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Dedicated to the angry feminists.




Introduction




Once upon a time…

Over seven hills and over seven rivers…

There was and there was not…

A writer of feminist fairy tales.

Before me, there was Angela Carter, who defined the genre in 1979 with her collection The Bloody Chamber. Carter turned Beauty into the Beast, Sleeping Beauty into a vampire, and Grandma into a werewolf. She took fairy tale damsels out of distress by their own strength—without handing them a sword, as many modern retellings do.

I strongly associate the idea of a feminist fairy tale retelling with Carter’s theme of oppressed women seeking liberation and her use of Gothic symbolism and social taboos to subvert the original tales. I instinctually took inspiration from Carter’s “The Tiger’s Bride” for my story “Night” more than Villeneuve’s or Beaumont’s “Beauty and the Beast.”

The study of feminism, or lack thereof, in fairy tales was kickstarted in the early 1970s when Alison Lurie1 pointed out that there are plenty of feminist role model-worthy characters in fairy tales—if you look beyond your children’s bookshelves into the lesser-known tales. In response, Marcia R. Lieberman2 asserted that it doesn’t matter what’s going on in those fairy tales if no one reads them; the fairy tales girls read aren’t feminist.

This is why studying feminism in fairy tales—and retellings—is so interesting. I’ve been inspired by fairy tales, both familiar and obscure, despite the helpless heroines and happy heteroromantic endings. There’s more to learn from “Cinderella” than how to entice a prince with your dainty feet. I wanted a Cinderella who found happiness in defying gender norms, so “Ash” follows the structure of “Cinderella,” rising from her subjugation to find her connection to a better life at a party and being rewarded with a happier life—with no prince in sight.

In Emma Donoghue’s beautifully interconnected Kissing the Witch (1997), Cinderella falls in love with her fairy godmother. In this collection of underdogs and queer women, Beauty’s Beast is revealed to be a woman, Rapunzel kisses a woman in her tower, and the infamous Sea Witch is a woman who moves into a witch’s cave to be left alone. It was the kind of subversion of fairy tales I never knew I needed; queer women taking back their power.

I consider my stories and heroines queer, like me, though you won’t find much sex or romance in them. The only fucking I want to write about is fucking The Patriarchy. Friendship holds much higher value for me. More than one of my tales ends with a pair of women heading off on a new journey together. I leave it to the reader to decide if they’ll fall in love or be BFFs.

You won’t find any princes giving my heroines their happy endings; princes, kings, brothers, and fathers are nothing but trouble in my tales. With my intention to smash the Patriarchy, I sometimes indulge in misandry—and so do my characters. My heroines are not perfect role models; some do the wrong thing for the right reason or the right thing for the wrong reason. But I’ve always found the vengeful murder of a bad man more satisfying than a fair trial resulting in fair punishment (a fantasy even I couldn’t make up).

I don’t study fairy tales to be able to confront pretty pink princess fans with the gory truth about Cinderella’s stepsisters or Snow White’s mother’s punishment. (Though I do delight in telling anyone who will listen what the ending to “The Frog Prince” was before someone changed it to a kiss.) I find universal truths and fascinating cultural history in folk and fairy tales. I reimagine them because I see potential even in the most passive princesses.

Like every teller of the tales that came before me, I’ve changed the stories I heard to retell them with my own opinions and biases. But my stories aren’t just mine; they are Emma Donoghue’s, Angela Carter’s, Anne Sexton’s3, Dortchen Wild’s4, Madame d’Aulnoy’s5, and countless anonymous women who told their grandmother’s stories to their granddaughters, making them their own each time.

As I take my turn in the storytelling tradition, I hope my stories inspire readers—to follow their darkest desires, to fight the Patriarchy, to tell their own stories—because

Now, as then, ’tis simple truth —

Sweetest tongue has sharpest tooth.6




Ebony
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Once upon a beautiful time, in a beautiful land, there lived a beautiful woman: the most beautiful woman in all the land. Her beauty was such that it could not be described in mere words; it could only be seen. Only one defining feature could be described: her hair was black as the wood of the ebony tree. Indeed, that was her name: Ebony.

