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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 how could Snow White have left those seven kind dwarves? Perhaps she never quite did.


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
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‘Do I look all right?’ asked Sophie. And then, because they both hesitated for one moment, less than a second, before replying, she said, ‘You don’t have to pretend! I know what you’re thinking!’


Sophie’s mother and grandmother both blinked, because this crossness was so unlike Sophie, and before their blinks were over, Sophie had flounced out of the door and stomped off along the corridor. The stomping went on for quite a while. That was one of the many problems of living in a large palace: it took so long between the flounce and the slamming of the bedroom door.


And of course the slam was a good way off from the flouncing point, and so might have been any old bang.


Sophie’s mother hurried after her daughter. She was an understanding person. She knew herself what it felt like to be the only princess at a birthday party when you didn’t know what everyone else would be wearing. She arrived at the slammed bedroom door, knocked on it and called, ‘It’s me!’


‘Go away. I don’t care. I know I look stupid, and I’m not going! Besides, I think I’m ill!’ said Sophie.


Sophie’s mother picked the easiest of these remarks to reply to and asked, ‘What sort of ill?’


There was a thinking pause on the other side of the door, and then Sophie replied, ‘Chickenpox.’


‘Oh.’


‘Like the cook had.’


‘That was last year.’


‘I don’t care WHEN it was!’ shouted Sophie through the door. ‘I’m just NOT going to the party. I only got asked because they know you, and anyway my dress is all ripped.’


‘It wasn’t all ripped two minutes ago,’ said her mother.


‘That was before it got caught on the roses.’


‘What roses?’


‘The yellow ones outside my window.’


‘Sophie!’ exclaimed her mother. And she marched in, rescued the thrown-out-of-the-window dress, groaned, took an old one from the wardrobe, pulled it on over Sophie’s head, fastened the back, brushed her hair, bundled her out of the room, along the corridor, down the stairs, across the hall, through the front door, over the terrace and into the waiting coach.


‘Daddy and I won’t be here when you get back, but you’re having supper with your grandmother,’ Sophie’s mother said as she bundled her daughter inside. ‘She’s coming to visit especially to keep you company. Have a lovely time! The birthday present is on the seat beside you. It’s a golden ball. I hope your friend likes it.’


‘Nobody plays with golden balls any more!’ protested Sophie, but the carriage was already driving away.


*


Nothing had improved when Sophie returned from the party. She told her grandmother how she had accidentally taken a raw-fish sandwich and had to keep it in her pocket all afternoon because there was nowhere to throw it away. And how a girl had said, ‘I didn’t think a princess would look like you,’ and one of the boys had added, ‘Or smell like you!’ And then everyone had sniffed, and said, ‘Fishy!’
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