
Shadow Brook
Introductory to "The Golden Touch"

At noon, our juvenile party assembled in a dell, through the depths of which ran a little brook. The
dell was narrow, and its steep sides, from the margin of the stream upward, were thickly set with
trees, chiefly walnuts and chestnuts, among which grew a few oaks and maples. In the summer
time, the shade of so many clustering branches, meeting and intermingling across the rivulet, was
deep enough to produce a noontide twilight. Hence came the name of Shadow Brook. But now,
ever since autumn had crept into this secluded place, all the dark verdure was changed to gold,
so that it really kindled up the dell, instead of shading it. The bright yellow leaves, even had it
been a cloudy day, would have seemed to keep the sunlight among them; and enough of them
had fallen to strew all the bed and margin of the brook with sunlight, too. Thus the shady nook,
where summer had cooled herself, was now the sunniest spot anywhere to be found.

The little brook ran along over its pathway of gold, here pausing to form a pool, in which minnows
were darting to and fro; and then it hurried onward at a swifter pace, as if in haste to reach the
lake; and, forgetting to look whither it went, it tumbled over the root of a tree, which stretched
quite across its current. You would have laughed to hear how noisily it babbled about this
accident. And even after it had run onward, the brook still kept talking to itself, as if it were in a
maze. It was wonder-smitten, I suppose, at finding its dark dell so illuminated, and at hearing the
prattle and merriment of so many children. So it stole away as quickly as it could, and hid itself in
the lake.

In the dell of Shadow Brook, Eustace Bright and his little friends had eaten their dinner. They had
brought plenty of good things from Tanglewood, in their baskets, and had spread them out on the
stumps of trees, and on mossy trunks, and had feasted merrily, and made a very nice dinner
indeed. After it was over, nobody felt like stirring.

"We will rest ourselves here," said several of the children, "while Cousin Eustace tells us another of
his pretty stories."

Cousin Eustace had a good right to be tired, as well as the children, for he had performed great
feats on that memorable forenoon. Dandelion, Clover, Cowslip, and Buttercup were almost most
persuaded that he had winged slippers, like those which the Nymphs gave Perseus; so often had
the student shown himself at the tip-top of a nut-tree, when only a moment before he had been
standing on the ground. And then, what showers of walnuts had he sent rattling down upon their
heads, for their busy little hands to gather into the baskets! In short, he had been as active as a
squirrel or a monkey, and now, flinging himself down on the yellow leaves, seemed inclined to
take a little rest.
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But children have no mercy nor consideration for anybody's weariness; and if you had but a
single breath left, they would ask you to spend it in telling them a story.

"Cousin Eustace," said Cowslip, "that was a very nice story of the Gorgon's Head. Do you think
you could tell us another as good?"

"Yes, child," said Eustace, pulling the brim of his cap over his eyes, as if preparing for a nap. "I
can tell you a dozen, as good or better, if I choose."

"O Primrose and Periwinkle, do you hear what he says?" cried Cowslip, dancing with delight.
"Cousin Eustace is going to tell us a dozen better stories than that about the Gorgon's Head!"

"I did not promise you even one, you foolish little Cowslip!" said Eustace, half pettishly.
"However, I suppose you must have it. This is the consequence of having earned a reputation! I
wish I were a great deal duller than I am, or that I had never shown half the bright qualities with
which nature has endowed me; and then I might have my nap out, in peace and comfort!"

But Cousin Eustace, as I think I have hinted before, was as fond of telling his stories as the
children of hearing them. His mind was in a free and happy state, and took delight in its own
activity, and scarcely required any external impulse to set it at work.

How different is this spontaneous play of the intellect from the trained diligence of maturer
years, when toil has perhaps grown easy by long habit, and the day's work may have become
essential to the day's comfort, although the rest of the matter has bubbled away! This remark,
however, is not meant for the children to hear.

Without further solicitation, Eustace Bright proceeded to tell the following really splendid story.
It had come into his mind as he lay looking upward into the depths of a tree, and observing how
the touch of Autumn had transmuted every one of its green leaves into what resembled the
purest gold. And this change, which we have all of us witnessed, is as wonderful as anything
that Eustace told about in the story of Midas.

The Golden Touch

Once upon a time, there lived a very rich man, and a king besides, whose name was Midas; and
he had a little daughter, whom nobody but myself ever heard of, and whose name I either never
knew, or have entirely forgotten. So, because I love odd names for little girls, I choose to call her
Marygold.

This King Midas was fonder of gold than of anything else in the world. He valued his royal crown
chiefly because it was composed of that precious metal. If he loved anything better, or half so
well, it was the one little maiden who played so merrily around her father's footstool. But the
more Midas loved his daughter, the more did he desire and seek for wealth. He thought, foolish
man! that the best thing he could possibly do for this dear child would be to bequeath her the
immensest pile of yellow, glistening coin, that had ever been heaped together since the world
was made. Thus, he gave all his thoughts and all his time to this one purpose. 
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If ever he happened to gaze for an instant at the gold-tinted clouds of sunset, he wished that
they were real gold, and that they could be squeezed safely into his strong box. When little
Marygold ran to meet him, with a bunch of buttercups and dandelions, he used to say, "Poh,
poh, child! If these flowers were as golden as they look, they would be worth the plucking!"

And yet, in his earlier days, before he was so entirely possessed of this insane desire for riches,
King Midas had shown a great taste for flowers. He had planted a garden, in which grew the
biggest and beautifullest and sweetest roses that any mortal ever saw or smelt. These roses
were still growing in the garden, as large, as lovely, and as fragrant, as when Midas used to pass
whole hours in gazing at them, and inhaling their perfume. But now, if he looked at them at all, it
was only to calculate how much the garden would be worth if each of the innumerable rose-
petals were a thin plate of gold. And though he once was fond of music (in spite of an idle story
about his ears, which were said to resemble those of an ass), the only music for poor Midas,
now, was the chink of one coin against another.

At length, as people always grow more and more foolish, unless they take care to grow wiser
and wiser, Midas had got to be so exceedingly unreasonable, that he could scarcely bear to see
or touch any object that was not gold. He made it his custom, therefore, to pass a large portion
of every day in a dark and dreary apartment, under ground, at the basement of his palace. It was
here that he kept his wealth. To this dismal hole—for it was little better than a dungeon—Midas
betook himself, whenever he wanted to be particularly happy. Here, after carefully locking the
door, he would take a bag of gold coin, or a gold cup as big as a washbowl, or a heavy golden
bar, or a peck-measure of gold-dust, and bring them from the obscure corners of the room into
the one bright and narrow sunbeam that fell from the dungeon-like window. He valued the
sunbeam for no other reason but that his treasure would not shine without its help. And then
would he reckon over the coins in the bag; toss up the bar, and catch it as it came down; sift the
gold-dust through his fingers; look at the funny image of his own face, as reflected in the
burnished circumference of the cup; and whisper to himself, "O Midas, rich King Midas, what a
happy man art thou!" But it was laughable to see how the image of his face kept grinning at him,
out of the polished surface of the cup. It seemed to be aware of his foolish behavior, and to have
a naughty inclination to make fun of him.

Midas called himself a happy man, but felt that he was not yet quite so happy as he might be.
The very tip-top of enjoyment would never be reached, unless the whole world were to become
his treasure-room, and be filled with yellow metal which should be all his own.

Now, I need hardly remind such wise little people as you are, that in the old, old times, when
King Midas was alive, a great many things came to pass, which we should consider wonderful if
they were to happen in our own day and country. And, on the other hand, a great many things
take place nowadays, which seem not only wonderful to us, but at which the people of old times
would have stared their eyes out. On the whole, I regard our own times as the strangest of the
two; but, however that may be, I must go on with my story.
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Midas was enjoying himself in his treasure-room, one day, as usual, when he perceived a
shadow fall over the heaps of gold; and, looking suddenly up, what should he behold but the
figure of a stranger, standing in the bright and narrow sunbeam! It was a young man, with a
cheerful and ruddy face. Whether it was that the imagination of King Midas threw a yellow tinge
over everything, or whatever the cause might be, he could not help fancying that the smile with
which the stranger regarded him had a kind of golden radiance in it. Certainly, although his
figure intercepted the sunshine, there was now a brighter gleam upon all the piled-up treasures
than before. Even the remotest corners had their share of it, and were lighted up, when the
stranger smiled, as with tips of flame and sparkles of fire.

As Midas knew that he had carefully turned the key in the lock, and that no mortal strength
could possibly break into his treasure-room, he, of course, concluded that his visitor must be
something more than mortal. It is no matter about telling you who he was. In those days, when
the earth was comparatively a new affair, it was supposed to be often the resort of beings
endowed with supernatural power, and who used to interest themselves in the joys and sorrows
of men, women, and children, half playfully and half seriously. Midas had met such beings
before now, and was not sorry to meet one of them again. The stranger's aspect, indeed, was so
good-humored and kindly, if not beneficent, that it would have been unreasonable to suspect
him of intending any mischief. It was far more probable that he came to do Midas a favor. And
what could that favor be, unless to multiply his heaps of treasure?

The stranger gazed about the room; and when his lustrous smile had glistened upon all the
golden objects that were there, he turned again to Midas.

"You are a wealthy man, friend Midas!" he observed. "I doubt whether any other four walls, on
earth, contain so much gold as you have contrived to pile up in this room."

"I have done pretty well,—pretty well," answered Midas, in a discontented tone. "But, after all, it
is but a trifle, when you consider that it has taken me my whole life to get it together. If one could
live a thousand years, he might have time to grow rich!"

"What!" exclaimed the stranger. "Then you are not satisfied?"

Midas shook his head.

"And pray what would satisfy you?" asked the stranger. "Merely for the curiosity of the thing, I
should be glad to know."

Midas paused and meditated. He felt a presentiment that this stranger, with such a golden lustre
in his good-humored smile, had come hither with both the power and the purpose of gratifying
his utmost wishes. Now, therefore, was the fortunate moment, when he had but to speak, and
obtain whatever possible, or seemingly impossible, thing it might come into his head to ask. So
he thought, and thought, and thought, and heaped up one golden mountain upon another, in
his imagination, without being able to imagine them big enough. At last, a bright idea occurred
to King Midas. It seemed really as bright as the glistening metal which he loved so much.
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Raising his head, he looked the lustrous stranger in the face.

"Well, Midas," observed his visitor, "I see that you have at length hit upon something that will
satisfy you. Tell me your wish."

"It is only this," replied Midas. "I am weary of collecting my treasures with so much trouble, and
beholding the heap so diminutive, after I have done my best. I wish everything that I touch to be
changed to gold!"

