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OUR LIVES ARE POPULATED WITH stories we’ve heard, seen, or read five, ten, fifteen—a thousand—times already, and sometimes these stories return to us in a different guise than the one we remember. Some stories become films, plays, musicals, or graphic novels. Some are even turned into toy and clothing franchises. Stories can be transfigured in so many ways beyond the format of their original presentation. Stories can be uprooted, transplanted, pruned into a different shape, thrown into a blender with other stories, or strained through the filter of a new perception. With just a few striking alterations, what we once thought we knew through and through becomes something strange and unfamiliar. 

The first time I came across Angela Carter’s collection, The Bloody Chamber, in which the fairy tales of the Grimm Brothers, Charles Perrault, and Hans Christian Anderson have been filtered through the feminist perspective that Carter turned upon any subject matter she handled, and in which the stories have also been restyled in a florid, hothouse language, I was stunned. Prior to encountering her stories back in my early twenties, I’d only thought of adaptation as the sort of thing where Disney took old fairy tales and, in the typical Disney family-friendly manner, rinsed them of all the mud and muck they’d acquired throughout the passage of time. And maybe if those writers involved in adapting the old stories were feeling adventurous, a change in point of view character might be the most extreme alteration made. A feared witch could now become the heroine, for instance. It was a safe and winning choice, in terms of pleasing both the happy-ending crowd as well as those enlightenment-oriented audiences who prefer a good moral to be delivered.

Carter’s retold fairy tales were something else—something I’d not really seen before—and they awakened a desire in me to write stories that were in conscious conversation with the stories of others, stories that had obsessed me to the point of driving me to want to write fiction in the first place. I didn’t know how to do this. I only knew that I wanted to figure out a way. 

My earliest attempts at writing in this way were not complicated revisions or adaptations of a prior text. More often than not, my early stories were ones that simply wore their influences on their sleeves, that made references to predecessor texts in some way. The first story I ever published, in fact, was one of these referential sorts of stories. It was about a troubled young woman who returns home for her mother’s funeral and melts down as she confronts the idea that she’ll never be able to make amends with her mother now that she’s dead. I titled it “A Mad Tea Party” and called the protagonist Alice, decorating the scenes with allusions and imagistic references to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland. A porcelain cat destroyed after it’s been knocked off a shelf seems to grin in Cheshire fashion. Tears fall in what feels like a flood, filling the room my Alice sits in, grieving, until the walls around her seem as though they might fly apart like a house of cards. I transplanted images that had mostly been fantastical and strange in Carroll’s famous book into a domestic tale of grief as a way to describe my Alice’s interior world, which is in chaos as she collapses under the weight of regret. 

When I wrote that story, I was young—twenty-two—and I was still working very intuitively. It didn’t occur to me until later, when I became a more conscious and practiced writer, that I really couldn’t call what I’d done in that story something so simple as literary allusion. The story I wrote could have been written without Alice in Wonderland acting as a shadow story informing all of the mostly domestic events I described, and it would have been a much different story without those Wonderland references. It would most likely have been incredibly mundane, overly familiar, a typical story of grief that we’ve encountered many times. Without asking readers to move back and forth between my story and Carroll’s as they read, it would have been a less playful and complicated reading experience.

Another story of this type that I wrote occurred a couple of years after that Wonderland-referencing story. I wrote it during a period when I found myself trying to break away from a relationship that was wrong for me, the kind where the person I loved seemed incapable of loving me without also causing a lot of pain. I didn’t know how to articulate the experience, and the inability to articulate that kind of pain felt suffocating. It was only after I began to work through it by way of the imagery and archetypes of a particular fairy tale that I found my voice—or at least a voice—to speak from. Finding that voice was something I needed to remedy my frustration with feeling silenced. I called the story “The Cure” because of that and, small as it may be, I will offer it here, placed within this essay as an Easter egg:
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WHEN MY HEART WAS BREAKING, I went to my grandmother and said, “Grandmother, my heart is breaking over and over. My insides are like broken glass. Tell me how to cure this pain.”

