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 Chapter I
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 T being the fashion of the day to present to the public divers affecting and pathetic histories, each vying with the other in veracity and profusion of incident, I am persuaded, dear reader, that the time is now propitious to recount the dramatic fortunes of Desbarollda, the waltzing mouse.

 My instruction in her history is derived from unimpeachable sources, not hitherto available; much is lost through the interception of time and natural accident; but, from that which remains, the present work has been studiously and faithfully compiled.

 The conventions of literary etiquette would demand (were I not already assured in my own right as to the fitness of my procedure) that I hereby acknowledge, with profound gratitude, the inestimable assistance afforded me by Monsieur Marcel Lapin; Mademoiselle Fifi Doris Cocquetreau; the concierge of the Pension Vive la France; and an elderly mouse of uncertain temper who vividly recalls many incidents of Desbarollda’s declining years; but whose name, upon his own vehement insistence, may not be disclosed.

 As is not unusual in the case of the child prodigy, Desbarollda’s antecedents were of unspectacular origin; her mother was an ordinary field mouse who, by happy chance rather than design, married above her station; while her father, though coming of a family who had lived in the kitchen of the Duke’s castle for generations, was of the bourgeoisie.

 His claims to individuality (from which, doubtless, sprang the seeds of his daughter’s subsequent aspirations) were an ability to read printed matter effortlessly, and the fact that he could, when he chose, speak with authority on seven different kinds of cheese.

 When he brought his wife to live in the buttery, she found the new life strange and often terrifying at first; but, though humble, she was bright and adaptable; and by concerning herself only with her husband’s best interests, soon became accepted by his family, who had been disposed to look askance at her unsophisticated ways.

 She had not been married a twelveweek, however, when tragedy overtook her.

 Her husband, while browsing through a volume of Voltaire in the castle library—his scholastic mind preoccupied with the philosophy of the great savant—was observed, stalked, and subsequently eaten by the castle cat.

 The sorrowful news was imparted to his widow by her mother-in-law, an imposing dowager mouse whose husband, while still in the full flower of his prime, had also been eaten by the castle cat.

 The two bereaved mice wept together.

 “You must display fortitude,” the dowager mouse exhorted. “It is a cruel world: only a stout heart and indestructible savoir faire will see one through it.”

 “Ah, if it were only for myself that I were concerned,” replied the newly-widowed mouse, speaking with difficulty through her tears, “but I shall soon be a mother. I was merely awaiting a favourable opportunity to impart the joyful tidings to my husband.” Upon these unhappy reflections her tears fell anew, and the poor creature broke down completely.

 “What a very different world it would be, were it not for cats,” pronounced the dowager mouse sententiously, shaking her head.


 Chapter II
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 HEN Desbarollda was born, it was midwinter, and the family had moved from their summer residence in the buttery to a more imposing establishment behind the fireplace in the great banquet hall.

 “She is the image of her dear father,” said the dowager mouse, peering at Desbarollda short-sightedly. The infirmity of advanced age was rapidly overtaking her; she was reduced to walking with a cane, and frequently missed the point of a conversation.

 “She is a great consolation to me already,” averred her mother happily, but even in the midst of her joy her mind was not free of morbid associations, and dissolving into sudden tears she added piteously: “Suppose the cat should get her too?”

 “Tush, fubb, folly and fie!” exclaimed the dowager mouse sternly. “Banish such gloomy speculation! Concern yourself instead with teaching her how cats are best avoided, and she’ll live to be as ancient as I am! Glory ducketts! I shall be three in May!”

 In the winter it was the Duke’s pleasure to hold elaborate entertainments in the banquet hall; and a quintet of musicians occupied a small gallery high on the wall, wherein they played arduously throughout the night, while the Duke’s guests danced stately measures or frivolous jigs in the hall below.

 When the entertainments were over and the hall was deserted, Desbarollda’s two uncles would embark upon hazardous expeditions to forage for provender among the dishes on the banquet table.

 Upon these occasions, the dowager mouse was never at ease until they returned. She would stand at the door of the establishment, leaning heavily on her cane and twitching her nose, her mind a prey to misgiving.

