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Dedication
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For my Amma, who did not tell me many stories, but gave me something even more dangerous: books, courage, and the unreasonable belief that I could go out into the world on my own and come back with something worth saying.

And for my Dada, who fought valiantly for India, defending its borders, and somehow found language even in times when silence would have been easier. On every birthday, he let me choose the book I wanted, and made sure history entered my life early enough to teach me that places are never separate from the stories people carry through them.

Perhaps that is why I have always been drawn to places shaped by memory, conflict, migration, and layered histories, the kinds of places where the past still lingers in everyday life.

This book is for both of you.

Each of you, in your own way, taught me to cross borders, not only the ones drawn on maps, but the quieter ones between fear and curiosity, silence and understanding, distance and connection.

Neither of you is here to choose this one off the shelf. So this time, I am choosing it for you.
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Author’s Note
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I did not set out to write a book of folklore. I set out to travel, mostly alone, mostly by the slow public means that other people endure and I came to love, and somewhere along the way the stories started arriving faster than the places did.

They came sideways, which is the only way the good ones come. A woman on a delayed bus told me about Luck while we shared a plate of food neither of us could finish alone. A fisherman told me, halfway across a still lake, why he would not put in at a certain bay. A man filling water bottles at a public tap could not bear to watch me let it run, and explained why, and the why was four hundred years older than the tap. None of these people sat me down to recite a tale. They were doing something else, mending a strap, waiting for a ferry, burying a relative, getting through a night shift, and the story came out of the doing, the way it always has, because that is what stories are for.

This is not an academic book, and I want to be honest about that from the first page. I am not a folklorist. I did not record these tellings, transcribe them, or collect them in any scholarly sense. What I did was travel, and listen, and read, and then go back to the older written sources, the public domain collections made by people who did do that scholarly work a century and more ago, and build my retellings from those. The chapters here are literary retellings, rooted in real and traceable folk tradition, shaped by the places I passed through and the people who were kind to a stranger, and finished at a desk a long way from where they began.

Some of the people in these pages are real and are named with their blessing. Some are composites, made from several travellers folded into one so that a real person's privacy stays their own. Some are remembered only by a gesture, a scar, a chipped tooth, a ring turned on a finger, a cup of coffee, a story left half-finished when the bus came. I have tried, in every case, to be faithful to two things at once: to the old story as the record gives it, and to the human moment in which I was lucky enough to receive it.

I followed these older tales because they are vanishing in plain sight, not because anyone is burning them, but because fewer people now have the long slow empty hours, on a winter road or a flooded afternoon, in which such things used to be passed on. I went looking for them in the places they still surface, which turned out to be buses and bakeries and riverbanks and graveyards and the doorways of small museums, and I wrote them down because I did not want to be the last person a particular stranger told.
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A Note on Folklore, Travel Frames, Composite Characters, and Sources
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A word about how this book was made, so that no reader mistakes it for something it is not.

The stories themselves are rooted in real folk tradition. Most are drawn from public domain folklore collections, ethnographic records, and social history gathered in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and from traditional motifs that recur across the region. Where a chapter follows a single recorded tale, the back matter says so. Where a chapter is built from a documented belief or a widespread motif rather than one fixed text, the back matter says that instead. I have tried never to claim more solidity for a source than it has.

The travel frames are a different matter, and I want to be plain about them. The journeys are real in spirit and largely in fact, but the people who tell the stories within them are often composite or lightly fictionalized. A teller may be made from two or three real people met in different months and places, given one name and one afternoon, so that the story has someone to come from and so that no real person is exposed. Names have been changed. Identifying details have been altered or combined. This is an old and honest convention of travel writing, and I have used it for the oldest reason: to protect the privacy of people who were generous to me and never agreed to appear in a book.

None of this changes the folklore. The spirits, the bargains, the dragons, the drowned and the returned are as the tradition has them. Only the doorways I walk through to reach them have sometimes been rebuilt.
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This book began as a strange little idea, which is how most of my best and most inconvenient ideas begin.

I wanted to bring forgotten stories back to life. Not the famous ones already polished by the internet, but the quieter ones: the stories that sit in old collections, in village memory, in bus rides, in bakeries, in rivers, in strange conversations, and in the pauses between what people say and what they remember.

