THE OLD MAN
One late autumn afternoon, an old, well-dressed man walked slowly down the street. He seemed to be returning home from a walk, for his buckled shoes, relics of a fashion long past, were dusty. He carried a long cane with a gold knob under his arm. His dark eyes, in which all his lost youth seemed to have taken refuge, stood out strangely against his snow-white hair; he looked quietly about him, or down toward the town, which lay before him in the haze of the evening sun.
He seemed almost a stranger, for few of the passers-by greeted him, though more than one felt compelled to look into those grave eyes. At last he stopped before a tall gabled house, looked out once more over the town, and went into the entrance hall. At the sound of the doorbell, a green curtain was drawn aside from a small window opening onto the hall, and the face of an old woman appeared behind it. The man made a sign to her with his cane.
“No light yet!” he said, with a faint southern accent, and the housekeeper let the curtain fall again.
The old man crossed the broad entrance hall and passed through a parlour where great oak cupboards topped with porcelain vases stood against the walls. Through the door opposite he entered a small passage, from which a narrow staircase led to the upper rooms at the back of the house. He climbed it slowly, unlocked a door at the top, and entered a room of modest size. It was intimate and still. One wall was almost covered with shelves and bookcases; on the others hung pictures of people and landscapes. Before a green-covered table, on which a few books lay open, stood a heavy armchair with a red velvet cushion.
Having set his hat and cane in the corner, the old man sat down in the armchair and rested after his walk, his hands folded. As he sat there, the room gradually grew darker. At last a shaft of moonlight fell through the windowpanes onto the pictures on the wall, and his eyes followed it unbidden as the bright strip moved slowly onward. Now it reached a small picture in a plain black frame. “Elisabeth!” the old man said softly; and as he spoke the name, time was transformed: he was young again.
THE CHILDREN
Soon the graceful figure of a little girl came up to him. Her name was Elisabeth, and she might have been five years old; he was twice her age. She wore a little red silk kerchief around her neck; it suited her brown eyes prettily.
“Reinhard!” she cried. “We’re free, free! No school all day, nor tomorrow either.”
Reinhard quickly set the slate he already had under his arm behind the front door, and then the two children ran through the house into the garden and out through the garden gate onto the meadow. The unexpected holiday suited them splendidly. Here, with Elisabeth’s help, Reinhard had built a house of pieces of turf; they meant to live in it on summer evenings, but it still lacked a bench. He set to work at once; nails, hammer, and the necessary boards were already at hand. Meanwhile Elisabeth walked along the embankment, gathering the ring-shaped seeds of wild mallow in her apron. She meant to make chains and necklaces from them; and when Reinhard, despite several nails driven in crooked, had at last finished his bench and stepped out into the sunshine again, she was already far away at the other end of the meadow.
“Elisabeth!” he called. “Elisabeth!” And she came, her curls flying. “Come,” he said, “our house is finished now. You’ve grown quite hot; come inside and we’ll sit on the new bench. I’ll tell you a story.”
So they went in together and sat down on the new bench. Elisabeth took the little rings from her apron and threaded them onto long pieces of string; Reinhard began his tale: “Once upon a time there were three spinning women—” [Footnote: A well-known fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm begins in this way.]
“Oh,” said Elisabeth, “I know that one by heart. You mustn’t always tell the same story.”
So Reinhard had to abandon the tale of the three spinning women, and instead he told her the story of the poor man who was thrown into the lions’ den.
“Now it was night,” he said, “you know? Quite dark, and the lions were asleep. But sometimes they yawned in their sleep and stretched out their red tongues; then the man shuddered and thought morning was coming. All at once a bright light shone around him, and when he looked up, an angel stood before him. The angel beckoned to him and went straight into the rocks.”
Elisabeth had listened closely. “An angel?” she said. “Did he have wings?”
“It’s only a story,” Reinhard answered. “There aren’t any angels.”
“Oh, shame on you, Reinhard!” she said, staring him in the face.
But when he looked at her darkly, she asked, uncertain now, “Then why do they always say there are? Mother and Aunt, and at school too?”
“I don’t know,” he answered.
“But Reinhard,” said Elisabeth, “aren’t there any lions either?”
“Lions? Whether there are lions? In India there are; the priests of the idols harness them to their chariots and drive them through the desert. When I’m grown up, I’m going there myself. It’s a thousand times lovelier than it is here; there’s no winter at all. You must come with me. Will you?”
“Yes,” said Elisabeth, “but Mother must come too, and your mother as well.”
“No,” said Reinhard, “they’ll be too old by then. They can’t come.”
“But I’m not allowed to go alone.”
“You will be. You’ll be my wife then, truly, and the others won’t be able to tell you what to do.”
“But my mother will cry.”
“We’ll come back,” Reinhard said fiercely. “Just say it plainly: will you travel with me? Otherwise I’ll go alone, and then I’ll never come back.”
The little girl was close to tears. “Don’t look at me so crossly,” she said. “I will go with you to India.”
Beside himself with joy, Reinhard took both her hands and drew her out onto the meadow.
“To India, to India!” he sang, whirling her round until the little red kerchief flew from her neck. Then suddenly he let her go and said gravely:
“It won’t come to anything after all. You haven’t the courage.”
“Elisabeth! Reinhard!” someone called from the garden gate. “Here! Here!” the children answered, and ran home hand in hand.
IN THE FOREST
So the children lived together; she was often too quiet for him, he too impetuous for her, but neither drew away on that account. They spent almost all their free hours together: in winter in the narrow rooms of their mothers’ houses, in summer among bushes and fields.
Once, when the schoolmaster scolded Elisabeth in Reinhard’s presence, Reinhard thrust his slate angrily onto the desk to draw the man’s ire upon himself. It went unnoticed. But Reinhard ceased to pay any attention to the geography lessons; instead, he composed a long poem. In it he likened himself to a young eagle, the schoolmaster to a grey crow, and Elisabeth was the white dove. The eagle vowed to take revenge on the grey crow as soon as his wings had grown. Tears stood in the young poet’s eyes; he felt very noble. When he got home, he managed to obtain a little parchment-bound book with many blank pages, and on the first of them he wrote out his first poem in a careful hand.
