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Once

Once upon a time, a long long time ago, when messosere not yet what they used to be
and animals were still on speaking terms with husnahortly before breakfast on the first day of
January in the year nineteen-hundred-and-twelvee@pon a time, in a place far far away, where
every so often the sun would get up on the wrodg sf the horizon and cats were taught to play
chess, near Port Grenaugh in the parish of Santaimei sheading of Middle on the Isle of Man.
Once upon a time, an illiterate printer's apprensiat down to write a book.

Unable to read or write, he was naturally compeltechake extensive use of a dictionary in
order to compile his book. Not surprisingly, theokoended up having no tangible plot, no
compelling characters, no plausible narrative, mand finale, no lofty ideas or intelligent
monologue, nor any pictures or conversations. WJita paragraph a day, twelve months later he
had completed a cryptic three-hundred-and-sixtypsisagraph novel, ending it with the most
slippery of words, the least stressed, the weakeste English language, a word which was not
even a word, which barely sounded between the diggsp, a mere nothing, the article a. He died
less than a fortnight later.

His manuscript was soon lost. Some people simpdyrasd that it had fallen prey to the
forces of nature, be they fire, water, wind or yathers blamed themselves for the untimely loss.
Rumours, however, circulated up the glen, tellifiga deardless stranger, tall and pale and with a
strong accent, who had wordlessly come and goneramshcked his house, tearing every single
page of every single notebook into small pieces.

A few days after his death, a young woman was fsent the village to tidy his house. She
walked slowly up the hill to the top of the clifhd paused briefly near the grassy mound to catch
her breath, gazing at the silt-and-pebble-strewachealown to the right, at the southern tongue of
the bay and the distant peninsula up ahead, arthewind-swept sea to the left. Then she turned
about to face the stone cottage, opened the framrtahd crossed the threshold.

She looked round the main room, noting the halfr@gledoor to the bedroom, the triangular
chest of drawers under the stairs leading up tddfiethe broken chair, the smashed plates, the
charred fireplace, the cracked windowpane. Shetethithe chair, picked up a broom, swept the
hard clay floor, rested a moment, stuffed a pieteld cloth into the windowpane to stop the
whistling wind, found a chipped cup, poured hersgliine water from the jug, sat down on the
bench by the corner of the lopsided table, andthnis tears, her frail figure trembling with every
whimper and sob.

After a few minutes she regained her composuregdviger tears away, and lifted herself to
continue. From under the table she dragged outty lbiown blanket, the same blanket that they
had taken with them on that Old May Day morningsléhan two years before, when they had gone
on that memorable outing all the way down to thenslband the calf, arriving there just ahead of
the brightening dawn. She shook the dust off tlenhk#t, folded it neatly and returned it to its
proper place before walking over to the hearth.

Looking warily over her shoulder, she crouched tiy fireplace, where one could only just
imagine a hint of warmth still rising from the pitd white ashes. A small circular object was
glinting near the top and she gently picked atith@ut breaking the pile, uncovering a single penny
coin. She put her right hand into the top of heubk and took out a white handkerchief that had
been tucked away against her left breast, realidpiing the scent of her recently-unwashed body.
Holding the coin between her handkerchiefed fingshe wiped it all sparkling clean, then laid it
down on the nearby griddle, smiling to herself. kiog again over her shoulder, she took hold of
the mantelshelf with her right hand and thrust leérarm all the way up into the bowels of the
chimney, twisting her body and screwing her neckrdach just that much higher. When she
retracted it, her left hand was holding a few sdetwes of paper covered with tiny, dense, barely
legible handwriting, as though whoever had writtie® thing was more anxious to scrape and save
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on the delicate paper than to have others reddaé.first four paragraphs of his unreadable book;
all that was left.

Soon after, when she vanished from the foggy islleout a trace, more rumours resurfaced.
It was said that she had been last sighted oneJewidary night, walking stark naked down to the
beach and swimming away into the welcoming arma wferman of the Irish Sea. In truth, she had
indeed gone foreign, but by way of a rather moraveational means of transport, namely a
steamer out of Douglas.

Over the next seven or eight years she would tremehd a world torn apart by war and
disease, dedicating herself to a mission the perpdavhich only she could tell. She would take
along the manuscript of the first four paragragtas;ing cut it up into a dozen uneven parts. Being
a seamstress and a bakeress, she would sew eadnhtpasne of thirteen different books, first
circling a single word in each book. She would theave the books and the snippets hidden inside
at widely different places around the globe, frosmfar west as the western coast of the United
States to as far east as Palestine and Sibeltavin them lead there a life and an afterlife ofrthe
own, one that could not be said to have had anintaseffect on the history of anyone or anything
but herself.
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First

Fourteen dates and plums, slowly turning into stomeere lying in a shallow bowl by her
right knee, enjoying the hesitant rays of an atiemsun. Sitting cross-legged, with the small af he
back propped against the whitewashed stones dia$be of the tower, she leaned forward to lift a
large wooden cube out of the heavy carpet-bag Bingdn front of her. She laid the box to her left
and pulled out its three drawers, each slidingiow different direction for easy access to their
contents.

