the exquisite pattern. To the Emperor he said, “It held me spellbound.”

				All the town was talking of this splendid cloth, and the Emperor wanted to see it for himself while it was still in the looms. Attended by a band of chosen men, among whom were his two old trusted officials—the ones who had been to the weavers—he set out to see the two swindlers. He found them weaving busily, but without a thread in their looms.

				“Magnificent,” said the two officials already duped. “Just look, Your Majesty, what colours! What a design!” They pointed to the empty looms, each supposing that the others could see the stuff.

				“What’s this?” thought the Emperor. “I can’t see anything. This is terrible!

				Am I a fool? Am I unfit to be the Emperor? What a thing to happen to me of all people!—“Oh! It’s very pretty,” he said. “It has my highest approval.” And he nodded his admiration at the empty loom. Nothing could make him say that he couldn’t see anything.

				His whole retinue stared and stared. All saw no more than the others, but they all joined the Emperor in exclaiming, “Oh! It’s very pretty,” and they advised him to wear clothes made of this wonderful cloth especially for the great procession he was soon to lead. “Magnificent! Excellent! Unsurpassed!” were bandied from mouth to mouth, and everyone did his best to seem well pleased. The Emperor gave each of the swindlers a cross to wear in his buttonhole, and the title of “Sir Weaver.”

				Before the procession the swindlers sat up all night and burned more than six candles, to show how busy they were finishing the Emperor’s new clothes. They pretended to take the cloth off the loom. They made cuts in the air with huge scissors. And at last they said, “Now the Emperor’s new clothes are ready for him.”

				Then the Emperor himself came with his noblest noblemen, and the swindlers each raised an arm as if they were holding something. They said, “These are the trousers, here’s the coat, and this is the mantle,” naming each garment. “All of them are as light as a spider web. You would almost think he had nothing on, but that’s what makes them so fine.”

				“Exactly,” all the noblemen agreed, though they could see nothing, for there was nothing to see.

				“If Your Imperial Majesty will condescend to take your clothes off,” said the swindlers, “we will help you on with your new ones here in front of the long mirror.”

				The Emperor undressed, and the swindlers pretended to put his new clothes on him, one garment after another. They took him around the waist and seemed to be fastening something—that was his train—as the Emperor turned round and round before the looking glass.

				“How well Your Majesty’s new clothes look. Aren’t they becoming!” He heard on all sides, “That pattern, so perfect! Those colours, so suitable! It is a magnificent outfit.”

				Then the minister of public processions announced: “Your Majesty’s canopy is waiting outside.”

				“Well, I’m supposed to be ready,” the Emperor said, and turned again for one last look in the mirror. “It is a remarkable fit, isn’t it?” He seemed to regard his costume with the greatest interest.

				The noblemen who were to carry his train stooped low and reached for the floor as if they were picking up his mantle. Then they pretended to lift and hold it high. They didn’t dare admit they had nothing to hold.

				So off went the Emperor in procession under his splendid canopy. Everyone in the streets and the windows said, “Oh, how fine are the Emperor’s new clothes! Don’t they fit him to perfection? And see his long train!” Nobody would confess that he couldn’t see anything, for that would prove him either unfit for his position, or a fool. No costume the Emperor had worn before was ever such a complete success.

				“But he hasn’t got anything on,” a little child said.

				“Did you ever hear such innocent prattle?” said its father. And one person whispered to another what the child had said, “He hasn’t anything on. A child says he hasn’t anything on.”

				“But he hasn’t got anything on!” the whole town cried out at last.

				The Emperor shivered, for he suspected they were right. But he thought, “This procession has got to go on.” So he walked more proudly than ever, as his noblemen held high the train that wasn’t there at all.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Shirt Collar

				There was once a perfect gentleman whose whole household goods consisted of one bootjack and a comb. But he also had one of the most remarkable shirt collars in the world. I’ll tell you a story about it.

				When the shirt collar had passed his prime he turned his thoughts to marriage. In the fullness of time he went to the wash, and there he met with a garter.

				“My!” said the collar, “anyone so slender, so tender, so neat and nice as you are, I never did see. May I know your name?”

				“No,” said the garter. “I won’t tell you.”