The stranger's smile grew so very broad, that it seemed to fill the room like an outburst of the
sun, gleaming into a shadowy dell, where the yellow autumnal leaves—for so looked the lumps
and particles of gold—lie strewn in the glow of light.

"The Golden Touch!" exclaimed he. "You certainly deserve credit, friend Midas, for striking out
so brilliant a conception. But are you quite sure that this will satisfy you?"

"How could it fail?" said Midas.

"And will you never regret the possession of it?"

"What could induce me?" asked Midas. "I ask nothing else, to render me perfectly happy."

"Be it as you wish, then," replied the stranger, waving his hand in token of farewell. "To-morrow,
at sunrise, you will find yourself gifted with the Golden Touch."

The figure of the stranger then became exceedingly bright, and Midas involuntarily closed his
eyes. On opening them again, he beheld only one yellow sunbeam in the room, and, all around
him, the glistening of the precious metal which he had spent his life in hoarding up.

Whether Midas slept as usual that night, the story does not say. Asleep or awake, however, his
mind was probably in the state of a child's, to whom a beautiful new plaything has been
promised in the morning. At any rate, day had hardly peeped over the hills, when King Midas
was broad awake, and, stretching his arms out of bed, began to touch the objects that were
within reach. He was anxious to prove whether the Golden Touch had really come, according to
the stranger's promise. So he laid his finger on a chair by the bedside, and on various other
things, but was grievously disappointed to perceive that they remained of exactly the same
substance as before. Indeed, he felt very much afraid that he had only dreamed about the
lustrous stranger, or else that the latter had been making game of him. And what a miserable
affair would it be, if, after all his hopes, Midas must content himself with what little gold he could
scrape together by ordinary means, instead of creating it by a touch!

All this while, it was only the gray of the morning, with but a streak of brightness along the edge
of the sky, where Midas could not see it. He lay in a very disconsolate mood, regretting the
downfall of his hopes, and kept growing sadder and sadder, until the earliest sunbeam shone
through the window, and gilded the ceiling over his head. It seemed to Midas that this bright
yellow sunbeam was reflected in rather a singular way on the white covering of the bed.
Looking more closely, what was his astonishment and delight, when he found that this linen
fabric had been transmuted to what seemed a woven texture of the purest and brightest gold!
The Golden Touch had come to him with the first sunbeam!
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Midas started up, in a kind of joyful frenzy, and ran about the room, grasping at everything that
happened to be in his way. He seized one of the bed-posts, and it became immediately a fluted
golden pillar. He pulled aside a window-curtain, in order to admit a clear spectacle of the
wonders which he was performing; and the tassel grew heavy in his hand,—a mass of gold. He
took up a book from the table. At his first touch, it assumed the appearance of such a splendidly
bound and gilt-edged volume as one often meets with, nowadays; but, on running his fingers
through the leaves, behold! it was a bundle of thin golden plates, in which all the wisdom of the
book had grown illegible. He hurriedly put on his clothes, and was enraptured to see himself in
a magnificent suit of gold cloth, which retained its flexibility and softness, although it burdened
him a little with its weight. He drew out his handkerchief, which little Marygold had hemmed for
him. That was likewise gold, with the dear child's neat and pretty stitches running all along the
border, in gold thread!

Somehow or other, this last transformation did not quite please King Midas. He would rather
that his little daughter's handiwork should have remained just the same as when she climbed
his knee and put it into his hand.

But it was not worth while to vex himself about a trifle. Midas now took his spectacles from his
pocket, and put them on his nose, in order that he might see more distinctly what he was about.
In those days, spectacles for common people had not been invented, but were already worn by
kings; else, how could Midas have had any? To his great perplexity, however, excellent as the
glasses were, he discovered that he could not possibly see through them. But this was the most
natural thing in the world; for, on taking them off, the transparent crystals turned out to be plates
of yellow metal, and, of course, were worthless as spectacles, though valuable as gold. It struck
Midas as rather inconvenient that, with all his wealth, he could never again be rich enough to
own a pair of serviceable spectacles.

"It is no great matter, nevertheless," said he to himself, very philosophically. "We cannot expect
any great good, without its being accompanied with some small inconvenience. The Golden
Touch is worth the sacrifice of a pair of spectacles, at least, if not of one's very eyesight. My own
eyes will serve for ordinary purposes, and little Marygold will soon be old enough to read to me."

Wise King Midas was so exalted by his good fortune, that the palace seemed not sufficiently
spacious to contain him. He therefore went down stairs, and smiled, on observing that the
balustrade of the staircase became a bar of burnished gold, as his hand passed over it, in his
descent. He lifted the door-latch (it was brass only a moment ago, but golden when his fingers
quitted it), and emerged into the garden. Here, as it happened, he found a great number of
beautiful roses in full bloom, and others in all the stages of lovely bud and blossom. Very
delicious was their fragrance in the morning breeze. Their delicate blush was one of the fairest
sights in the world; so gentle, so modest, and so full of sweet tranquillity, did these roses seem
to be.

But Midas knew a way to make them far more precious, according to his way of thinking, than
roses had ever been before. So he took great pains in going from bush to bush, and exercised
his magic touch most indefatigably; until every individual flower and bud, and even the worms
at the heart of some of them, were changed to gold. By the time this good work was completed,
King Midas was summoned to breakfast; and as the morning air had given him an excellent
appetite, he made haste back to the palace.
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What was usually a king's breakfast in the days of Midas, I really do not know, and cannot stop
now to investigate. To the best of my belief, however, on this particular morning, the breakfast
consisted of hot cakes, some nice little brook trout, roasted potatoes, fresh boiled eggs, and
coffee, for King Midas himself, and a bowl of bread and milk for his daughter Marygold. At all
events, this is a breakfast fit to set before a king; and, whether he had it or not, King Midas could
not have had a better.

Little Marygold had not yet made her appearance. Her father ordered her to be called, and,
seating himself at table, awaited the child's coming, in order to begin his own breakfast. To do
Midas justice, he really loved his daughter, and loved her so much the more this morning, on
account of the good fortune which had befallen him. It was not a great while before he heard
her coming along the passageway crying bitterly. This circumstance surprised him, because
Marygold was one of the cheerfullest little people whom you would see in a summer's day, and
hardly shed a thimbleful of tears in a twelvemonth. When Midas heard her sobs, he determined
to put little Marygold into better spirits, by an agreeable surprise; so, leaning across the table, he
touched his daughter's bowl (which was a China one, with pretty figures all around it), and
transmuted it to gleaming gold.

Meanwhile, Marygold slowly and disconsolately opened the door, and showed herself with her
apron at her eyes, still sobbing as if her heart would break.

"How now, my little lady!" cried Midas. "Pray what is the matter with you, this bright morning?"

Marygold, without taking the apron from her eyes, held out her hand, in which was one of the
roses which Midas had so recently transmuted.

"Beautiful!" exclaimed her father. "And what is there in this magnificent golden rose to make you
cry?"

"Ah, dear father!" answered the child, as well as her sobs would let her; "it is not beautiful, but the
ugliest flower that ever grew! As soon as I was dressed I ran into the garden to gather some
roses for you; because I know you like them, and like them the better when gathered by your
little daughter. But, oh dear, dear me! What do you think has happened? Such a misfortune! All
the beautiful roses, that smelled so sweetly and had so many lovely blushes, are blighted and
spoilt! They are grown quite yellow, as you see this one, and have no longer any fragrance!
What can have been the matter with them?"

"Poh, my dear little girl,—pray don't cry about it!" said Midas, who was ashamed to confess that
he himself had wrought the change which so greatly afflicted her. "Sit down and eat your bread
and milk! You will find it easy enough to exchange a golden rose like that (which will last
hundreds of years) for an ordinary one which would wither in a day."

"I don't care for such roses as this!" cried Marygold, tossing it contemptuously away. "It has no
smell, and the hard petals prick my nose!"
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The child now sat down to table, but was so occupied with her grief for the blighted roses that
she did not even notice the wonderful transmutation of her China bowl. Perhaps this was all the
better; for Marygold was accustomed to take pleasure in looking at the queer figures, and
strange trees and houses, that were painted on the circumference of the bowl; and these
ornaments were now entirely lost in the yellow hue of the metal.

Midas, meanwhile, had poured out a cup of coffee, and, as a matter of course, the coffee-pot,
whatever metal it may have been when he took it up, was gold when he set it down. He thought
to himself, that it was rather an extravagant style of splendor, in a king of his simple habits, to
breakfast off a service of gold, and began to be puzzled with the difficulty of keeping his
treasures safe. The cupboard and the kitchen would no longer be a secure place of deposit for
articles so valuable as golden bowls and coffee-pots.

Amid these thoughts, he lifted a spoonful of coffee to his lips, and, sipping it, was astonished to
perceive that, the instant his lips touched the liquid, it became molten gold, and, the next
moment, hardened into a lump!

"Ha!" exclaimed Midas, rather aghast.

"What is the matter, father?" asked little Marygold, gazing at him, with the tears still standing in
her eyes.

"Nothing, child, nothing!" said Midas. "Eat your milk, before it gets quite cold."

He took one of the nice little trouts on his plate, and, by way of experiment, touched its tail with
his finger. To his horror, it was immediately transmuted from an admirably fried brook-trout into
a gold-fish, though not one of those gold-fishes which people often keep in glass globes, as
ornaments for the parlor. No; but it was really a metallic fish, and looked as if it had been very
cunningly made by the nicest goldsmith in the world. Its little bones were now golden wires; its
fins and tail were thin plates of gold; and there were the marks of the fork in it, and all the
delicate, frothy appearance of a nicely fried fish, exactly imitated in metal. A very pretty piece of
work, as you may suppose; only King Midas, just at that moment, would much rather have had a
real trout in his dish than this elaborate and valuable imitation of one.

"I don't quite see," thought he to himself, "how I am to get any breakfast!"

He took one of the smoking-hot cakes, and had scarcely broken it, when, to his cruel
mortification, though, a moment before, it had been of the whitest wheat, it assumed the yellow
hue of Indian meal. To say the truth, if it had really been a hot Indian cake, Midas would have
prized it a good deal more than he now did, when its solidity and increased weight made him
too bitterly sensible that it was gold. Almost in despair, he helped himself to a boiled egg, which
immediately underwent a change similar to those of the trout and the cake. The egg, indeed,
might have been mistaken for one of those which the famous goose, in the story-book, was in
the habit of laying; but King Midas was the only goose that had had anything to do with the
matter.
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"Well, this is a quandary!" thought he, leaning back in his chair, and looking quite enviously at
little Marygold, who was now eating her bread and milk with great satisfaction. "Such a costly
breakfast before me, and nothing that can be eaten!"

