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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.






Contents


Introduction


Sweet William by Rushlight


About the Author


About the Illustrator


Bibliography/Further Reading




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. Here is brave, loyal Elsa, who wove the nettles in silence for seven long years.


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




Sweet William by Rushlight


or


The Swan Brothers


[image: image]


A rushlight was a poor person’s light on a dark night. It was made from the pith at the centre of the stiff green rushes that grew, and still grow, near marshy ground. The green outside was peeled away to leave the white pith, which was dipped in wax or tallow and then allowed to dry. A good rushlight might burn for half an hour or more.


They are easy to make. I have made them now and then myself for fun. You need to leave a green strip on the pith to stiffen it, and if you allow it to dry for a few hours before dipping it in your wax, then you get a longer-lasting light. But you can never tell with a rushlight. Some burn long, and some burn short.


*


I have seven rushlights to tell my story by.
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