 “About what are you so concerned, Grandmère?” asked Desbarollda innocently one night.

 “Never you mind!” returned the dowager mouse with unusual asperity. “If you must know, I’m listening for the cat!”

 “What is a cat?” asked Desbarollda. “Have I ever seen one?”

 “Heaven forbid!” exclaimed her grandmother piously. “You must know, child, that there is sorrow in the world as well as pleasure: danger as well as safety; and cats as well as mice.”

 “Do the cats play those pretty waltzes?” asked Desbarollda.

 “That is the work of humans,” replied her grandmother. “They are no more trustworthy than cats. When you are older you shall be told all that is good for you to know of such matters. It is sufficient for the moment that you obey your mother and strive to please her in every way. Never venture beyond this door, child, regardless of the provocation, or you may learn too soon how large and ruthless is the world!”

 Much awed by this homily, Desbarollda retired to bed, where her mother was already asleep.

 Of all the fanciful notions of the outside world which now preoccupied her thoughts, however, the music of the quintet intrigued her most. Even at this early stage of her development she could hum whole measures from memory.
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 PON the return of Spring, her uncles departed for the buttery, to open up the summer residence.

 “Above all else,” the dowager mouse admonished them in parting, “keep your eyes and ears alert for the you-know-to-what-I-refer!”

 They assured her repeatedly that she might set her fears for their safety at rest, but it was the last that was ever seen of them. Not for some weeks did word of their fate at the hands of the castle cat reach the dowager mouse.

 This last cruel blow on the part of Fate flung the venerable creature into a decline.

 “I am not long for this world,” she said; and Desbarollda’s mother flung her apron over her head and sobbed: “What is to become of us all? We shall starve!”

 “We shall manage,” replied the dowager mouse, rallying her invincible tenacity of spirit. “The saddest aspect of the situation is the effect upon the child. She has no male relatives: a young child requires the presence of male relatives. Come here,” she said to Desbarollda, who ran at once to her knee. “What can you do, child, in the manner of a constructive occupation? For as you can see, we are soon to depend upon our natural wit and resource for existence.”

 “I can dance,” said Desbarollda hopefully, after giving the matter much thought.

 “It is unheard of!” exclaimed the dowager mouse, much disconcerted. “To what manner of dance do you refer?”

 “The waltz,” said Desbarollda, timidly.

 The dowager mouse tapped her cane upon the floor with authority and demanded of the room at large, in deliberate accents, who, if anybody, had ever heard of a waltzing mouse?

 “I’m sure I never have!” said Desbarollda’s mother in some bewilderment.

 “Nor I!” said the dowager mouse imposingly. “You’ll be telling me of a cat that rides to hounds next, for certain! How do you know you can waltz, child? Demonstrate the waltz to us, at your pleasure!”

 Obediently, Desbarollda raised herself upon her toes and pirouetted.

 
 
 
 
 

 It was neither so airy nor so gracefully balanced a performance as she was in later years destined to achieve, but it was charming.

The dowager mouse, concealing her gratification at the spectacle in the cause of principle, shook her head and tapped her cane severely.

 “That is enough,” she said. “We will concede the fact that you can waltz. Nothing will come of it; it will serve no purpose. Your grandfather would have considered it frivolous, but I see no great harm in it, provided you attach to it no undue importance. There are other, more serious concerns, my child, to which we must apply ourselves. In a young mouse, the building of character is of first importance . . .” and she proceeded to instruct Desbarollda in many industrious matters, and upon a high moral plane. Desbarollda listened obediently and attentively, willing to be informed and eager to improve herself: her disposition was at all times amiable and affectionate.

 Indeed, it was to these qualities that she owed her escape from her first dire misfortune, which might well have proved fatal, and which came about in the following manner.
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 IVING as they now did, in genteel but reduced circumstances, it became necessary for Desbarollda to forage for crumbs, thus becoming the sole means of support of her family.

 One night, while rolling a particularly large bread-crumb towards the edge of the table in the darkened hall, she became aware of two luminous eyes observing her from a chair.

 An icy chill ran through her, for she knew at once that the dreadful, long-feared moment had come: she was face to face with the castle cat.

