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To Ron and Mary Damms


My father, who told me my first fairy tales, and my mother, who once (this is true), when she was twelve years old, spent an afternoon in a magic place that could only have been fairyland.


Because when she went back to visit again, it had vanished, except for the memory that she treasures to this day.
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Introduction


Of course these are not my fairy tales; they are everyone’s fairy tales, and have been for many years. Hundreds in the case of The Pied Piper of Hamelin, and thousands in the case of Rumpelstiltskin. They are our living heritage, true fairy gold, except these stories do not disappear at sunset. Their day still shines. The best of them are well and flourishing, in schools and libraries, homes and playgrounds, just as much as they are with historians and universities.


They live because they are so strong. They have withstood the years. Countries and rulers have come and gone, revolutions and wars have redrawn the old lines across Europe and beyond, forests have been felled, the wolves have all but vanished . . . and yet still their magic holds. Whoever has walked through a shadowy landscape, listening for the footsteps behind, has travelled with Red Riding Hood through the forest. Those far from home know the exile of the Swan Brothers. And I do not suppose there are many people reading this who have not speculated on the hazards of glass slippers, gingerbread houses, shiny red apples, and the problems of being caught out after midnight when you have been well warned that at the stroke of twelve, with no second chances, the party will be over.


With the help of friends and family, I chose ten stories out of dozens. I asked myself lots of questions, like why did the Piper’s son steal the pig?


It was exhausting and wonderful to write each of these stories. I walked miles through forests. I watched swans and skies. I read and read. I studied maps and silks and brocades. I visited salt marshes and windmills. And now, at last, I am able to share them with you. I do hope you enjoy this one!


Hilary McKay




Over the Hills and Far Away


or


Red Riding Hood and the Piper’s Son
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There was a village, with a forest behind it, close behind, like a shadow. The village had an inn, and the inn had a doorway, and the doorway had a doorstep, and one winter’s morning there was a parcel on that doorstep.


You can’t leave a parcel on a doorstep for long. Not if it’s alive. So they took it in, the innkeeper and his wife, and they brushed off the frost and unknotted the string, unfolded the shabby brown blanket, and there was a baby.


‘It’s not from round here,’ said the innkeeper’s wife at once.


‘Gypsy,’ said the innkeeper.


‘Gypsies have black eyes.’


‘Green-eyed gypsy,’ said the innkeeper. ‘Boy or girl?’


‘Girl,’ said his wife, unfolding the blanket further. ‘Look! Gold earrings!’


‘Never!’


‘See for yourself!’ his wife replied. So the innkeeper bent and looked, and sure enough, the baby had gold earrings under its wisps of brown hair.


‘Someone will be back for it,’ said the innkeeper. ‘One thing to leave a baby on a doorstep. Another to leave gold earrings.’


‘I shall say what I think when they come!’ said his wife. ‘Leaving it there for anyone to trip over! Half frozen too.’


The baby’s wide green eyes looked at her. It didn’t cry. They found out later that it hardly ever cried.


They gave it bread and milk, and a warm basket by the stove. No one ever came back for it, and so it stayed, from day to day, and then from week to week, and eventually from year to year. The innkeeper and his wife got paid a little for keeping it instead of sending it away to the orphanage. They called the baby Polly.


‘A good plain name,’ they said, looking disapprovingly at Polly’s ears. Although they had both tried, they could find no way of taking off the earrings without taking off the baby’s ears too. So the earrings also stayed. Perhaps if they had come off, they would have liked Polly more than they did; but perhaps not, because Polly was different. She was not like any child that had ever been in the village before, nor any grown up either. For one thing, Polly was not afraid of the forest.
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