The top drawer contained thirteen vials of ink, t@hwhich were filled with different
amounts of liquid, each with its own colour, clgrégnd consistency, while three were still empty.
The middle drawer contained thirteen pieces of @oes paper, some cut into long thin strips
fluttering in the breeze, others more square irpshall covered with tiny letters in a faint black
hand. The bottom drawer was simply a jumble of feeegins, pens, nibs, bobbins, loose thread, a
thimble, a pair of scissors, a curiously-shaped kbipons, buttons and what not.

She leaned forward once more to retrieve an oloxeed book from her bag, heaving a
sigh and wiping her brow with the sleeve of hek. She opened the book about midway through
and slowly leafed along, looking for the right pagénen she found it, she placed the book on her
right thigh and took out a pen from the bottom d¥aviPicking up a vial filled with red liquid, she
uncorked it, dipped the nib in, and wiped the egdbsd against the rim. Returning to the book,
she held it steady with one hand and carefully mxhik red circle round the word above.

Putting the book aside to let it dry, she gentipniaged through the bottom drawer to find a
length of fine thread and a slightly-bent needl®ldihg the needle up against the bright sky,
gripping it where the metal was somewhat compressatiow for a firmer grasp, she threaded the
eye in one swift movement. Taking a narrow strigpaper out of the middle drawer, she silently
reread the peculiar text written upon it, failirgaways to understand any of it.

Mirtle off firr, asure to nil, combing, ne violeted, its foxglove, its rabbitfoot,
an aliaunte frome all pioneys rose up to a brusk lief, as blake, nas; tremle, bor with
greentails, yelows, knats, been sitting by, her rusting mites, rybes full of erning
millc, a lilac in the falling seonne, and ocellated anir imperours aloft watched
blooms, nes; rimlet after the stonne, emraud, of coole waterish water drue, ore
hyacinthe, amates, clean with crack discussed, our star rubee, brack the rays of a
sene oranged or, nis; melter and map of a broke tale, lept fre herbish grase, dug by
gulls and quales, tossed by horne and hoofe, aurora rory rising, rosy, ouver a petty
floc of cootes, stille imbued with heliotrope, blu violet, bis, nys; myrtle wys nowthe.

Laying the piece of handwritten paper along thé ésfge of the printed page, so as to
completely hide the circled word, she used the leeaold thread to sew paper to paper, manuscript
to book. Rather pleased with her handiwork, sheezlathe book; one could hardly tell that there
was anything hidden among its pages. She rapidiggohup everything but the book and the bowl,
which by now had only a single date remaining inTthten she simply sat and waited, defiantly
ignoring the furtive glances of the many passers-by

The sun was already bent upon setting when sheeabiin the growing crowd an older man
proudly bearing the weight of a fully-grown, welitled black moustache. She hurried to lift
herself up, her right hand against the wall, heckbslightly arched backwards, her left hand
pressing against her left thigh, her crown momdgteouching the wall's mortar. She picked up her
things and urgently elbowed her way through thertgr When she reached him and introduced
herself in English, he seemed surprised and swsscinervously shaking his head and turning
away. She grabbed his forearm and continued talkialgnly but insistently, repeatedly pushing the
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olive-covered book into his hand. At last he retehtstuffed the book into his coat pocket and
walked away. After a few steps he glanced backeat puzzled; she was still standing there, still
watching him, her hands resting on her lower abdygrher feverish eyes offering no reply.

*k kkk kkk kkk k%

Once on a time there was a poor blacksmith whoahgdod-hearted wife but no children.
They lived on the edge of a large village, whickisted on being called a town, in a humble stone
cottage with a small adjoining smithy.

At first sight one would not have thought the hoaswy different from a thousand other
stone cottages, and indeed it was not. It haddheegnain room with the same small bedroom and
the same small loft. Its only claim to fame, and much of a claim at that, was a rather peculiar
piece of furniture, a chest of drawers. Whoever ¢rafted it, evidently an expert carpenter, seemed
to have possessed a very particular kind of artrgttion. It was as if someone had taken a peyfectl
sensible, that is rectangular, chest of drawers saveh it all the way through from the top left
corner to the bottom right. What resulted mighténbeen quite unique and indeed fit marvellously
well into the niche under the stairs leading ugh® loft, but its usefulness was somewhat more
questionable, especially when it came to the toprdasver, which could at best accommodate a
single cup or a dozen walnuts, and even that withesdifficulty.