 All her grandmother’s sage counsel rushed through her mind: “Know in advance where you are going to jump,” her grandmother had said, “and at his first move, jump there!”

 The castle cat gathered himself to spring, and in a flash Desbarollda leaped towards a nearby soup tureen; but the anguish of the occasion having debilitated her energies, she misjudged the distance, bumped her head against the bottom of a butter-dish, and brought the silver lid down upon her head.

 So overwhelming was the shock, and so horrifying the noise of the castle cat scratching at the outside of the butter-dish lid, that she fainted away.

 When her senses returned, all was quiet. Having no idea of the period she had spent beneath the lid, she naturally presumed it to be many hours, and wept with distress at the misgiving that even now must be assailing her mother and the dowager mouse.

 Alas, sad as she felt, it was not so sad as the actual truth of the matter.

 Her mother, having fretted herself into a fever at the delay in her daughter’s return, had finally ventured forth in search of her, and walked into the very jaws of the castle cat. The dowager mouse, hearing her piteous cry for help, had instantly advanced to her aid, armed only with her cane; but her feeble movements had made her an easy prey to the monster, who ended her earthly cares with one quick blow of his paw.

 Lachrymose as these accounts must be to your sensibilities, dear reader, truth and art are too finely interwoven for me to favour one at the expense of the other; this is a true history, and I must record the tears with the joys.

 Desbarollda was now an orphan.
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 N the morning the servants came to clear away the dishes, and a kitchen boy, lifting the lid of the butter-dish, discovered Desbarollda cowering beneath it. Securing her between his thumb and forefinger, he picked her up and slipped her into the pocket of his leather waistcoat.

 Desbarollda, overcome by the magnitude of her misfortunes, now gave herself up for lost, and awaited her end with as much fortitude and philosophical resignation as she could muster.

 Justified as she was in these pessimistic suppositions, her trials were about to come to an end, however; for the kitchen boy now sped with great secrecy up the back stairs to the sleeping apartments of the castle, and having tiptoed down many long and gloomy passages, came finally to a large oak door, upon which he tapped a special and secret combination of taps.

 A whispered voice from within bade him enter, and having done so, and closed the door silently behind him, he advanced to a great canopied bed that towered up to the very ceiling, and in which lay the Duke’s only son, Edouard Henri St. Cloud, Marquis Dalayrac.

 “Look what I’ve found,” said the kitchen boy in a whisper. “You always wanted one. You can keep it in a box, with holes in the top for air. A mouse!”

 “Let me see at once!” said the Duke’s son excitedly, and Desbarollda felt herself picked up once more and lifted into the air. She closed her eyes.

 “I am lost,” she said to herself with extreme finality. “This is the end!”

 “Did you ever see a mouse like it?” asked the kitchen boy proudly.

 “Never,” pronounced the Duke’s son in profound admiration.

 “Nor did I,” said the kitchen boy. “It’s the finest mouse in the castle.”

 “In the world,” said the Duke’s son.

 “In the world,” agreed the kitchen boy.

 Desbarollda, divining the friendly intonation of their voices, opened her eyes slowly, though she was still too prostrated with fright to believe herself entirely safe.

 “You see?” said the kitchen boy. “It’s tame already. Tomorrow the strangeness will have gone from everything. You can talk to them, you know, once they get to know you, as long as you don’t use big words. And I’ll tell you another thing; they like music.”

 “Any kind of music?” asked the Duke’s son, much impressed.

 “Well; whistling, anyway,” said the kitchen boy.

 “Whistle something to it,” requested the Duke’s son.

 “Wait,” said the kitchen boy, “that might be better,” and he pointed to an inlaid mother of pearl music-box.

 The Duke’s son lifted the mother of pearl lid, the music-box at once began a delightful waltz, and the two boys gazed expectantly at Desbarollda.

 The music acted like a charm upon her.

 It restored her confidence; indeed, she knew that particular waltz well: it was one of her favourites.

 Moving delicately at first, to be sure her legs had regained their strength, she advanced to where the counterpane was smoothest, and having taken the correct pose of a lady about to trip a measure, was rewarded by a subdued rustle of admiration from her audience. Needing no further encouragement, she commenced to waltz, keeping strict time, and nodding her head graciously every so often, as if to an invisible partner.

