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Do you remember what it was like to read as a child? That blissful ease of total absorption in a book. The seamless slipping from reality to imagination. Sitting on the sofa as Cair Paravel, forgotten gardens, sea-bound Canadian provinces, bracken-filled moors, mysterious ruins, Minnesotan prairies and Swiss mountain ranges sprang up around you, and you accompanied red-haired heroines, loyal dogs, talking lions, ghosts, witches and children just like you but without the misfortune to be born in the dull here and duller now on their adventures until you were recalled to domesticity by the announcement of another mealtime, or bed.


I remember it well and would do much to recapture it. But not quite as much, perhaps, as I would do to recapture the similarly blissful ease of childhood sleep. I may have hated actually going to bed – meal calls were fine but this I dreaded, for who knew what fun the grown-ups were going to have without me! – but once I was there, the bountiful peace and warmth quickly overwhelmed me and I slipped as seamlessly as I had from Catford to Miss Cackle’s Academy from the waking world to the land of Morpheus.


Like most things in this life, the joy of sound sleep and immersive reading is wasted on the young. It’s now, as adults that we really need all the restorative comforts they offer. Imagine a world in which you went to bed and . . . slept. Just . . . slept. Without lying there for an hour running through the day’s events – perhaps updating the tally on your mental scorecard for personal success and failure (I subdivide mine into ‘professional’, ‘domestic’, ‘maternal’ and ‘daughterly’ categories for ease of access and more specific inner beratings; I am after all very busy. I don’t have time for a scattergun approach to self-excoriation) – and vowing to do better tomorrow. Without the need to plan the next day’s to-do list, map out a plan for the week and check it against the monthly planner in your mind (why don’t you keep a notebook by the bed! screams your unforgiving inner critic, notching up another mark on the domestic failures board). Without running through the list of minor and major worries (from the ailing dishwasher, through to global warming and ending, always, on cancer) before finally falling asleep from sheer emotional exhaustion.


Imagine reading a book without a similar list of responsibilities crowding the words out of your brain, without a tide of anxiety pulling down the fictional world as fast as you try to build it.


This book is a small attempt to recreate these lost joys for – as the title says – stressed out adults, driven mad by the demands of home, family, work and the hopelessly porous boundary between all three. Which is floodlit, of course, by the cold blue light of the smartphone screen that somehow, despite our best efforts, seems to be the first thing we reach for in the morning and the last thing we scroll through – why? Why do we do it to ourselves? Why?! – at night. This collection of short stories (or nuggets mined from longer books because they similarly comprise a tale in miniature) and poems in this volume aim to dam for a little while the cross-currents of demand flowing endlessly through modern life and restore a little bit of peace to the end of our increasingly long and furious days.


Let the rhythms of the poems lull you (‘So shut your eyes while Mother sings / Of wonderful sights that be, / And you shall see the beautiful things / As you rock in the misty sea / Where the old shoe rocked the fishermen three: – / Wynken, / Blynken, / And Nod.’), let the rest carry you off in their different ways. The elemental power of a fairy tale like East of the Sun, West of the Moon works on all of us at a visceral level – there are few worries and niggling irritations that can resist its insistent tug – though my own great love will always be the allied genre of myth, here beautifully represented by Andrew Lang’s retelling of the most potent moment of them all; Arthur’s revelation as the true born King, in The Drawing of the Sword. I would like to fall asleep every night hoping that the legend is true, and that he will come again to save us at our darkest hour. Which, metaphorically if not literally, by the way is four o’clock in the morning, as anyone who has ever – through bad luck, booze or newborn babe – been awake at that time knows.