I owe deep thanks to the people who patiently listened to my ideas long before they became anything respectable enough to be called a manuscript.

To Akanksha, and Himanshu who has picked up the phone at hours that should, by any reasonable standard, have ended a friendship, and never once told me to go to sleep. Thank you for being the one who is simply, reliably there.

To Anamika, Rohan, Rakesh, Sarika Di, Dr. Rajesh, and Ankita, my second family, who were here long before there was a book, and stayed once there was one.

To Manisha, Masti and Meeta, who were there at the very beginning, when the idea was only a spark and easy to talk me out of. You didn't.

To Shipra, Shahnaz, Paul and Tom, who came in later, when the stories had begun to take shape and mostly needed someone to confirm I wasn't imagining things.

And to AG, Felix and Kay, who never once blinked when an odd obsession with old spirits, borderlands, storm dragons, river beings, cemetery walks, and suspiciously wise horses turned out to be the entire point.

To all of you: thank you for reading my drafts, questioning my choices, and still somehow not blocking me when I came back with "just one more version." Your patience has been heroic, and your feedback has shaped this book in ways both visible and invisible.

That kind of encouragement matters more than people realize.

I also want to thank the unnamed and half-named people who live in the spirit of this book: the ones you meet while travelling alone, who offer directions, food, warnings, jokes, strange local histories, and the occasional piece of unsolicited life advice. Not all of them appear here exactly as they were. Some are composites. Some are protected. Some are remembered only by a sentence, a gesture, a cup of coffee, a piece of bread, a ferry crossing, a bus window, or a story told because the weather had turned bad and there was nothing else to do.

To Kiran, my financial advisor: thank you for helping me follow my passion while also making sure I could still pay my bills. This may be the least romantic sentence in the book, but possibly one of the most important. Folklore is magical, but landlords and electricity companies remain stubbornly practical.

And finally, to everyone who has ever taken one of my "I have an idea" messages seriously: thank you.

This book exists because stories travel. Through grandmothers and grandfathers. Through friends. Through borders. Through trains, ferries, buses, hostels, bakeries, riversides, and people who say, "Actually, there is a story about that."

I followed those sentences as far as I could.
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Roads and first thresholds

Chuhaister

The wild man who dances with mavkas, Hutsul Carpathians, Ukraine

The road to Verkhovyna doesn't climb so much as wind. It was October when I got there, the spruces already the dark green the Hutsuls say comes before snow, and by the time I reached the village it was nearly dark and raining lightly. The woman who kept the small guesthouse where I'd booked a room was setting plates on the kitchen table. She'd made banosh, the cornmeal porridge of the Hutsul highlands, cooked slowly in sour cream with crumbled brynza and a strip of dark bacon on top. She was apologetic about it the way people sometimes are about their own food, as if someone had once told her it was peasant food and she'd half-believed it. I told her it was the best thing I'd eaten in two weeks. This was true.

I'll call her Marusia, because that was what her husband called her later, and because I never asked her for the second name. The guesthouse was three rooms above the kitchen, in a wooden building that had been her grandmother's house, which she'd been slowly mending since her father died five years before. There were embroidered cloths on the table and on the lintels of every door, red and black geometrical patterns I'd started to recognize as a kind of language I couldn't read. Outside, the Black Cheremosh ran fast and brown after the autumn rains.

I'd come to the Carpathians because someone in Lviv, over coffee in a café whose name I don't now remember, had told me almost in passing that the old stories were still half-alive in the mountain villages, if I knew how to listen for them. I wasn't sure I did. I had a notebook, a phrasebook, a list of names a folklore-society contact had given me, and the slightly embarrassed suspicion that I was going to look foolish walking into a village and asking strangers whether they remembered any old tales. The list of names felt like a pretension I'd carried with me from somewhere else.

It's an odd thing to do, traveling somewhere to ask people you've never met about stories you have no claim to. I'd been turning that over for weeks. What I hadn't yet understood, though I would slowly, is that the people who keep these stories well don't make a ceremony of keeping them. They tell them, or they don't, the way you might tell someone the way to the next village. Without occasion. Because that's what was asked. I was still expecting occasion. It took me a while to stop.