Soon afterward he went to another school. There he made several new friends among boys of his own age, but his companionship with Elisabeth was not disturbed. He now began to write down those fairy tales he had once told her over and over, choosing the ones she had liked best. Often he felt tempted to weave some of his own thoughts into them; but, though he did not know why, he could never bring himself to do it. So he wrote them down exactly as he had heard them. Then he gave the pages to Elisabeth, who kept them carefully in a drawer of her little casket; and it gave him a gentle pleasure when, now and then of an evening, he heard her reading these little stories from his handwritten pages to her mother in his presence.
Seven years had passed. Reinhard was to leave the town to continue his education. Elisabeth could not reconcile herself to the thought that there would now be a time without Reinhard at all. She was glad when one day he told her he would go on writing fairy tales for her, as he always had; he would send them with his letters to his mother, and she must write back and tell him how she had liked them. His departure drew near; but before it came, several more verses found their way into the parchment-bound book. That alone remained a secret from Elisabeth, though she was the reason for the whole book and for most of the poems that had gradually filled almost half its blank pages.
It was June; Reinhard was to leave the next day. They wished to spend one more festive day together. A large party arranged an outing to one of the nearby woods. They went by carriage as far as the edge of the forest, a journey of several hours; then they took down the provision baskets and continued on foot. First they had to pass through a stand of firs; it was cool and dim there, and the ground was strewn everywhere with fine needles. After half an hour’s walking they emerged from the dark firs into a fresh beechwood. Here all was light and green; now and then a sunbeam broke through the leafy branches, and a squirrel leapt from bough to bough above their heads.
The party stopped in a clearing where the crowns of ancient beeches met to form a light canopy of leaves. Elisabeth’s mother opened one of the baskets; an elderly gentleman appointed himself master of provisions.
“Gather round me, you young birds!” he cried. “And mark well what I have to tell you. For breakfast, each of you shall now have two plain rolls; the butter has been left at home, and you must find your own relish. There are strawberries enough in the wood, that is, for anyone who knows how to find them. Whoever is clumsy must eat his bread dry; so it goes everywhere in life. Have you understood my speech?”
“Yes, indeed!” cried the young people.
“Yes, you see,” said the old gentleman, “but I have not finished. We older folk have wandered about enough in our lives; so now we shall stay at home—that is, here beneath these broad trees—and peel the potatoes and make a fire and lay the table, and when the clock strikes twelve, the eggs shall be boiled as well.”
“In return, you owe us half your strawberries, so that we too may serve a dessert. And now go east and west, and be honest.”
The boys pulled all manner of mischievous faces.
“Wait!” cried the old gentleman once more. “I hardly need tell you that whoever finds none need hand none over; but mind you remember this: he will get nothing from us older folk, either. And now you have had lessons enough for one day; if you find some strawberries besides, you will manage to get through life for today.”
The boys were of the same mind and began setting off in pairs.
“Come, Elisabeth,” said Reinhard, “I know a patch of strawberries; you shall not have to eat dry bread.”
Elisabeth tied together the green ribbons of her straw hat and hung it over her arm. “Come, then,” she said, “the basket is ready.”
Then they went into the forest, deeper and deeper; through damp shade beneath the trees, where all was still, save for the cries of hawks high above them, unseen; then through dense undergrowth, so dense that Reinhard had to go ahead and make a path, breaking a branch here, bending a tendril aside there. Before long, he heard Elisabeth calling his name behind him. He turned.
“Reinhard!” she called. “Wait for me, Reinhard!”
He could not see her; at last he made her out some way off, struggling with the bushes, her little head barely showing above the tips of the ferns. He went back and led her through the tangle of plants and shrubs into an open place, where blue butterflies fluttered among the solitary woodland flowers. Reinhard brushed the damp hair from her flushed little face; then he tried to put her straw hat on her, but she would not let him. When he asked her, though, she let him do it after all.
“But where are your strawberries?” she asked at last, stopping to draw a deep breath.
“They used to grow here,” he said, “but the toads have got here before us, or the martens, or perhaps the elves.”
“Yes,” said Elisabeth, “the leaves are still here; but don’t speak of elves in this place. Come, I’m not at all tired yet; let’s look farther on.”
A little brook lay before them, with the forest beyond it. Reinhard lifted Elisabeth into his arms and carried her across. After a while they came out of the shady foliage into a broad clearing.
“There must be strawberries here,” said the girl. “It smells so sweet.”
They searched across the sunlit clearing, but found none. “No,” said Reinhard, “it’s only the scent of the heather.”
Raspberry bushes and holly grew tangled together everywhere; a strong scent of heather, which covered the open patches of ground in turns with short grass, filled the air.
“It is lonely here,” said Elisabeth. “Where can the others be?”
Reinhard had not thought of the way back.
“Wait: which way is the wind coming from?” he said, and raised his hand. But there was no wind.
“Hush,” said Elisabeth. “I think I heard them talking. Call down that way.”
Reinhard cupped his hands and called. “Come over here!”
“Over here!” came the reply.
“They answered!” said Elisabeth, clapping her hands.
“No, it was nothing. It was only the echo.”
Elisabeth took Reinhard’s hand. “I’m frightened,” she said.
“No,” said Reinhard, “you mustn’t be. It’s splendid here. Sit down in the shade among the heather. Let’s rest a while; we’ll find the others.”
Elisabeth sat beneath an overhanging beech and listened intently in every direction; Reinhard sat a few paces away on a tree stump and looked over at her in silence. The sun stood directly above them; it was the blazing heat of noon. Tiny flies, shining gold and steel-blue, hovered with beating wings; all around them was a faint whirring and humming, and now and then, deep in the forest, they heard the hammering of woodpeckers and the cries of other woodland birds.