Or of course, there is the common route out of the daily grind for us all; retracing our childhood steps. Even if you can’t read quite as a child again, you can get close by reading what you read as a child again. So herein lies E. Nesbit’s The Aunt and Amabel, whose disgraced young heroine goes through a wardrobe (and why not let this distract you with memories of other wardrobe-portals you have read, known and loved? It beats filling your mind with rage about the upcoming tube strike, need to make a costume for the next National Day of Needless Nonsense at school or inability of husbands to change the toilet roll) and finds both sympathy and redemption. Or you can revisit Heidi feasting on smoked meat and goat’s cheese with grandfather in his hut, accompany Anne of Green Gables and Diana on their trip to see an Exhibition in town and home again, or head for the hidden corners of Misselthwaite Manor with Mary and Dickon and let the magical peace of The Secret Garden work on you once more. With any luck, you will soon find yourself tumbling like Alice, who also makes an appearance here, down the rabbit hole of consciousness, though hopefully exiting into a less wildly energetic dreamscape than Lewis Carroll constructed for his girl.


If childhood is not a place to flee to, or pure escapism simply not your thing – Bedtime Stories still has you covered. For grown-up fare and the adult comfort of a shared fate rather than a retreat, look to The Tiredness of Rosabel, as she replays the day’s events at the shop in which she works over in her mind, amending and improving as she goes before finally drifting off to what promises to be at least temporarily restorative sleep. Or let the abdication of responsibility and the fugue state into which the penurious protagonist and mother of four in A Pair of Silk Stockings descends induce the same in you for the few glorious minutes it takes to read her quietly subversive tale.


Individual tastes differ, of course, but every short story – whether in prose, poetry or mined from a larger piece – in here is, in two important ways, perfect bedtime fare. Why? Because they’re short, and we’re tired; and because they’re stories.


Whatever age we are, stories soothe us. Stories are what psychologists call ‘a primary act of mind’. In other words, formulating narratives is how we make sense of the world. We are not designed to experience life as a random series of discrete events acting upon us. If we habitually conceptualised ourselves as just another set of data points in an uncaring universe (though this brutal truth does seem to have a habit of uncovering itself at the aforementioned four o’clock in the morning), we would go mad. So we make connections, infer causality, predict, impute, anecdotalise – and cope.


Deliberately fashioned stories, laboured over, planed, polished to perfection go one better and provide us with narrative satisfaction and neat closure that life, despite our best efforts, rarely furnishes forth. Those in this book do so within a few pages, or verses. I defy anyone to close the cover on the delicately wrought lifecycle of Oscar Wilde’s Selfish Giant, the shining rigour of Laura E. Richards’ The Golden Windows or O. Henry’s masterpiece The Gift of the Magi (the latter of whose especially precision-tooled parts come together and purr like a Rolls Royce engine) without a deep, deep sigh of utter contentment.


At an age at which existence generally seems defined – or at least circumscribed – by the number of things left undone (that to-do list never quite gets finished, larger jobs sit and fester like the gunk in the ailing dishwasher because calling the plumber is still on the to-do list, and – worst of all – older friends tell me that, despite my hopes, it never will feel like this parenting thing is a task completed, even if not well), what better way to end the day than with a tale consumed entire? Escape, and then end on a solid, real-life achievement.


Enjoy whichever tale you choose. May we all wynken, blynken and nod well tonight.










The Gift of the Magi


O. Henry
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One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one’s cheeks burned with the silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar and eighty-seven cents. And the next day would be Christmas.


There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.


While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at the home. A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on the lookout for the mendicancy squad.


In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name ‘Mr James Dillingham Young.’


The ‘Dillingham’ had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, though, they were thinking seriously of contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr James Dillingham Young came home and reached his flat above he was called ‘Jim’ and greatly hugged by Mrs James Dillingham Young, already introduced to you as Della. Which is all very good.


Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked out dully at a grey cat walking a grey fence in a grey backyard. Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this result. Twenty dollars a week doesn’t go far. Expenses had been greater than she had calculated. They always are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for something nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling—something just a little bit near to being worthy of the honour of being owned by Jim.


There was a pier glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier glass in an $8 flat. A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips, obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.


Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. Her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her face had lost its colour within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.


Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride. One was Jim’s gold watch that had been his father’s and his grandfather’s. The other was Della’s hair. Had the queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out the window some day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty’s jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see him pluck at his beard from envy.


So now Della’s beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her. And then she did it up again nervously and quickly. Once she faltered for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.


On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle still in her eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street.


Where she stopped the sign read: ‘Mme Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds.’ One flight up Della ran, and collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the ‘Sofronie’.


‘Will you buy my hair?’ asked Della.


‘I buy hair,’ said Madame. ‘Take yer hat off and let’s have a sight at the looks of it.’


Down rippled the brown cascade.


‘Twenty dollars,’ said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.


‘Give it to me quick,’ said Della.


Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the stores for Jim’s present.


She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design, properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation – as all good things should do. It was even worthy of The Watch. As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be Jim’s. It was like him. Quietness and value – the description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and she hurried home with the eighty-seven cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old leather strap that he used in place of a chain.


When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love. Which is always a tremendous task, dear friends – a mammoth task.


Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.


‘If Jim doesn’t kill me,’ she said to herself, ‘before he takes a second look at me, he’ll say I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do – oh! what could I do with a dollar and eighty-seven cents?’


At seven o’clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove, hot and ready to cook the chops.


Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned white for just a moment. She had a habit of saying a little silent prayer about the simplest everyday things, and now she whispered: ‘Please God, make him think I am still pretty.’


The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only twenty-two – and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.


Jim stopped inside the door, as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and there was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise, nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.


Della wriggled off the table and went for him.


‘Jim, darling,’ she cried, ‘don’t look at me that way. I had my hair cut off and sold because I couldn’t have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It’ll grow out again – you won’t mind, will you? I just had to do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say ‘‘Merry Christmas!’’ Jim, and let’s be happy. You don’t know what a nice – what a beautiful, nice gift I’ve got for you.’


‘You’ve cut off your hair?’ asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet even after the hardest mental labour.


‘Cut it off and sold it,’ said Della. ‘Don’t you like me just as well, anyhow? I’m me without my hair, ain’t I?’


Jim looked about the room curiously.


‘You say your hair is gone?’ he said, with an air almost of idiocy.


‘You needn’t look for it,’ said Della. ‘It’s sold, I tell you – sold and gone, too. It’s Christmas Eve, boy. Be good to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered,’ she went on with sudden serious sweetness, ‘but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall I put the chops on, Jim?’


Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year – what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer. The magi brought valuable gifts, but that was not among them. This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.


Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.


‘Don’t make any mistake, Dell,’ he said, ‘about me. I don’t think there’s anything in the way of a haircut or a shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you’ll unwrap that package you may see why you had me going a while at first.’


White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas! a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the comforting powers of the lord of the flat.


For there lay The Combs – the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped long in a Broadway window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jewelled rims – just the shade to wear in the beautiful vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them without the least hope of possession. And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the coveted adornments were gone.


But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say: ‘My hair grows so fast, Jim!’


And then Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried, ‘Oh, oh!’


Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit.


‘Isn’t it a dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to find it. You’ll have to look at the time a hundred times a day now. Give me your watch. I want to see how it looks on it.’


Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.


‘Dell,’ said he, ‘let’s put our Christmas presents away and keep ’em a while. They’re too nice to use just at present. I sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs. And now suppose you put the chops on.’


The magi, as you know, were wise men – wonderfully wise men – who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger. They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly bearing the privilege of exchange in case of duplication. And here I have lamely related to you the uneventful chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two were the wisest. Of all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They are the magi.










The Mouse


Saki
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Theodoric Voler had been brought up, from infancy to the confines of middle age, by a fond mother whose chief solicitude had been to keep him screened from what she called the coarser realities of life. When she died she left Theodoric alone in a world that was as real as ever, and a good deal coarser than he considered it had any need to be. To a man of his temperament and upbringing even a simple railway journey was crammed with petty annoyances and minor discords, and as he settled himself down in a second-class compartment one September morning he was conscious of ruffled feelings and general mental discomposure.