Grandmother leaned on her gnarled crook. She tapped it against the floor and said, “Your heart, dear girl, cannot break over and over. It breaks once. What you feel afterwards is the memory of its breaking. A broken heart cannot be healed.”

Unsatisfied with her answer, I said, “Grandmother, you have healed other hearts. Why not mine?”

“Enough,” she said, and struggled up from her recliner, pulling her red shawl tighter. She waved me into the kitchen. On her stove, a pot boiled with something vinegary. “Sit,” said Grandmother, and I sat at the Formica table patterned with red and white roses. Grandmother ladled the liquid out of the pot and peered at me over her shoulder. “You have always been weak, girl. Are you sure about this?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Take it out of me, whatever it is. Make me me again.”

“As I suspected,” she said. “You are one that he eats from the inside, rather than devouring you whole.”

“Yes,” I said, remembering how he slid down inside me, and how at first I thought him special — a beast, but honest and noble.

“This is my special recipe.”  She shuffled over to the table with the ladle steaming. The liquid slopped over the sides of the ladle, hissing against the linoleum. “But be warned. To heal can be as painful as hurting.”

“Anything,” I said. 

She grinned. “You are a child of my bloodline. He hasn’t ridden you too far, so far. Now open wide.”  She lifted the ladle to my lips and poured.

The liquid went down scalding. I almost screamed, but as I started, Grandmother punched me in the stomach. “Out!” she shouted. “You have no power over her!”

She continued punching until I began choking. He was coming up fast. My throat bulged with him. A moment later, his claws unhinged my jaws to exit, and he pushed himself through my mouth. Grandmother lifted her crook as he slipped in the slop on the floor. She cracked his backside. He howled. She struck him once more. “Out!” she bellowed, and he ran through the door, a flash of fur and feral madness.

I slouched in the chair and held my mouth together, crying. Grandmother asked if it was worth it. I nodded. 

Anything, I had said, and I had meant it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, stroking my forehead with a towel, wiping the blood from my mouth. “In the old times,” she said, “this was easier. We used an ax to open up the people he’d crawled into, but they never survived. This is the best,” she said, placing her cheek against mine. “The best I can offer.”

I groaned, and she nodded in sympathy. “A piece of advice, though,” she said. “Next time, dear, love carefully. Stay on the path.”   
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From the outside, the story looks like a clearly conscious reworking of Little Red Riding Hood, but while I wrote it felt more like the images and archetypes of that old tale were working through me rather than me reworking the images and archetypes. The direction of the writing was, in a way, the reverse of what I now think of as retellings. The story and its symbols were available for me to use for my own purposes, which happened to be personal, but I hadn’t been consciously trying to do this. I was simply casting about for a way to work through my own emotional experience, and these symbols and images from a fairy tale told hundreds of years ago and transferred to me through a variety of mediums since childhood, made themselves available to me to make sense of something in my life.

Some years later, after writing many more stories, after writing my first novel, after I’d continued swimming more into the deep end of my subconscious as a writer rather than making laps across the surface, I found myself coming up for air as I read this passage from Jonathan Lethem’s essay, “The Ecstasy of Influence”:

 

“Most artists are brought to their vocation when their own nascent gifts are awakened by the work of a master. That is to say, most artists are converted to art by art itself. Finding one’s voice isn’t just an emptying and purifying oneself of the words of others but an adopting and embracing of filiations, communities, and discourses. Inspiration could be called inhaling the memory of an act never experienced. Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void but out of chaos. Any artist knows these truths, no matter how deeply he or she submerges that knowing.”

 

I can distinctly remember how, before I’d even finished reading the last sentence of that paragraph, I felt something stir inside me. Maybe the truths I’d submerged, as Lethem describes them. The truths that my own writing, that my own voice, had been forged out of other voices. The truth that I—as well as the stories I told—was a part of something bigger. Something much more communal than the image or myth of the writer or artist as a supreme and sole originator allows.

It wasn’t quite what I’d call a shocking realization, but it was one that continued to affect me for a long time after, forcing me to move further out of my more regular realm of intuition and further into the realm of awareness, though not always in a constant or consistent progress. These submerged truths, truths that had not been fully recognized, flickered to life in an almost animated fashion, flaring brightly sometimes, going dark again at others.