Ebony lived a charmed life. Her parents were kind and loving. They lived modestly in their village in the valley, though Ebony never knew hardship as no one treated beautiful people unkindly. She took kindness for granted and never knew one could be treated any other way. Her parents taught her to appreciate her beauty. They told her it was her most valuable commodity, for beauty could not be bought for all the gold in the world but would bring her and her family wealth, status, and security. She felt the responsibility of being her family’s key to a better life but had no worry that anything would not come easily to her, as everything did. For her beauty, she had many suitors asking for her hand in marriage. Her parents knew the value of their beautiful daughter, so they wouldn’t settle for just anyone to marry her; she deserved royalty.

Their royal opportunity arrived unexpectedly on an ordinary day. Ebony and her parents were in the village marketplace bartering for apples when she was spotted by two distinguished knights passing through on their journey home. Like everyone, they were besotted by her beauty. The knights approached her parents with a proposal; they would like to take her to their king. The King was as yet unmarried as he could not find a bride beautiful enough for himself. Her parents were so proud that their daughter was beautiful enough for a king. They had no doubt the King would be pleased with Ebony, as everyone was, and that no harm could befall their blessed daughter. They agreed to the knights’ proposal and asked Ebony to send for them once she was married. She promised she would. She was scared to leave her parents and go beyond the mountains; she hadn’t left the valley her entire life. But she had always done as she was told. She believed her parents knew best about what would give them all a good life.

Ebony mounted one of the knights’ horses, with nothing but the clothes on her back, and was galloping away before she could say goodbye. By nightfall, they were partway up the mountain and had to make camp. She could not sleep. The mountain was full of noises she had never heard, the ground was hard and cold, and she did not trust the knights. They did not look at her with kindness in their eyes as everyone she knew had; she saw greed in their eyes. Her parents had not prepared her for this world.

After another day of trekking through the mountains and another sleepless night, they reached the desert. Ebony could not believe her eyes. She had never seen such a landscape. While their horses galloped easily across the dunes, the hot, piercing wind stung her eyes and filled her mouth with sand. She pulled her silk scarf over her face to protect herself.

The hot desert sun turned into a cool night, and they rode through a quiet village up to a grand palace. She came down from the horse, and the knights rushed to take her into the palace, her face still covered by her scarf. Footsteps echoed in the grand entrance hall. A few doors later, they reached their destination. The knights stood on either side of her as one addressed his king. Ebony could hear the pride in his voice as he explained what they had brought. Wordlessly, the King stepped towards them. Ebony flinched as she felt hands around her neck. The hands gently unravelled the silk, and she blinked her eyes at the sudden change in light.

Before her was a handsome man, his skin aglow in the flicker of torchlight. His expression, at first stoic, grew into a satisfied smile. He had a pretty smile; she found his deep red lips intriguing. She felt some relief pass through her. At least he was nice to look at; perhaps he would be just as nice of a husband. The King finally spoke. He demanded from the knights to know if anyone else had ever laid eyes on her. They were thrown off by his question but answered honestly that after they left her village, no one but themselves had seen her face. The King was pleased, and his satisfied smile grew.

The King took a step toward Ebony, and she tensed up. Before she knew what was happening, the King drew two short blades from either hip, raised his arms and slit the throats of both knights in one smooth motion. Ebony flinched again as she felt the spray of warm blood on both sides of her face. She stayed staring straight ahead at the King as she heard the two men’s bodies thud to the floor. The King fixed Ebony with an intense stare, and as his smile grew into a manic expression, she noticed the blood on his face matched the colour of his lips.

Shaking from the shock, the smell of blood in her nose, she was led by the King down a series of narrow passages until they entered a room, and he closed the door behind them. Every inch of the room was covered in lush velvet fabric, the same colour as his blood-red lips. There was a bath in the corner, already full of hot water. He led Ebony to it, and without a word, she understood she must disrobe in front of him and get in the bath.

She had never been naked in front of anyone as a grown woman. She felt uncomfortable, but she did as was expected of her, avoiding looking at the King’s face as he looked upon her body. The heat of the bath water melted her tense muscles, but she still could not relax around the King, anticipating violence at any moment. The King gently bathed her, and the water turned pink as the blood splatter was washed off.