Hoping that, by dint of great dispatch, he might avoid what he now felt to be a considerable
inconvenience, King Midas next snatched a hot potato, and attempted to cram it into his mouth,
and swallow it in a hurry. But the Golden Touch was too nimble for him. He found his mouth full,
not of mealy potato, but of solid metal, which so burnt his tongue that he roared aloud, and,
jumping up from the table, began to dance and stamp about the room, both with pain and
affright.

"Father, dear father!" cried little Marygold, who was a very affectionate child, "pray what is the
matter? Have you burnt your mouth?"

"Ah, dear child," groaned Midas, dolefully, "I don't know what is to become of your poor father!"

And, truly, my dear little folks, did you ever hear of such a pitiable case in all your lives? Here was
literally the richest breakfast that could be set before a king, and its very richness made it
absolutely good for nothing. The poorest laborer, sitting down to his crust of bread and cup of
water, was far better off than King Midas, whose delicate food was really worth its weight in
gold. And what was to be done? Already, at breakfast, Midas was excessively hungry. Would he
be less so by dinner-time? And how ravenous would be his appetite for supper, which must
undoubtedly consist of the same sort of indigestible dishes as those now before him! How many
days, think you, would he survive a continuance of this rich fare?

These reflections so troubled wise King Midas, that he began to doubt whether, after all, riches
are the one desirable thing in the world, or even the most desirable. But this was only a passing
thought. So fascinated was Midas with the glitter of the yellow metal, that he would still have
refused to give up the Golden Touch for so paltry a consideration as a breakfast. Just imagine
what a price for one meal's victuals! It would have been the same as paying millions and millions
of money (and as many millions more as would take forever to reckon up) for some fried trout,
an egg, a potato, a hot cake, and a cup of coffee!

"It would be quite too dear," thought Midas.

Nevertheless, so great was his hunger, and the perplexity of his situation, that he again groaned
aloud, and very grievously too. Our pretty Marygold could endure it no longer. She sat, a
moment, gazing at her father, and trying, with all the might of her little wits, to find out what was
the matter with him. Then, with a sweet and sorrowful impulse to comfort him, she started from
her chair, and, running to Midas, threw her arms affectionately about his knees. He bent down
and kissed her. He felt that his little daughter's love was worth a thousand times more than he
had gained by the Golden Touch.

"My precious, precious Marygold!" cried he.

But Marygold made no answer.

159



Alas, what had he done? How fatal was the gift which the stranger bestowed! The moment the
lips of Midas touched Marygold's forehead, a change had taken place. Her sweet, rosy face, so
full of affection as it had been, assumed a glittering yellow color, with yellow tear-drops
congealing on her cheeks. Her beautiful brown ringlets took the same tint. Her soft and tender
little form grew hard and inflexible within her father's encircling arms. Oh, terrible misfortune!
The victim of his insatiable desire for wealth, little Marygold was a human child no longer, but a
golden statue!

Yes, there she was, with the questioning look of love, grief, and pity, hardened into her face. It
was the prettiest and most woful sight that ever mortal saw. All the features and tokens of
Marygold were there; even the beloved little dimple remained in her golden chin. But, the more
perfect was the resemblance, the greater was the father's agony at beholding this golden
image, which was all that was left him of a daughter. It had been a favorite phrase of Midas,
whenever he felt particularly fond of the child, to say that she was worth her weight in gold. And
now the phrase had become literally true. And now, at last, when it was too late, he felt how
infinitely a warm and tender heart, that loved him, exceeded in value all the wealth that could be
piled up betwixt the earth and sky!

It would be too sad a story, if I were to tell you how Midas, in the fulness of all his gratified
desires, began to wring his hands and bemoan himself; and how he could neither bear to look
at Marygold, nor yet to look away from her. Except when his eyes were fixed on the image, he
could not possibly believe that she was changed to gold. But, stealing another glance, there
was the precious little figure, with a yellow tear-drop on its yellow cheek, and a look so piteous
and tender, that it seemed as if that very expression must needs soften the gold, and make it
flesh again. This, however, could not be. So Midas had only to wring his hands, and to wish that
he were the poorest man in the wide world, if the loss of all his wealth might bring back the
faintest rose-color to his dear child's face.

While he was in this tumult of despair, he suddenly beheld a stranger standing near the door.
Midas bent down his head, without speaking; for he recognized the same figure which had
appeared to him, the day before, in the treasure-room, and had bestowed on him this disastrous
faculty of the Golden Touch. The stranger's countenance still wore a smile, which seemed to
shed a yellow lustre all about the room, and gleamed on little Marygold's image, and on the
other objects that had been transmuted by the touch of Midas.

"Well, friend Midas," said the stranger, "pray how do you succeed with the Golden Touch?"

Midas shook his head.

"I am very miserable," said he.

"Very miserable, indeed!" exclaimed the stranger. "And how happens that? Have I not faithfully
kept my promise with you? Have you not everything that your heart desired?"

"Gold is not everything," answered Midas. "And I have lost all that my heart really cared for."
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"Ah! So you have made a discovery, since yesterday?" observed the stranger. "Let us see, then.
Which of these two things do you think is really worth the most,—the gift of the Golden Touch,
or one cup of clear cold water?"

"O blessed water!" exclaimed Midas. "It will never moisten my parched throat again!"

"The Golden Touch," continued the stranger, "or a crust of bread?"

"A piece of bread," answered Midas, "is worth all the gold on earth!"

"The Golden Touch," asked the stranger, "or your own little Marygold, warm, soft, and loving as
she was an hour ago?"

"Oh my child, my dear child!" cried poor Midas, wringing his hands. "I would not have given that
one small dimple in her chin for the power of changing this whole big earth into a solid lump of
gold!"

"You are wiser than you were, King Midas!" said the stranger, looking seriously at him. "Your own
heart, I perceive, has not been entirely changed from flesh to gold. Were it so, your case would
indeed be desperate. But you appear to be still capable of understanding that the commonest
things, such as lie within everybody's grasp, are more valuable than the riches which so many
mortals sigh and struggle after. Tell me, now, do you sincerely desire to rid yourself of this
Golden Touch?"

"It is hateful to me!" replied Midas.

A fly settled on his nose, but immediately fell to the floor; for it, too, had become gold. Midas
shuddered.

"Go, then," said the stranger, "and plunge into the river that glides past the bottom of your
garden. Take likewise a vase of the same water, and sprinkle it over any object that you may
desire to change back again from gold into its former substance. If you do this in earnestness
and sincerity, it may possibly repair the mischief which your avarice has occasioned."

King Midas bowed low; and when he lifted his head, the lustrous stranger had vanished.

You will easily believe that Midas lost no time in snatching up a great earthen pitcher (but, alas
me! it was no longer earthen after he touched it), and hastening to the river-side. As he
scampered along, and forced his way through the shrubbery, it was positively marvellous to see
how the foliage turned yellow behind him, as if the autumn had been there, and nowhere else.
On reaching the river's brink, he plunged headlong in, without waiting so much as to pull off his
shoes.

"Poof! poof! poof!" snorted King Midas, as his head emerged out of the water. "Well; this is really
a refreshing bath, and I think it must have quite washed away the Golden Touch. And now for
filling my pitcher!"
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As he dipped the pitcher into the water, it gladdened his very heart to see it change from gold
into the same good, honest earthen vessel which it had been before he touched it. He was
conscious, also, of a change within himself. A cold, hard, and heavy weight seemed to have
gone out of his bosom. No doubt, his heart had been gradually losing its human substance, and
transmuting itself into insensible metal, but had now softened back again into flesh. Perceiving
a violet, that grew on the bank of the river, Midas touched it with his finger, and was overjoyed
to find that the delicate flower retained its purple hue, instead of undergoing a yellow blight.
The curse of the Golden Touch had, therefore, really been removed from him.

King Midas hastened back to the palace; and, I suppose, the servants knew not what to make of
it when they saw their royal master so carefully bringing home an earthen pitcher of water. But
that water, which was to undo all the mischief that his folly had wrought, was more precious to
Midas than an ocean of molten gold could have been. The first thing he did, as you need hardly
be told, was to sprinkle it by handfuls over the golden figure of little Marygold.

No sooner did it fall on her than you would have laughed to see how the rosy color came back
to the dear child's cheek! and how she began to sneeze and sputter!—and how astonished she
was to find herself dripping wet, and her father still throwing more water over her!

"Pray do not, dear father!" cried she. "See how you have wet my nice frock, which I put on only
this morning!"

For Marygold did not know that she had been a little golden statue; nor could she remember
anything that had happened since the moment when she ran with outstretched arms to comfort
poor King Midas.

Her father did not think it necessary to tell his beloved child how very foolish he had been, but
contented himself with showing how much wiser he had now grown. For this purpose, he led
little Marygold into the garden, where he sprinkled all the remainder of the water over the rose-
bushes, and with such good effect that above five thousand roses recovered their beautiful
bloom. There were two circumstances, however, which, as long as he lived, used to put King
Midas in mind of the Golden Touch. One was, that the sands of the river sparkled like gold; the
other, that little Marygold's hair had now a golden tinge, which he had never observed in it
before she had been transmuted by the effect of his kiss. This change of hue was really an
improvement, and made Marygold's hair richer than in her babyhood.

When King Midas had grown quite an old man, and used to trot Marygold's children on his
knee, he was fond of telling them this marvellous story, pretty much as I have now told it to you.
And then would he stroke their glossy ringlets, and tell them that their hair, likewise, had a rich
shade of gold, which they had inherited from their mother.

"And to tell you the truth, my precious little folks," quoth King Midas, diligently trotting the
children all the while, "ever since that morning, I have hated the very sight of all other gold, save
this!"
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As he dipped the pitcher into the water, it gladdened his very heart to see it change from gold
into the same good, honest earthen vessel which it had been before he touched it. He was
conscious, also, of a change within himself. A cold, hard, and heavy weight seemed to have
gone out of his bosom. No doubt, his heart had been gradually losing its human substance, and
transmuting itself into insensible metal, but had now softened back again into flesh. Perceiving
a violet, that grew on the bank of the river, Midas touched it with his finger, and was overjoyed
to find that the delicate flower retained its purple hue, instead of undergoing a yellow blight.
The curse of the Golden Touch had, therefore, really been removed from him.

King Midas hastened back to the palace; and, I suppose, the servants knew not what to make of
it when they saw their royal master so carefully bringing home an earthen pitcher of water. But
that water, which was to undo all the mischief that his folly had wrought, was more precious to
Midas than an ocean of molten gold could have been. The first thing he did, as you need hardly
be told, was to sprinkle it by handfuls over the golden figure of little Marygold.

No sooner did it fall on her than you would have laughed to see how the rosy color came back
to the dear child's cheek! and how she began to sneeze and sputter!—and how astonished she
was to find herself dripping wet, and her father still throwing more water over her!