Marusia's husband came in later, when the porridge was nearly cold, smelling of woodsmoke and sheep. I'll call him Vasyl, for the same reason. He'd been out at the smokehouse behind the building, working on the cheese he would take down to the Saturday market. He sat down without ceremony, poured himself a small glass of horilka, poured one for me, and asked, politely, the way you ask travelers, what I had come up to see.

The mountains, I said. The folk customs. The villages.

He nodded the way people nod when you've given them the answer they expected. Then I said, more honestly, that I'd been told the old stories were still half-alive in this country.

He thought about that for a long moment. Then he said, "Half-alive. That's about right."

We talked about other things for a while: the weather, the road, a trembita-playing competition in the next village, whether the wolves had come down yet from the high pastures. It was nearly midnight before he asked me, without preamble, if I knew about Chuhaister.

He told it slowly, with his glass empty and his hands folded on the table in front of him. He told me first that his grandfather had been a shepherd on the polonyna, the high mountain pasture above the village, and that his grandfather had heard the story from his own grandfather, who had also been a shepherd. "What I tell you now," he said, "is what he told me. I am not adding to it. I am not taking from it." Outside, the rain had thickened. Marusia, who had been clearing dishes, had stopped. She was leaning against the door of the pantry with her arms crossed, listening. The dog under the table was already asleep.

The figure Vasyl spoke of is called Chuhaister in the Hutsul dialect, sometimes Chuhaystyr. He's described most fully in a volume of ethnographic materials gathered by Volodymyr Hnatiuk and published in Lviv in 1904, drawn from informants in villages not far from where I was sitting that night. The print record describes him as a giant of a man, tall as a spruce, hairy, sometimes naked, sometimes in a white shirt: kind to humans and to herd-animals, but a hunter of mavki, the souls of girls who died unbaptized, or unmarried, or by their own hand. The mavki have no backs, the old descriptions say. They are hollow as old trees from behind, and they call to shepherds and travelers with voices borrowed from the women those men once loved. Chuhaister catches them in the forest and devours them, and the devouring is not described as cruelty. It is described as the closing of a door that should not be left open between the living and the dead.

What Vasyl told me that night was not the print version. It was older and more particular than that. He told it as if it had happened to a boy his grandfather had known. I have written it here as he told it. The bones of it are his.

In the autumn of the year the Cheremosh froze early, when the spruces along the polonyna grew brittle and the last trembita-call of the season drifted down into the valleys, a boy named Mykhailo was left alone with the flock above the village. He was sixteen. His older brother Ivan had gone down three days before, driving the calves to the autumn market, and the staja stood empty but for the boy, the dogs, the sheep, and the smell of brynza in the rafters. His grandfather had taught him three things about the polonyna after dark, and he repeated them to himself now as the cold came on and the spruce-line went black against the last of the sky: do not whistle, for whistling is how the dead find you; do not answer a voice that calls your name from the trees, for the voice that knows your name is not always the one that bore you; and never refuse warmth to a stranger at the fire, even, his grandfather had said, even if the stranger has to bend his head to come under the lintel.

The first two days passed without incident. Mykhailo milked the sheep at dawn and at dusk, set the brynza in its molds, fed the dogs, walked the flock along the lower ridge where the grass was still green under the first frost, and slept by the fire with his sheepskin pulled to his chin. He had been alone on the polonyna before, but never in autumn, and never this close to the turning of the year. The light, when it came in the morning, came pale and slow, and went away faster than he expected.

On the third night the voice began.

It came from the spruce-line, just inside the dark, not loud, not urgent, calling his name in the tone his grandmother had used to call him in for supper when he was a small child. She had been dead for six years. He sat up in his sheepskin and put his hand on the dog's neck and did not answer. The dog had not lifted her head. The voice called again, three times, then went still, then began again in a different voice. His mother's, this time, the way she sounded when she was angry but trying not to show it. Mykhailo bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to taste blood and did not answer. The voice tried a third tone, and a fourth: a girl he had liked, a cousin who had drowned the summer he was twelve. And still he did not answer, though his hands were trembling and his face was wet, and the dog beside him had not so much as twitched her ear, which frightened him more than anything else.