The blacksmith worked all day long in the smithyhigh was little more than an
overcramped cubbyhole dominated by a pair of bed|am open hearth, and a one-horned anvil. He
was a gentle and wise man, well-tempered and \peken, with a keen awareness of the dangers
of erudition and a stern adherence to the timelteaets of illiteracy. His most poignant lessod ha
come to him at a young age, when still apprenticeal master smith in a faraway land. One day a
portly merchant had stopped by on his way to timg'ki court, leading an old broken-down horse
heavily laden with books. Books of every colour aizk, of every language and price, of every
type and form; some printed on cheap rough papleer® gilded with the finest dyes; some quite
proper for young princesses, others more suitatmMeofder men; some to be read, others to be
reread; some illustrated, some rare, some funmgeseew; books about love, books about death,
books about books; bibles and psalters, phrasesbaoki travel-books, astrological maps and
agricultural calendars, gematric tables and anagyatn lists, children's books and nannies' books,
poems and novelettes, many and more. The merokfatihé horse to be cared for, while he availed
himself of the kind services of a nearby inn. Omigithe young apprentice to attend to the forge,
the master smith set about examining the horse'sssiAs he was about to release the horse's last
leg, he noticed some faint writing etched into thetal shoe. Curious, he leaned forward in an
attempt to read it, his nose almost touching thef,hiahaling the smell of deposits accumulated
over many miles. The horse, who was not as keesthess to share its writing, chose that same
moment to express its resentment by forcefullyrigtout with its hoof, squarely kicking the master
smith in the mouth and leaving a permanent andlilmidemark on the smith's teeth and on his
diction. For the young apprentice and future blatgks the writing was, so to speak, on the wall,
taking the form of spattered blood that he hadeart off with some warm water and a coarse rag,
leading to the inescapable conclusion that penaraft best left alone and that literary composition
could be detrimental to one's health.

The blacksmith's wife worked at home, baking bredsms, bonnags and biscuits, which
she sold to neighbours and at the town's marketpfane day when she was kneading a new batch
of dough and plaiting it into loaves, there wasiatfknock on the door. Wiping her hands on her
apron, she opened the door to find a pair of ldlgek eyes staring at her from the dust-covered
face of a child maybe six or seven years of agéovBe¢he face were some torn rags that barely
deserved to be called tatters and which came nawiesr to being able to hide the frail little body
of a starving young girl. Without a word, the chiatended a tiny cupped hand in a begging
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motion. Visibly alarmed, the blacksmith's wife tob&ld of the feeble hand and gently led the girl
to the large table by the hearth, beckoning hesit@n the long bench. The child merely stood
there, ready to run away, until she caught sighthefwoman loading a thin metal plate with thick
slices of barley bread and a heavy jar of goldemmakade. Soon enough, the child was swallowing
big chunks of scarcely-chewed bread, while the tedsespread a generous layer of marmalade on
the remaining slices and quietly asked the girl e happened to her. For a while, the girl did
not answer, concentrating instead on pushing gbhsly marmalade that were crawling down
her chin and up her cheek back into her mouth wifiithy, dirt-encrusted palm. Then, between
mouthfuls of bread and gulps of apple juice, sl a@ostory of a wicked father who had driven her
out into the street.

Three months earlier the girl had had a lovely areahich she adamantly refused to tell
anyone the slightest thing about. Her brother asked sister pestered, her mother implored, her
father demanded, the dog barked, the cat hissea, #ne fish in the stream pouted, but to all she
had but one reply: she would not tell till it catnge. Treats and threats had done little to chérege
mind, belts and bolts even less; she would notiteit came true. Even when she had been thrown
into the street, no longer a daughter of theirg, whiled back defiantly at the locked door that she
would not tell till it came true. And indeed shelh#ot, not yet.

The blacksmith's wife said that she would have dote have a nice little girl of her own,
whom she would never ever abandon or abuse. Thevigor could keep a secret replied that for a
bikky and a penny she would teach the woman holat@ a girl. Intrigued, the bakeress moved a
plate of freshly baked biscuits in the girl's ditec and supplemented it with a single penny coin,
which immediately disappeared into some hidden secen the child's person. Whispering
conspiratorially while stuffing her mouth and potkwith more biscuits, the girl who could keep a
secret said that all the woman had to do was €&atlad lots of delicious biscuits till she becarthe a
fat in the tummy, and then some more, and this steywould have a little girl of her own come out
of her body within a year, or perhaps even threath® Amused, the blacksmith's wife thought she
seemed to prefer the old-fashioned way, but noteteehanked the girl for her generous advice.

And indeed within a year, or perhaps even threethsprthe blacksmith's wife gave birth to
a baby girl, who, upon reaching her first birthdegme to be called Catherine, or as often as not,
Catreeney.

One autumn morning, when Catherine was brave endagbross the wood to her
grandmother's house all by herself, her motherséa$er in her favourite dress and her favourite
coat, gave her a basket and sent her on her wiagrtgrandmother's house. Her mother had filled
the basket with a dozen shiny green apples andatddd a brief letter. Although the letter was
rather short, her mother had laboured over it foroat an hour, writing no more than one or two
words every minute or so, perhaps as many as thoee was very simple, like a or the or and, for
her grandmother was a very slow reader indeed anldl oot read any faster.

Once she was well within the wood, Catherine lagvid the basket on the grassy ground
and settled down beside it. Looking warily over Bépulder, she took out an apple and ate it,
contentedly patting her belly. After the first, séile a second, and a third, and another and another
and another. Then she was on her way again ane@der grandmother's house well before any
ant could discover the discarded apple cores.

