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               Quarter Day
                I’m sure you remember tower keeper Ole! I’ve told you about two visits to him, now I’m going to tell you about a third one, but it won’t be the last.

               Normally it is around New Year that I go up to him, this time on the other hand it was on Quarter Day, for then it’s pretty uncomfortable here down in the town streets, they are piled up with sweepings, fragments of glass and shards of pottery, not to mention used-up bedstraw that one can’t avoid traipsing around in. This was where I was right now and I saw that two children were playing in this overturned tub of excess rubbish, they were playing ‘going to bed’, it was so inviting to play that game here, they thought, so they crawled down into the live straw and pulled a tattered old piece of wallpaper over them as a blanket. ‘It’s so nice’ they said; that was too much for me, so I had to be off, up to Ole.

               ‘It’s Quarter Day!’ he said; ‘the streets and alleys serve as a bin, one great big bin, but a cartload’s enough for me! that I can get something from, and that was exactly what I did shortly after Christmas; I went down into the street, it was raw, wet, dirty, just right for catching a cold; the dustman was there with his cart, it was fully loaded; a kind of trial run for Copenhagen’s streets when it’s Quarter Day. At the rear end of the cart stood a fir tree, still quite green and with tinsel on its branches; it had been part of the Christmas festivities, and had now been thrown out onto the street, and the dustman had stuck it up in the pile of stuff at the back; pleasant to look at, or enough to make you cry, yes, you could say either, it all depends on how you think about it, and I was doing just that, thinking, as I am sure some of the things lying in the cart were, or maybe would have thought, which is about one and the same thing. A worn-out lady’s glove lay there right now; what was it thinking? Shall I tell you? It was pointing straight at the fir tree with its little finger: ‘That tree touches me!’ it thought, ‘I too have been to celebrations with candelabras! my real life was a single night at a ball; one handshake, and I split! that is where my recollection ends; I’ve nothing more worth living for!’ That was what the glove was thinking, or might have been. ‘It’s embarrassing with that fir tree!’ the potsherds said. Broken pottery always tends to find everything embarrassing. ‘If one’s on the rubbish cart,’ they said, ‘one ought not to give oneself airs and dress up in tinsel! I know I have been useful in this world, a lot more use than a green stick!’ – Now that’s an opinion that many others probably share, but the fir tree looked good, was a poetical touch to that pile of rubbish, and there’s plenty of that around in the streets on Quarter Day! It was getting to be heavy and awkward for me to make any headway down there and I felt like getting away from it all, back up in the tower once more and staying there, where I sit and look down on things good humouredly.

               Down there folks are playing at swapping houses! they heave and haul all their belongings around, and the house pixie sits in the bin and moves with them; house wrangles, family wrangles, worries and concerns move from the old apartment to the new one, and what do they and we get out of all of this? Well, it has of course been written down long since in fine, old verses in ‘The Advertiser’:

               ‘Think of Death’s great Quarter Day!’

               That is a serious thought, but it’s not, I hope, too disturbing for you to hear about it. Death is and will always be the most reliable administrator, despite his many minor occupations! Have you never thought about that?

               
                Death is an omnibus driver, a passport issuer, he puts his signature under our conduct books, and he is the managing director of Life’s great savings bank. Can you understand that? All the deeds of our earthly life, great and small, are deposited in the ‘savings bank’, and when Death comes with his quarter-day omnibus, and we have to get on board and be taken to the Land of Immortality, then he gives us our conduct book at the border, as a passport! For travelling expenses he withdraws from the savings bank some deed or other we have carried out, one that best characterises our behaviour; this can be pleasant, but it can also be terrifying.

               So far, no one has escaped making that trip on the omnibus; there is admittedly the story of one who was not allowed on board, Ahasverus, the Shoemaker of Jerusalem, he had to run along behind, had he been allowed to get on board the omnibus he would have escaped the treatment he got from poets. Just try and imagine for a moment what it looked like inside the great quarter-day omnibus! What a motley crew! next to each other sit king and beggar man, the genius and the idiot; they all have to be off, without luggage or gold, with nothing but their conduct book and their savings bank travelling expenses! but which of one’s deeds will be withdrawn and shown? A very small one perhaps, one as small as a pea, but a pea can sprout into a flowering vine.

               The poor outcast that used to sit on the low stool in the corner and was shoved around and spoken to harshly will perhaps be allowed to take his stool along as a token and subsidy; the stool will become a sedan-chair in the Land of Immortality, be lifted up there as a throne, gleaming like gold, flowering like a bower.

               The one who always tippled the spiced wine of pleasure to forget something wrong he had done will have his wooden keg with him and be allowed to drink from it during the ride, and that drink is pure and purgative, so that his thoughts will clear, all good and noble feelings in him be awakened, he will see and sense what until then he did not care to see or could not see, and then the punishment will have been imbibed, the gnawing worm that does not die in ages without mention. If on his glasses the word ‘Forgetfulness’ had been written, on the keg there will be the word ‘Recollection’.

               If I read a good book, a historical work, the person I read about I always finally think of when he boarded Death’s omnibus, think of which of his deeds Death would withdraw from the savings bank for him, what daily allowance he would take with him to the Land of Immortality. There was once a French king, whose name I have forgotten, the name of something good gets forgotten sometimes, even by me, but it will shine out again later; a king who during a famine became the benefactor of his people, and the people raised a monument of snow to him, with the inscription: ‘Faster than this melts did your help arrive!’ I can well imagine that Death, with reference to the monument, gave him a single snowflake that never melts, and that it flew like a white butterfly above his royal head into the Land of Immortality. And then there was also Louis XI, yes, his name I can remember, one always remembers something bad, one of his particular character traits I often think about, I wish that one could say the story was a lie. He had his constable of the realm executed, he could do that, rightly or wrongly, but he had the constable’s innocent children, one eight years old the other seven, positioned at their father’s place of execution and get spattered with their father’s warm blood, after which they were taken to the Bastille and placed in an iron cage where they were not even given a blanket to pull over themselves; and every eighth day King Louis sent the executioner to them and a tooth was pulled out of each of them, so that they would not have too easy a time of it, and the elder one said: ‘My mother would die of grief if she knew my little brother was suffering so much; so pull out two of my teeth and let him go free!’ and this brought tears to the executioner’s eyes, but the king’s will was stronger than his tears, and every eighth day two children’s teeth were brought on a silver salver to the king who had demanded them, he got them. Those two teeth, I imagine, Death took out of Life’s savings bank for Louis XI and gave him to take on the journey into the Land of Immortality; they fly like two fireflies in front of him, they gleam, they burn, they pinch him, those innocent children’s teeth.

               Yes, it is a serious trip, that of the omnibus on the great Quarter Day! and when will it come?

               That is the serious thing about it, that every day, every hour, every minute one can expect the omnibus. Which of our deeds, I wonder, will Death withdraw from the savings bank and give us to take on the journey? Yes, let us think about that. This Quarter Day is not to be found in any calendar.’
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