He offered Ebony a towel and then a cup of tea. She took a few sips as he watched her as intently as ever. Then he led her to his bed, where he lay down beside her, always looking at her. She felt scared of sleeping next to him but found herself growing tired very quickly and fell asleep.
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Ebony awoke, and the King was nowhere to be seen. Still naked, she wrapped a blanket around herself and wandered around the room. The bath water had not been emptied, but her clothing and the silk that had hidden her face were gone. The room had no windows. It looked the same as when she entered, with many shadows cast by the torches alight on the walls. Feeling lost yet trapped, she suddenly bolted for the door but found it locked from the outside. So, she thought, this was the life of a bride. Locked in a beautiful cage.

Ebony was pacing around the room, worrying about her future and her family, when the King returned. He held in her direction a bundle of fabric. He told her to wear it. It was a robe long enough to cover her entire body, slippers, gloves, and an opaque veil that covered her entire head but allowed her to see just enough. She had never worn anything like it before and felt even more trapped wearing it. Once she had dressed, the King took her by the hand and led her through more narrow passages. Through her veil, she tried to pay attention to the path he took, keeping an escape plan in the back of her mind.

They emerged from a small door at the back of the palace along the edge of a forest. The King continued to walk them straight into the trees, though he didn’t seem to be going anywhere in particular. After a few minutes, he suddenly stopped. Ebony saw why.

A woman stood before them. She looked like she was a part of the forest. They might have walked right by her, mistaking her for another tree or bush. The King seemed to know the woman. He spoke to her demandingly as if she were one of his staff, but the woman showed no fear or respect for him. She listened as he demanded another spell from her. He wanted to ensure that no one could see his beautiful bride but himself. Anyone who lays eyes on her cannot be allowed to live, he insisted.

The witch remained calm and seemed to consider his request. She looked into Ebony’s eyes as if she could see through the veil, which made Ebony even more nervous around her. After some time, the witch recited her spell.

All eyes but the King’s in all his land

Are lost at the sight of his bride

He may keep her beauty for himself

But her love is hers to hide

The King smiled the same sickeningly satisfied smile he had worn when he first saw Ebony, then grabbed her hand again to lead her out of the forest. Ebony was in shock at what had happened. She was a cursed woman. The burden weighed heavy on her heart.

When they entered the palace’s passages again, he told her that a priest was waiting to marry them in the palace chapel. At the mention of marriage, she remembered her parents and asked her soon-to-be husband about the ceremony. Shouldn’t they send word to her family so they could attend? He informed her that her family was dead. She stopped short, so he had to pull at her to keep walking. He told her in a matter-of-fact tone that he’d had her entire village burned to the ground and ensured that everyone who lived there was dead. She began to cry. He would have no one alive who had taken in her beauty but himself. She fell to her knees in grief, but the King roughly pulled her up and along the path until they reached the door to the chapel. He walked her to the altar in front of the priest.

She repeated words like “honour” and “obey” from under her veil with no feeling behind them. Her mind was on her family. Her parents had promised that her beauty was the only way to a better life, that it would bring riches and status and freedom. She felt betrayed by them. Her beauty was her curse. Her beauty was her punishment. Her beauty was her captor.

After the brief ceremony, the King took her back to his room to repeat the previous evening’s routine. She felt relieved to fall asleep to escape thoughts of her village’s suffering.
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Ebony awoke alone again. She found the door she had come in was locked from the outside as before, but on another wall, a hidden door she had not noticed before was now ajar. A strip of sunlight streamed onto the red floor. She stepped into the adjacent room, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight and reflections. She found a separate chamber, which she assumed must be for her. The room was larger than the home she had shared with her parents and filled with so many beautiful things she could almost forget it was actually a prison. Everything was covered in gold, fine silks, and delicate details. She noticed another door, which she guessed was a servant’s entrance. Neither door had handles. Her room could be entered by others, but she was not free to leave.

