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  LONG AFTER LITERATURE for adults has gone to pieces, books for children will continue to constitute the last vestige of storytelling, logic, faith in the family, in God, and in real humanism.




  Children . . . are highly serious people. . . . We write not only for children but also for their parents. They, too, are serious children.




  —Stories for Children, ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER, 1984
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Foreword





  by Judith Viorst




  While I was reading the pages of this book, I found myself leafing through family photograph albums. I paused to examine a picture of my youngest son, Alexander, who had been immortalized at his sartorial worst. He wore two unmatched socks and a pair of untied sneakers. His hair was alarmingly tousled; his face was smudged. His shorts were droopy and wrinkled, and from them dangled not just one, but two torn pockets. And his T-shirt boldly displayed the bright-red signature of a recent spaghetti dinner.




  I looked at that picture and winced, and then I shuddered, and then I sighed and then—all of a sudden—I started to laugh. “Neatness,” I observed to myself, quoting a line from this oh-so-helpful collection, “was not one of the things he aimed at in life.” Once again I had discovered, in a children’s book, exactly what I needed.




  I have been, all my life, a passionate lover of children’s books—as a little girl; as a more-or-less adult woman; as a mother and grandmother; as an unpublished and, eventually (after eternities of rejection), published writer; and as a children’s book editor. In my editing days—and perhaps it’s still true, though I hope not—the children’s book department was the patronized kid sister of the far more important, and self-important, adult book department, where, it was deemed, the serious action took place. I didn’t—and don’t—accept that point of view.




  For I’ve always believed that, at their best, the language and the art of books for children are as good as it gets. At their best, the subjects treated in these books include almost all of our central human concerns. At their best, children’s books offer insights we’ll want to remember and ponder and savor and learn from and revel in. But you don’t have to take my word for it; between the covers of this charming book are some of the countless treasures that writings for children offer to both kids and adults.




  You will surely find words that speak to your condition. You may choose, for instance, to contemplate the solemnity of “Every passage has its price” or to let yourself be tickled by the deadpan humor of “It is helpful to know the proper way to behave, so one can decide whether or not to be proper.” You may nod your head in agreement with the indisputable truth that “One doesn’t contradict a hungry tiger,” or with the quiet sagacity of “Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive.” You may, when your husband is driving a tad too fast on the superhighway, observe between clenched teeth that “It often takes more courage to be a passenger than a driver.” Or you may, like me, find words that will provide you with a cheering new perspective.




  Ranging from the highly poetic to the matter of fact, What the Dormouse Said tells us to choose freedom over safety, to get up when we’re knocked down, to remember to take delight where we find it, to recognize what we can and cannot control, to treat people carefully, to ask the right questions, to listen more than we talk, and to understand that “Things are not untrue just because they never happened.”




  It tells us, too, that growing old has value because “to stay young always is also not to change.” But at the same time it reminds us that we should never grow so old, or change so much, that we cannot find room in our hearts for the wisdom of children’s books.
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What I Learned from Children’s Books





  I didn’t come to children’s books in the usual way, out of my own childhood love of reading. My mother, an avid reader and writer, surprisingly enough never introduced me to the children’s classics. Either she wasn’t familiar with many of them (her own parents were not formally educated) or, more likely, she thought I could start right in on Proust.




  And so it was not until I had my son that I became interested in books for children—and then, out of self-preservation, in great books for children. When my son was very young, I would go to the library and take out lots of books for him, indiscriminately. He would then ask me to read one of these books over and over again, as children do (please Mom, just one more time!), and it quickly became a dreaded ordeal if I did not like the book. Yet there were certain books that I was able to enjoy reading again and again. Goodnight Moon was poetry to me, and each time I read it I took away something new. Where the Wild Things Are was a fable filled with wonderful language—I didn’t even notice the pictures.




  At first I only read these stories with my son, naturally. I had my own grown-up novels stacked on my night table. Then I noticed that long after his bedtime, I was still pouring over his books. As Power Rangers and Nintendo lured him out of my lap, I was back at the children’s section of the library—this time for me!




  Here’s when I started stashing away lines from children’s books that moved me, sticking Pippi profundities up on the refrigerator, offering advice from Freddy the Pig to friends who were down in the dumps. Books for children can be refreshingly entertaining and brimming with wisdom. I was charmed and moved by Carolyn Sherwin Bailey’s Miss Hickory, a doll with a twig and walnut body who suddenly realizes her limitations (“The fact that she had a nut for a head did make new ideas difficult for her mind to grasp.”), yet on she marches bravely. Or Margery Sharp’s Miss Bianca, another courageous lady whose motto hinted at a Utopian ideal I found instructive: “Let nibble who needs.”




  I discovered relevant lessons from 1863 in Charles Kingsley’s The Water-Babies, as well as from E. L. Konigsburg’s The View from Saturday, written over 130 years later. Here were quirky, inventive characters (Winnie-the-Pooh, “a Bear of Very Little Brain,” is like no one else in the world) and completely original voices (“Oh, the THINKS you can think up if only you try!” is unmistakably Dr. Seuss). Oz, Narnia, Neverland—I visited these worlds for the first time.




  I’m convinced that children’s book authors are often the neglected giants of literature. These beloved writers are rarely mentioned in traditional quotation books, yet references to their works are everywhere in our culture—in movies, advertising, music—and the best of them work on many levels. William Steig and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry may write for children, but adults will appreciate their subtle wit and worldly vision. The ability to get to the essence in just a few lines, as authors for young people with short attention spans must do, is the mark of a gifted writer for an audience of any age.




  Of course I could not read all the wonderful stories ever written for children, let alone include lines from all of them in this book. What the Dormouse Said is my admittedly idiosyncratic take on the children’s books I read. You won’t find all the classics here, and the works of many beloved authors—Noel Streatfeild, E. Nesbit, and Virginia Hamilton, to name a few—are not represented, because I could not always isolate single lines or their subject matter didn’t fit my organizational structure.
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