“Listen,” said Elisabeth. “The bells are ringing.”
“Where?” asked Reinhard.
“Behind us. Do you hear? It’s noon.”
“Then the town is behind us, and if we go straight on in that direction, we must come upon the others.”
So they set out on their way back. They had given up looking for strawberries, for Elisabeth had grown tired. At last the laughter of the party sounded through the trees; then they saw a white cloth gleaming on the ground. It was the tablecloth, and on it stood strawberries in abundance. The old gentleman had tucked a napkin into his buttonhole and was continuing his moral discourses to the boys while busily carving a roast.
“There are the stragglers!” cried the boys when they saw Reinhard and Elisabeth coming through the trees.
“Come here!” called the old gentleman. “Empty your handkerchiefs, turn out your hats! Now show us what you’ve found.”
“Hunger and thirst!” said Reinhard.
“If that’s all,” replied the old gentleman, holding up the full bowl to them, “you’ll have to keep it. You know the agreement; no idlers are fed here.”
In the end, though, he let himself be persuaded, and they sat down to their meal, while a thrush sang from the juniper bushes.
So the day passed.—Yet Reinhard had found something after all; if it was not strawberries, it too had grown in the forest. When he came home, he wrote in his old parchment-bound book:
Here on the mountainside
The wind has fallen still;
The branches hang down low,
Beneath them sits the child.
She sits among the thyme,
She sits amid its scent;
Blue flies hum around her
And flash across the air.
The forest stands so silent,
She gazes into its shade;
Around her brown curls
The sunlight flows and plays.
Far off the cuckoo laughs;
A thought comes over me:
She has the golden eyes
Of the forest queen.
Thus she was not only his protégée; to him she was the very image of all that was lovely and wondrous in the life unfolding before him.
THERE STOOD THE CHILD BY THE ROAD
Christmas Eve drew near. It was still afternoon when Reinhard sat with other students at the old oak table in the Ratskeller [Footnote: Or town hall cellar. In almost every large city in Germany, the town hall cellar has been turned into a place to eat and drink beer.] The lamps on the walls had been lit, for dusk had already fallen down here; but there were few guests, and the waiters leaned idly against the stone pillars. In a corner of the vaulted room sat a fiddler and a girl with a zither and fine, gypsy-like features; their instruments lay in their laps, and they seemed to gaze ahead without interest.
At the students’ table a champagne cork popped. “Drink, my Bohemian sweetheart!” cried a young man with the air of a squire, holding out a full glass to the girl.
“I don’t want any,” she said, without changing her position.
“Then sing!” cried the young man, tossing a silver coin into her lap. The girl slowly ran her fingers through her black hair while the fiddler whispered in her ear; but she threw back her head and rested her chin on her zither.
“I won’t play for him,” she said.
Reinhard sprang up, glass in hand, and stood before her.
“What do you want?” she asked defiantly.
“To see your eyes.”
“What are my eyes to you?”
Reinhard looked down at her, his own eyes flashing.
“I know they’re false!”
She laid her cheek in the palm of her hand and watched him warily. Reinhard raised his glass to his lips.
“To your beautiful, sinful eyes!” he said, and drank.
She laughed and tossed her head.
“Give it here!” she said, and, fixing her black eyes on his, slowly drank what remained. Then she struck a chord and sang in a deep, passionate voice:
“Today, only today,
I am so fair;
Tomorrow, ah tomorrow,
All must perish there!
Only this hour
Are you still mine;
To die, ah, to die
Alone must be my lot!”
As the fiddler began the postlude at a quick tempo, a newcomer joined the group.
“I came to fetch you, Reinhard,” he said. “You had already gone; but the Christ Child had paid you a visit.”
“The Christ Child?” said Reinhard. “It no longer comes to me.”
“Oh, nonsense! Your whole room smelled of fir tree and Christmas cakes.”
Reinhard set down his glass and reached for his cap.
“What are you doing?” asked the girl.
“I’ll be back soon.”
She frowned. “Stay!” she said softly, looking at him with sudden familiarity.
Reinhard hesitated. “I can’t,” he said.
Laughing, she nudged him with the toe of her shoe. “Go, then!” she said. “You’re no good; none of you are any good.” And as she turned away, Reinhard slowly climbed the cellar stairs.
Outside, the street lay in deep twilight; he felt the fresh winter air on his hot forehead. Here and there the bright glow of a lighted Christmas tree fell from a window, and now and then he heard from within the sound of little whistles and tin trumpets, with children’s voices jubilant among them. Bands of beggar children went from house to house or climbed onto the stair railings, trying to glimpse through the windows the splendour denied them. At times a door was flung open and scolding voices drove a whole swarm of these little visitors from the bright house into the dark street; elsewhere, an old Christmas carol was being sung in an entryway, with clear girls’ voices among the singers. Reinhard did not hear them. He passed quickly by it all, from one street into another. By the time he reached his lodgings, it was almost quite dark. He stumbled upstairs and entered his room. A sweet scent met him; it felt like home, and smelled of his mother’s room at Christmas. With a trembling hand he lit his candle. There was a large parcel on the table, and when he opened it, out fell the familiar brown Christmas cakes. On some, the initials of his name had been traced in sugar; no one but Elisabeth could have done that. Then came a little parcel of finely embroidered linen, handkerchiefs and cuffs, and finally letters from his mother and Elisabeth. Reinhard opened Elisabeth’s first. She wrote:
“The pretty sugar letters will tell you who helped with the cakes; that same person embroidered the cuffs for you. It will be very quiet here on Christmas Eve; my mother always puts her spinning wheel away in the corner by half past nine. It is so lonely this winter, with you not here.
“And last Sunday the linnet you gave me died. I cried a great deal, though I always took good care of him.
“He used to sing every afternoon when the sun shone on his cage. You know how often Mother hung a cloth over it to quiet him when he sang with all his might.