Toward the deepest part of the night the voice withdrew. He thought it had gone. The fire was low. He fed it from the small pile of spruce-wood by his hand and lay down again, because he did not know what else to do, and he was tired in the bone-tired way of a boy who has been afraid for hours.

He was nearly asleep when something ducked under the lintel of the staja.

He felt it before he saw it: a long, slow shadow moving across the firelight on the wall above him. He opened his eyes and lay very still. The figure that had come in had to stoop almost to its knees to fit into the staja, and even stooped, it filled the room. Its hair was the color of old straw and hung past its waist. Its shirt, if it was a shirt and not its own skin, was the color of bone. Its hands, when they came forward into the firelight, were as long as Mykhailo's forearm.

It sat down on the other side of the fire. It did not look at him.

Mykhailo remembered the third rule. He sat up slowly. He went to the small shelf where the bread was kept, and to the jug of milk he had drawn that evening, and he set bread and milk in front of the figure on the floor beside the fire. His hands shook so badly that he spilled a little of the milk on the boards. The figure looked at the milk where it had spilled, and at the bread, and then for the first time at Mykhailo. Its eyes were the color of a winter sky just after sundown.

It tore the bread in half with two long fingers, and ate one half, and drank the milk, and then it said, in a voice that Mykhailo felt more than heard:

"Sing me a song, son."

Mykhailo could not at first remember any song. He had a head full of songs, all of his life: drinking songs and shepherding songs and the long lyrical kolomyikas they sang at weddings. But he could not, in that moment, remember any of them past the first line. He sat down on the other side of the fire from the figure, and he put his hands flat on his knees to keep them from shaking, and he opened his mouth, and what came out was the song his grandmother had sung to him when she was combing wool, when he was small enough to sit on the floor by her knee. It was a love-song, very old. He did not understand all of the words. He sang it through to the end.

When he had finished, the figure stood up, slowly, slowly, so as not to break the roof, and began to dance.

It danced gravely, in the small space between the fire and the door. Its long hair swung. Its feet were bare, the toes longer than seemed possible, and they made no sound on the boards. It moved the way the oldest people move at the end of a long wedding, when only a few are still on the floor. It did not look at Mykhailo. It looked, all the time, at the door.

When the song was done and the dance was done, the figure stopped. It turned to Mykhailo. It put one long hand flat against its chest, in the gesture Hutsul men use when they thank another man for something serious, the kind of thanks that is not given lightly. Then it ducked under the lintel and went out.

From the spruce-line, after a long while, came a single short cry. It was a girl's cry. It was cut off in the middle, and the woods after it were as quiet as Mykhailo had ever heard them.

He did not sleep again that night. He sat by the fire with his arms around his knees and the dog with her chin on his foot, and he watched the door until the sky began to turn gray. When the light was strong enough to see by, he went to the door of the staja and looked at the threshold. There were no tracks. There was only one print in the soft mud just outside, a single barefoot print as long as his thigh. And caught in a splinter of the door-jamb above his head, where a tall man would have brushed past it going out, there was one long fair hair.

He came down from the polonyna two days early, with the flock, and he did not tell his brother what had happened, and he did not tell his mother, and he did not tell anyone for thirty years. When he finally told it, he was an old man, his three children grown and married. He told it once, sitting at his own table with his hands folded in front of him, to his eldest grandson, who was Vasyl's grandfather. And then he never told it again.

He never sang his grandmother's song again, either. He died at seventy-six. His youngest daughter once asked him, near the end, what the song had been. He told her he had forgotten it.

Vasyl stopped speaking. The dog under the table snored. The rain had stopped. Marusia, in the doorway of the pantry, uncrossed her arms and turned away and began, very quietly, to wash the glasses.

I went up to my room some time after that. I don't remember saying goodnight. I lay under a heavy wool blanket that smelled faintly of cedar and didn't sleep well, though I wasn't afraid. Something had settled into me that I didn't yet have a name for.