"Pray do not, dear father!" cried she. "See how you have wet my nice frock, which I put on only
this morning!"

For Marygold did not know that she had been a little golden statue; nor could she remember
anything that had happened since the moment when she ran with outstretched arms to comfort
poor King Midas.

Her father did not think it necessary to tell his beloved child how very foolish he had been, but
contented himself with showing how much wiser he had now grown. For this purpose, he led
little Marygold into the garden, where he sprinkled all the remainder of the water over the rose-
bushes, and with such good effect that above five thousand roses recovered their beautiful
bloom. There were two circumstances, however, which, as long as he lived, used to put King
Midas in mind of the Golden Touch. One was, that the sands of the river sparkled like gold; the
other, that little Marygold's hair had now a golden tinge, which he had never observed in it
before she had been transmuted by the effect of his kiss. This change of hue was really an
improvement, and made Marygold's hair richer than in her babyhood.

When King Midas had grown quite an old man, and used to trot Marygold's children on his
knee, he was fond of telling them this marvellous story, pretty much as I have now told it to you.
And then would he stroke their glossy ringlets, and tell them that their hair, likewise, had a rich
shade of gold, which they had inherited from their mother.

"And to tell you the truth, my precious little folks," quoth King Midas, diligently trotting the
children all the while, "ever since that morning, I have hated the very sight of all other gold, save
this!"
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Shadow Brook
After the Story

"Well, children," inquired Eustace, who was very fond of eliciting a definite opinion from his
auditors, "did you ever, in all your lives, listen to a better story than this of 'The Golden Touch'?"

"Why, as to the story of King Midas," said saucy Primrose, "it was a famous one thousands of
years before Mr. Eustace Bright came into the world, and will continue to be so as long after he
quits it. But some people have what we may call 'The Leaden Touch,' and make everything dull
and heavy that they lay their fingers upon."

"You are a smart child, Primrose, to be not yet in your teens," said Eustace, taken rather aback by
the piquancy of her criticism. "But you well know, in your naughty little heart, that I have
burnished the old gold of Midas all over anew, and have made it shine as it never shone before.
And then that figure of Marygold! Do you perceive no nice workmanship in that? And how finely
I have brought out and deepened the moral! What say you, Sweet Fern, Dandelion, Clover,
Periwinkle? Would any of you, after hearing this story, be so foolish as to desire the faculty of
changing things to gold?"

"I should like," said Periwinkle, a girl of ten, "to have the power of turning everything to gold with
my right forefinger; but, with my left forefinger, I should want the power of changing it back
again, if the first change did not please me. And I know what I would do, this very afternoon!"

"Pray tell me," said Eustace.

"Why," answered Periwinkle, "I would touch every one of these golden leaves on the trees with
my left forefinger, and make them all green again; so that we might have the summer back at
once, with no ugly winter in the mean time."

"O Periwinkle!" cried Eustace Bright, "there you are wrong, and would do a great deal of
mischief. Were I Midas, I would make nothing else but just such golden days as these over and
over again, all the year throughout. My best thoughts always come a little too late. Why did not I
tell you how old King Midas came to America, and changed the dusky autumn, such as it is in
other countries, into the burnished beauty which it here puts on? He gilded the leaves of the
great volume of Nature."

"Cousin Eustace," said Sweet Fern, a good little boy, who was always making particular inquiries
about the precise height of giants and the littleness of fairies, "how big was Marygold, and how
much did she weigh after she was turned to gold?"

"She was about as tall as you are," replied Eustace, "and, as gold is very heavy, she weighed at
least two thousand pounds, and might have been coined into thirty or forty thousand gold
dollars. I wish Primrose were worth half as much. Come, little people, let us clamber out of the
dell, and look about us."
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They did so. The sun was now an hour or two beyond its noontide mark, and filled the great
hollow of the valley with its western radiance, so that it seemed to be brimming with mellow
light, and to spill it over the surrounding hill-sides, like golden wine out of a bowl. It was such a
day that you could not help saying of it, "There never was such a day before!" although
yesterday was just such a day, and to-morrow will be just such another. Ah, but there are very
few of them in a twelvemonth's circle! It is a remarkable peculiarity of these October days, that
each of them seems to occupy a great deal of space, although the sun rises rather tardily at that
season of the year, and goes to bed, as little children ought, at sober six o'clock, or even earlier.
We cannot, therefore, call the days long; but they appear, somehow or other, to make up for
their shortness by their breadth; and when the cool night comes, we are conscious of having
enjoyed a big armful of life, since morning.

"Come, children, come!" cried Eustace Bright. "More nuts, more nuts, more nuts! Fill all your
baskets; and, at Christmas time, I will crack them for you, and tell you beautiful stories!"

So away they went; all of them in excellent spirits, except little Dandelion, who, I am sorry to tell
you, had been sitting on a chestnut-bur, and was stuck as full as a pincushion of its prickles.
Dear me, how uncomfortably he must have felt!
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The first night she spent in her attic was a thing Sara never forgot. During its passing she lived
through a wild, unchildlike woe of which she never spoke to anyone about her. There was no one
who would have understood. It was, indeed, well for her that as she lay awake in the darkness her
mind was forcibly distracted, now and then, by the strangeness of her surroundings. It was,
perhaps, well for her that she was reminded by her small body of material things. If this had not
been so, the anguish of her young mind might have been too great for a child to bear. But, really,
while the night was passing she scarcely knew that she had a body at all or remembered any
other thing than one.

"My papa is dead!" she kept whispering to herself. "My papa is dead!"

It was not until long afterward that she realized that her bed had been so hard that she turned
over and over in it to find a place to rest, that the darkness seemed more intense than any she had
ever known, and that the wind howled over the roof among the chimneys like something which
wailed aloud. Then there was something worse. This was certain scufflings and scratchings and
squeakings in the walls and behind the skirting boards. She knew what they meant, because
Becky had described them. They meant rats and mice who were either fighting with each other or
playing together. Once or twice she even heard sharp-toed feet scurrying across the floor, and she
remembered in those after days, when she recalled things, that when first she heard them she
started up in bed and sat trembling, and when she lay down again covered her head with the
bedclothes.

The change in her life did not come about gradually, but was made all at once.

"She must begin as she is to go on," Miss Minchin said to Miss Amelia. "She must be taught at once
what she is to expect."

Mariette had left the house the next morning. The glimpse Sara caught of her sitting room, as she
passed its open door, showed her that everything had been changed. Her ornaments and luxuries
had been removed, and a bed had been placed in a corner to transform it into a new pupil's
bedroom.

When she went down to breakfast she saw that her seat at Miss Minchin's side was occupied by
Lavinia, and Miss Minchin spoke to her coldly.

"You will begin your new duties, Sara," she said, "by taking your seat with the younger children at
a smaller table. You must keep them quiet, and see that they behave well and do not waste their
food. You ought to have been down earlier. Lottie has already upset her tea."

A Little Princess
Frances Hodgson Burnett

Chapter 8. In the Attic
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That was the beginning, and from day to day the duties given to her were added to. She taught
the younger children French and heard their other lessons, and these were the least of her
labors. It was found that she could be made use of in numberless directions. She could be sent
on errands at any time and in all weathers. She could be told to do things other people
neglected. The cook and the housemaids took their tone from Miss Minchin, and rather enjoyed
ordering about the "young one" who had been made so much fuss over for so long. They were
not servants of the best class, and had neither good manners nor good tempers, and it was
frequently convenient to have at hand someone on whom blame could be laid.

During the first month or two, Sara thought that her willingness to do things as well as she
could, and her silence under reproof, might soften those who drove her so hard. In her proud
little heart she wanted them to see that she was trying to earn her living and not accepting
charity. But the time came when she saw that no one was softened at all; and the more willing
she was to do as she was told, the more domineering and exacting careless housemaids
became, and the more ready a scolding cook was to blame her.

If she had been older, Miss Minchin would have given her the bigger girls to teach and saved
money by dismissing an instructress; but while she remained and looked like a child, she could
be made more useful as a sort of little superior errand girl and maid of all work. An ordinary
errand boy would not have been so clever and reliable. Sara could be trusted with difficult
commissions and complicated messages. She could even go and pay bills, and she combined
with this the ability to dust a room well and to set things in order.

Her own lessons became things of the past. She was taught nothing, and only after long and
busy days spent in running here and there at everybody's orders was she grudgingly allowed to
go into the deserted schoolroom, with a pile of old books, and study alone at night.

"If I do not remind myself of the things I have learned, perhaps I may forget them," she said to
herself. "I am almost a scullery maid, and if I am a scullery maid who knows nothing, I shall be
like poor Becky. I wonder if I could QUITE forget and begin to drop my H'S and not remember
that Henry the Eighth had six wives."

One of the most curious things in her new existence was her changed position among the
pupils. Instead of being a sort of small royal personage among them, she no longer seemed to
be one of their number at all. She was kept so constantly at work that she scarcely ever had an
opportunity of speaking to any of them, and she could not avoid seeing that Miss Minchin
preferred that she should live a life apart from that of the occupants of the schoolroom.

"I will not have her forming intimacies and talking to the other children," that lady said. "Girls like
a grievance, and if she begins to tell romantic stories about herself, she will become an ill-used
heroine, and parents will be given a wrong impression. It is better that she should live a separate
life—one suited to her circumstances. I am giving her a home, and that is more than she has any
right to expect from me."
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Sara did not expect much, and was far too proud to try to continue to be intimate with girls who
evidently felt rather awkward and uncertain about her. The fact was that Miss Minchin's pupils
were a set of dull, matter-of-fact young people. They were accustomed to being rich and
comfortable, and as Sara's frocks grew shorter and shabbier and queerer-looking, and it became
an established fact that she wore shoes with holes in them and was sent out to buy groceries
and carry them through the streets in a basket on her arm when the cook wanted them in a
hurry, they felt rather as if, when they spoke to her, they were addressing an under servant.

"To think that she was the girl with the diamond mines," Lavinia commented. "She does look an
object. And she's queerer than ever. I never liked her much, but I can't bear that way she has
now of looking at people without speaking—just as if she was finding them out."

"I am," said Sara, promptly, when she heard of this. "That's what I look at some people for. I like
to know about them. I think them over afterward."

The truth was that she had saved herself annoyance several times by keeping her eye on
Lavinia, who was quite ready to make mischief, and would have been rather pleased to have
made it for the ex-show pupil.

Sara never made any mischief herself, or interfered with anyone. She worked like a drudge; she
tramped through the wet streets, carrying parcels and baskets; she labored with the childish
inattention of the little ones' French lessons; as she became shabbier and more forlorn-looking,
she was told that she had better take her meals downstairs; she was treated as if she was
nobody's concern, and her heart grew proud and sore, but she never told anyone what she felt.