“So now the room is quieter still, except that your old friend Erich comes to see us now and then. You once told us he looked like his brown overcoat. I always think of that when he comes through the door, and it is terribly funny; but don’t tell Mother, for she is easily vexed by it.
“Guess what I am giving your mother for Christmas! You cannot guess? Myself! Erich is drawing me in black chalk. I have had to sit for him three times, a whole hour each time.
“I did not like having that strange man learn my face so thoroughly. I did not want to do it, but Mother persuaded me; she said it would give dear Frau Werner such pleasure.
“But you have not kept your word, Reinhard. You have sent no fairy tales. I have often complained of you to your mother; she always says you have more to do now than such childish things. But I do not believe it; there must be another reason.”
Reinhard read his mother’s letter too, and when he had read both letters and slowly folded them again and put them away, an unrelenting homesickness came over him. For a while he paced up and down his room; then he spoke softly, half to himself:
He had almost lost his way
And knew not how to get out;
There stood the child beside the road
And beckoned him toward home.
Then he went to his desk, took out some money, and went down into the street again. By now it had grown quieter there; the Christmas trees had burned down, and the children’s processions had ceased. The wind swept through the deserted streets; old and young sat together with their families in their houses. The second part of Christmas Eve had begun.
As Reinhard neared the Ratskeller, he heard the scrape of a fiddle and the zither girl’s singing rising from below. Just then the cellar door rattled, and a dark figure staggered up the broad, dimly lit steps.
Reinhard stepped into the shadow of the houses, then hurried past. After a while he came to a jeweller’s lighted shop, and having bought a little cross set with red coral, he returned by the way he had come.
Not far from his lodgings he noticed a little girl in wretched rags standing before a tall house door, trying in vain to open it. “Shall I help you?” he said. The child made no answer, but let go of the heavy latch. Reinhard had already opened the door. “No,” he said, “they might drive you out. Come with me! I’ll give you some Christmas cakes.” He shut the door again and took the little girl by the hand. Without a word, she went with him to his room.
He had left the light burning when he went out. “Here are some cakes for you,” he said, and put half his whole store into her apron, though none with the sugar letters. “Now go home and give some to your mother, too.” The child glanced up at him shyly; she seemed unused to such kindness and unable to find a reply. Reinhard opened the door and held up the light for her, and then the little one flew down the stairs and out of the house with her cakes, like a bird.
Reinhard stirred the fire in his stove and set the dusty inkpot on his table. Then he sat down and wrote and wrote all night, letters to his mother and to Elisabeth. The remaining Christmas cakes lay untouched beside him; but he had fastened on the cuffs Elisabeth had sent, which looked quite curious with his white woollen jacket. He was still sitting there when the winter sun fell upon the frozen windowpanes and showed him, in the mirror opposite, a pale, grave face.
AT HOME
When Easter came, Reinhard travelled home. On the morning after his arrival, he went to see Elisabeth.
“How tall you’ve grown,” he said, as the beautiful, slender girl came towards him smiling. She blushed but said nothing; the hand he had taken in greeting gently sought to withdraw from his. He looked at her uncertainly. She had never done that before; now it was as though something unfamiliar had come between them.
It remained so even after he had been home for some time and had returned day after day. When they sat alone together, silences arose that made him uneasy, and he tried anxiously to forestall them. To give them something definite to talk about during the holidays, he began teaching Elisabeth botany, a subject to which he had devoted himself diligently in his first months at university.
Elisabeth, who was used to following him in everything and was eager to learn besides, readily agreed. Several times a week they went on excursions into the fields or across the heath. When they had brought the green botanizing case home at noon, full of plants and flowers, Reinhard would return a few hours later to sort through their finds with her.
With this in mind, he entered the room one afternoon and found Elisabeth standing at the window, fastening fresh chickweed to a gilded birdcage he had not seen there before. Inside sat a canary, beating its wings and pecking with shrill cries at Elisabeth’s finger. Reinhard’s bird had once hung in that spot.
“Has my poor linnet turned into a goldfinch since he died?” he asked cheerfully.
“Linnets don’t generally do that,” said her mother, spinning in her armchair. “Your friend Erich sent him in from his estate for Elisabeth at midday.”
“From which estate?”
“You don’t know?”
“Know what?”
“That Erich took over his father’s second estate at Immensee [Footnote: The lake of the bees.] a month ago?”
“But you never said a word to me about it.”
“Well,” said her mother, “you haven’t asked a word about your friend, either. He is a dear, sensible young man.”
Her mother went out to see to the coffee; Elisabeth had her back to Reinhard and was still busy making her little bower.
“Please, just a little while,” she said. “I’m nearly done.”
When Reinhard, contrary to his habit, did not answer, she turned round. In his eyes was a sudden look of sorrow she had never seen there before.
“What is it, Reinhard?” she asked, stepping close to him.
“Me?” he said absently, letting his gaze rest dreamily in hers.
“You look so sad.”
“Elisabeth,” he said, “I don’t like the yellow bird.”
She looked at him in astonishment; she did not understand him. “You are so strange,” she said.
He took both her hands, and she let them rest quietly in his. Soon her mother came in again. After coffee she sat down at her spinning wheel; Reinhard and Elisabeth went into the next room to arrange their plants.
They counted stamens, carefully spread out leaves and blossoms, and placed two specimens of each kind between the pages of a large folio to dry.
The afternoon was sunny and still; only her mother’s spinning wheel hummed in the next room, and from time to time Reinhard’s subdued voice could be heard as he named the orders and classes of the plants or corrected Elisabeth’s awkward pronunciation of their Latin names.
“I’m still missing the lily of the valley from the other day,” she said, when they had identified and arranged everything they had found.
Reinhard drew a small volume bound in white parchment from his pocket. “Here is a stalk of lily of the valley for you,” he said, taking out the half-dried plant.
