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​
Gretel

We read fables in school to teach us a
lesson. And we read fairy tales at bedtime to put us asleep. And
indeed they do: especially those of us, a full half of the human
species, who are lulled lower and lower into a semi-conscious state
by their lessons.

Remember “Hansel and Gretel”? The one about
a little boy and a little girl. Who was me. Not particularly proud
of it, but there you go. I didn’t write the story. I didn’t intend
those lessons.

That, first, women are deceitful. There are
two women in the story, the stepmother and the witch. And both of
them lie to us. When Hansel and I are taken into the forest to be
left there to die, my stepmother says “We’ll come back for you.”
And later, when we meet the witch, she assures us she will “do us
no harm”. But of course they didn’t and she did. Both women used
deceit to achieve their goals.

That, second, women aren’t very intelligent.
It was my stepmother’s idea that a good solution to the food
shortage was to leave us in the forest. Why not kill and eat the
pigeon or the cat first? Why not hunt for squirrels and rabbits?
The witch, as well, wasn’t too brilliant when she climbed into the
oven to give a little demonstration.

That, third, little boys are competent and
resourceful (and therefore can, and do, take care of little girls,
like me). The first time we were taken into the forest, it was
Hansel who thought to unravel a spool of thread behind us so we
could find our way back. The second time, again he planned for our
survival, leaving a trail of crumbs to mark our path. Clever though
this was, he didn’t think about the birds, who ate the crumbs. I
was quite resigned to our fate; it was Hansel who refused to give
up so easily. Well, as you know, we found our way to a house, but
it belonged to the witch and she locked Hansel in a cage. Still
using his head, he held out a bone instead of his finger each time
she checked to see if he was fat enough to eat.

However, if you’ve read the story, you’ll
know that, notwithstanding this glowing portrait of my brother,
I’m the real hero: it was my cleverness that saved
us. You’ll remember that the witch told me to creep into the oven
to see if it was hot enough to bake the bread. I knew, of course,
that she was going to slam the door shut and bake me instead. So, I
said, ever so sweetly, “I do not know how I am to do it, how do I
get in?” You know the rest, I’m sure: she showed me, I shut the
door on her, and then I rescued Hansel and together we escaped.

What bothers me is that I had to be clever
in that way. To this day, I resent having had to resort to
that ‘dumb blond’ ploy. To begin with, because it’s just that—a
ploy, a disguise, a deceit; and it teaches us that pretence is our
best method of operation. So we pretend to be something we’re not
to get what we want, be it life, love, whatever. But more than
that, I resent the ploy because it teaches us that for a woman,
ignorance is valuable: it is her defence, her weapon, her
salvation.

Why is that so dangerous a lesson, since my
ignorance really is just a ploy, and not genuine? Because habits of
behaviour become habits of thought which become habits of belief.
If I spend most of my life acting like I’m stupid, people will
think that I am. And then it’s just a short step to actually
becoming what people already believe I am.

​ But if we wake up, we all will live ever
after.
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​
Cinderella

Poor little Cinderella! Who more deserving
of finding her prince and turning into a princess! Yeah, right.

First off, Cinderella did not have to
do all the hardest work in the house. Our stepfather was a man of
rank, remember, and my mother no peasant; we had fine rooms and
beautiful clothes, and status enough to be invited to the King’s
ball. So we certainly had maids and servants to scrub the floors
and wash the dishes. Cinderella offered to help with the
work. Probably because she had nothing else to do; she didn’t seem
interested in much besides pleasing people. Drove me crazy.

And she did not have to sleep “in a
straw bed in a poor room at the top of the house”. Think her father
would put up with that? Certainly not. She had a perfectly good
bedroom just like the rest of us.

The story goes that my sister and I were
proud. True enough. What’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with being
proud of what you can do, of what you’ve worked hard to learn well?
All those gorgeous clothes people kept talking about were of my
sister’s making—she was into fashion design. And as for me, well,
it was known I could ride a horse to win most competitions in the
land. So sure we were proud. But vain? Yes, we spent a lot of time
in front of that full-length mirror: my sister had to see the
effect of her creations (and so I suppose she’s as vain as one gets
in that line of work), and as a favour, especially on days too wet
or too cold for the horses to be out, I often modeled her
half-finished pieces for her. But that’s it. I wasn’t even
good-looking, by contemporary standards, no peaches and cream in my
complexion!

And it’s true, Cinderella wasn’t invited to
the ball. But only because the King thought she was too young. And
we certainly didn’t snub her like you think. We called her into our
rooms and asked her for advice on our clothes, to make her feel
part of the excitement. She liked that, you know how younger
sisters are, she wanted to iron this and mend that—we even let her
do our hair.

But we never called her Cinder-wench,
or actually, even, Cinderella. Her nickname was Kinderella (little
child), and somehow the ‘K’ must have gotten changed to a ‘C’.