He had been staying at a country vicarage, the inmates of which had been certainly neither brutal nor bacchanalian, but their supervision of the domestic establishment had been of that lax order which invites disaster. The pony carriage that was to take him to the station had never been properly ordered, and when the moment for his departure drew near, the handyman who should have produced the required article was nowhere to be found. In this emergency Theodoric, to his mute but very intense disgust, found himself obliged to collaborate with the vicar’s daughter in the task of harnessing the pony, which necessitated groping about in an ill-lighted outbuilding called a stable, and smelling very like one – except in patches where it smelled of mice. Without being actually afraid of mice, Theodoric classed them among the coarser incidents of life, and considered that Providence, with a little exercise of moral courage, might long ago have recognised that they were not indispensable, and have withdrawn them from circulation.


As the train glided out of the station Theodoric’s nervous imagination accused himself of exhaling a weak odour of stable yard, and possibly of displaying a mouldy straw or two on his unusually well-brushed garments. Fortunately the only other occupation of the compartment, a lady of about the same age as himself, seemed inclined for slumber rather than scrutiny; the train was not due to stop till the terminus was reached, in about an hour’s time, and the carriage was of the old-fashioned sort that held no communication with a corridor, therefore no further travelling companions were likely to intrude on Theodoric’s semiprivacy. And yet the train had scarcely attained its normal speed before he became reluctantly but vividly aware that he was not alone with the slumbering lady; he was not even alone in his own clothes.


A warm, creeping movement over his flesh betrayed the unwelcome and highly resented presence, unseen but poignant, of a strayed mouse, that had evidently dashed into its present retreat during the episode of the pony harnessing. Furtive stamps and shakes and wildly directed pinches failed to dislodge the intruder, whose motto, indeed, seemed to be Excelsior; and the lawful occupant of the clothes lay back against the cushions and endeavoured rapidly to evolve some means for putting an end to the dual ownership. It was unthinkable that he should continue for the space of a whole hour in the horrible position of a Rowton House for vagrant mice (already his imagination had at least doubled the numbers of the alien invasion). On the other hand, nothing less drastic than partial disrobing would ease him of his tormentor, and to undress in the presence of a lady, even for so laudable a purpose, was an idea that made his ear tips tingle in a blush of abject shame. He had never been able to bring himself even to the mild exposure of open-work socks in the presence of the fair sex. And yet – the lady in this case was to all appearances soundly and securely asleep; the mouse, on the other hand, seemed to be trying to crowd a wanderjahr into a few strenuous minutes. If there is any truth in the theory of transmigration, this particular mouse must certainly have been in a former state a member of the Alpine Club. Sometimes in its eagerness it lost its footing and slipped for half an inch or so; and then, in fright, or more probably temper, it bit. Theodoric was goaded into the most audacious undertaking of his life. Crimsoning to the hue of a beetroot and keeping an agonised watch on his slumbering fellow traveller, he swiftly and noiselessly secured the ends of his railway rug to the racks on either side of the carriage, so that a substantial curtain hung athwart the compartment. In the narrow dressing room that he had thus improvised he proceeded with violent haste to extricate himself partially and the mouse entirely from the surrounding casings of tweed and half-wool.


As the unravelled mouse gave a wild leap to the floor, the rug, slipping its fastening at either end, also came down with a heart-curdling flop, and almost simultaneously the awakened sleeper opened her eyes. With a movement almost quicker than the mouse’s, Theodoric pounced on the rug and hauled its ample folds chin-high over his dismantled person as he collapsed into the farther corner of the carriage. The blood raced and beat in the veins of his neck and forehead, while he waited dumbly for the communication cord to be pulled. The lady, however, contented herself with a silent stare at her strangely muffled companion. How much had she seen, Theodoric queried to himself; and in any case what on earth must she think of his present posture?


‘I think I have caught a chill,’ he ventured desperately.