				“Then at least tell me where you live?” asked the collar.

				But the garter was so modest that she couldn’t bring herself to answer such an embarrassing question.

				“I believe you are a girdle,” said the collar. “A sort of underneath girdle. And I dare say you’re as useful as you are beautiful, my pretty little dear.”

				“I forbid you to speak to me,” said the garter. “I’m sure I haven’t given you the slightest encouragement.”

				“Your beauty is every encouragement,” said the collar.

				“Kindly keep away from me,” said the garter. “You look too masculine.”

				“Oh, I’m a perfect gentleman,” said the collar. “I’ve a bootjack and a comb to prove it.”

				This wasn’t true at all, for they belonged to his master, but he liked to boast.

				“Please don’t come so close,” said the garter. “I’m not used to such behaviour.”

				“Spoilsport!” the collar called her as they took him from the washtub. They starched him, hung him over a chair back in the sun, and then stretched him out on an ironing board. There he met with an iron.

				“My dear lady,” said the collar, “you adorable widow woman, the closer you come the warmer I feel. I’m a changed collar since I met you, without a wrinkle left in me. You burn clear through me. Oh, won’t you be mine?”

				“Rag!” said the iron, as she flattened him out, for she went on her way like a railway engine pulling cars down a track. “Rag!” was what she said.

				The collar was the worse for wear at the edges, so the scissors were called for to trim him.

				“Oh,” said the collar, “you must be a ballet dancer. How straight you stretch your legs out. Such a graceful performance! No one can do that like you.”

				“I’m well aware of it,” said the scissors.

				“You deserve to be no less than a countess,” said the collar. “All I have to offer is my perfect gentleman, bootjack and comb. Oh, if only I had an earldom.”

				“I do believe he’s daring to propose,” said the scissors. She cut him so furiously that he never recovered.

				“Now I shall have to ask the comb,” said the collar. “My dear, how remarkably well you’ve kept your teeth. Have you ever thought of getting engaged?”

				“Why, of course,” said the comb. “I am engaged—to the bootjack.”

				“Engaged!” the collar exclaimed. Now that there was no one left for him to court, the collar pretended that he had never meant to marry.

				Time passed and the collar went his way to the bin in a paper mill, where the rags kept company according to rank, the fine rags in one bin, the coarse in another, just as it is in the world. They all gossiped aplenty but the collar chattered the most, for he was an awful braggart.

				“I’ve had sweethearts by the dozen,” he told them. “Ladies never would leave me alone, and you can’t blame them; for I was such a perfect gentleman, stiff with starch, and with a bootjack and comb to spare. You should have seen me then. You should have seen me unbend.

				“I’ll never forget my first love—such a charming little girdle, so slender and tender. She threw herself into a tub of water, all for the love of me. Then there was the widow, glowing to get me, but I jilted her and let her cool off. And there was the ballet dancer, whose mark I bear to this day. What a fiery creature she was! And even my comb fell so hard in love with me that she lost all her teeth when I left her. Yes, indeed, I have plenty on my conscience. But the garter—I mean the girdle—who drowned herself in the wash tub, is the one I feel most badly about. Oh, I have a black record, and it’s high time I turned into spotless white paper.”

				And that’s exactly what happened. All the rags were made into paper, and the collar became the page you see, the very paper on which this story is printed. That was because he boasted so outrageously about things that never had happened. So let’s be careful to behave we better than he did, for you never can tell. Someday we may end up in the rag bag, and be made into white paper on which the whole story of our life is printed in full detail. Then we’d have to turn tattletale on ourselves, just as the shirt collar has done.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				The Fir Tree

				Out in the woods stood such a pretty little fir tree. It grew in a good place, where it had plenty of sun and plenty of fresh air. Around it stood many tall comrades, both fir trees and pines.

				The little fir tree was in a headlong hurry to grow up. It didn’t care a thing for the warm sunshine, or the fresh air, and it took no interest in the peasant children who ran about chattering when they came to pick strawberries or raspberries. Often when the children had picked their pails full, or had gathered long strings of berries threaded on straws, they would sit down to rest near the little fir. “Oh, isn’t it a nice little tree?” they would say. “It’s the baby of the woods.” The little tree didn’t like their remarks at all.