When Elisabeth saw the pages covered in writing, she asked, “Have you been making up fairy tales again?”
“They aren’t fairy tales,” he answered, and handed her the book.
It contained nothing but verses, most of them filling no more than a page. Elisabeth turned one leaf after another; she seemed to read only the headings. “When the Schoolmaster Scolded Her.” “When They Lost Their Way in the Forest.” “With the Easter Tale.” “When She Wrote to Me for the First Time.” Almost all of them were like that.
Reinhard looked at her searchingly, and as she went on turning the pages, he saw a faint blush rise at last in her clear face and gradually spread over it. He wanted to see her eyes, but Elisabeth did not look up, and in the end laid the book silently before him.
“Don’t give it back to me like that!” he said.
She took a brown sprig from the tin case. “I’ll put your favourite herb in it,” she said, and placed the book in his hands.
At last came the final day of the holidays, and the morning of his departure. At her request, Elisabeth’s mother gave her leave to accompany her friend to the post coach, which stopped a few streets from their home.
As they stepped out of the house, Reinhard offered her his arm; thus he walked in silence beside the slender girl. The nearer they came to their destination, the more he felt that, before taking leave of her for so long, he had something he must tell her, something on which all the worth and sweetness of his future life depended; yet he could not find the word that would release it. This troubled him, and he walked more and more slowly.
“You’ll be late,” she said. “It has already struck ten at St. Mary’s.”
But he did not walk any faster. At last he said, haltingly:
“Elisabeth, you won’t see me at all for two years now—will you still be as fond of me as you are now, when I come back?”
She nodded and looked kindly into his face.
“I stood up for you, too,” she said after a pause.
“For me? Against whom did you need to?”
“Against my mother. We talked about you for a long time last night after you had gone. She thought you were not as good as you used to be.”
Reinhard was silent for a moment; then he took her hand in his and, looking gravely into her childlike eyes, said:
“I am just as good as I used to be; you must believe that firmly! Do you believe it, Elisabeth?”
“Yes,” she said.
He let go of her hand and walked quickly with her through the last street. The nearer the parting came, the brighter his face grew; he walked almost too fast for her.
“What is it, Reinhard?” she asked.
“I have a secret, a lovely one!” he said, looking at her with shining eyes. “When I come back in two years, you shall hear it.”
By then they had reached the post coach; there was just time. Reinhard took her hand once more. “Farewell,” he said, “farewell, Elisabeth! Don’t forget!”
She shook her head. “Farewell,” she said. Reinhard climbed in, and the horses set off. As the coach rounded the street corner, he caught one last glimpse of her dear figure walking slowly back the way they had come.
A LETTER
Nearly two years later, Reinhard sat before his lamp among books and papers, waiting for a friend with whom he studied. Someone came up the stairs. “Come in!” It was his landlady. “A letter for you, Herr Werner!” Then she went away again.
Since his visit home, Reinhard had not written to Elisabeth, nor had he received another letter from her. This one was not from her either; the handwriting was his mother’s.
Reinhard broke the seal and read. Soon he came to the following:
“At your age, my dear child, almost every year still has a face of its own: youth will not let itself be made poorer. Here too, some things have changed that will hurt you at first, if I have understood you rightly. Yesterday Erich finally won Elisabeth’s consent, after asking twice in vain during the past three months. She had never been able to bring herself to it; now at last she has, though she is still so very young. The wedding will be soon, and her mother will go away with them.”
IMMENSEE
Years had passed once more.—On a warm spring afternoon, a young man with a strong, sun-browned face was walking down a shady forest path.
His grave dark eyes searched the distance, as though he expected the unchanging path at last to alter, but it gave no sign of doing so. At length a cart came slowly up from below.
“Hallo, my good man!” the traveller called to the farmer walking beside it. “Is this the right way to Immensee?”
“Straight on,” the man answered, touching the brim of his round hat.
“Is it much farther?”
“You’re close to it, sir. Before you’ve smoked half a pipe of tobacco, you’ll come to the lake; the manor house stands right beside it.”
The farmer drove on; the traveller walked faster beneath the trees. After a quarter of an hour, the shade suddenly ended on his left. The path ran along a slope from which the crowns of hundred-year-old oaks barely rose. Beyond them a broad, sunlit landscape opened out. Far below lay the lake, still and dark blue, surrounded almost entirely by green woods bright with sunlight; only in one place did they part, allowing the eye to travel far into the distance, until blue mountains closed the view. Across the water, amid the green foliage of the woods, something lay as white as snow: flowering fruit trees. Above them, on the high shore, rose the manor house, white beneath its red tiles. A stork lifted from the chimney and circled slowly over the water.
“Immensee!” cried the traveller.
It was almost as though he had now reached the end of his journey, for he stood motionless, looking over the treetops at his feet towards the opposite shore, where the reflection of the manor house floated, gently rocking, on the water. Then, suddenly, he went on.
The path now descended so steeply that the trees below gave shade once more, but hid the view of the lake, which flashed through gaps in the branches only now and then.
Soon the path rose gently again, and the woodland fell away on either side; in its place, vine-clad hills stretched along the road. Flowering fruit trees stood on both sides, full of bees humming and stirring among the blossoms. A stately man in a brown overcoat came towards the traveller. When he was almost upon him, he swung his cap and called out in a clear voice:
“Welcome, welcome, Brother Reinhard! Welcome to Immensee Estate!”
“God greet you, [Footnote: This greeting is used especially in Southern Germany.] Erich, and thank you for your welcome!” the other called back.
Then they met and shook hands.
“But is it really you?” said Erich, looking so closely into his old schoolmate’s grave face.
“Of course it is, Erich, and you are yourself too; only you look almost more cheerful than you always used to.”
A happy smile made Erich’s plain features brighter still at these words.
“Yes, Brother Reinhard,” he said, offering him his hand once more, “but since then I have drawn the winning lot; you know that.”