"Soldiers don't complain," she would say between her small, shut teeth, "I am not going to do it; I
will pretend this is part of a war."

But there were hours when her child heart might almost have broken with loneliness but for
three people.

The first, it must be owned, was Becky—just Becky. Throughout all that first night spent in the
garret, she had felt a vague comfort in knowing that on the other side of the wall in which the
rats scuffled and squeaked there was another young human creature. And during the nights
that followed the sense of comfort grew. They had little chance to speak to each other during
the day. Each had her own tasks to perform, and any attempt at conversation would have been
regarded as a tendency to loiter and lose time. "Don't mind me, miss," Becky whispered during
the first morning, "if I don't say nothin' polite. Some un'd be down on us if I did. I MEANS 'please'
an' 'thank you' an' 'beg pardon,' but I dassn't to take time to say it."

But before daybreak she used to slip into Sara's attic and button her dress and give her such
help as she required before she went downstairs to light the kitchen fire. And when night came
Sara always heard the humble knock at her door which meant that her handmaid was ready to
help her again if she was needed. During the first weeks of her grief Sara felt as if she were too
stupefied to talk, so it happened that some time passed before they saw each other much or
exchanged visits. Becky's heart told her that it was best that people in trouble should be left
alone.
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The second of the trio of comforters was Ermengarde, but odd things happened before
Ermengarde found her place.

When Sara's mind seemed to awaken again to the life about her, she realized that she had
forgotten that an Ermengarde lived in the world. The two had always been friends, but Sara had
felt as if she were years the older. It could not be contested that Ermengarde was as dull as she
was affectionate. She clung to Sara in a simple, helpless way; she brought her lessons to her that
she might be helped; she listened to her every word and besieged her with requests for stories.
But she had nothing interesting to say herself, and she loathed books of every description. She
was, in fact, not a person one would remember when one was caught in the storm of a great
trouble, and Sara forgot her.

It had been all the easier to forget her because she had been suddenly called home for a few
weeks. When she came back she did not see Sara for a day or two, and when she met her for the
first time she encountered her coming down a corridor with her arms full of garments which
were to be taken downstairs to be mended. Sara herself had already been taught to mend them.
She looked pale and unlike herself, and she was attired in the queer, outgrown frock whose
shortness showed so much thin black leg.

Ermengarde was too slow a girl to be equal to such a situation. She could not think of anything
to say. She knew what had happened, but, somehow, she had never imagined Sara could look
like this—so odd and poor and almost like a servant. It made her quite miserable, and she could
do nothing but break into a short hysterical laugh and exclaim—aimlessly and as if without any
meaning, "Oh, Sara, is that you?"

"Yes," answered Sara, and suddenly a strange thought passed through her mind and made her
face flush. She held the pile of garments in her arms, and her chin rested upon the top of it to
keep it steady. Something in the look of her straight-gazing eyes made Ermengarde lose her
wits still more. She felt as if Sara had changed into a new kind of girl, and she had never known
her before. Perhaps it was because she had suddenly grown poor and had to mend things and
work like Becky.

"Oh," she stammered. "How—how are you?"

"I don't know," Sara replied. "How are you?"

"I'm—I'm quite well," said Ermengarde, overwhelmed with shyness. Then spasmodically she
thought of something to say which seemed more intimate. "Are you—are you very unhappy?"
she said in a rush.

Then Sara was guilty of an injustice. Just at that moment her torn heart swelled within her, and
she felt that if anyone was as stupid as that, one had better get away from her.

"What do you think?" she said. "Do you think I am very happy?" And she marched past her
without another word.
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In course of time she realized that if her wretchedness had not made her forget things, she
would have known that poor, dull Ermengarde was not to be blamed for her unready, awkward
ways. She was always awkward, and the more she felt, the more stupid she was given to being.

But the sudden thought which had flashed upon her had made her over-sensitive.

"She is like the others," she had thought. "She does not really want to talk to me. She knows no
one does."

So for several weeks a barrier stood between them. When they met by chance Sara looked the
other way, and Ermengarde felt too stiff and embarrassed to speak. Sometimes they nodded to
each other in passing, but there were times when they did not even exchange a greeting.

"If she would rather not talk to me," Sara thought, "I will keep out of her way. Miss Minchin makes
that easy enough."

Miss Minchin made it so easy that at last they scarcely saw each other at all. At that time it was
noticed that Ermengarde was more stupid than ever, and that she looked listless and unhappy.
She used to sit in the window-seat, huddled in a heap, and stare out of the window without
speaking. Once Jessie, who was passing, stopped to look at her curiously.

"What are you crying for, Ermengarde?" she asked.

"I'm not crying," answered Ermengarde, in a muffled, unsteady voice.

"You are," said Jessie. "A great big tear just rolled down the bridge of your nose and dropped off
at the end of it. And there goes another."

"Well," said Ermengarde, "I'm miserable—and no one need interfere." And she turned her plump
back and took out her handkerchief and boldly hid her face in it.

That night, when Sara went to her attic, she was later than usual. She had been kept at work
until after the hour at which the pupils went to bed, and after that she had gone to her lessons in
the lonely schoolroom. When she reached the top of the stairs, she was surprised to see a
glimmer of light coming from under the attic door.

"Nobody goes there but myself," she thought quickly, "but someone has lighted a candle."

Someone had, indeed, lighted a candle, and it was not burning in the kitchen candlestick she
was expected to use, but in one of those belonging to the pupils' bedrooms. The someone was
sitting upon the battered footstool, and was dressed in her nightgown and wrapped up in a red
shawl. It was Ermengarde.

"Ermengarde!" cried Sara. She was so startled that she was almost frightened. "You will get into
trouble."
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Ermengarde stumbled up from her footstool. She shuffled across the attic in her bedroom
slippers, which were too large for her. Her eyes and nose were pink with crying.

"I know I shall—if I'm found out." she said. "But I don't care—I don't care a bit. Oh, Sara, please
tell me. What is the matter? Why don't you like me any more?"

Something in her voice made the familiar lump rise in Sara's throat. It was so affectionate and
simple—so like the old Ermengarde who had asked her to be "best friends." It sounded as if she
had not meant what she had seemed to mean during these past weeks.

"I do like you," Sara answered. "I thought—you see, everything is different now. I thought you—
were different."

Ermengarde opened her wet eyes wide.

"Why, it was you who were different!" she cried. "You didn't want to talk to me. I didn't know
what to do. It was you who were different after I came back."

Sara thought a moment. She saw she had made a mistake.

"I AM different," she explained, "though not in the way you think. Miss Minchin does not want
me to talk to the girls. Most of them don't want to talk to me. I thought—perhaps—you didn't. So
I tried to keep out of your way."

"Oh, Sara," Ermengarde almost wailed in her reproachful dismay. And then after one more look
they rushed into each other's arms. It must be confessed that Sara's small black head lay for
some minutes on the shoulder covered by the red shawl. When Ermengarde had seemed to
desert her, she had felt horribly lonely.

Afterward they sat down upon the floor together, Sara clasping her knees with her arms, and
Ermengarde rolled up in her shawl. Ermengarde looked at the odd, big-eyed little face
adoringly.

"I couldn't bear it any more," she said. "I dare say you could live without me, Sara; but I couldn't
live without you. I was nearly DEAD. So tonight, when I was crying under the bedclothes, I
thought all at once of creeping up here and just begging you to let us be friends again."

"You are nicer than I am," said Sara. "I was too proud to try and make friends. You see, now that
trials have come, they have shown that I am NOT a nice child. I was afraid they would.
Perhaps"—wrinkling her forehead wisely—"that is what they were sent for."

"I don't see any good in them," said Ermengarde stoutly.

"Neither do I—to speak the truth," admitted Sara, frankly. "But I suppose there MIGHT be good in
things, even if we don't see it. There MIGHT"—doubtfully—"be good in Miss Minchin."
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Ermengarde looked round the attic with a rather fearsome curiosity.

"Sara," she said, "do you think you can bear living here?"

Sara looked round also.

"If I pretend it's quite different, I can," she answered; "or if I pretend it is a place in a story."

She spoke slowly. Her imagination was beginning to work for her. It had not worked for her at all
since her troubles had come upon her. She had felt as if it had been stunned.

"Other people have lived in worse places. Think of the Count of Monte Cristo in the dungeons of
the Chateau d'If. And think of the people in the Bastille!"

"The Bastille," half whispered Ermengarde, watching her and beginning to be fascinated. She
remembered stories of the French Revolution which Sara had been able to fix in her mind by her
dramatic relation of them. No one but Sara could have done it.

A well-known glow came into Sara's eyes.

"Yes," she said, hugging her knees, "that will be a good place to pretend about. I am a prisoner in
the Bastille. I have been here for years and years—and years; and everybody has forgotten
about me. Miss Minchin is the jailer—and Becky"—a sudden light adding itself to the glow in her
eyes—"Becky is the prisoner in the next cell."

She turned to Ermengarde, looking quite like the old Sara.

"I shall pretend that," she said; "and it will be a great comfort."

Ermengarde was at once enraptured and awed.

"And will you tell me all about it?" she said. "May I creep up here at night, whenever it is safe, and
hear the things you have made up in the day? It will seem as if we were more 'best friends' than
ever."

"Yes," answered Sara, nodding. "Adversity tries people, and mine has tried you and proved how
nice you are."
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The third person in the trio was Lottie. She was a small thing and did not know what adversity
meant, and was much bewildered by the alteration she saw in her young adopted mother. She
had heard it rumored that strange things had happened to Sara, but she could not understand
why she looked different—why she wore an old black frock and came into the schoolroom only to
teach instead of to sit in her place of honor and learn lessons herself. There had been much
whispering among the little ones when it had been discovered that Sara no longer lived in the
rooms in which Emily had so long sat in state. Lottie's chief difficulty was that Sara said so little
when one asked her questions. At seven mysteries must be made very clear if one is to
understand them.

"Are you very poor now, Sara?" she had asked confidentially the first morning her friend took
charge of the small French class. "Are you as poor as a beggar?" She thrust a fat hand into the slim
one and opened round, tearful eyes. "I don't want you to be as poor as a beggar."

She looked as if she was going to cry. And Sara hurriedly consoled her.

"Beggars have nowhere to live," she said courageously. "I have a place to live in."

"Where do you live?" persisted Lottie. "The new girl sleeps in your room, and it isn't pretty any
more."

"I live in another room," said Sara.

"Is it a nice one?" inquired Lottie. "I want to go and see it."

"You must not talk," said Sara. "Miss Minchin is looking at us. She will be angry with me for letting
you whisper."