				Next year it shot up a long joint of new growth, and the following year another joint, still longer. You can always tell how old a fir tree is by counting the number of joints it has.

				“I wish I were a grown-up tree, like my friends,” the little tree sighed. “Then I could stretch out my branches and see from my top what the world is like. The birds would make me their nesting place, and when the wind blew I could bow back and forth with all the great trees.”

				It took no pleasure in the sunshine, nor in the birds. The glowing clouds that sailed overhead at sunrise and sunset meant nothing to it.

				In winter, when the snow lay sparkling on the ground, a hare would often come hopping along and jump right over the little tree. Oh, how irritating that was! That happened for two winters, but when the third winter came the tree was so tall that the hare had to turn aside and hop around it.

				“Oh, to grow, grow! To get older and taller,” the little tree thought. “That is the most wonderful thing in this world.”

				In the autumn, woodcutters came and cut down a few of the largest trees. This happened every year. The young fir was no longer a baby tree, and it trembled to see how those stately great trees crashed to the ground, how their limbs were lopped off, and how lean they looked as the naked trunks were loaded into carts. It could hardly recognize the trees it had known, when the horses pulled them out of the woods.

				Where were they going? What would become of them?

				In the springtime, when swallows and storks came back, the tree asked them, “Do you know where the other trees went? Have you met them?”

				The swallows knew nothing about it, but the stork looked thoughtful and nodded his head. “Yes, I think I met them,” he said. “On my way from Egypt I met many new ships, and some had tall, stately masts. They may well have been the trees you mean, for I remember the smell of fir. They wanted to be remembered to you.”

				“Oh, I wish I were old enough to travel on the sea. Please tell me what it really is, and how it looks.”

				“That would take too long to tell,” said the stork, and off he strode.

				“Rejoice in your youth,” said the sunbeams. “Take pride in your growing strength and in the stir of life within you.”

				And the wind kissed the tree, and the dew wept over it, for the tree was young and without understanding.

				When Christmas came near, many young trees were cut down. Some were not even as old or as tall as this fir tree of ours, who was in such a hurry and fret to go traveling. These young trees, which were always the most handsome, had their branches left on them when they were loaded on carts and the horses drew them out of the woods.

				“Where can they be going?” the fir tree wondered. “They are no taller than I am. One was really much smaller than I am. And why are they allowed to keep all their branches? Where can they be going?”

				“We know! We know!” the sparrows chirped. “We have been to town and peeped in the windows. We know where they are going. The greatest splendor and glory you can imagine awaits them. We’ve peeped through windows. We’ve seen them planted right in the middle of a warm room, and decked out with the most splendid things—gold apples, good gingerbread, gay toys, and many hundreds of candles.”

				“And then?” asked the fir tree, trembling in every twig. “And then? What happens then?”

				“We saw nothing more. And never have we seen anything that could match it.”

				“I wonder if I was created for such a glorious future?” The fir tree rejoiced. “Why, that is better than to cross the sea. I’m tormented with longing. Oh, if Christmas would only come! I’m just as tall and grown-up as the trees they chose last year. How I wish I were already in the cart, on my way to the warm room where there’s so much splendor and glory. Then—then something even better, something still more important is bound to happen, or why should they deck me so fine? Yes, there must be something still grander! But what? Oh, how I long: I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

				“Enjoy us while you may,” the air and sunlight told him. “Rejoice in the days of your youth, out here in the open.”

				But the tree did not rejoice at all. It just grew. It grew and was green both winter and summer—dark evergreen. People who passed it said, “There’s a beautiful tree!” And when Christmas time came again they cut it down first. The axe struck deep into its marrow. The tree sighed as it fell to the ground. It felt faint with pain. Instead of the happiness it had expected, the tree was sorry to leave the home where it had grown up. It knew that never again would it see its dear old friends, the little bushes and the flowers about it—and perhaps not even the birds. The departure was anything but pleasant.