 “La, they will think me a frivolous thing!” she thought to herself lightheartedly. “But I do declare, I am quite transported when I waltz; it is as natural to me as walking is to others! I could wish that the music would never stop!”

 The Duke’s son and the kitchen boy watched her spellbound.

 “It’s waltzing,” said the Duke’s son softly. “Who—who ever could have taught it?”

 “And a one-two-three, and a one-two-three,” counted Desbarollda blithely beneath her breath as the music box twinked on and she pranced upon her toes, little dreaming that a life of fame and renown had even then begun to unfold itself before her.

 
[image: ]



 Chapter VI
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 HERE is slight need to exaggerate the cordial impression that Desbarollda made upon the Duke, the Duchess, and their immediate circle of friends and acquaintances, amongst whom were numbered the very flower of the land.

 The Duchess herself made Desbarollda’s first ballet skirt, using only the most infinitesimal of stitches; and the Duke built a small silver cage, with private compartments and a nest of eider-duck down, in which she resided with all the comfort and aplomb of royalty.

 The most opulent of all the wonders, however, was the toy theatre. It was draped in brocade curtains, possessed eight entire changes of scenery, and boasted a music-box that played no less than twenty-two different waltzes.

 Desbarollda lacked for nothing: Fortune had favoured her in overflowing measure.

At the banquets (which had, as a result, become renowned throughout the Dukedom) the theatre was brought in and set upon the table, followed by the cage; and as soon as the music-box had been put in motion, Desbarollda, attired in her ballet skirt and wearing a sequin in her hair, would appear from her compartment, balanced daintily upon her hind feet, and proceed to the wings of the stage with such an air of grace and éclat that her audience was invariably captivated before she had danced her first step.

 
 
 
 
 

 You must not think, however, that her mind was so preoccupied with her new pursuits that her old life was forgotten: her head was not so easily turned by her success, nor her sentiments so superficial, that she did not pine for news of her mother and the dowager mouse, and long for reassurance that all was well with them. For what is success, when there is no one to share it? Sweet though the sound of applause may be, how much sweeter yet, a mother’s pride; a grandmother’s temperate approval!

 All the affection showered upon her by the Duke’s son, whose especial charge she was, proved insufficient compensation. At night, when the banquets were over and she had retired to her nest tired and triumphant, her happiness was marred by nostalgia. Often she would lie awake, thinking of her mother and the dowager mouse, and she would weep silently.

 She was a true artiste, however.

 Her private sorrows were never permitted to intrude upon her conscientious efforts to give of her best. She rehearsed diligently, and devoted herself solely to her progress, believing implicitly that genius was in all truth the capacity for taking infinite pains.

 Nor did she permit her fancies to stray to thoughts of marital bliss, artlessly presuming that such problems would never arise in her well-ordered existence. In this she was mistaken, but the piquancies of the feminine heart were not as yet familiar to her in all their antic phases; and, in the words of the poet, where ignorance is bliss, ’tis folly to be wise.

 One morning she awoke strangely disturbed by a dream. Pondering its import, she wandered thoughtfully along the promenade of her silver cage, a pensive discontent stirring within her. Soon she began to recall that in the dream she had been waltzing to a huge audience of mice, and in the front row had sat a gentleman mouse of prepossessing exterior. His air was both forbidding and arresting: he seldom smiled, and when he did so, he lost none of the inherent gravity of his demeanour. His face was noble yet inscrutable, as if he had gazed profoundly upon the world and seen much to sober him.

 As she had come before the curtains to acknowledge her ovations, he had leaned forward, and in modulated accents of reproof exclaimed: “Who ever heard of a waltzing mouse?”

 Disconcerted by this bluntness, Desbarollda had paused in her curtsey and gazed at him wide-eyed.

 “Remember the words of your grandmother,” pursued the forceful stranger gravely. “Nothing will come of it; it will serve no purpose.”

 Recovering her poise, Desbarollda withdrew her attention from her self-appointed critic and resumed her curtsies to her public, unable, nevertheless, to banish his reproaches from her mind; and upon subsequently catching his eye, rather by accident than intent, she was further mortified to observe that he had leaned back and folded his arms, as if to invite attention to the fact that he was not applauding. She was unable to resist a reply.