‘Really, I’m sorry,’ she replied. ‘I was just going to ask you if you would open this window.’


‘I fancy it’s malaria,’ he added, his teeth chattering slightly, as much from fright as from a desire to support his theory.


‘I’ve got some brandy in my holdall, if you’ll kindly reach it down for me,’ said his companion.


‘Not for worlds – I mean, I never take anything for it,’ he assured her earnestly.


‘I suppose you caught it in the tropics?’


Theodoric, whose acquaintance with the tropics was limited to an annual present of a chest of tea from an uncle in Ceylon, felt that even the malaria was slipping from him. Would it be possible, he wondered, to disclose the real state of affairs to her in small instalments?


‘Are you afraid of mice?’ he ventured, growing, if possible, more scarlet in the face.


‘Not unless they came in quantities. Why do you ask?’


‘I had one crawling inside my clothes just now,’ said Theodoric in a voice that hardly seemed his own. ‘It was a most awkward situation.’


‘It must have been, if you wear your clothes at all tight,’ she observed. ‘But mice have strange ideas of comfort.’


‘I had to get rid of it while you were asleep,’ he continued. Then, with a gulp, he added, ‘It was getting rid of it that brought me to – to this.’


‘Surely leaving off one small mouse wouldn’t bring on a chill,’ she exclaimed, with a levity that Theodoric accounted abominable.


Evidently she had detected something of his predicament, and was enjoying his confusion. All the blood in his body seemed to have mobilised in one concentrated blush, and an agony of abasement, worse than a myriad mice, crept up and down over his soul. And then, as reflection began to assert itself, sheer terror took the place of humiliation. With every minute that passed the train was rushing nearer to the crowded and bustling terminus, where dozens of prying eyes would be exchanged for the one paralysing pair that watched him from the farther corner of the carriage. There was one slender, despairing chance, which the next few minutes must decide. His fellow traveller might relapse into a blessed slumber. But as the minutes throbbed by that chance ebbed away. The furtive glance which Theodoric stole at her from time to time disclosed only an unwinking wakefulness.


‘I think we must be getting near now,’ she presently observed.


Theodoric had already noted with growing terror the recurring stacks of small, ugly dwellings that heralded the journey’s end. The words acted as a signal. Like a hunted beast breaking cover and dashing madly toward some other haven of momentary safety he threw aside his rug, and struggled frantically into his dishevelled garments. He was conscious of dull suburban stations racing past the window, of a choking, hammering sensation in his throat and heart, and of an icy silence in that corner toward which he dared not look. Then as he sank back in his seat, clothed and almost delirious, the train slowed down to a final crawl, and the woman spoke.


‘Would you be so kind,’ she asked, ‘as to get me a porter to put me into a cab? It’s a shame to trouble you when you’re feeling unwell, but being blind makes one so helpless at a railway station.’










East of the Sun, West of the Moon


Andrew Lang
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Once upon a time there was a poor husbandman who had many children and little to give them in the way either of food or clothing. They were all pretty, but the prettiest of all was the youngest daughter, who was so beautiful that there were no bounds to her beauty.


So once – it was late on a Thursday evening in autumn, and wild weather outside, terribly dark, and raining so heavily and blowing so hard that the walls of the cottage shook again – they were all sitting together by the fireside, each of them busy with something or other, when suddenly someone rapped three times against the window-pane. The man went out to see what could be the matter, and when he got out there stood a great big white bear.


‘Good-evening to you,’ said the White Bear.


‘Good-evening,’ said the man.


‘Will you give me your youngest daughter?’ said the White Bear; ‘if you will, you shall be as rich as you are now poor.’


Truly the man would have had no objection to be rich, but he thought to himself: ‘I must first ask my daughter about this,’ so he went in and told them that there was a great white bear outside who had faithfully promised to make them all rich if he might but have the youngest daughter.