				The tree did not get over it until all the trees were unloaded in the yard, and it heard a man say, “That’s a splendid one. That’s the tree for us.” Then two servants came in fine livery, and carried the fir tree into a big splendid drawing room. Portraits were hung all around the walls. On either side of the white porcelain stove stood great Chinese vases, with lions on the lids of them. There were easy chairs, silk-covered sofas and long tables strewn with picture books, and with toys that were worth a mint of money, or so the children said.

				The fir tree was planted in a large tub filled with sand, but no one could see that it was a tub, because it was wrapped in a gay green cloth and set on a many-coloured carpet. How the tree quivered! What would come next? The servants and even the young ladies helped it on with its fine decorations. From its branches they hung little nets cut out of coloured paper, and each net was filled with candies. Gilded apples and walnuts hung in clusters as if they grew there, and a hundred little white, blue, and even red, candles were fastened to its twigs. Among its green branches swayed dolls that it took to be real living people, for the tree had never seen their like before. And up at its very top was set a large gold tinsel star. It was splendid, I tell you, splendid beyond all words!

				“Tonight,” they all said, “ah, tonight how the tree will shine!”

				“Oh,” thought the tree, “if tonight would only come! If only the candles were lit! And after that, what happens then? Will the trees come trooping out of the woods to see me? Will the sparrows flock to the windows? Shall I take root here, and stand in fine ornaments all winter and summer long?”

				That was how much it knew about it. All its longing had gone to its bark and set it to arching, which is as bad for a tree as a headache is for us.

				Now the candles were lighted. What dazzling splendor! What a blaze of light! The tree quivered so in every bough that a candle set one of its twigs ablaze. It hurt terribly.

				“Mercy me!” cried every young lady, and the fire was quickly put out. The tree no longer dared rustle a twig—it was awful! Wouldn’t it be terrible if it were to drop one of its ornaments? Its own brilliance dazzled it.

				Suddenly the folding doors were thrown back, and a whole flock of children burst in as if they would overturn the tree completely. Their elders marched in after them, more sedately. For a moment, but only for a moment, the young ones were stricken speechless. Then they shouted till the rafters rang. They danced about the tree and plucked off one present after another.

				“What are they up to?” the tree wondered. “What will happen next?”

				As the candles burned down to the bark they were snuffed out, one by one, and then the children had permission to plunder the tree. They went about it in such earnest that the branches crackled and, if the tree had not been tied to the ceiling by the gold star at top, it would have tumbled headlong.

				The children danced about with their splendid playthings. No one looked at the tree now, except an old nurse who peered in among the branches, but this was only to make sure that not an apple or fig had been overlooked.

				“Tell us a story! Tell us a story!” the children clamored, as they towed a fat little man to the tree. He sat down beneath it and said, “Here we are in the woods, and it will do the tree a lot of good to listen to our story. Mind you, I’ll tell only one. Which will you have, the story of Ivedy-Avedy, or the one about Humpty-Dumpty who tumbled downstairs, yet ascended the throne and married the Princess?”

				“Ivedy-Avedy,” cried some. “Humpty-Dumpty,” cried the others. And there was a great hullabaloo. Only the fir tree held its peace, though it thought to itself, “Am I to be left out of this? Isn’t there anything I can do?” For all the fun of the evening had centered upon it, and it had played its part well.

				The fat little man told them all about Humpty-Dumpty, who tumbled downstairs, yet ascended the throne and married the Princess. And the children clapped and shouted, “Tell us another one! Tell us another one!” For they wanted to hear about Ivedy-Avedy too, but after Humpty-Dumpty the story telling stopped. The fir tree stood very still as it pondered how the birds in the woods had never told it a story to equal this.

				“Humpty-Dumpty tumbled downstairs, yet he married the Princess. Imagine! That must be how things happen in the world. You never can tell. Maybe I’ll tumble downstairs and marry a princess too,” thought the fir tree, who believed every word of the story because such a nice man had told it.

				The tree looked forward to the following day, when they would deck it again with fruit and toys, candles and gold. “Tomorrow I shall not quiver,” it decided. “I’ll enjoy my splendor to the full. Tomorrow I shall hear about Humpty-Dumpty again, and perhaps about Ivedy-Avedy too.” All night long the tree stood silent as it dreamed its dreams, and next morning the butler and the maid came in with their dusters.

				“Now my splendor will be renewed,” the fir tree
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