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THE LITTLE MERMAID!

ar out at sca the water’s as blue as the petals of the

F loveliest cornflower, and as clear as the purest glass;
but it’s very deep, deeper than any anchor can reach. Many
church steeples would have to be piled up one adove the 3
other t0*® reach from the bottom of the sea to the surface.
Right down there live the sca people.

Now you mustn’t for a moment® suppose that it’s a bare
white sandy bottom. Oh, no. The most wonderful trees
and plants arc growing down there, with stalks and leaves
that bend so easily that they stir at the very slightest move-
ment of the water, just as though they were alive. All the
fishes, big ones and little ones, slip in and out of the branches
just like birds in the air up here. Down in the deepest part
of all is the sea King’s palace. Its walls are made of coral,
and the long pointed windows of the clearest amber; but
the roof is made of cockleshells that open and shut with the
current. It’s a pretty sight, for in each shell is a dazzling
pearl; any single one of them would be a splendid ornament
in a Queens’ crown.

The sea King down there had been a widower for some X
years, but his old mother kept house for him. She was a
clever woman, but proud of her noble birth; that’s why she
went about with twelve oysters on her tail, while the rest of .
the nobility had to put up with only six. But apart from
that, she was deserving of special praise, becausc she was
so fond of the little sea Princesses, her grandchildren. They
were six pretty children, but the youngest was the loveliest
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of them all. Her skin was a clear and delicate as a rose-
leaf, her eves were as blue as the deepest lake, but like the others
she had no feet; her body ended in a fish’s tail.

All the long day they could play down there in the palace,
in the great halls where living flowers grew out of the walls.
The fishes would swim in to them, just as with us the swallows
fly in when we open the windows; but the fishes swam right
up to the little Princesses, fed out of their hands, and let
themselves be patted.

Outside the palace was a large garden with trees of deep
blue and fiery red; the fruit all shone like gold, and the flowers
like a blazing fire with stalks and leaves that were never still.
The soil itself was the finest sand, but blue like a sulphur
flame.  Over everything down there lay a strange blue gleam;
you really might have thought you were standing high up
in the air with nothing to scc but sky above and below you,
rather than that* you were at the hottom of the sen. When
therc was a dead calm you caught a glimpse of the sun, which
looked like a purple flower pouring out all light from its cup.

Each of the small Princesses had her own little plot in
the garden, where she could dig and plant at will. One of
them gave her flower-bed the shape of a whale. another
thought it nicer for hers to look like a little mermaid; but
the youngest made hers quite round like the sun, and would
only have flowers that shone red like it.  She was 2 curious
child, silent and thoughtful; and when the other sisters deco-
rated their gardens with the most wonderful things they had
got from sunken ships, she would have nothiig but the rose-
red flowers that were like the sun high above, and a beauti-
ful marble statue. It was the statue of a handscme boy,
hewn from the clear white stone and come down to the bottom
of the sea from a wreck. Beside the statue she planted a
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rose-red weeping willow®, which grew splendidly and let
its fresh foliage droop over the statue right down to the blue
sandy bottom. Here the shadow took on a violet tinge and,
like the branches, was never still; roots and trectop looked
as though they were playing at kissing each other.

Nothing pleased her more than to hear about the world
of humans up above the sea. The old grandmother had to
tell her all she knew about ships and towns, people and ani-
mals. One thing especially surprised her with its beauty,
and this was that the flowers had a smell — at the bottom of
the sca they hadn’t any — and also that the woods were
green and the fishes you saw in among the branches could
sing as clearly and prettily as possible. It was the little birds
that the grandmother called fishes; otherwise, never having
seen a bird, the small sca Princesses would never have under-
stood her.

*“As soon as you are fifteen,” the grandmother told them,
“you shall be allowed to rise to the surface, and to sit in the
moonlight on the rocks and watch the great ships sailing past;
you shall see woods and towns.”

That coming year one of the sisters was to have her
fifteenth birthday, but the rest of them — well, they were
each one year younger than the other; so the youngest of them
had a whole five years to wait before she could rise up from
the bottom and see how things are with us. But each pro-
mised to tell the others what she had seen and found most
interesting on the first day; for their grandmother didn’t
really tell them enough - - therc were <o many things they
were longing to hear about.