 “Is this applause nothing?” she asked. “Does it serve no purpose to evoke such demonstrations ?”

 “It is the rustling of dead leaves,” said the mouse mordantly. “One wanton puff could blow it all away. Forswear it!”

 “I hope you are eaten by a cat!” cried Desbarollda with spirit, and withdrew into the wings, her temper much disturbed. It had been at this point that she awoke.

 Reflecting upon it now, she stamped her foot. “What a detestable creature!” she exclaimed aloud. “I trust I shall never dream of him again!”

 At this point her agitated emotions were distracted by the discovery of a bright object lying in her path.

 Picking it up curiously in her paws, Desbarollda discovered it to be a small and neatly assembled parcel, wrapped in a scrap of coloured tinfoil. Upon opening it, a small piece of excellent cheese was disclosed, of a flavour not familiar to her, but delicious. A note accompanied it. Her heart fluttered when she read the four words, elegantly penned, that comprised its subject-matter.

 “ From your devoted admirer,” it read.

 “Oh la!” whispered Desbarollda, and her cheeks were suffused with blushes. “How altogether frivolous!”
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 [image: T]
 HAT day, a member of the Court arrived in state. He carried a quizzing-glass, and his wig was ridiculous, it was a foot high. He was, however, of influence in the affairs of the palace.

 The Duke outdid himself in hospitality; there were hunts, and masquerades, and banquets, the equal of which had never before been seen at the castle: indeed, the guest of honour was pleased to remark that his expectations had been gratifyingly surpassed.

 Desbarollda was instructed to dance as she had never danced before. A new ballet dress had been created for the occasion, trimmed with real diamonds; and the stage had been set with new scenery, expressly designed and painted, representing the very height of fashionable décor.

 Desbarollda resolved to surpass herself.

 It is hardly unnatural, therefore, that in the general excitement she forgot the gift from her anonymous admirer: her thoughts were centred solely on her performance.

 She rehearsed diligently throughout the day, then rested in the early evening with a scrap of cambric soaked in eau de cologne over her eyes.

 At the appointed hour her theatre and her cage were carried into the banquet hall, and a great hush of anticipation fell upon the chattering company.

 The Duke made a short speech to the guest of honour, who replied in like manner, and these formalities having been observed, Desbarollda made her entrance and fulfilled the highest of her public’s expectations in her subsequent performance. The guest of honour professed himself prostrated by her elegance and charm; she was recalled before the curtain time and time again, and nothing would satisfy her audience until she had given them five separate encores.

 She knew, when she finally returned to her cage and was carried from the banquet hall in pomp, that all doubt was now at an end, and that she had become a celebrity sans pareil.

 Exhausted, yet too overwrought to sleep, she lay upon her bed and relived, in her mind, the excitements of her recent triumph.

 Upon hearing her name repeated in soft undertones from nearby, she first dismissed it as some wayward illusion on the part of her fancy; but when the voice continued with quiet insistence, she realised at last, with a start of wonderment, that her name was in actuality being called, and she sat up on her bed, a prey to vivid speculation; for the voice spoke not in human patois but in mouse language.

 It was, beyond all question, a mouse’s voice. Yet whose?

 Her sense of propriety fluttered in vague alarm; her heart expanded with a quiver of timorous recognition. She was reminded irresistibly of her dream. Pressing her paw to her bosom, she called out: “Who is there?”

 There was a dramatic pause, and then the voice answered in tones both positive and well-remembered: “One, Mademoiselle, who has nothing save your warmest interests at heart. I make so bold as to crave a moment’s audience with you. Will you step without?”

 Such happy interweaving of gallantry and authority of purpose could only augur her compliance with his request. Hesitantly Desbarollda rose, flung a light muslin wrap about her shoulders, and ventured out on the promenade of her cage. Upon observing the manly visage of a gentleman mouse surveying her through the bars, she was instantly overcome by the most delicate of sensations.

 “Mon dieu!” she whispered. “It is impossible!”