In the morning the rain had stopped and the spruces above the village were silver with cold and Marusia gave me bread and tea and asked if I'd slept. I said yes. I didn't say that I'd spent two hours awake thinking about the figure at the door of the staja, and what it meant that Mykhailo had risen and given him bread and milk, and what it meant that the Chuhaister had bowed, and what the cry from the trees had been, and whether it had been just.

It's the giving of the bread that I've thought about most, since. We don't have many stories left, in the lives most of us live, about doing what an older person told us to do simply because they were older and because they knew. We don't have many stories about what is owed to a stranger at the door. We have stories about strangers we should fear, and stories about strangers we should pity, but the old folk-tradition of the Carpathians is more particular than either. A stranger comes, and you give what you have, and you don't look away, and you don't flatter, and you don't ask his name. You set out the bread and the milk. You sing the song if he asks. You let him dance. And then you live the rest of your life with what you saw, because that is the price of having opened the door.

The mavka is what I've thought about second. The cry, cut off in the trees. The fact that the story doesn't pretend her end was joyful, or her death a fair one. She'd been calling in the voices of the women that boy had loved: his grandmother, his mother, his drowned cousin. There's a grief in that detail which the Hutsul tradition doesn't try to soften. She wanted to come in, in some sense, and the rules of the world wouldn't let her. Chuhaister, the giant who is on no one's side and on everyone's, comes to do the work of the threshold. He keeps a door from being torn open. The price he pays is that he is alone, and he wants a song. You don't always understand that on first hearing. You only feel it afterward.

I left Verkhovyna the next afternoon on the small bus that runs down the valley to Ivano-Frankivsk, with Marusia's bread wrapped in a cloth in my bag and a road map of the foothills folded in my notebook. I haven't been back. I owe Marusia a letter, and a copy of this book if it ever finds its way into print. But for the rest of the way down the mountain that day, and for some time after, I sat by the bus window with it cracked open in spite of the cold, listening, without expecting to hear anything, for the long quiet that comes after a song is over and the dancer has gone out into the trees.

Vanapagan and the foolish bargain

Western Estonia

THE FERRY FROM PÄRNU to Kihnu was two-thirds empty in early May. I'd bought my ticket at a small kiosk that also sold marzipan and lottery tickets, and the woman behind the counter had asked me, in slow English, whether I knew it was going to be windy. I'd said I did. She'd looked at me with the patient expression of someone whose advice was not going to be taken, and given me the ticket.

She'd been right about the wind. The upper deck was the kind of windy where it became briefly comic, with my hair flat against my face and the coffee in the paper cup tipping toward an angle I couldn't quite correct. I'd wedged the cup into a small notch of the railing where it could lean without going over, which I was rather pleased with for about a minute, until the wind shifted. The water below was the flat grey of the Baltic in spring, the kind of water that doesn't quite reflect the sky because the sky isn't committing to anything either. Kihnu was a low strip of darker grey on the horizon, with one church tower sticking up from the middle of it like a pencil mark.

The man at the railing about ten feet from me was perhaps fifty-five, in a navy fleece, drinking instant coffee from his own paper cup and looking at his phone with the patient irritation of someone trying to load something on a weak signal. After a while he glanced up, saw me trying to keep the coffee in my cup by leaning at the angle the cup wanted to lean at, and laughed.

He said, in good English, "It is May. Everyone forgets about the wind in May."

I said I'd been warned, but only at the ticket kiosk and only about thirty seconds before stepping onto the deck, which was perhaps not quite long enough to internalize the warning.

He laughed again. He came over and leaned on the railing a few posts down, and put his coffee on the rail in a way that suggested he had done this a great many times. He told me his name was Jaan, and that he was on this ferry today for work. He was a fisheries inspector. He was going to Kihnu for a quota survey, the way he did three or four times a year. He had been on this crossing, he reckoned, perhaps four hundred times in his career.

We talked about the wind, and about whether May was too early to be on Kihnu, and about a small islet halfway across that turned out to have a single house on it and one resident, an elderly woman who had been refusing to leave for thirty years and who Jaan had once had to deliver a refrigerator to from the council. We talked about his coffee, which he admitted was bad, and about whether they should sell better coffee on the ferries, which he said was a long-running debate that would not be resolved in our lifetimes. We talked about the gulls, which had taken up positions on the railings of the lower deck in a way that suggested experience.