Then he rubbed his hands and cried with delight, “What a surprise it will be! She’ll never expect you, not in all eternity!”
“A surprise?” asked Reinhard. “For whom?”
“For Elisabeth.”
“Elisabeth! You haven’t told her I was coming?”
“Not a word, Brother Reinhard; she has no thought of you, nor has her mother. I invited you quite secretly, so that their joy would be all the greater. You know I always had my little plans.”
Reinhard fell silent in thought; the nearer they came to the house, the harder he seemed to find it to breathe.
On the left side of the road the vineyards now came to an end, giving way to a spacious kitchen garden that ran almost down to the shore of the lake. The stork had landed in the meantime and was strolling solemnly among the vegetable beds.
“Hoy there!” cried Erich, clapping his hands. “That long-legged Egyptian is stealing my short pea-stakes again!”
The bird rose slowly and flew onto the roof of a new building at the far end of the kitchen garden, its walls covered with trained peach and apricot trees.
“That’s the distillery,” said Erich. “I set it up only two years ago. My late father had the farm buildings rebuilt; the house was built by my grandfather. So one makes a little progress with each generation.”
As he spoke, they came onto a spacious courtyard bounded on either side by the farm buildings and at the far end by the manor house. A high garden wall joined each wing of the house; above it they could see the outlines of dark yew hedges, and here and there lilac trees let their flowering branches hang down into the courtyard. Men with faces hot from sun and work crossed the yard and greeted the friends, while Erich called out an instruction to one or another, or a question about the day’s work.
Then they reached the house. A high, cool entrance hall received them, and at its far end they turned left into a somewhat darker passage.
Here Erich opened a door, and they entered a spacious garden room. The dense foliage covering the windows on either side filled it with green twilight; between them, two tall French doors stood wide open, letting in the full radiance of the spring sun and giving a view of a garden with carefully laid-out flower beds and high, sheer walls of leaves. A straight, broad path ran between them, opening onto the lake and, beyond it, the woods on the opposite shore. As the friends entered, the draught carried a wave of fragrance towards them.
On a terrace outside the garden doors sat a woman in white, with the figure of a girl. She rose and came towards them; halfway across she stopped as though rooted to the spot and stared motionlessly at the stranger. Smiling, he held out his hand to her.
“Reinhard!” she cried. “Reinhard! My God, it is you!—We have not seen each other for a long time.”
“A long time,” he said, and could say no more; for when he heard her voice, he felt a faint physical pain at his heart, and as he looked up at her, there she stood before him, the same slight, tender figure to whom he had said farewell years ago in his native town.
Erich had remained by the door, his face radiant with delight.
“Well, Elisabeth?” said Erich. “You never expected him, did you? Not in a thousand years!”
Elisabeth looked at him with sisterly eyes.
“You are so good, Erich!” she said.
He took her slender hand fondly between his own. “And now that we have him,” he said, “we shan’t let him go again so soon. He has been away so long; we must make him feel at home again. Just look how strange and distinguished he has become!”
Elisabeth’s shy glance brushed Reinhard’s face. “It is only the time we have spent apart,” he said.
At that moment her mother came in through the door, a little basket of keys on her arm.
“Mr. Werner!” she said when she saw Reinhard. “Why, as welcome a guest as he is unexpected.”
And now the conversation settled into its easy course of questions and answers. The women sat down to their work, and while Reinhard enjoyed the refreshments prepared for him, Erich had lit his substantial meerschaum pipe and sat beside him, smoking and discussing.
The next day Reinhard had to go with him out to the fields, the vineyards, the hop garden, and the distillery. All was well tended; the people working in the fields and by the vats looked healthy and contented.
At midday the family gathered in the garden room, and thereafter they spent more or less of the day together, as their hosts’ leisure allowed. Only the hours before supper, like the first hours of the morning, did Reinhard remain in his room at work.
For years he had collected the rhymes and songs still living among the people wherever he could find them, and now he set about ordering his treasure and, if possible, adding to it with new transcriptions from the surrounding countryside.
Elisabeth was gentle and kind at all times; she received Erich’s unfailing attentions with an almost humble gratitude, and Reinhard sometimes thought that the merry child of former days had promised a less quiet woman.
From the second day of his stay, he made a habit of walking along the shores of the lake in the evening. The path ran close beneath the garden. At its far end, on a projecting terrace, stood a bench beneath tall birches; Mother had christened it the evening bench, because it faced the evening sun and was used most often at that hour for the sake of the sunset.
One evening, as Reinhard was returning from a walk along this path, rain overtook him. He sought shelter beneath a linden by the water, but the heavy drops soon came through the leaves. Wet through as he was, he resigned himself to it and continued slowly on his way back.
It was almost dark; the rain fell ever more thickly. As he neared the evening bench, he thought he could make out a woman’s white figure among the glimmering birch trunks. She stood motionless and, as he thought he saw when he came closer, turned toward him, as though waiting for someone.
He thought it was Elisabeth. But when he quickened his steps to reach her, so that they might return through the garden to the house together, she turned slowly away and disappeared down the dark side paths.
He could make nothing of it; he was almost angry with Elisabeth, and yet he doubted whether it had been she. But he shrank from asking her; indeed, on his return he did not go into the garden room, only to avoid seeing Elisabeth come in through the garden door.
MY MOTHER WILLED IT
A few days later, as evening drew on, the family sat together, as usual at that hour, in the garden room. The doors stood open; the sun had already gone down behind the woods across the lake.
Reinhard was asked to share some folk songs that a friend living in the country had sent him that afternoon. He went up to his room and soon returned with a roll of paper that seemed to consist of separate, neatly written sheets.
They sat down at the table, Elisabeth beside Reinhard. “We’ll choose at random,” he said. “I haven’t looked through them myself yet.”
Elisabeth unrolled the manuscript. “Here’s music,” she said. “You must sing it, Reinhard.”