The light that epiphany brings doesn’t always remain a permanent feature in our mental landscapes. Sometimes we have to relearn knowledge until it becomes firmly rooted in us. Once this particular knowledge eventually took root, I found myself turning back to Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber, rereading her revisionist fairy tales with a greater pleasure than I did the first time I encountered them a decade earlier. And while revisiting them, I remembered how they’d once sparked a desire in me to write stories in conversation with the stories of others. By the time I turned the last page of the last story, I found myself wanting to further the desire I’d first felt as a twenty-two year old, and soon after I began to write a story that retells part of H.G. Wells’ short novel, The Invisible Man, from the point of view of the young maid in the inn where the Invisible Man takes refuge for several months as he attempts to create a potion that will make him visible again. 

It was my first attempt to consciously rework a story by another author beyond mere reference, and I chose it as my first attempt because I had a somewhat bristly relationship with that novel. As a teenager, I’d read The Invisible Man and loved it, but with one particular reservation: Wells had rendered the rural characters in his book mostly as caricatures and stereotypes, making easy jokes of their habits and manners and ways of speaking. As an adult reader, with a greater critical awareness, all of this bothered me to no end. Probably because I’d grown up in a rural town, I was sensitive to unfair depictions of rural people. Probably because I’d grown up in a working-class family, I was sensitive to unfair depictions of working-class people. In Wells’ story, I was annoyed by how the character Millie, a sixteen-year-old girl living and working at the inn where the Invisible Man takes up residence, was mainly treated as comic relief. Largely by way of her manner of speech, which is rough and uneducated, Wells probably got easy laughs out of his readers whenever Millie entered a scene. So, as I began to consider a revision of this story that might right what I perceived to be an unnecessary wrong in the original, I knew that I wanted to give Millie a voice in which the depth of her humanity and intelligence could be seen and acknowledged by readers.

I began to write by retelling the strange events Millie had witnessed at the inn from her point of view, in a first-person voice I created by way of using actual lines of dialogue Wells wrote for her, and then by devouring a dictionary entirely devoted to the slang of the West Sussex region of England during the time period in which The Invisible Man takes place. 

This was a lot of work, and it was a much different creative process from how I’d written anything before. It forced me to change and grow as a writer in ways that felt fresh and strangely liberating. One time was all it took. Before I’d even finished that retelling, I was addicted. And soon after, I began to write a retelling of Poe’s “William Wilson” using a different point of view, with a different explanation for the untimely (or timely, depending on your perspective) appearances of the doppelganger that haunts the cruel William Wilson in Poe’s original. 

It went on like this over a period of several years: me rethinking stories I loved but with which I’d had issues of various kinds. Political, aesthetic, personal. In the end, I wrote a sheaf of stories of this transformative type. Retellings. Adaptations. Remixes. Altered narrative art. There are a lot of different terms to refer to this kind of approach to storytelling, and each one carries with it a different nuance. I experimented with as many different ways to approach the art of alteration as I could think of in that period of time. And in the process of experimenting, I identified six particular theories (or strategies) for retellings that I pursued most often, in different combinations, as follows: 

 

Retelling as a matter of emphasis: This kind of retelling revises the original narrative to bring greater emphasis to some aspect or theme that was perhaps only hinted at in the original, or that might have even been entirely absent. Some of Angela Carter’s revisionist fairy tales, for example, adhere to the original plots of their prototypes, but those plots are funneled through Carter’s feminist sensibility, which layers new meaning to the plots, in effect interpreting the plots of the originals to emphasize the themes and dynamics of gender, sexuality, and power.

 

Retelling as a matter of perspective:  Perhaps the most popular or familiar sort of retellings are those that exchange the original point of view character for a new perspective. These are the sorts of retellings and adaptations that often make their way into film adaptations. Disney, for instance, took its own film retelling of “Sleeping Beauty” and then altered it a second time in the film Maleficent, from the point of view of the witch who curses Beauty to sleep forever. In the original version, the perspective belongs to Beauty and her royal family, and through that view the witch is seen as a great evil. In Maleficent, however, told from the witch’s perspective, we learn that Beauty’s father was once the witch’s childhood love, and we learn of his betrayal due to his grasping for power within the kingdom. This motivates Maleficent’s desire for vengeance and recasts the story so that she is no longer simply an evil entity, but a vulnerable and sympathetic character. 