Somewhere in the second half-hour, when the wind dropped just enough that I could let go of my cup with one hand and reach for the sandwich I'd bought from the kiosk, Jaan looked at the sky and said, "My grandmother would have said weather like this meant Vanapagan had lost another bargain. She used to say that whenever a wind came up out of nothing. It was her favorite weather, actually. She'd put the kettle on and tell us why he'd lost it this time."

I asked who Vanapagan was.

Jaan smiled. He said, "Oh. We have an hour to Kihnu. I haven't told these in twenty years. Would you like me to try?"

I said yes.

He set his coffee on the railing and began.

The figure Jaan introduced was, he said, the Old Heathen. Vanapagan. A big shambling devil who lived in the woods or under the ground or sometimes in the next farm over, depending on which story you were in, and who had been around for as long as anyone could remember. Bigger than a man. Stronger. Slower in the mind than a slow man. He was forever making bargains with peasants who turned out to be more clever than him, which was almost all of them. The peasant in the stories, Jaan said, was usually a man called Hans. Sometimes a different Hans, sometimes the same Hans. His grandmother had treated them all as the same Hans, because she said it was the only way the stories made sense.

"The thing to understand about Vanapagan," Jaan said, "is that he never learns. That is the whole point of him. He loses every time. The next year he tries the same thing again. My grandmother said that if Vanapagan had ever once learned from a bargain, the world would have been a much worse place. So we should be grateful he is the way he is."

He drank some coffee.

He said, "Three short ones, while the wind holds."

The first story Jaan told was the story of the field.

Vanapagan and Hans, he said, had agreed one spring to plough a field together. They would share the work and they would share the harvest. The question was how to divide the harvest. Vanapagan, who had decided in advance that he was the clever one of the two, proposed the following deal: one of them would take everything that grew above the ground, and the other would take everything that grew below. Hans considered this, scratched his head, and said, with what Vanapagan took to be sad reluctance, that he would take whatever was below the ground if that was what Vanapagan really wanted.

Vanapagan was delighted. He said yes immediately. He spent the summer rubbing his hands.

Hans planted potatoes.

At the autumn harvest Vanapagan came out to the field to claim his half, looked at the green stalks above the ground, looked at his hands, and looked back at the stalks. He pulled one up. He looked at the potatoes hanging from the roots. He looked at Hans, who was standing at the edge of the field with a sack already half-full.

Vanapagan stalked off into the woods, swearing, and was not seen for the better part of a year.

The next spring, when the time came to plough again, he came back. He was in a great temper but he had a plan. He told Hans they would do the same arrangement, but this time he would take whatever was below the ground. He was very firm about it. He said the matter was settled. Hans considered this, scratched his head, and said, with what Vanapagan took to be sad reluctance, that he would take whatever was above the ground if that was what Vanapagan really wanted.

Hans planted oats.

At the autumn harvest Vanapagan came out to the field, looked at the long pale stems above the ground, dug into the earth at his feet, looked at his hands, and looked at Hans, who was standing at the edge of the field with a sack already half-full.

Jaan paused. He drank some coffee.

He said, "My grandmother used to do an impression of Vanapagan walking off into the woods after that one. She would stamp around her kitchen, swearing in the kind of old words you don't hear anymore. She said her own grandmother had done the same impression. I think we have been laughing at Vanapagan stalking off into the woods for about three hundred years."

I asked what Vanapagan did between the two harvests, when he was gone for a year.

Jaan said, "Nobody knows. He probably went to bother some other farm. My grandmother said he was the kind of devil who could not sit alone for long. There are stories of him trying to outwit other peasants in other villages while he was supposed to be sulking. He lost those too."

The second story Jaan told was the story of the hat.

Some years had passed. Hans was older now, his hair grey at the temples, his back a little bent from the field. Vanapagan, of course, had not aged at all, and was still as red and as bothered and as confident in himself as he had been the day he proposed the field-bargain. He was passing through Hans's village one summer afternoon when he saw Hans sitting on a stone at the side of the road, wearing the largest hat anyone had ever seen.