She had found out already that she was to be held accountable for everything which was
objected to. If the children were not attentive, if they talked, if they were restless, it was she who
would be reproved.

But Lottie was a determined little person. If Sara would not tell her where she lived, she would find
out in some other way. She talked to her small companions and hung about the elder girls and
listened when they were gossiping; and acting upon certain information they had unconsciously
let drop, she started late one afternoon on a voyage of discovery, climbing stairs she had never
known the existence of, until she reached the attic floor. There she found two doors near each
other, and opening one, she saw her beloved Sara standing upon an old table and looking out of
a window.

Chapter 9. Melchisedec
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"Sara!" she cried, aghast. "Mamma Sara!" She was aghast because the attic was so bare and ugly
and seemed so far away from all the world. Her short legs had seemed to have been mounting
hundreds of stairs.

Sara turned round at the sound of her voice. It was her turn to be aghast. What would happen
now? If Lottie began to cry and any one chanced to hear, they were both lost. She jumped
down from her table and ran to the child.

"Don't cry and make a noise," she implored. "I shall be scolded if you do, and I have been
scolded all day. It's—it's not such a bad room, Lottie."

"Isn't it?" gasped Lottie, and as she looked round it she bit her lip. She was a spoiled child yet,
but she was fond enough of her adopted parent to make an effort to control herself for her sake.
Then, somehow, it was quite possible that any place in which Sara lived might turn out to be
nice. "Why isn't it, Sara?" she almost whispered.

Sara hugged her close and tried to laugh. There was a sort of comfort in the warmth of the
plump, childish body. She had had a hard day and had been staring out of the windows with
hot eyes.

"You can see all sorts of things you can't see downstairs," she said.

"What sort of things?" demanded Lottie, with that curiosity Sara could always awaken even in
bigger girls.

"Chimneys—quite close to us—with smoke curling up in wreaths and clouds and going up into
the sky—and sparrows hopping about and talking to each other just as if they were people—
and other attic windows where heads may pop out any minute and you can wonder who they
belong to. And it all feels as high up—as if it was another world."

"Oh, let me see it!" cried Lottie. "Lift me up!"

Sara lifted her up, and they stood on the old table together and leaned on the edge of the flat
window in the roof, and looked out.

Anyone who has not done this does not know what a different world they saw. The slates
spread out on either side of them and slanted down into the rain gutter-pipes. The sparrows,
being at home there, twittered and hopped about quite without fear. Two of them perched on
the chimney top nearest and quarrelled with each other fiercely until one pecked the other and
drove him away. The garret window next to theirs was shut because the house next door was
empty.

"I wish someone lived there," Sara said. "It is so close that if there was a little girl in the attic, we
could talk to each other through the windows and climb over to see each other, if we were not
afraid of falling."
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The sky seemed so much nearer than when one saw it from the street, that Lottie was
enchanted. From the attic window, among the chimney pots, the things which were happening
in the world below seemed almost unreal. One scarcely believed in the existence of Miss
Minchin and Miss Amelia and the schoolroom, and the roll of wheels in the square seemed a
sound belonging to another existence.

"Oh, Sara!" cried Lottie, cuddling in her guarding arm. "I like this attic—I like it! It is nicer than
downstairs!"

"Look at that sparrow," whispered Sara. "I wish I had some crumbs to throw to him."

"I have some!" came in a little shriek from Lottie. "I have part of a bun in my pocket; I bought it
with my penny yesterday, and I saved a bit."

When they threw out a few crumbs the sparrow jumped and flew away to an adjacent chimney
top. He was evidently not accustomed to intimates in attics, and unexpected crumbs startled
him. But when Lottie remained quite still and Sara chirped very softly—almost as if she were a
sparrow herself—he saw that the thing which had alarmed him represented hospitality, after all.
He put his head on one side, and from his perch on the chimney looked down at the crumbs
with twinkling eyes. Lottie could scarcely keep still.

"Will he come? Will he come?" she whispered.

"His eyes look as if he would," Sara whispered back. "He is thinking and thinking whether he
dare. Yes, he will! Yes, he is coming!"

He flew down and hopped toward the crumbs, but stopped a few inches away from them,
putting his head on one side again, as if reflecting on the chances that Sara and Lottie might
turn out to be big cats and jump on him. At last his heart told him they were really nicer than
they looked, and he hopped nearer and nearer, darted at the biggest crumb with a lightning
peck, seized it, and carried it away to the other side of his chimney.

"Now he KNOWS", said Sara. "And he will come back for the others."

He did come back, and even brought a friend, and the friend went away and brought a relative,
and among them they made a hearty meal over which they twittered and chattered and
exclaimed, stopping every now and then to put their heads on one side and examine Lottie and
Sara. Lottie was so delighted that she quite forgot her first shocked impression of the attic. In
fact, when she was lifted down from the table and returned to earthly things, as it were, Sara was
able to point out to her many beauties in the room which she herself would not have suspected
the existence of.
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"It is so little and so high above everything," she said, "that it is almost like a nest in a tree. The
slanting ceiling is so funny. See, you can scarcely stand up at this end of the room; and when
the morning begins to come I can lie in bed and look right up into the sky through that flat
window in the roof. It is like a square patch of light. If the sun is going to shine, little pink clouds
float about, and I feel as if I could touch them. And if it rains, the drops patter and patter as if they
were saying something nice. Then if there are stars, you can lie and try to count how many go
into the patch. It takes such a lot. And just look at that tiny, rusty grate in the corner. If it was
polished and there was a fire in it, just think how nice it would be. You see, it's really a beautiful
little room."

She was walking round the small place, holding Lottie's hand and making gestures which
described all the beauties she was making herself see. She quite made Lottie see them, too.
Lottie could always believe in the things Sara made pictures of.

"You see," she said, "there could be a thick, soft blue Indian rug on the floor; and in that corner
there could be a soft little sofa, with cushions to curl up on; and just over it could be a shelf full
of books so that one could reach them easily; and there could be a fur rug before the fire, and
hangings on the wall to cover up the whitewash, and pictures. They would have to be little
ones, but they could be beautiful; and there could be a lamp with a deep rose-colored shade;
and a table in the middle, with things to have tea with; and a little fat copper kettle singing on
the hob; and the bed could be quite different. It could be made soft and covered with a lovely
silk coverlet. It could be beautiful. And perhaps we could coax the sparrows until we made such
friends with them that they would come and peck at the window and ask to be let in."

"Oh, Sara!" cried Lottie. "I should like to live here!"

When Sara had persuaded her to go downstairs again, and, after setting her on her way, had
come back to her attic, she stood in the middle of it and looked about her. The enchantment of
her imaginings for Lottie had died away. The bed was hard and covered with its dingy quilt. The
whitewashed wall showed its broken patches, the floor was cold and bare, the grate was broken
and rusty, and the battered footstool, tilted sideways on its injured leg, the only seat in the room.
She sat down on it for a few minutes and let her head drop in her hands. The mere fact that
Lottie had come and gone away again made things seem a little worse—just as perhaps
prisoners feel a little more desolate after visitors come and go, leaving them behind.

"It's a lonely place," she said. "Sometimes it's the loneliest place in the world."

She was sitting in this way when her attention was attracted by a slight sound near her. She
lifted her head to see where it came from, and if she had been a nervous child she would have
left her seat on the battered footstool in a great hurry. A large rat was sitting up on his hind
quarters and sniffing the air in an interested manner. Some of Lottie's crumbs had dropped
upon the floor and their scent had drawn him out of his hole.
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He looked so queer and so like a gray-whiskered dwarf or gnome that Sara was rather
fascinated. He looked at her with his bright eyes, as if he were asking a question. He was
evidently so doubtful that one of the child's queer thoughts came into her mind.

"I dare say it is rather hard to be a rat," she mused. "Nobody likes you. People jump and run away
and scream out, 'Oh, a horrid rat!' I shouldn't like people to scream and jump and say, 'Oh, a
horrid Sara!' the moment they saw me. And set traps for me, and pretend they were dinner. It's so
different to be a sparrow. But nobody asked this rat if he wanted to be a rat when he was made.
Nobody said, 'Wouldn't you rather be a sparrow?'"

She had sat so quietly that the rat had begun to take courage. He was very much afraid of her,
but perhaps he had a heart like the sparrow and it told him that she was not a thing which
pounced. He was very hungry. He had a wife and a large family in the wall, and they had had
frightfully bad luck for several days. He had left the children crying bitterly, and felt he would
risk a good deal for a few crumbs, so he cautiously dropped upon his feet.

"Come on," said Sara; "I'm not a trap. You can have them, poor thing! Prisoners in the Bastille
used to make friends with rats. Suppose I make friends with you."

How it is that animals understand things I do not know, but it is certain that they do understand.
Perhaps there is a language which is not made of words and everything in the world
understands it. Perhaps there is a soul hidden in everything and it can always speak, without
even making a sound, to another soul. But whatsoever was the reason, the rat knew from that
moment that he was safe—even though he was a rat. He knew that this young human being
sitting on the red footstool would not jump up and terrify him with wild, sharp noises or throw
heavy objects at him which, if they did not fall and crush him, would send him limping in his
scurry back to his hole. He was really a very nice rat, and did not mean the least harm. When he
had stood on his hind legs and sniffed the air, with his bright eyes fixed on Sara, he had hoped
that she would understand this, and would not begin by hating him as an enemy. When the
mysterious thing which speaks without saying any words told him that she would not, he went
softly toward the crumbs and began to eat them. As he did it he glanced every now and then at
Sara, just as the sparrows had done, and his expression was so very apologetic that it touched
her heart.

She sat and watched him without making any movement. One crumb was very much larger
than the others—in fact, it could scarcely be called a crumb. It was evident that he wanted that
piece very much, but it lay quite near the footstool and he was still rather timid.

"I believe he wants it to carry to his family in the wall," Sara thought. "If I do not stir at all, perhaps
he will come and get it."

She scarcely allowed herself to breathe, she was so deeply interested. The rat shuffled a little
nearer and ate a few more crumbs, then he stopped and sniffed delicately, giving a side glance
at the occupant of the footstool; then he darted at the piece of bun with something very like the
sudden boldness of the sparrow, and the instant he had possession of it fled back to the wall,
slipped down a crack in the skirting board, and was gone.

"I knew he wanted it for his children," said Sara. "I do believe I could make friends with him."

177



A week or so afterward, on one of the rare nights when Ermengarde found it safe to steal up to
the attic, when she tapped on the door with the tips of her fingers Sara did not come to her for
two or three minutes. There was, indeed, such a silence in the room at first that Ermengarde
wondered if she could have fallen asleep. Then, to her surprise, she heard her utter a little, low
laugh and speak coaxingly to someone.