While her grandmother unpacked the basket andthealkdtter in full, Catherine played with
the cats in the back yard, so thrilled and elated she hardly knew which leg to stand on. Even
when faced with her grandmother's odd question tath@ue being a dozen apples in the letter but
only seven in the basket, her spirits remainedrmaimdshed. She giggled and explained that some of
the apples had been so afraid of being cooked kdbar cut or eaten alive that they had escaped
from the basket when she had not been lookingag jelly lucky that they had not escaped from
the letter too, perhaps because of the sealedape/eBy way of return post, her grandmother now
wrote a letter of reply, jotting down words at aidus pace, scribbling letters ever so rapidlyiniy
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page after page in the blink of an eye, for it wadl known that the bakeress was the fastest reader
in town. Before sending Catherine back home, handmother secured the letter to the basket,

which she packed with a cherry pie, four jam-fildmlghnuts, a large dish of mushrooms cooked in

a spicy onion and ginger sauce, and a couple tédartichokes.

When she was once again well within the wood, Gatbestopped a few feet away from
where she had stopped before, so as not to difitertbusy ants. However, now the wiser after
having witnessed the true power of words, she fask her grandmother's letter and put it behind
the trunk of a giant redwood tree, to make quite shat it would not see what she was eating and
could not tell on her to her mother. Then eat se$he ate the caps off all the mushrooms, leaving
the stems untouched; she surgically removed thashefboth artichokes, then sewed their leaves
back onto their stems, so that they appeared otberguite intact; she carefully lifted the upper
crust of the pie and scooped out all the dark édd straight into her mouth before returning the
crust to its proper place; and to cap it all, shecls her forefinger into each of the doughnuts,
draining out the purple jam and licking it happdlway. Sated, she patted her belly, picked up the
letter and the basket, and strolled back home, evilee would deliver to her mother an impressive
speech on the unique virtues of such agricultunal eulinary specialities as heartless artichokes,
headless mushrooms, hollow doughnuts and empty pies

Later that evening, after a dinner that fully expbbthe said virtues of those special dishes,
the blacksmith's wife brought the four doughnutthimtable, one for father, one for mother, one for
Catherine, and one for whoever had eaten the akes hearts. Catherine silently nibbled on her
doughnut and drummed her fingers on the table.lliFishe took the fourth doughnut and with
hardly any appetite left nibbled on it too, muttgrithat she so wanted a baby brother and that she
had heard that if one ate lots and lots of foddotile became all fat in the tummy, and then some
more, one would have a little boy of one's own cautof one's body within a year, or perhaps
even three months. Trying not to laugh, the blagiksand his wife said that they would have to see
what could be done about it, possibly even thag game night.

And indeed within a year, or perhaps even threethsonthe blacksmith's wife gave birth to
a baby boy, who, when he reached his first birthdayne to be called Alfred, or as often as not,
Alfie.

One winter evening, when Alfred was old enough oy a bedtime story and Catherine
was old enough to understand it, their mother wdseaough to tell one. The two children were
lying in bed in the loft above their parents’ bexny shoulder to shoulder, wrapped in a heavy
brown blanket from toe to chin, waiting eagerly tbeir mother to begin their bedtime story,
Sleeping Beauty.

There were or there were not a king and a queenhalkoone daughter and one son. The
daughter's name was Catreeney and the son, whgomager, was called Alfie. After a long time
the queen gave birth to another little daughteotlzar princess. It was the custom in that land to
hold a large celebration shortly after the birthao€hild, but since the king and queen were kind
rulers and did not tax their citizens heavily, tlteg not have much money to spend on a frivolous
party. They therefore decided to invite only thetawf the new princess, of which there was no
shortage, the king having nine sisters and thergsee However, because they had only fourteen
sets of dishes for their guests, possibly quitetddr a commoner but apparently not enough for a
sovereign, they invited only fourteen aunts, altbgenot a wise decision given the nature of aunts.

On the day of the occasion everything was gettioggaquite famously, considering, until
the fifteenth aunt arrived, most upset at not hgubeen invited. An uneasy silence fell over the
dining hall as one and all watched her standingethte the doorway. Furious, she uttered a
prophecy, exclaiming at the top of her shrill voibat when the princess reached her fourteenth
birthday she would prick her finger on a spindld dre.

Slightly taken aback by the horrified looks of theyal family, especially the princess's
brother and sister, she immediately revised hephgoy to let it be known that when the princess
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reached her fourteenth birthday she would prickfimgrer on a spindle and sleep for one hundred
years, or perhaps eighty years, or even sixty yearsvell maybe forty. Only that then a young
maidservant came rushing out of the kitchen anddaamnto the angry aunt, spilling some sticky
sauce on her otherwise quite appealing dress. Pdubbus, the aunt stormed out, never to be seen
again.

And so it was predicted that when the princesshedder fourteenth birthday she would
prick her finger on a spindle and sleep for forgass and forty nights; and with her, the entire
palace. The princess would fall asleep, the chalaibewould fall asleep, the steward would fall
asleep, the cook would fall asleep, the undercooulavfall asleep, the maid would fall asleep, the
sentry would fall asleep, the horse would fall eplethe dog would fall asleep, the footman would
fall asleep, the page would fall asleep, the goessrwould fall asleep, the cat would fall aslekp, t
fire would fall asleep, the wind would fall aslegpe king would fall asleep, the queen would fall
asleep, and finally, when the entire palace wasilalht, with a whisper, Catreeney and Alfie would
fall asleep too.