The hat was wide enough to shade a small dog. It was held down by a leather strap under Hans's chin. Hans was eating bread and cheese and looked, by all appearances, content.

Vanapagan came over and asked about the hat.

Hans said, with the slow careful manner of a man who did not really want to give away a secret, that the hat was a special hat. He said it had been made for him by an old aunt who had known certain things. He said that if he lifted the hat off its place, three gold coins were always to be found underneath.

Vanapagan stared. He asked Hans to demonstrate.

Hans lifted the hat. Three small gold coins lay on the patch of ground beneath. Hans pocketed them, set the hat back down, sighed in the manner of a man for whom such miracles had become tiresome, and went back to his bread.

Vanapagan said he would buy the hat.

Hans was reluctant. He said the hat had been his aunt's. He said he could not part with such a thing for any small price. Vanapagan named a great price, and then a greater one, and finally a price that was several years of a peasant's labor, and Hans, after a long and visible internal struggle, agreed.

He counted out the money slowly. He warned Vanapagan that the hat only worked if it was set on the same patch of ground where it had been set when he, Hans, had bought it. He said that this particular spot at the side of the road was where the magic worked, and that Vanapagan should not move the hat.

Vanapagan promised he would not move the hat.

Hans walked home, slowly, with his hands in his pockets and his hat-shadow gone from his head. Hans was at home boiling potatoes for supper, Jaan said, before Vanapagan ever thought to lift the hat.

I asked what was under the hat.

Jaan said, "The only hole of a beehive in the meadow."

He drank some coffee. He said, "My grandmother used to do another impression at this point in the story. It involved running around her kitchen waving her hands. I am not going to do that one on a ferry."

The third story Jaan told was the story of the race.

By now Vanapagan was thoroughly tired of Hans. He had been outwitted twice. He had been laughed at across two villages and an unknown number of forests. He had begun to feel that his standing as a devil was at stake. He came to Hans's farm one autumn morning and said, with what he hoped was great seriousness, that he challenged Hans to a single race down the road from the church to the river. Whoever lost would forfeit something to the winner. Vanapagan, who had had a long night thinking about it, said that if Hans lost, Hans would forfeit his farm.

Hans, who was now old, scratched his head and said he would have to think about it.

He thought about it overnight. The next morning he came back and said he would accept, but only if the race was tomorrow, because he needed a day to put his affairs in order. Vanapagan, who had no patience for waiting but did not want to seem impatient, agreed.

Hans went to find his two brothers.

Hans had two brothers, an older one and a younger one. The three of them looked alike enough that from a distance, with the same coat on, you could not be sure which one you were looking at. The older brother lived at the church end of the road. The younger brother lived at the river end. Our Hans, in the middle, went to both of them and asked them, quietly, to do a small thing.

The next morning, at the start of the race, Vanapagan came down to the church. Hans's older brother was there, leaning on the church wall in Hans's coat. Vanapagan, who was not looking too carefully because he was busy stretching his great legs, said to him, "Are you ready?"

The older brother said, "I am ready."

They set off.

Vanapagan ran very fast. He was a devil. He had not been a devil for a thousand years for nothing. He pulled ahead of Hans's brother within a few strides and was halfway down the road in what felt like seconds. He looked back. The figure behind him in Hans's coat was still running, but had fallen well behind. Vanapagan was pleased. He kept running.

Halfway down the road he passed the small bridge over the stream. Standing on the bridge, leaning over the rail, was Hans. Or, rather, it was the middle Hans, our Hans, who had walked to the bridge that morning and was waiting. As Vanapagan ran past, our Hans called out to him cheerfully, "You're slow today, friend. I've been waiting on this bridge for a while."

Vanapagan, hearing Hans's voice ahead of him, panicked. He had no idea how Hans had gotten ahead. He put his head down and ran for everything he was worth.

At the river, leaning against a willow at the finish line, was Hans's younger brother. He was eating an apple. As Vanapagan came pounding up the road, scarlet in the face and gasping, the younger brother called out, calmly, "I'd given up on you. I've been here some time."

Vanapagan came to a stop. He bent over. He put his
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