"There!" Ermengarde heard her say. "Take it and go home, Melchisedec! Go home to your wife!"

Almost immediately Sara opened the door, and when she did so she found Ermengarde
standing with alarmed eyes upon the threshold.

"Who—who ARE you talking to, Sara?" she gasped out.

Sara drew her in cautiously, but she looked as if something pleased and amused her.

"You must promise not to be frightened—not to scream the least bit, or I can't tell you," she
answered.

Ermengarde felt almost inclined to scream on the spot, but managed to control herself. She
looked all round the attic and saw no one. And yet Sara had certainly been speaking TO
someone. She thought of ghosts.

"Is it—something that will frighten me?" she asked timorously.

"Some people are afraid of them," said Sara. "I was at first—but I am not now."

"Was it—a ghost?" quaked Ermengarde.

"No," said Sara, laughing. "It was my rat."

Ermengarde made one bound, and landed in the middle of the little dingy bed. She tucked her
feet under her nightgown and the red shawl. She did not scream, but she gasped with fright.

"Oh! Oh!" she cried under her breath. "A rat! A rat!"

"I was afraid you would be frightened," said Sara. "But you needn't be. I am making him tame. He
actually knows me and comes out when I call him. Are you too frightened to want to see him?"

The truth was that, as the days had gone on and, with the aid of scraps brought up from the
kitchen, her curious friendship had developed, she had gradually forgotten that the timid
creature she was becoming familiar with was a mere rat.

At first Ermengarde was too much alarmed to do anything but huddle in a heap upon the bed
and tuck up her feet, but the sight of Sara's composed little countenance and the story of
Melchisedec's first appearance began at last to rouse her curiosity, and she leaned forward over
the edge of the bed and watched Sara go and kneel down by the hole in the skirting board.
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"He—he won't run out quickly and jump on the bed, will he?" she said.

"No," answered Sara. "He's as polite as we are. He is just like a person. Now watch!"

She began to make a low, whistling sound—so low and coaxing that it could only have been
heard in entire stillness. She did it several times, looking entirely absorbed in it. Ermengarde
thought she looked as if she were working a spell. And at last, evidently in response to it, a gray-
whiskered, bright-eyed head peeped out of the hole. Sara had some crumbs in her hand. She
dropped them, and Melchisedec came quietly forth and ate them. A piece of larger size than the
rest he took and carried in the most businesslike manner back to his home.

"You see," said Sara, "that is for his wife and children. He is very nice. He only eats the little bits.
After he goes back I can always hear his family squeaking for joy. There are three kinds of
squeaks. One kind is the children's, and one is Mrs. Melchisedec's, and one is Melchisedec's
own."

Ermengarde began to laugh.

"Oh, Sara!" she said. "You ARE queer—but you are nice."

"I know I am queer," admitted Sara, cheerfully; "and I TRY to be nice." She rubbed her forehead
with her little brown paw, and a puzzled, tender look came into her face. "Papa always laughed
at me," she said; "but I liked it. He thought I was queer, but he liked me to make up things. I—I
can't help making up things. If I didn't, I don't believe I could live." She paused and glanced
around the attic. "I'm sure I couldn't live here," she added in a low voice.

Ermengarde was interested, as she always was. "When you talk about things," she said, "they
seem as if they grew real. You talk about Melchisedec as if he was a person."

"He IS a person," said Sara. "He gets hungry and frightened, just as we do; and he is married and
has children. How do we know he doesn't think things, just as we do? His eyes look as if he was
a person. That was why I gave him a name."

She sat down on the floor in her favorite attitude, holding her knees.

"Besides," she said, "he is a Bastille rat sent to be my friend. I can always get a bit of bread the
cook has thrown away, and it is quite enough to support him."

"Is it the Bastille yet?" asked Ermengarde, eagerly. "Do you always pretend it is the Bastille?"

"Nearly always," answered Sara. "Sometimes I try to pretend it is another kind of place; but the
Bastille is generally easiest—particularly when it is cold."

Just at that moment Ermengarde almost jumped off the bed, she was so startled by a sound she
heard. It was like two distinct knocks on the wall.
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"What is that?" she exclaimed.

Sara got up from the floor and answered quite dramatically:

"It is the prisoner in the next cell."

"Becky!" cried Ermengarde, enraptured.

"Yes," said Sara. "Listen; the two knocks meant, 'Prisoner, are you there?'"

She knocked three times on the wall herself, as if in answer.

"That means, 'Yes, I am here, and all is well.'"

Four knocks came from Becky's side of the wall.

"That means," explained Sara, "'Then, fellow-sufferer, we will sleep in peace. Good night.'"

Ermengarde quite beamed with delight.

"Oh, Sara!" she whispered joyfully. "It is like a story!"

"It IS a story," said Sara. "EVERYTHING'S a story. You are a story—I am a story. Miss Minchin is a
story."

And she sat down again and talked until Ermengarde forgot that she was a sort of escaped
prisoner herself, and had to be reminded by Sara that she could not remain in the Bastille all
night, but must steal noiselessly downstairs again and creep back into her deserted bed.
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Once upon a time in midwinter, when the snowflakes were falling like feathers from heaven, a
queen sat sewing at her window, which had a frame of black ebony wood. As she sewed she
looked up at the snow and pricked her finger with her needle. Three drops of blood fell into the
snow. The red on the white looked so beautiful that she thought to herself, “If only I had a child
as white as snow, as red as blood, and as black as the wood in this frame.”

Soon afterward she had a little daughter who was as white as snow, as red as blood, and as
black as ebony wood, and therefore they called her Little Snow-White. And as soon as the child
was born, the queen died.

A year later the king took himself another wife. She was a beautiful woman, but she was proud
and arrogant, and she could not stand it if anyone might surpass her in beauty. She had a magic
mirror. Every morning she stood before it, looked at herself, and said:

Mirror, mirror, on the wall,
Who in this land is fairest of all? To this the mirror answered:

You, my queen, are fairest of all.
Then she was satisfied, for she knew that the mirror spoke the truth.

Snow-White grew up and became ever more beautiful. When she was seven years old she was
as beautiful as the light of day, even more beautiful than the queen herself.

One day when the queen asked her mirror:

Mirror, mirror, on the wall,
Who in this land is fairest of all? It answered:

You, my queen, are fair; it is true.
But Snow-White is a thousand times fairer than you.
The queen took fright and turned yellow and green with envy. From that hour on whenever she
looked at Snow- White her heart turned over inside her body, so great was her hatred for the
girl. The envy and pride grew ever greater, like a weed in her heart, until she had no peace day
and night.

Then she summoned a huntsman and said to him, “Take Snow-White out into the woods. I
never want to see her again. Kill her, and as proof that she is dead bring her lungs and her liver
back to me.”

Little Snow-White
The Brothers Grimm
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The huntsman obeyed and took Snow-White into the woods. He took out his hunting knife and
was about to stab it into her innocent heart when she began to cry, saying, “Oh, dear huntsman,
let me live. I will run into the wild woods and never come back.”

Because she was so beautiful the huntsman took pity on her, and he said, “Run away, you poor
child.”

He thought, “The wild animals will soon devour you anyway,” but still it was as if a stone had
fallen from his heart, for he would not have to kill her.

Just then a young boar came running by. He killed it, cut out its lungs and liver, and took them
back to the queen as proof of Snow- White's death. The cook had to boil them with salt, and the
wicked woman ate them, supposing that she had eaten Snow-White's lungs and liver.

The poor child was now all alone in the great forest, and she was so afraid that she just looked
at all the leaves on the trees and did not know what to do. Then she began to run. She ran over
sharp stones and through thorns, and wild animals jumped at her, but they did her no harm. She
ran as far as her feet could carry her, and just as evening was about to fall she saw a little house
and went inside in order to rest.

Inside the house everything was small, but so neat and clean that no one could say otherwise.
There was a little table with a white tablecloth and seven little plates, and each plate had a
spoon, and there were seven knives and forks and seven mugs as well. Against the wall there
were seven little beds, all standing in a row and covered with snow-white sheets.

Because she was so hungry and thirsty Snow-White ate a few vegetables and a little bread from
each little plate, and from each mug she drank a drop of wine. Afterward, because she was so
tired, she lay down on a bed, but none of them felt right -- one was too long, the other too short -
- until finally the seventh one was just right. She remained lying in it, entrusted herself to God,
and fell asleep.

After dark the masters of the house returned home. They were the seven dwarfs who picked
and dug for ore in the mountains. They lit their seven candles, and as soon as it was light in their
house they saw that someone had been there, for not everything was in the same order as they
had left it.

The first one said, "Who has been sitting in my chair?" The second one, "Who has been eating
from my plate?" The third one, "Who has been eating my bread?"

The fourth one, "Who has been eating my vegetables?" The fifth one, "Who has been sticking
with my fork?" The sixth one, "Who has been cutting with my knife?"
The seventh one, "Who has been drinking from my mug?"
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Then the first one saw a that there was a little imprint in his bed, and said, "Who stepped on my
bed?" The others came running up and shouted, "Someone has been lying in mine as well."
But the seventh one, looking at his bed, found Snow-White lying there asleep. The seven dwarfs
all came running up, and they cried out with amazement. They fetched their seven candles and
shone the light on Snow-White. "Oh good heaven! Oh good heaven!" they cried. "This child is so
beautiful!"

They were so happy, that they did not wake her up, but let her continue to sleep there in the
bed. The seventh dwarf had to sleep with his companions, one hour with each one, and then
the night was done.

The next morning Snow-White woke up, and when she saw the seven dwarfs she was
frightened. But they were friendly and asked, "What is your name?"

"My name is Snow-White," she answered.

"How did you find your way to our house?" the dwarfs asked further.

Then she told them that her stepmother had tried to kill her, that the huntsman had spared her
life, and that she had run the entire day, finally coming to their house.

The dwarfs said, "If you will keep house for us, and cook, make beds, wash, sew, and knit, and
keep everything clean and orderly, then you can stay with us, and you shall have everything
that you want."

"Yes," said Snow-White, "with all my heart."

So she kept house for them. Every morning they went into the mountains looking for ore and
gold, and in the evening when they came back home their meal had to be ready. During the day
the girl was alone.

The good dwarfs warned her, saying, "Be careful about your stepmother. She will soon know
that you are here. Do not let anyone in."

Now the queen, believing that she had eaten Snow-White's lungs and liver, could only think
that she was again the first and the most beautiful woman of all. She stepped before her mirror
and said:

Mirror, mirror, on the wall, Who in this land is fairest of all? It answered:

You, my queen, are fair; it is true.
But Snow-White, beyond the mountains With the seven dwarfs,
Is still a thousand times fairer than you.
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This startled the queen, for she knew that the mirror did not lie, and she realized that the
huntsman had deceived her, and that Snow- White was still alive. Then she thought, and
thought again, how she could kill Snow-White, for as long as long as she was not the most
beautiful woman in the entire land her envy would give her no rest.