Crouching to avoid hitting her head against the devorafters, their mother tiptoed in the
dark towards the stairs leading down to the maomroonly to be cut short by a soft but insistent
and.

And the king, who was obviously not too familiartiviprophecies, overreacted a bit. He
decreed that spinning was strictly prohibited tlgloaut the realm and ordered all spindles and
distaffs to be burned forthwith. And so for morartha dozen years, a baker's dozen years, the
kingdom had to do wholly without spinners. Yet despt all, on her fourteenth birthday the
princess went astray about the castle and ended thye door of the topmost room of the topmost
tower, where a rusty key was waiting in the locke@ing the door, she found there two old women
and one old man, all three involved in some quaativity, which the princess was only too eager
to join. Needless to say, they were spinning aeegdtess to say, the princess presently pricked her
finger on a spindle. And as soon as she did, heekigave way and she passed off into deep sleep.

And so, as predicted, the princess fell asleepvaitid her the chamberlain fell asleep, the
cook fell asleep, the undercook fell asleep, tharsgy fell asleep, the footman fell asleep, the
soldier fell asleep, the sentry fell asleep, thesbdell asleep, the dog fell asleep, the cataglikep,
the mouse fell asleep, the king fell asleep, theegufell asleep, the fire fell asleep, the watdr fe
asleep, the wind fell asleep, the page fell asldepstory fell asleep, and at long last Catreeamaly
Alfie fell asleep too.

Making her way again from her children's bed to &&n, this time she almost reached the
main room, dimly lit by the glowing embers of a wanfire, before being stopped by an older,
drowsier and more timid and.

And all around the palace a thick forest of thognew overnight, blocking all entry and
rising to hide even the tallest tower from outsedes. And within these walls of thorn, the entire
palace continued to sleep. And through the openlavinof the topmost room of the topmost tower,
a single thorn fell in and came to lie on the sleggprincess's chest. At first small and light, fwit
time the thorn grew bigger and heavier, pressinghenprincess's chest and making her breathing
ever more difficult, then tunnelling its way interhbosom and forming there a dense ball of spikes
and hooks. From one year's end to another, the dvisuthe princess's chest healed, but within her
bosom, under her skin, the thorn continued to éhrMany years passed by, many generations,
many more worn blankets than shoes, till once wpday a.

She sat there in the semi-darkness, a bit tiréd, sad, a bit guilty, listening to the children's
heavy breaths. After a few minutes of silence, dbscended the staircase, felt her way along the
base of the stairs and the chest of drawers, opiedoedroom door, and crept into her bed. She lay
there, clasping the body of her snoring and mungbinsband to her own, and rapidly fell asleep
too.

And the ball of thorns in the princess's bosom geerger and larger. It ate its way inside her
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ribcage and crossed down through her midriff. #vdits sustenance from her body, draining her
heart, her liver, her spleen. As it grew, so did Bbdomen, which became more and more
distended, until the skin could hold no longer dret belly ruptured open in a spurt of blood,
revealing a monstrous confusion of nettles and blesrfilling her torso.

And indeed within a year, or perhaps even threethsonthe blacksmith's wife gave birth to
a lovely little baby girl.

Barely a week after the birth, the bakeress wak bader bread and bun baking business.
On market day, she put the baby in a large weldpddbasket, added in some of her baked goods,
borrowed a pair of heavy iron pokers from the sgitind set out to town. At her stall, she spread
out her wares and placed the basket with the sigemaby where she could watch it at all times.
She laid the two iron pokers crosswise over theédtafor protection, sprinkled some salt on the
baby's chest for added measure, and straighteedalahket up to the baby's chubby little chin, all
the while quite aware that the first customer wasaaly checking out her buns. The day was busy
and the business brisk, but despite the commotienittle angel continued to sleep undisturbed,
sucking on her tiny fist.

Soon she was down to two caraway cross-buns aaidia cake, when the carpenter's wife,
a regular, arrived. She bought the cake and, madimg that nobody was watching, winked at the
bakeress and pointed at both their lower abdom&itkout drawing too much attention to herself,
the bakeress reached rather matter-of-factly ietoapron-pocket and took out a small grey pouch
tied with a red ribbon, quickly slipping it intoghother woman's palm and accepting a three-pence
piece in return. After a short whispered conveosatithe carpenter's wife turned away and the
bakeress threw a cursory glance at the baby. Tadreor, the pokers were lying on the ground. She
rushed to the basket and gave a choked cry. The ibatne basket was not hers. While she had
been distracted, somebody had replaced her bahyawdther, with a little devil, with one of them,
with a changeling. Although it bore a strong reskmte to her own little girl, she knew, as any
mother would instinctively know, that it was notriethat thing that lay on the blanket, smiling and
grinning at her. She clutched her head, tearinigeathair, yelling at the top of her voice, bringing
the market to a momentary standstill. The babyjfied, joined her in wailing. She grabbed the
basket and rushed home with it.