As for what happened at the ball, that’s
true too. She was very beautiful, our new little stepsister, we
never denied that. And when beauty and wealth come together, most
people fall over themselves like asses. Those at the ball were no
different: to them, appearance is everything. My sister was stunned
by Cinderella’s gown, and she gawked, it’s true. But out of
professional interest, not jealousy as most people think. I wasn’t
jealous either—I just wanted to ride one of those impressive silver
stallions she came with.

And as for that bit about the yellow dress,
the story goes that Cinderella asked my sister if she could borrow
it to wear at the next ball, and my sister said no way. Well, I
don’t know, that might’ve happened, I wasn’t there. That yellow
dress is one of her favourites, one of the first dresses she made.
But I think that if my sister had said no, she would’ve
offered another instead. Then again, Cinderella’s tone can be so
sweet and self-effacing sometimes, I can imagine my sister saying
no out of sheer irritation and leaving it at that.

The rest of the story is pretty much
accurate. All three of us went to the second ball, Cinderella
forgot about her curfew, lost her slipper on the way out, and—there
is one thing I want to set straight: I did not try on the
glass slipper. Quite apart from the fact that I didn’t want to
marry that prince (or any prince, or anyone at all, actually)—a
glass slipper? You’ve got to be kidding, that’d be worse than
wearing high heels! Not only would it make walking difficult, but
with the obvious risk of broken glass, cutting, embedding, it would
discourage movement altogether. No thank you!

(But as I said to Cinderella, if the shoe
fits, wear it.)

​ (And we all will live happily
ever after.)

Appendix entry for
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​ The youngest
princess

(c/o The Enchanted Pig)

​ My story’s pretty much the way
it’s been told. Except—remember how every night the pig turned into
a man? Well they got that backwards.

Appendix entry for
“The youngest princess”
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​ Little Red Riding
Hood

Once upon a time, I went to visit my
grandmother. She’d been mugged recently on her way to sell herbs at
her streetcorner stall—some guy wrenched the knapsack right off her
back. She wasn’t hurt—not physically; she was just a bit
disconcerted and low on confidence—at fifty-eight she didn’t see
herself at all as a little old lady (probably wouldn’t at
sixty-eight or seventy-eight either), so the attack kind of threw
her. I tried to convince her that the same thing could have
happened as easily to a man of fifty-eight, but neither of us was
fooled for a minute—because it just wouldn’t have.

Anyway, there I was, around suppertime,
making my way through the park, to the other side where she lived.
I always came this way, instead of staying on the streets; it was a
short cut, and I like the relative quiet and dark.

Sure enough, suddenly this guy is walking
along beside me.

“Hi,” he says, in a friendly voice, relaxed,
hands in his pocket.

“Hi.” It is so sad that I have to suspect
every guy who approaches me.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to
talk to strangers?” He grins.

“Yeah,” I answer. “And I’ve always wondered
how many neat people she therefore missed meeting.”

He doesn’t say anything.

“Besides, not talking to strangers doesn’t
seem to stop them from attacking you.” There, I’ve put it out in
the open.

He looks at me then, as we keep walking.
“Yeah, aren’t you afraid to be walking alone at night through
here?”

“Afraid of what?”

“Well, of some guy attacking you!” His hands
lift out to vaguely gesture.

“What are you suggesting, that I always walk
with a buddy, come out only when it’s light, and stay out of parks
for the rest of my life?”

“Well, walking with a buddy isn’t a bad
idea.” He pauses and slows to turn toward me. “If you want, I could
walk with you—”

“You’re offering to escort me?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he smiles, putting his hands back
into his pockets.

“But you just finished telling me I should
be afraid of men, so why should I—”

“Well—” he laughs nervously, and turns to
resume our pace.

“Seems to me,” I continue, looking ahead,
“if men are dangerous, then they should be
restricted. Maybe you shouldn’t be allowed in the park, at
night, unguarded.” I look at him.

He casts his eyes down, at the ground ahead
of our steps. He is uncomfortable now. I turn away again and
continue.

“Look, if there’s a good reason to be
afraid, then yes I’ll be afraid. And I’ll deal with the fear, not
run away from it.” I stop and confront him then. “Should I be
afraid now? Here? Of you?”

He looks at me then looks away. “No,” he
says and just stands there, as I keep walking, alone, in the quiet,
in the dark.

Bitch. First she thinks I’m going to attack
her, then slaps me in the face when I make a perfectly decent offer
to walk with her. Who the hell does she think she is, pretending
not to be afraid? Doesn’t even know what’s good for her. Serves her
right—I warned her. She’s out here alone at night, she’s asking for
it. And she knows it too, she could’ve stayed on the street where
it’s safe.

About a hundred yards from the end, there’s
a drinking fountain. He’s waiting there for me—as I expected.

“Listen, I’m sorry,” he falls into step
beside me. “Back there, I didn’t mean to be rude—”

“You weren’t. It’s okay.” Shit.

“That’s a nice red sweater,” he tries again
to apologize. I look at
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