None of them was so full of longing as the youngest:
the very one who had most time to wait and was so silent and
thoughtful. Many a night she stood at the open window
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and gazed up through the dark-blue water, where the fishes
frisked their tails and fins. She could sec the moon and the
stars, though it’s true their light was rather pale; and yet
through the water they looked much larger than they do to
us, and if ever a kind of black cloud went gliding along below
them, she knew it was either a whale swimming above her or
elsc a vessel with many passengers: these certainly never
imagined that a lovely little mermaid was standing beneath
and stretching up her white hands towards the keel of their
ship.

By now the eldest Princess was fifteen and allowed to
go up to the surface.

When she came back, she had a hundred things to tell;
but the loveliest, she said, was to lie in the moonlight on a
sandbank in a calm sca and there, close in to the shore, to
look at the big town where the lights were twinkling like a
hundred stars; to listen to the sound of music and the noise
and clatter of carts and people; to see all the towers and
spires on the churches and hear the bells ringing.  And just
because she couldn’t get there, it was this above cverything
that she longed for.

Oh, how the youngest sister drank it all in! And, when
later in the evening she stood at the open window and gazed
up through the dark-blue water, she thought of the big town
with all its noise and clatter, and then she seemed to catch
the sound of the churchbells ringing down to her.

The following year, the second sister was allowed to go
up through the water and swim wherever she liked. She
came to the surface just as the sun was setting, and that was
the sight she found most beautiful. The whol. sky had
looked like gold, she said, and the clouds — well, she just
couldn’t describe how beautiful they were as they sailed,
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all crimson and violet, over her head. And yet, much faster
than they, a flock of wild swans flew like a long white
veil across the water where the sun was setting. She swam
off in that direction, but the sun sank, and its rosy light was
swallowed up by sea and cloud.

The year after that, the third sister went up. She was
the boldest of them all, and she swam up a wide river that
flowed into the sea. She saw delightful green siopes with
grape-vines; manors and farms peeped out among magnifi-
cent woods; she heard all the birds singing; and the sun was
so hot that she often had to dive under the water to cool her
burning face. In a small cove she came upon a swarm of
little human children splashing about quite naked in the
water.  She wanted to play with them, but they ran away
terrified, and a little black animal came up; it was a dog.
She had never seen a dog before. 1t barked at her so dread-
fully that she got frightened and made for the open sea. But
never could she forget the magnificent woods, the green slopes
and the darling children, who could swim on the water al-
though they had no fishes’ tails.

The fourth sister was not so bold. She kept far out in
the wild waste of ocean, and told them that was just what
was so wonderful: you could see for miles and miles around
you, and the sky hung above like a big glass bell. She had
seen ships, but a long way off, looking like sea-gulls. The
jolly dolphins had been turning somersaults, and enormous
whales had spirted up water from their nostrils, so that they
seemed to be surrounded by a hundred fountains

And now it was the turn of the fifth sister, Her birthday
happened to come in winter, and so she saw things that the
others hadn’t seen the first time. The sea appeared quite
green, and great icebergs were floating about; they looked
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like pearls, she said, and yet were much larger than the church-
towers put up by human beings. They were to be seen in
the most fantastic shapes, and they glittered like diamonds.
She had sat down on one of the biggest, and all the ships
gave it a wide berth as they sailed in terror past where she
sat with her long hair streaming in the wind. But late in the
evening the sky became overcast with clouds; it lightened and
thundered, as the dark waves lifted the great blocks of
ice right up, so that they flashed in the fierce red lightning.
All the ships took in sail, and, amidst the general horror and
alarm, she sat calmly on her floating iceberg and watched
the bluc lightning zigzag into the glittering sea.

The first time one of the sisters went up to the surface,
she would always be delighted to see so much that was new
and beautiful ; but afterwards, when they were older and could
g0 up as often as they liked, it no longer interested them:
they longed to be back again, and when a month had passed
they said that, after all, it was nicest down below — it was
such a comfort to be home.

Often of an evening the five sisters used to link arms and
float up together out of the water. They had lovely voices,
more beautiful than any human voice: and when a gale
sprang up threatening shipwreck, they would swim in front
of the ships and sing tempting songs of how delightful it was
at the bottom of the sea. And they told the sailors not to
be afraid of coming down there, but the sailors couldn’t
make out® the words of their song; they thought it was the
noice of the gale, nor did they ever sece any of the delights
the mermaids promised, because when the ship sank the
crew were drowned, and only as dead men did they come to
the palace of the sea King.

When of an evening the sisters floated up through the
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