The blacksmith was at his anvil when she chargemtme smithy. Amid tears and sobs she
related the bare facts, thrusting the basket vghbiawling baby at his face. Alarmed, he put down
his hammer and peeked in. Looking back and fodimfiweeping mother to crying daughter, he
could tell that this time he was out of his defibr the love of his life, the baby looked exactkel
his own daughter, the very same he had kissed effotehead only a few hours before, perfectly
identical down to her cute little fingers and hérwhite cotton undershirt. Quietly, he tried tdmoa
his wife, assuring her that this was indeed thaurghter and not a changeling, gently hinting that
she might have just imagined it all, what withtak trouble and the stress and the emotion thgt the
had been having of late. With a spasm of disillnsaod betrayal twisting her face, she crumpled at
his feet, sobbing even harder. He crouched downhaigded her shoulders, caressing her tousled
hair and her damp cheek. However, before he caydasything to ease her mind, she stood up,
straightened her apron and her hat, picked up #s&dd and walked out, leaving the blacksmith
standing at a loss.

She went straight to the town surgeon, an eduaatddsensible old man of a scientific and
inquiring mind who was a proper physician and tfeeknew a whole lot. By the time she had
reached his house, she was calmer and more desezitime little tyke, however, just kept on
whining and squalling, squalling and whining. Iresighe quickly described how her daughter had
been spirited away, surely by them whose name alexichot voice, and a yelping monster left in
her place, clearly in order for it to profit froml@ing mother's rich human milk. To prove her case
beyond any doubt, she had only to call attentiothécreature's swollen head, to its large eyes, to
its flat nose, to its odd posture, to its incessanéaming, all telltale signs of a genuine changel
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While she talked and talked, the surgeon watchedcaknly over his tented fingers and
nodded his head from time to time. When she waal§idone, he invited her to sit down and lifted
the baby girl into his arms, rocking her gentlyiusite stopped crying. He smiled at the mother and
said that the child indeed seemed to be a chamgelichild of the little people left in place ofrhe
kidnapped own. He sensibly explained that the sestplay to get rid of a changeling was to whip
it with a switch, to spank it until it was all blaand blue, to beat it mercilessly until it coulela it
no more and fled away to its own people, who wdbkh be compelled to return the true child to
its rightful parents. She should be ready for atstileal but if she persevered it would all end up
just fine.

On the way home, she tried to imagine herself bgatie little mite until it ran away and
her own lovely daughter came back, but the gentleran afternoon, with its golden leaves paving
the path, its bees buzzing among the flowers,irdskpecking at the thatched roof, kept intruding
upon her thoughts. Nevertheless, back at the hehusdéocked the front door, put the little infant on
her lap, innocent face down, bare bottom up, anat we to beat it with a tender twig that she had
picked up along the way, to flog it until her arnew tired and her whole body was sore and aching.
The tiny infant screamed and howled and screechddnailed and twisted and twitched, but run
away it did not.

When it was all done and over, she unlatched tmgddupon door to let her wild-eyed
husband in and, without a word, returned to heircbaposed her left breast and set about to nurse
the child. After a few more shrieks, the baby calrdewn and began to feed on her milk. Suddenly
she yelled in pain; the little monster had bittem &nd tiny beads of blood appeared on her nipple.
It was now sucking at her tit much more vigorousign it had ever done before, as if it had an
unquenchable thirst or an insatiable hunger tsfyats if it were intent upon ravenously wolfing
down the entire breast rather than just drawinghepmilk. Nonetheless, she continued to suckle it,
tears of pain and misery rolling down her cheeks.

The following morning, with both her nipples bruidsend tender, she took the infant to see
the parson. Stopping her from entering the churith the accursed child in her arms, he explained
that changelings were children of the devil andspriéed the daily lighting of a candle to god as
the proper means for securing one's true child filoenclutches of evil. Out of true compassion he
even let her have several such candles at a grediilyzed price.

Over the next few days, she settled into a dailytin@. Every morning, with the children
gone to school and the blacksmith steadily bangihchis anvil, she would beat the infant,
sometimes with her bare hands, sometimes withteobal twig or a rope, sometimes on its bottom,
sometimes on its body or its arms or its legs,|@hie could no longer withstand its shrieks and its
howls, which seemed to grow more inhuman by the 8ag would then nurse it back to calmness,
tuck it safely into its rocking cradle, and appbre salve to her wounded nipples, before setting
about on her daily work. Every evening, she wotugtitla pair of candles, which she soon began
making on her own, selling the surplus on markegt &ue made room for the candles on the dark
cottage floor in front of the fireplace, one vervacented candle on the right for the help of god
and one myrtle-scented candle on the left for tle lof the devil, for she reasoned that under the
circumstances it would be best to be on good temitis both. This practice of covert beating and
overt lighting continued for many weeks, until aiey Alfred returned from school all too early.