 It was the mouse of whom she had dreamed, though reality had lent him, if possible, even greater magnetism. His expression, though saturnine, reflected only profound respect and admiration; he carried himself well, and his fur was sleek and rich.

 
 



 He was older than she, and sophistication lay with more practised ease upon his manner. This was instantly discernible in the gracious and unhurried obeisance with which he greeted her appearance.

 “You do not know me,” he said gravely, “but I have watched you from afar, Mademoiselle, for some little time; so long, indeed, that I could no longer restrain my ardour, but would rather risk your displeasure than remain silent.”

 “It was you, then,” cried Desbarollda, “who sent me the cheese!”

 “It was I,” the mouse affirmed.

 “It was delicious,” said Desbarollda graciously.

 Gratified, he inclined his head, but returned the conversation to its original tenor.

 “My heart is entirely lost, Mademoiselle,” he said forcefully, “it cries out under the burden of its adoration. Ah, do not retire!” For Desbarollda, in some confusion, had stepped back within the doorway, doubting the correctness of such hasty protestations. Clasping the bars in his paws, he proceeded earnestly: “This is no mere bagatelle, I swear it, Mademoiselle! Though I am a stranger to you, I am not without adequate connections and accomplishments. My family was well known to yours, your grandfather and mine having often hunted beetles together; it was indeed the intent of your grandmother that you and I should eventually be brought together.”

 “Ah, Monsieur, my grandmother!” cried Desbarollda. “Have you news of her? Does she know I am safe? Ah, for pity’s sake, tell me of my mother! My heart pines for intelligence of their fortunes!” and she pressed forward in her anxiety until only the bars separated their delicately quivering noses.

 “Mademoiselle,” he said in compassionate accents, “is it possible you have heard nothing of their fate?”

 “Not a word,” insisted Desbarollda, her eyes brimming with tears. “I have lived a life of the most rigorous seclusion. Are they well? Are they safe? Ah, speak, speak!

 He paused, his brow downcast.

 “You must prepare yourself for unpropitious tidings,” he said at last. “I would it had not fallen to me to be the bearer of them. They are both dead, Mademoiselle.”

 “What? Dead?” cried Desbarollda. “No, no! How? How?”

 “The castle cat,” replied her companion with a heavy sigh.

 Distraught, Desbarollda fell against the bars of the cage, weeping wildly.

 The mouse surveyed her with silent compassion, his own grief roused by the intensity of that which he now observed.

 “Ah, Monsieur,” she said finally, perhaps with some ingratitude, “your presence is ill-omened. I beg you, leave me now; I am not myself.”

 He drew back and for a moment his eyes flashed, as if beneath his restraint lay smouldering fires and masterful passions; but regaining his composure almost instantly, he bowed again, then silently turned and vanished into the darkness.

 Desbarollda, oblivious of his departure, retired to the sanctuary of her chamber, where she fell insensible upon her bed.
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 Noel Langley was a successful novelist, playwright, screenwriter and director. While under contract to MGM he was one of the scriptwriters for The Wizard of Oz. He was chosen for the job on the basis of his children’s story, The Tale of the Land of Green Ginger — a children’s classic which has seldom been out of print since it was ﬁrst published in 1937. Desbarollda, The Waltzing Mouse is Noel Langley’s only other book for children.

Though not primarily a children’s writer, several of Noel Langley’s many ﬁlmscripts were based on favourite classics: Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1950), Scrooge (1951), Pickwick Papers (scripted & directed 1952), Ivanhoe (1952) and The Prisoner of Zenda (1952). 


 Edward Ardizzone

 (1900–1979)

 [image: ]
 Edward Jeffrey Irving Ardizzone was born in Haiphong, Vietnam but lived most of his life in England. Whilst working as a clerk in the City of London he took evening classes at Westminster School of Art.

 Edward Ardizzone became a freelance artist in 1927 and although he produced posters, illustrations for magazines, and some oil paintings, it is as a book illustrator that he is best remembered. He was a proliﬁc book illustrator covering a wide range of publications from children’s books to novels by Trollope and Thackeray.

 He was also the author as well as illustrator of many books for children, including the well loved Little Tim series, starting with Little Tim and the Brave Sea Captain (1936).
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