She found a wardrobe, dressed herself, and sat down to eat the breakfast that was laid out on the table. A few hours later, as Ebony was already growing bored with exploring her room of shiny things, there came a knock on the door. She was scared to open it. She didn’t want to make anyone blind. She scrambled to find something to cover herself but then thought to ask through the door if the person was blindfolded. A polite reply from the sweetest voice she had ever heard assured her they were. She told the voice, “You may enter.” The door opened to reveal a young woman wearing a blindfold and modest chambermaid clothes, holding a tray of covered dishes. Ebony stepped aside to let the maid in. The maid headed slowly toward the large golden table and chairs in the middle of the room. When she reached the table, she set down the tray.

Ebony watched in amazement; she had never seen anyone move so beautifully. The maid turned back to her to describe what was for her meal. As she turned to take the breakfast tray, she bumped into a chair, and a spoon fell from the tray. Ebony rushed to pick it up, but the maid also knelt, and the two women’s hands touched as they both reached for the spoon. The maid flinched at the touch and apologized, but Ebony felt a spark that went from her fingers straight to her gut. She’d never felt a feeling so thrilling yet so pleasing. As the maid carefully made her way back to the door, Ebony couldn’t help but watch her. She had been told her whole life that beauty was a certain type of face, skin, and body. It was luxury, expensive fabrics and shiny things. Nothing about the maid was like any of that beauty, and yet Ebony was captivated by her voice and her movements. She didn’t understand it, but as she ate the delicious food, she looked forward to their next encounter.

When the maid returned with her dinner, Ebony smiled at the sight of her, but when she realized the maid couldn’t see it, her face fell. The maid greeted her politely and went to the table again to set down her dinner. As she was leaving, Ebony excitedly blurted out her own name. The maid paused. Ebony gathered her senses and properly introduced herself. The maid turned to Ebony and said it was nice to meet her, made a slight curtsey, and turned back to the door. But Ebony made her pause again when she asked the maid her name. The maid turned slightly toward Ebony and said her name was Acacia. She blushed and rushed out the door.

Ebony enjoyed her dinner and waited for the maid once more. She felt a thrill as she heard a door but quickly realized it wasn’t the maid at the servant’s door. It was the King opening his door. He smiled at her, and she tried not to look too disappointed as she went to him. As she suspected, the King’s evening routine for her had not changed. As she drank her tea, Ebony smiled to herself, knowing that, while she may be a prisoner, she wasn’t imprisoned alone.

Back in her room in the morning, she saw the room was cleaned and breakfast was on the table. She felt disappointed that the maid had been in her room without her. She closed her eyes and thought of Acacia. Even her name was beautiful. Ebony began to walk around the room with her eyes closed, getting to know the room like Acacia knew it. Her experiment was interrupted by the gentle knock on the door. Ebony opened her eyes and hurried to the door. Acacia looked the same as the day before. Ebony watched her as she did her duty. She longed to see Acacia’s eyes beneath the blindfold. She wondered what colour they were.

As Acacia headed back to the door, Ebony stopped her. She asked if she would stay with her for her meal. The maid looked surprised but politely agreed. They both sat at the table as Ebony ate. She tried to talk with her, but the maid only gave short, impersonal replies. Having never had a maid before, she wondered if this was how maids had to act or if Acacia just didn’t like her. She was disheartened. She had hoped that Acacia could be her friend in this place, but she feared she was still alone here. Then, just before she left through the door, Acacia turned to Ebony and said, “Thank you.” Ebony’s heart sang. When she returned with her dinner, Acacia agreed to keep her company, and they began to open up to each other more in conversation. Though she was sad to say goodnight to her new friend, Ebony felt like she was floating all evening, even though she spent it with the King.

The next day, Acacia stayed for lunch and after lunch. Ebony found Acacia easy to talk with. They often agreed about their views on the world and laughed about what they both found funny. In the afternoon, Ebony donned her robe and veil, and Acacia was able to remove her blindfold. While Acacia looked around and marvelled at the luxury of Ebony’s chamber, Ebony delighted in seeing Acacia’s complete face, the shades of green in her irises, and the crinkles in the corners of her eyes when she smiled. Ebony felt something stirring in her gut that she’d never felt before. It was excitement and something a little bit frightful.

From then on, Ebony’s life in a gilded cage settled into a pleasant enough routine. She could spend almost every waking moment with Acacia, as her role as chambermaid was to give the King’s bride whatever she wanted. She felt so free, despite her prison, when she was with Acacia
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