He rushed in elated while the screeching changeliag still on his mother's lap, just in time
to catch a glimpse of her raised arm ready todgdlin. He stood in the doorway with joyful eyes
and a broad smile, proudly declaring that he hathkd a new tale at school and had memorised it
by heart. As he clambered up to stand on the bandhprepared to recite the tale, she hurriedly
applied the infant's crying mouth to her breasttehing attentively to the stammering boy and
vigorously clapping her hands in pleasure wherstiwat recital was all over.

There was a fox who was very hungry. Then he sdwreh of grapes hanging very high,
like a rain of relish. The grapes were very sotie Tox jumped in the air as high as he could again

An Ovel by Raphael Slepoatthor@an-ovel.corar rs@fweet.org30 Aug 2013) 9




and again, but the grapes were very high. So he gpvand walked away thinking how lucky he
was not to have eaten the grapes, because thewemrsour.

After that, the beating and the candle-lighting toared as before, but the changeling did
not run away and the true daughter was not retuaen the baby girl reached her first birthday
she was named Tanya, and on that day the blacKksmiife took her to see the parson again. He
was plainly disturbed by the sight of the year-adingeling, a sickly deformed puny creature, all
skin and bones, glowering eyes and voracious appatid he hastened to offer a new solution. She
was to go to the graveyard, leave the child thérbyaitself, hide nearby, and wait patiently until
the devil itself grew so sick of hearing the chdimggs incessant snivelling that it came to fetch i
back and left her own true child in its place.

On the way out, she tried to imagine herself abaimdpthe little tot in a gloomy graveyard
S0 as to get her own lovely daughter back, butehladrd time concentrating, what with the noise of
the birds and the bees and the leaves that wasngang on her from all sides. Nevertheless, at the
graveyard she did exactly as told, kneeling betanttee, watching Tanya crawling awkwardly
among the gravestones as she searched for her mmaicehearing her crying her lungs out until
well after sunset. At last, she came out, driedh ltogir faces, picked Tanya up and returned home.
That night, when everybody was fast asleep, Tamgvled down the stairs and across the main
room to where the two guttering candles stood. Walpable unsteadiness she stood up on shaky
legs spread wide apart and slightly bent at thee&nA few seconds later, an arc of urine issued
forth from her, snuffing out the right-hand candle.

After that, the beating and the candle-lighting toared as before, but the changeling did
not run away and the true daughter was not returfBeery morning, while the dough was rising,
the bakeress would flog Tanya with a thin rod fevesn minutes or thereabouts, then apply some
salve to the lashing marks and give her her break¥ehich by the time Tanya was three was the
largest in the family. Every evening, she wouldhtithe two candles, Tanya totteringly holding on
to her and watching the flames dance, as if tona tanly she could hear. This went on for many
months, until one fateful afternoon, when Catherkifed and Tanya were out playing behind the
house.

Some distance from the back of the house, pagpeht stack and the midden heap, in the
shade of an elder tree, there stood a water wellak a rather massive stone structure, a large
circular curb surmounted by two columns and a cbessn. A rope-and-pulley system held one
wooden bucket dangling up in the air while the othg full of water deep down within the pit.

Near this well, Catherine and Alfred were flingiagball of rags high up in the air, while
Tanya was sitting on the ground, absently startngo¢hing in particular. At the age of four, Tanya
still did not speak a word and seemed to have Mtllition of her own beyond a keen appetite and a
fondness for gazing at flaring flames. Whereverwhs placed, there she sat without a motion on
her, deaf and dumb to the living world.

Yet things were about to change when the ballt &obi zealously thrown, hit Tanya on the
head, producing no visible reaction from her betawancing off straight into the mouth of the well.
With little delay or deliberation, Alfred climbedto the top bucket and with Catherine's help was
soon at the bottom of the well, retrieving the fing ball. But when Catherine pulled on the rope to
raise her brother out, it would not move. She s&diand she hauled, the rough rope cutting into
her small palms, but nothing budged. It almost ®=kas if somebody was pulling back, trying to
draw her too into the well. Frantically, she ruskambut collecting rocks and stones into the top
bucket, but even when full and clearly heavy engughkvould not raise the other bucket from
below. Only when Catherine herself, out of despanatclimbed into the bucket did the rope move,
hurtling the brother up to the surface and theesidown into the pit.

Down in the well, Catherine wisely removed all tbeks from the bucket and waited for her
brother to heave her up. Now it was Alfred's twmpull and tug with all his might, with much the
same success as his sister and much the same paailty, he too was left with no option but to
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climb again into the top bucket, whereupon the yty@ing had enough jollity for one day, decided
it was time for a break. While Alfred fell down, lhthe rope trailing after him, Catherine remained
at the bottom, promptly joined by the other halfeiched, bleeding and terrified, the sister and
brother huddled together at the bottom of the wedl{ching the darkening circle of overcast sky
high above their heads.