 

Retelling as a matter of time and place:  Another favorite of filmmakers who adapt the stories of others to their own ends. Re-decorating might be a more appropriate term for this sort of retelling, since it’s the kind where a writer takes an old tale and dresses it up in new furnishings, usually by way of contextualizing the story within a different time and place from the original. The original plot is often retained, the characters (or at least the character types) are usually retained, but the setting—the time and place—is altered. This can often make an old story feel new, and it can often serve as critical commentary about the new time and place into which the old tale has been transplanted. The 1988 film, Scrooged, for instance, recasts Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol in the world of a late 80s TV executive. The movie, Bridget Jones’s Diary, recontextualizes the plot of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice for a more modern turn-of-the-twentieth-century England, comparing and contrasting how much (or how little) had changed in the romantic and social lives of Londoners of various class backgrounds since Austen’s time.

 

Retelling as a matter of language: Angela Carter is again perhaps the best example for this sort of approach. In The Bloody Chamber, using lush and lyrical language, she exacts a stylistic transformation on fairy tales that, in their older, original forms, were mostly told in a plain prose with few flourishes. Even if Carter hadn’t brought new meaning to the original stories filtered through the emphasis of a modern feminist perspective, the florid language she used for these retellings would have made something old feel very new in the aesthetic experience (and if not new, then at least very different).

 

Remixes:  Of course there are retellings and adaptations that use more than one of these approaches at the same time, and there is also a kind of retelling that I think of more as remixes, which may work with multiple original story sources to create a kind of mosaic or multi-layered retelling. Kelly Link is a writer who occasionally reworks the materials of fairy tales in this way. Her story “Travels With The Snow Queen” is an exemplary model of this sort, where she mainly explores the old Hans Christian Anderson tale, but because of the narrative point of view—a whimsical second person narrator who runs a fairy tale tourism company—references to Cinderella, the Little Mermaid, the Goose Girl, and other fairy tales are made, creating something more than just a plot retelling (though that occurs as well), or a modernized version of the original story. Link does something that feels more like the way music is remixed, where multiple songs are combined, a beat from one, a refrain from another, converging and diverging, blending together, until something entirely different from any of the individual sources emerges.

 

Transformations:  And, of course, there are those stories that owe a great deal to an original narrative without leaving a lot of breadcrumbs along the path they took through the forest as they wandered further from home and entered into foreign territory. These kinds of stories have been transformed in ways that may not allow a reader to immediately recognize where they’ve come from. These stories have lost their accents, bought new clothes, changed their names, invented new identities, like Holly Golightly, ever reinventing herself in Truman Capote’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s. They seem familiar, but there’s something about them you can’t put your finger on. Their core concept may be similar to another story you’ve read, but the author has filed off the serial numbers, changed the names, relocated the setting, displaced the time period, or even reversed the original concept so that the resulting story is a negative image of the original. Someone widely read and in possession of a good memory can sometimes sniff these types of transformed stories out. I’ve included only one of these types in this collection. “The 24 Hour Brother” is my spin on “The Curious Case of Benjamin Button” where you won’t find any of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s original characters living and breathing. Nor will you find the style of his telling, nor the time period in which the original story was set. The one thing several reviewers of this transformed story noticed in its original magazine appearance was how it reminded them of the Benjamin Button story despite no obvious relationship to it. It is both homage to the original as well as a critical reversal of the original story’s concept.
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OTHER APPROACHES AND TECHNIQUES FOR retelling and transforming narratives originated by others exist. These are just some of the routes I took as I altered stories (and a poem, in one case) for my own purposes. 