He began by reading a few Tyrolean Schnaderhüpfel, [Footnote: Dialect for “reapers’ dances,” that is, dances or songs of the reapers, sung especially in Tyrol and Bavaria.] now and then sounding the merry tune under his breath as he read. The little company was soon in high spirits. “But who made these lovely songs?” Elisabeth asked.
“Why,” said Erich, “you can hear it in the things themselves: journeyman tailors and barbers and such merry rogues.”
Reinhard said, “They aren’t made at all; they grow. They fall out of the air, they drift across the land like Mary’s thread, [Footnote: Folk belief has always associated this fine web spun by field spiders with the gods. After the introduction of Christianity it came to be associated with the Virgin Mary: her shroud, it was said, was woven from the finest thread, and the web broke free of her again during her ascent into heaven.] here and there, and are sung in a thousand places at once. In these songs we find our own deeds and sufferings; it is as though we had all had a hand in them.”
He took up another sheet: “I stood upon high mountains…” [Footnote: An old folk song about a beautiful but poor girl who could not marry the young count and withdrew to a convent.]
“I know that one!” cried Elisabeth. “Begin it, Reinhard; I’ll help you.”
And now they sang that melody, so mysterious that one can scarcely believe it was devised by human hands; Elisabeth’s somewhat veiled contralto accompanying his tenor.
Meanwhile the mother sat busy with her sewing; Erich had folded his hands and listened devoutly. When the song ended, Reinhard laid the sheet silently aside. From the shore of the lake, through the evening stillness, came the sound of herd bells; without thinking, they listened. Then they heard a boy’s clear voice singing:
I stood upon high mountains
And looked into the valley deep . . .
Reinhard smiled. “Do you hear? So it passes from mouth to mouth.”
“It is often sung around here,” said Elisabeth.
“Yes,” said Erich, “that is Hirtenkasper; he is driving the heifers [Footnote: A southern dialect word for “heifers.”] home.”
They listened a while longer, until the bells had faded behind the farm buildings. “Those are ancient strains,” said Reinhard. “They lie asleep in the depths of the woods; God knows who found them.”
He drew out another sheet.
It had grown darker; a red evening glow lay like foam upon the woods beyond the lake. Reinhard unfolded the sheet; Elisabeth placed her hand upon one side of it and looked on with him. Then Reinhard read:
My mother willed that I
Should take another for my own;
What once was mine, she said,
My heart must leave behind—
But my heart would not consent.
My mother I accuse:
She did not do what was right;
What once would have been honourable
Has now become a sin.
What am I to do!
For all my pride and joy
I have gained only sorrow.
Ah, had it never happened,
Ah, could I go a-begging
Across the brown heathland!
As he read, Reinhard had felt the paper tremble almost imperceptibly; when he had finished, Elisabeth quietly pushed back her chair and went down into the garden without a word. Her mother’s eyes followed her. Erich was about to go after her, but the mother said, “Elisabeth has something to do outside.” So he stayed.
Outside, evening settled more and more deeply over the garden and the lake; moths whirred past the open doors, through which the scent of flowers and shrubs came ever more strongly. From the water rose the cries of frogs; beneath the windows a nightingale sang, and another deeper in the garden. The moon looked over the trees.
For a while Reinhard gazed at the spot where Elisabeth’s slender figure had vanished among the leafy paths; then he rolled up his manuscript, took leave of those present, and went through the house down to the water.
The woods stood silent, casting their darkness far across the lake, while its centre lay in the sultry haze of moonlight. Now and then a faint rustling passed through the trees; but it was not wind, only the breathing of the summer night.
Reinhard walked on along the shore. A stone’s throw from land he could make out a white water lily. All at once he was seized by a desire to see it close at hand; he took off his clothes and stepped into the water. It was shallow; sharp plants and stones cut his feet, and still he could not reach water deep enough to swim in.
Then suddenly the bottom fell away beneath him. The waters closed over his head, and some time passed before he came to the surface again. He began to move his arms and legs and swam in a circle until he knew where he had entered. Soon he saw the lily again; it lay alone among its large, gleaming leaves.
He swam slowly towards it, now and then lifting his arms from the water so that the drops streaming down flashed in the moonlight. But it seemed as though the distance between him and the flower remained the same; only the shore, when he looked back, lay behind him in an ever less distinct haze. Still he did not give up, but swam steadily on in the same direction.
At last he had come so close to the flower that he could clearly distinguish its silvery petals in the moonlight; at the same moment he felt himself caught in a net. Smooth stems reached up from the bottom and twined about his bare limbs.
The unfamiliar water lay so black around him; behind him he heard a fish leap. Suddenly he felt so uneasy in that strange element that he tore the tangle of plants apart by force and swam towards shore in breathless haste. When he looked back at the lake from there, the lily lay as before, distant and alone above the dark depths.
He dressed and walked slowly home. As he came from the garden into the hall, he found Erich and the mother making preparations for a short business journey they were to take the next day.
“Where have you been so late at night?” the mother called to him.
“I?” he replied. “I wanted to visit the water lily, but nothing came of it.”
“No one can make sense of that, as usual!” said Erich. “What on earth did you have to do with the water lily?”
“I knew her once, long ago,” said Reinhard. “But that was a long time ago.”
ELISABETH
The following afternoon Reinhard and Elisabeth wandered on the far side of the lake, now through the woodland, now along the shore where it jutted out. Erich had asked Elisabeth, while he and her mother were away, to show Reinhard the finest views nearby, especially the view of the estate itself from the opposite shore. So they went from one vantage point to another.
At last Elisabeth grew tired and sat down in the shade of overhanging branches. Reinhard stood opposite her, leaning against a tree trunk. Then he heard the cuckoo calling deeper in the wood, and it suddenly seemed to him that all this had happened once before, just so. He looked at her with a strange smile.
“Shall we look for strawberries?” he asked.
“It isn’t strawberry season,” she said.
“But it soon will be.”