What seemed like ages later, but was really lems thtook Tanya to shuffle all the way to
the smithy and back again, they heard the voidbeif father and saw his head silhouetted against
the clouds. They soon realised, however, that he wea addressing them; he was speaking to the
well, asking for its help. At first nothing happeheut as their father's gentle tone rolled down
along the round walls of the well, something moatdhe bottom. As unlikely as it would seem,
two small birds, a fieldfare and a bluethroat, $ioeamerged from the black rocks by the children's
heads, shaking off the effects of centuries ofifiedtion. They took hold of the two frayed ends of
the rope and flew up in circles, hoisting the twlets and the two children up and out of the well.
Soaked but sound, Catherine and Alfred hugged fatier's waist; he in turn smiled at Tanya. For
a brief moment a shy smile crossed her face toplaced almost at once by her regular
expressionless mask.

After that, the beating and the candle-lightingtoared as before, until some months later,
when Tanya's mother, worried about Tanya's inghibt speak and her uncommon leanness, paid
another visit to the town surgeon. With the childitimg outside, he snapped a few sharp words at
the mother for not having followed his instructiansearnest and then read to her from his medical
books. The various scientific methods for riddingeself of a changeling were as diverse as setting
fire to its hair, burning its nose with red-hot g@nroasting it alive on an iron griddle, or thragiit
body and limb into a raging furnace, each altemeaguaranteed to bring one's true child back, even
if some sounded a trifle drastic to an untraineel ey

On the way home, Tanya listened attentively asrhether shared with her all that the
doctor had said and they both tried to imaginddtifig and undergoing the measures that he had
just prescribed. Back at the cottage, Tanya addexk geat to the fire and, with much difficulty and
awkwardness, kicked the heavy tongs and the saadylg into the fireplace. Then she turned to
her mother, who was sprawled on the floor, sobbamgl laid her little hands on her shaking head,
gently moving them back and forth. When this le@¥en more pronounced sobbing, she walked to
the chest of drawers, inched out the bottom draamer took out a thin rod. She brought it to her
mother, who looked at it through tear-veiled eyed pushed it away. Undeterred, Tanya held the
rod with both hands and softly, almost caressinglyped it time and again on her mother's thigh.
Then she too lay down on the hard clay floor, pngsker body against her mother's until they both
fell asleep.

After that, the beating and the candle-lightingtoared as before, until some years later,
when Catherine was already long apprenticed tcal lseamstress. Most afternoons and evenings
Catherine would sit by the hearth and practise fesmdlework on old socks and torn kerchiefs,
usually in the company of a cat or two and of Tanwiao would be sitting at her feet staring at the
fire. On one such afternoon, Catherine turned tosister and asked her if she would like to help
her. Tanya nodded. While Tanya's thin elongategkfis held on to a length of floral cloth to keep it
fully stretched, Catherine skilfully worked a paf scissors to divide it lengthwise into two
identical strips. Smiling, Catherine then askeddister if she would like to have a sewing contest
with her. Tanya nodded. They would each sew a lsridennet and the first to finish would be the
winner. Given a sisterly choice between two threladeedles, one with a thread so short that it
could not even serve as a spider's belt, the aith@ittedly much longer, Tanya unthinkingly picked
the latter, ending up with a thread that could Igasncircle the royal palace twice over and still
leave enough for a makeshift rope to ring the l#lihe highest belfry in the land.

They set to their sewing. Catherine's fingers raabdut with unmistakable mastery,
stretching, folding, threading, rethreading, cwtistitching, cross-stitching, measuring, adjusting
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examining, pausing, thinking, unstitching, restibchand back-stitching. Meanwhile, Tanya was
having some trouble with her longish thread, agyesétch led to a ravel, every ravel to a knot,
every knot to a tangle, every tangle to a mess.s8be found herself having to climb out of the
window, run all the way round the house and thettgmiand return through the front door with
every single stitch just to keep the thread fromthier entanglement. Yet she persevered, stopping
only when Catherine held out a proud hand cappéd aviperfectly formed bonnet and declared
herself the winner, by which time Tanya had managetie both her feet together, to cocoon her
entire left arm to her body, and to clutch in hight hand an almost passable bonnet fit for a rathe
diminutive rabbit with each of its ears longer thiha other. Then Tanya did something that no one
expected. She laughed. For the first time a jogtwind came out of her otherwise silent throat. She
rolled on the floor and laughed and laughed angHad.

And the laughter spread across the house. It ehi@rsister's ear and a brother's eye, a
father's liver and a mother's heart. It sweetervedlyepiece of pastry and tempered every scrap of
metal. It flew to the loft to fluff up the cushions the children's bed; it tippy-toed into the pése
bedroom and bounced up and down on the mattrelegped into the fireplace and danced a wild
waltz with the flames; it crawled under the trialaguchest of drawers to see what secrets lay
behind; it hurled itself out of the window to exmothe world without; it climbed up a tree and
painted its leaves green; it slid down a ray ofskume and plunged into the well; it dug into the
midden heap and helped a cabbage stalk rot; itegteebusy rat and kissed a sleeping snail; iafed
brood of chicks and saved a worm's life; it atehedptes and then four more; it jumped on a bee's
back and thence to the roof; it lazed on the thatehhopped down the chimney, at last returning to
its proper place in Tanya's mouth and tuckingfitsetler her lolling tongue.
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