Purpose. What is the purpose of retelling or altering stories of the past, anyway? Why isn’t all art original? The myth of the artist who originates story from within a vacuum is a powerful illusion rooted in the hyper-individualism of western thought. But the artist who retells, translating from one language to another, one culture to another, or one time period to another, has traditionally served a universal literary purpose, and will continue to do so, as long as a civilization desires to retain a thread of continuity: to weave the past into the present, and the present into the future. To bind together, to restore, to carry forth what might otherwise be lost, to alter something that has lost its function over the grinding span of time in order to make it work again.

Retellings can revive stories that might otherwise have been buried beneath the rubble of the past. These stories are carried beyond the mortal life of their authors into the future, passed on like candles in a dark corridor, their light breaking through the shadows into the present, their meaning sometimes changed as the world changes.

Retellings can reveal the evolution—the progress or decline—of a culture by contrasting the differences between their contemporary renderings with those of their past.

For me, though, the purpose of retelling stories—the purpose of retelling these stories in particular—is to participate actively in the communal storytelling impulse that many years ago pulled me into an activity done mostly in solitude: writing. An activity that somehow, despite its inherent solitude, has brought me further into the congress of the world.
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IT DIDN’T TAKE WITH ME, the world and its rules, the things it expected of me. In the end, that’s the only reason why I find myself still here after all these countless years, and still I refuse to leave the scene. If you drop a beat, I’m on it. If I hear the slightest scratch, I’m ready to spin. If my shoes give out, if I split a sole or break a heel, it doesn’t matter. I kick them off and keep on dancing like the music and my body can’t be put on pause. 

We have a date—the music, the dance floor, and I. We’re going to move all night long if we have anything to say about it.

If I gave a damn about the world, though, and what it wanted from me, I’d be sitting in a high-backed chair right now with my needlepoint in my lap, collecting a fine layer of dust as I concentrated on a difficult stitch. My father liked seeing us girls do things like that. “Nothing more beautiful than to see a young lady with her head bent over a hoop,” he used to say as he passed through our room, where my sisters would be sitting in that exact position. Then he’d notice me heaped in the corner chair, where I’d pulled my legs under me and sat hunched over the yellowed pages of a novel, and he would tsk. Seriously, he would tsk. Once, he told me, “You are quite fortunate to have been born last of all my daughters.”

“Why is that?” I asked, placing my finger upon the sentence I was just then reading before looking up into his disappointed face, eyes blinking beneath their furry salt and pepper mantle. The gold crown on his head was tilted a little to the side, as if a beggar or a drunkard had just accosted him.

“Because the youngest child always gets away with more than his or her older siblings,” was his answer. Then he turned to walk away.

“Is that luck, Father,” I asked, “or is it just the intelligent observation of others going through life experiences before you have, and then analyzing the results of their conclusions, that leads to smarter decision-making?”

“Tsk-tsk,” said my father. Looking over his shoulder, he shook his head as if I were a bitter pill his advisor forced him to swallow each night for the sake of his health.
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THE YOUNGEST CHILD IS ALSO supposedly the one everyone likes (except the older siblings, of course, because they tend to feel jealous of all the attention diverted to the baby). But whether any of that is true or just psychoanalytical bullshit doesn’t really matter. What matters is that, somehow, that psychoanalytical bullshit sometimes maps on to your life in a real way; and at those times, if you’re a person who’s able to be honest with yourself, you have to sit around and think, Well, okay, maybe I should pay attention to what this is telling me?

In my case, yes, almost everyone liked me, except for my sisters, who I always felt either hated or thought little of me, because of both my prolonged innocence and also because of the way I often stupidly pointed out the flaws in their thinking without realizing how embarrassing that might be for them. Really, my pointing out their flaws was a symptom of my innocence—back then I thought it was a good thing to be honest with people, no matter what—but that explanation doesn’t excuse the hurt I must have caused them. In the end, what matters is that I too often told the truth as if it were as ordinary as the air we breathe, and because of that I could sometimes make my sisters feel like the lowest creatures in existence. 

“I told you so.” Those were the words I often found myself using with my sisters in the year after my brother-in-law, the soldier who I’m sure has gone on by now to be king in place of my father, discovered our secret. “I told you so, I told you so,” I would tell my sisters in the eleven months that passed during the year after that man brought a halt to our dancing. 