She said no, and would not hear of it; so the man went out again, and settled with the White Bear that he should come again next Thursday evening, and get her answer. Then the man persuaded her, and talked so much to her about the wealth that they would have, and what a good thing it would be for herself, that at last she made up her mind to go, and washed and mended all her rags, made herself as smart as she could, and held herself in readiness to set out. Little enough had she to take away with her.


Next Thursday evening the White Bear came to fetch her. She seated herself on his back with her bundle, and thus they departed. When they had gone a great part of the way, the White Bear said: ‘Are you afraid?’


‘No, that I am not,’ said she.


‘Keep tight hold of my fur, and then there is no danger,’ said he.


And thus she rode far, far away, until they came to a great mountain. Then the White Bear knocked on it, and a door opened, and they went into a castle where there were many brilliantly lighted rooms which shone with gold and silver, likewise a large hall in which there was a well-spread table, and it was so magnificent that it would be hard to make anyone understand how splendid it was. The White Bear gave her a silver bell, and told her that when she needed anything she had but to ring this bell, and what she wanted would appear. So after she had eaten, and night was drawing near, she grew sleepy after her journey, and thought she would like to go to bed. She rang the bell, and scarcely had she touched it before she found herself in a chamber where a bed stood ready made for her, which was as pretty as anyone could wish to sleep in. It had pillows of silk, and curtains of silk fringed with gold, and everything that was in the room was of gold or silver, but when she had lain down and put out the light a man came and lay down beside her, and behold it was the White Bear, who cast off the form of a beast during the night. She never saw him, however, for he always came after she had put out her light, and went away before daylight appeared.


So all went well and happily for a time, but then she began to be very sad and sorrowful, for all day long she had to go about alone; and she did so wish to go home to her father and mother and brothers and sisters. Then the White Bear asked what it was that she wanted, and she told him that it was so dull there in the mountain, and that she had to go about all alone, and that in her parents’ house at home there were all her brothers and sisters, and it was because she could not go to them that she was so sorrowful.


‘There might be a cure for that,’ said the White Bear, ‘if you would but promise me never to talk with your mother alone, but only when the others are there too; for she will take hold of your hand,’ he said, ‘and will want to lead you into a room to talk with you alone; but that you must by no means do, or you will bring great misery on both of us.’


So one Sunday the White Bear came and said that they could now set out to see her father and mother, and they journeyed thither, she sitting on his back, and they went a long, long way, and it took a long, long time; but at last they came to a large white farmhouse, and her brothers and sisters were running about outside it, playing, and it was so pretty that it was a pleasure to look at it.


‘Your parents dwell here now,’ said the White Bear; ‘but do not forget what I said to you, or you will do much harm both to yourself and me.’


‘No, indeed,’ said she, ‘I shall never forget;’ and as soon as she was at home the White Bear turned round and went back again.


There were such rejoicings when she went in to her parents that it seemed as if they would never come to an end. Everyone thought that he could never be sufficiently grateful to her for all she had done for them all. Now they had everything that they wanted, and everything was as good as it could be. They all asked her how she was getting on where she was. All was well with her too, she said; and she had everything that she could want. What other answers she gave I cannot say, but I am pretty sure that they did not learn much from her. But in the afternoon, after they had dined at midday, all happened just as the White Bear had said. Her mother wanted to talk with her alone in her own chamber. But she remembered what the White Bear had said, and would on no account go. ‘What we have to say can be said at any time,’ she answered. But somehow or other her mother at last persuaded her, and she was forced to tell the whole story. So she told how every night a man came and lay down beside her when the lights were all put out, and how she never saw him, because he always went away before it grew light in the morning, and how she continually went about in sadness, thinking how happy she would be if she could but see him, and how all day long she had to go about alone, and it was so dull and solitary. ‘Oh!’ cried the mother, in horror, ‘you are very likely sleeping with a troll! But I will teach you a way to see him. You shall have a bit of one of my candles, which you can take away with you hidden in your breast. Look at him with that when he is asleep, but take care not to let any tallow drop upon him.’
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