Elisabeth shook her head without speaking. Then she rose, and they continued their walk. As she went beside him, his eyes kept turning toward her; for she walked beautifully, as though her clothes bore her along. More than once he found himself falling a step behind, so that he could take in the whole of her.
They came to an open patch of heath with a view far across the countryside. Reinhard bent down and picked a sprig of the low-growing plants. When he looked up again, his face bore an expression of passionate pain.
“Do you know this flower?” he asked.
She looked at him questioningly. “It’s heather. I’ve often picked it in the woods.”
“I have an old book at home,” he said. “I used to write all sorts of songs and rhymes in it, though I haven’t done so for a long time. Between its pages there’s a sprig of heather too; but it’s withered now. Do you know who gave it to me?”
She nodded without a word, but lowered her eyes and looked only at the sprig in his hand. They stood like that for a long time. When she raised her eyes to his, he saw that they were full of tears.
“Elisabeth,” he said, “beyond those blue mountains lies our youth. Where has it gone?”
They said nothing more; they walked in silence side by side down to the lake. The air was sultry, and black clouds were rising in the west. “There will be a storm,” said Elisabeth, quickening her pace. Reinhard nodded without speaking, and they hurried along the shore until they reached their boat.
During the crossing, Elisabeth rested her hand on the edge of the boat. As he rowed, he looked across at her; but she gazed past him into the distance. His eyes fell to her hand and rested there; and the pale hand told him what her face had concealed.
He saw in it that fine trace of secret sorrow which so often comes to rest upon the hands of beautiful women when they lie at night over an aching heart. When Elisabeth felt his eyes upon her hand, she let it slip slowly over the side into the water.
When they reached the courtyard, they found a knife-grinder’s cart before the manor house; a man with long black curls hanging down worked the wheel briskly with his foot and hummed a Gypsy tune between his teeth, while a harnessed dog lay panting beside him. In the entrance hall stood a girl wrapped in rags, her beautiful features distraught, holding out her hand to Elisabeth for alms.
Reinhard reached into his pocket, but Elisabeth was before him and hastily poured the whole contents of her purse into the beggar girl’s open hand. Then she turned away quickly, and Reinhard heard her going up the stairs, sobbing.
He wanted to stop her, but thought better of it and remained at the foot of the stairs. The girl still stood in the hall, motionless, the alms she had received in her hand.
“What more do you want?” Reinhard asked.
She started. “I want nothing more,” she said; then, turning her head back toward him and staring at him with her wild eyes, she walked slowly toward the door. He called out a name, but she no longer heard him; with her head bowed and her arms crossed over her breast, she went down across the courtyard:
To die, ah, to die
Alone must I!
An old song rang in his ears; his breath stood still. After a little while he turned away and went to his room.
He sat down to work, but no thoughts came to him. After trying in vain for an hour, he went down to the family room. No one was there, only the cool green twilight; on Elisabeth’s sewing table lay a red ribbon she had worn about her neck that afternoon. He took it in his hand, but it hurt him, and he laid it down again.
He could find no rest. He went down to the lake and untied the boat; he rowed across and retraced all the paths he had walked with Elisabeth a short while before. By the time he returned home, it was dark. In the courtyard he met the coachman, who was about to lead the carriage horses out to grass; the travellers had just returned.
As he entered the hall, he heard Erich pacing up and down in the garden room. He did not go in to him; he stood still for a moment, then climbed the stairs quietly to his room. There he sat in the armchair by the window. He pretended to himself that he wanted to hear the nightingale singing below among the yew hedges, but he heard only the beating of his own heart. Beneath him the house grew still for the night; the hours passed, and he did not feel them pass.
He sat thus for hours. At last he rose and leaned out of the open window. Night dew trickled among the leaves; the nightingale had ceased to sing. Gradually, from the east, a pale yellow glimmer displaced the deep blue of the night sky; a fresh wind rose and brushed Reinhard’s hot forehead; the first lark soared into the air, singing for joy.
Reinhard turned suddenly and went to the table. He felt about for a pencil, and when he found one, sat down and wrote a few lines on a white sheet of paper. When he had finished, he took his hat and stick, and, leaving the paper behind, opened the door carefully and went down into the hall.
Dawn still lingered in every corner; the great house cat stretched on the straw mat and arched its back against the hand he held out to it absently. Outside in the garden, the sparrows were already singing like priests [Footnote: That is, “the sparrows were already singing grandly, like priests.” The word seems to have been coined by Storm; it is not found elsewhere.] from the branches, telling everyone that the night was over.
Then he heard a door open upstairs; someone came down the stairs, and when he looked up, Elisabeth stood before him. She laid her hand on his arm; her lips moved, but he heard no words.
“You are not coming back,” she said at last. “I know it; do not lie. You are never coming back.”
“Never,” he said.
She let her hand fall and said nothing more. He crossed the hall toward the door; then he turned once more. She stood motionless in the same place, looking at him with lifeless eyes. He took a step forward and held out his arms to her. Then he wrenched himself away and went out through the door.
Outside, the world lay in the fresh morning light; beads of dew caught in the spiders’ webs flashed in the first rays of the sun. He did not look back; he walked swiftly on, and the quiet homestead sank farther and farther behind him, while before him rose the great wide world.
THE OLD MAN
The moon no longer shone against the windowpanes; darkness had fallen. But the old man still sat in his armchair with his hands folded, gazing into the room before him.
Gradually the black dusk around him gave way before his eyes to a broad, dark lake; one stretch of black water lay beyond another, each deeper and farther away, and on the last, so distant that the old man’s eyes could scarcely reach it, a white water lily floated alone among broad leaves.
The door opened, and a bright gleam fell into the room.
“It is good you have come, Brigitte,” said the old man. “Set the light on the table!”
Then he drew his chair up to the table, took one of the books lying open there, and immersed himself in studies on which he had once tried the strength of his youth.
Theodor Storm, Immensee (1849)
The original text is in the public domain.
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