I said this so often because I so often realized things that my sisters never noticed, and they always made me feel like a stupid little girl when I said things like, “Shouldn’t we wait to leave until we hear the guard snoring?” or “Shouldn’t we maybe tie him to his chair anyway, just in case he’s fooling? That way, he can’t follow us down into the clubs.”

They laughed at me, my sisters. They said, “Oh child, you are always so afraid.” But I wasn’t afraid. I was never afraid. I was just observant and cautious. I knew that soldier had something on us, I just didn’t know what. 

Turns out, he had a cloak that could make him invisible, and he had some wisdom from an old crone he’d met in the woods on his way to our castle to solve the secret of our nightly disappearances for our father. The wisdom the old crone gave him was this: Don’t drink the cup of wine they’ll give you at the end of the night, but make them think that you did.

It was good advice, really. Old crones know a lot. They’ve seen shit go down that most young people only hear about in songs and movies. The wine that we gave to our nightly guards, to our would-be-saviors and suitors, was always drugged. It put them dead asleep within minutes of sipping it twice, and while they were nodding off in the corner, their minds growing black as a bog, my sisters and I—well, the twelve of us would go out dancing.
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IT STARTED WHEN I WAS sixteen, us all going out in the middle of the night like that, coming home in the wee hours of the morning with our shoes completely in tatters. It started after my oldest sister found the secret passage beneath her bed, while she was looking for an earring she’d dropped as she undressed from a particularly dreadful ball that evening. My father was trying to marry her off that year, as at twenty-eight Sister One was far beyond the age by which most princesses would have already got hitched. Sister One didn’t really want to get married, though. She had nightmares about diamond rings and multi-tiered white cakes, and some mornings she’d wake up screaming. But she endured my father’s matchmaking because she had to. She was a dutiful princess, Sister One, even if she hated her duties.

So we were all back in our room, exhausted after a night of “Pleased to make your acquaintance, I’m sure,” and glad-handing every major royal who-de-who and every minor foreign ambassador my father introduced us to, when my oldest sister dropped her left earring and knelt down to look beneath her bed for it, only to alarm the rest of us when she said, “What’s this?” as if she’d found something either terrible or else terribly exciting. All of us stopped fiddling with our laces to look over our shoulders at her where she was crouched on the floor, her head stuffed under the bed. “What’s this then?” Sister One said again, and she scurried under the bed like a common rodent.

She came out a few seconds later, gasping for air like she’d just come up from swimming underwater, and begged us to help her push the bed aside. None of us knew what was going on, but we were sisters—we did things for each other when one of us asked a favor—so we lined up on one side of the bed, all twelve of us, and gave it a good shove. 

All of us gasped, too, when we stepped back and saw the glowing silver outline of a door etched into the flagstones before us. “Look here,” Sister One said, and she put her hand upon the center of the outlined door. The floor began to shift, stone grinding on stone, and seemed to lower a little. Sister One looked up with a wicked grin cutting across her face; then she looked down and put her hand on the center of the stone door again, making it grind ever so dully as it moved lower and lower, until we could see nothing but a few of the top steps of a staircase leading down into thick darkness. 

“What is it?” one of my other sisters asked.

And Sister One said, “A secret passage, clearly!”

Just then, a soft sound flowed out of the passageway, like dandelion seeds blown upon a current.

“What’s that?” one of my other sisters asked.

And Sister One said, “That? That, my sisters, is music.”
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I COULD TELL YOU ABOUT what happened next: the stairwell that led us down to a forest of silver, and a forest of diamonds, and a forest of gold. I could tell you about the strange things we saw there, and how we stumbled in a wondrous unison, somehow balletic, all the way through those well-groomed woods until we reached a shore where twelve boats knocked against a dock that stretched out into the water. But all of that is just precursor to what drew us further into that underground world where, in the distance, a castle stood upon an island, illuminated as if by a self-producing glow. Music poured from its high-arched windows like it was the very water that flowed up to the shore to crash upon the sand before us.