At last she thought of something. Coloring her face, she disguised herself as an old peddler
woman, so that no one would recognize her. In this disguise she went to the house of the seven
dwarfs. Knocking on the door she called out, "Beautiful wares for sale, for sale!"

Snow-White peered out the window and said, "Good day, dear woman, what do you have for
sale?"

"Good wares, beautiful wares," she answered. "Bodice laces in all colors." And she took out one
that was braided from colorful silk. "Would you like this one?"

"I can let that honest woman in," thought Snow-White, then unbolted the door and bought the
pretty bodice lace. "Child," said the old woman, "how you look! Come, let me lace you up
properly."
The unsuspecting Snow-White stood before her and let her do up the new lace, but the old
woman pulled so quickly and so hard that Snow-White could not breathe.

"You used to be the most beautiful one," said the old woman, and hurried away.

Not long afterward, in the evening time, the seven dwarfs came home. How terrified they were
when they saw their dear Snow-White lying on the ground, not moving at all, as though she
were dead. They lifted her up, and, seeing that she was too tightly laced, they cut the lace in
two. Then she began to breathe a little, and little by little she came back to life.

When the dwarfs heard what had happened they said, "The old peddler woman was no one
else but the godless queen. Take care and let no one in when we are not with you."

When the wicked woman returned home she went to her mirror and asked:

Mirror, mirror, on the wall, Who in this land is fairest of all? The mirror answered once again:
You, my queen, are fair; it is true.

But Snow-White, beyond the mountains With the seven dwarfs,
Is still a thousand times fairer than you.

When she heard that, all her blood ran to her heart because she knew that Snow-White had
come back to life. "This time," she said, "I shall think of something that will destroy you."
Then with the art of witchcraft, which she understood, she made a poisoned comb. Then she
disguised herself, taking the form of a different old woman. Thus she went across the seven
mountains to the seven dwarfs, knocked on the door, and called out, "Good wares for sale, for
sale!"
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Snow-White looked out and said, "Go on your way. I am not allowed to let anyone in."

"You surely may take a look," said the old woman, pulling out the poisoned comb and holding it
up. The child liked it so much that she let herself be deceived, and she opened the door.

After they had agreed on the purchase, the old woman said, "Now let me comb your hair
properly."

She had barely stuck the comb into Snow-White's hair when the poison took effect, and the girl
fell down unconscious. "You specimen of beauty," said the wicked woman, "now you are
finished." And she walked away.
Fortunately it was almost evening, and the seven dwarfs came home. When they saw Snow-
White lying on the ground as if she were dead, they immediately suspected her stepmother.
They examined her and found the poisoned comb. They had scarcely pulled it out when Snow-
White came to herself again and told them what had happened. Once again they warned her to
be on guard and not to open the door for anyone.

Back at home the queen stepped before her mirror and said: Mirror, mirror, on the wall,
Who in this land is fairest of all?

The mirror answered:

You, my queen, are fair; it is true.

But Snow-White, beyond the mountains With the seven dwarfs,
Is still a thousand times fairer than you.

When the queen heard the mirror saying this, she shook and trembled with anger, "Snow-White
shall die," she shouted, "if it costs me my life!"

Then she went into her most secret room -- no one else was allowed inside -- and she made a
poisoned, poisoned apple. From the outside it was beautiful, white with red cheeks, and anyone
who saw it would want it. But anyone who might eat a little piece of it would died. Then,
coloring her face, she disguised herself as a peasant woman, and thus went across the seven
mountains to the seven dwarfs. She knocked on the door.

Snow-White stuck her head out the window and said, "I am not allowed to let anyone in. The
dwarfs have forbidden me to do so." "That is all right with me," answered the peasant woman.
"I'll easily get rid of my apples. Here, I'll give you one of them."
"No," said Snow-White, "I cannot accept anything."

"Are you afraid of poison?" asked the old woman. "Look, I'll cut the apple in two. You eat the red
half, and I shall eat the white half."
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Now the apple had been so artfully made that only the red half was poisoned. Snow-White
longed for the beautiful apple, and when she saw that the peasant woman was eating part of it
she could no longer resist, and she stuck her hand out and took the poisoned half. She barely
had a bite in her mouth when she fell to the ground dead.

The queen looked at her with a gruesome stare, laughed loudly, and said, "White as snow, red
as blood, black as ebony wood! This time the dwarfs cannot awaken you."

Back at home she asked her mirror:

Mirror, mirror, on the wall, Who in this land is fairest of all? It finally answered:
You, my queen, are fairest of all.

Then her envious heart was at rest, as well as an envious heart can be at rest.

When the dwarfs came home that evening they found Snow-White lying on the ground. She
was not breathing at all. She was dead. They lifted her up and looked for something poisonous.
They undid her laces. They combed her hair. They washed her with water and wine. But
nothing helped. The dear child was dead, and she remained dead. They laid her on a bier, and
all seven sat next to her and mourned for her and cried for three days. They were going to bury
her, but she still looked as fresh as a living person, and still had her beautiful red cheeks.

They said, "We cannot bury her in the black earth," and they had a transparent glass coffin
made, so she could be seen from all sides. They laid her inside, and with golden letters wrote on
it her name, and that she was a princess. Then they put the coffin outside on a mountain, and
one of them always stayed with it and watched over her. The animals too came and mourned
for Snow-white, first an owl, then a raven, and finally a dove.

Snow-White lay there in the coffin a long, long time, and she did not decay, but looked like she
was asleep, for she was still as white as snow and as red as blood, and as black-haired as ebony
wood.

Now it came to pass that a prince entered these woods and happened onto the dwarfs' house,
where he sought shelter for the night. He saw the coffin on the mountain with beautiful Snow-
White in it, and he read what was written on it with golden letters.

Then he said to the dwarfs, "Let me have the coffin. I will give you anything you want for it."

But the dwarfs answered, "We will not sell it for all the gold in the world."

Then he said, "Then give it to me, for I cannot live without being able to see Snow-White. I will
honor her and respect her as my most cherished one."

186



As he thus spoke, the good dwarfs felt pity for him and gave him the coffin. The prince had his
servants carry it away on their shoulders. But then it happened that one of them stumbled on
some brush, and this dislodged from Snow-White's throat the piece of poisoned apple that she
had bitten off. Not long afterward she opened her eyes, lifted the lid from her coffin, sat up, and
was alive again.

"Good heavens, where am I?" she cried out.

The prince said joyfully, "You are with me." He told her what had happened, and then said, "I
love you more than anything else in the world. Come with me to my father's castle. You shall
become my wife." Snow-White loved him, and she went with him. Their wedding was planned
with great splendor and majesty.

Snow-White's godless stepmother was also invited to the feast. After putting on her beautiful
clothes she stepped before her mirror and said:
Mirror, mirror, on the wall, Who in this land is fairest of all? The mirror answered:
You, my queen, are fair; it is true.

But the young queen is a thousand times fairer than you.

The wicked woman uttered a curse, and she became so frightened, so frightened, that she did
not know what to do. At first she did not want to go to the wedding, but she found no peace.
She had to go and see the young queen. When she arrived she recognized Snow-White, and
terrorized, she could only stand there without moving.

Then they put a pair of iron shoes into burning coals. They were brought forth with tongs and
placed before her. She was forced to step into the red-hot shoes and dance until she fell down
dead.
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A Town Mouse once visited a relative who lived in the country. For lunch the Country Mouse
served wheat stalks, roots, and acorns, with a dash of cold water for drink. The Town Mouse ate
very sparingly, nibbling a little of this and a little of that, and by her manner making it very plain
that she ate the simple food only to be polite.

After the meal the friends had a long talk, or rather the Town Mouse talked about her life in the
city while the Country Mouse listened. They then went to bed in a cozy nest in the hedgerow
and slept in quiet and comfort until morning. In her sleep the Country Mouse dreamed she was
a Town Mouse with all the luxuries and delights of city life that her friend had described for her.
So the next day when the Town Mouse asked the Country Mouse to go home with her to the
city, she gladly said yes.

When they reached the mansion in which the Town Mouse lived, they found on the table in the
dining room the leavings of a very fine banquet. There were sweetmeats and jellies, pastries,
delicious cheeses, indeed, the most tempting foods that a Mouse can imagine. But just as the
Country Mouse was about to nibble a dainty bit of pastry, she heard a Cat mew loudly and
scratch at the door. In great fear the Mice scurried to a hiding place, where they lay quite still for
a long time, hardly daring to breathe. When at last they ventured back to the feast, the door
opened suddenly and in came the servants to clear the table, followed by the House Dog.

The Town Mouse and the 
Country Mouse

Aesop's Fables
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The Country Mouse stopped in the Town Mouse's den only long enough to pick up her carpet
bag and umbrella.

"You may have luxuries and dainties that I have not," she said as she hurried away, "but I prefer
my plain food and simple life in the country with the peace and security that go with it."
Poverty with security is better than plenty in the midst of fear and uncertainty.
The Country Mouse stopped in the Town Mouse's den only long enough to pick up her carpet
bag and umbrella.

"You may have luxuries and dainties that I have not," she said as she hurried away, "but I prefer
my plain food and simple life in the country with the peace and security that go with it."

Poverty with security is better than plenty in the midst of fear and uncertainty.
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The iconic American song "Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?" was written by lyricist Yip Harburg
and composer Jay Gorney in 1932, at the height of the Great Depression. The mournful tune
tells the story of an unemployed man pleading for charity and reflects on the struggles of those
living through economic hardship. 

In an interview, Jay Gorney said, “I didn’t want a song to depress people, I wanted to write a
song to make people think. It isn’t a hand-me-out song of ‘give me a dime, I’m starving, I’m
bitter,’ it wasn’t that kind of sentimentality.”

Despite its somber subject matter, the song had a lasting impact on the country and became an
enduring symbol of the Great Depression. The lyrics offer insight into the suffering of everyday
people during this period, encapsulating their feelings of hopelessness, despair, and
desperation. It’s a powerful reminder of how far our nation has come since those dark times and
serves as a beacon for hope and perseverance in difficult times. 

The song was famously performed by Bing Crosby in the 1933 movie, "Manhattan Melodrama,"
and has since been recorded by a variety of artists, including Frank Sinatra, Louis Armstrong,
and Bob Dylan. It is also widely referenced in popular culture, from books to movies to television
shows, and it continues to resonate with people today, remaining an important part of American
culture.

Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?

190