It was only then, when the water-music crashed to foam in front of us, that we noticed the young men—our underground princes—waiting in the boats to ferry us across. They were all decked out in tight pants of dark crimson leather and white shirts that opened all the way down to their navels, with gray cloaks thrown over their shoulders like smoke. Their hair, ashen-colored from this distance, curled around their ears. I couldn’t help myself. The first thing I did when I saw them was to trace the bare skin at their necks down to their waistlines with my eyes and to swallow hard. The music swarmed around their bodies like sparks, bursting, snapping, and my feet began to twitch involuntarily, my hips to sway like the boats on the water.

Each of us climbed aboard one of the twelve boats and sat at the opposite end from our underground princes, our hands folded in our laps like we were going to still make an attempt at a sense of decorum; and though it probably only took a few minutes to cross that narrow strip of water to the island, I thought I might rend my dress from my body in anticipation of our arrival. I was like a vampire, those creatures of myth I’d read about in the novels I’d read in my father’s library. I smelled blood on the air. It was really only the musical notes coming from inside the castle that made me so unnaturally thirsty, but I wanted to lap those notes up like a vampire laps up blood all the same.

Our spooky princes took our hands and walked us away from our boats up the wide stone steps to the front gate of the castle, where the music grew louder and our steps grew lighter, it seemed, the further in we went, as if we had begun to walk on air. We passed through sconce-lit passageways, their fires flickering gold-leaf upon our faces, until suddenly one of the princes stopped at a door that thrummed so hard, it seemed ready to fly off its hinges; and when he opened it, out burst an ear-shattering sound like I had never heard before. 

Light—pieces of light—broke into my eyes. On my skin, too, a moment later, light scurried over my flesh as I held my hands out in front of me. When I looked up again, I saw a room full of people, moving to the beat of the music. People of so many different colors wearing so many different strange styles of clothing: silver skirts that hugged their bottoms, earrings that brushed against their collar bones, black lace bras (!), sequined shirts (on men!). They were all dancing, and their movement was as strange as their fashion. They were all either too far apart, throwing their arms into the air or kicking their heels back, or else they were far too close, where no space could be seen between their bodies. Some even pushed their backsides against the waists of their dance partners and, seeing this in particular, I couldn’t help but raise my light-speckled hand to my mouth, which hung open like an untended gate.

I laugh at this memory now. I laugh at how innocent I truly was. How little I knew of what the world had to offer beyond the confines of my father’s kingdom within its place in time and space. What a gas! What a lark! What a blast! What an epic evening! Even that—all of those bits of language—would have been limited to “Quite enjoyable indeed!” prior to my underground dancehall experiences.

Our spooky princes took our hands and drew us out into the crowded dance floor, where all of us began to move in unfamiliar ways. Our hips out, our hands in the air, our hands gripping those warm bare waistlines of our princes even. The song the DJ was playing kept repeating the phrase, Get down like you’re underground, and I backed up against my prince, like I’d seen a woman with pink frizzy hair and a face made up like a geisha do with another woman, who was dressed in a dark pinstriped suit and a bowler hat. My prince put his hands on my waist as I ground against him, slid his fingers down my thighs, and for the rest of the night we did not speak a word. We just danced. As one song slid into another, we just sighed.

At the end of that night, my sisters and I knew we’d return. Despite being covered in a slick of our own sweat, despite our dresses and shoes being hopelessly ruined, we knew we’d go back as soon as we could. So after our underground princes led us back to our boats and poled us across the river to the forests of diamonds and of gold and of silver, Sister One stopped at the bottom of the stone steps that
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Once upon a time there was a king

- who had twelve daughters, each

one more beautiful than the others. They
slept together in one room, where their beds |
stood next to each other. At night when
“ they were lying there, the king closed their
door and barred it. However, when he opened
it the next morning he saw that their shoes had been
danced to pieces. No one could determine how it had
happened. Then the king proclaimed that whoever
could discover where they went dancing each night
could choose one of them for his wife and become king
after his death. However, anyone who attempted
this, but failed to make the discovery after three
days and nights, would forfeit his life.
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“Everything you love will probably be lost,

but in the end, love will return in another way.”

FRANZ KAFKA
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