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MORNING CRESTED THE hills with a radiance akin to the freshly knighted young man pictured in one of Rapunzel’s more well-thumbed illustrated stories. Fresh dawn light poured through the window with the vibrancy of new beginnings and new opportunities, illuminating dust motes within sunbeams that streamed across the room and highlighted square light-filled patches on the wooden floor. 

The loveliness of the sunshine spilling through the thatched windows felt so poignant that it resonated in Rapunzel’s bones. She could feel the light almost as if it had a voice that sang her into a new, joyful delight at the brand-new day. 

Standing next to the window to look out at the deep greens and browns of the forest beyond her tower’s clearing, Rapunzel heard chirping birdsong in the distance that made her suspect a nest full of newly hatched eggs was located somewhere just inside the rim of the woods. Her feet felt cold against the clean, cold floor, and she wrapped her arms around herself in her nightdress to suppress a most delicious morning shiver. 

Time to find some stockings. 

She could hear a clatter in Mother’s room and a muttered tumble of abrupt words that let her know Mother had probably dropped something. 

Well, at least Rapunzel was having a good start to her day. 

Today felt like the beginning of big things. 

Though in a small, private corner of Rapunzel’s mind, she quietly mused that every day dawned with a sense of offering great new things, and invariably ended with her scrubbing a stack of dishes until her fingers were pruney like raisins and the pots shone. 

She raised an eyebrow at this cynical thought and tucked it aside. 

A new day meant new light, at least. New things might happen that had never happened before, or at least never in this exact way. 

Perhaps this way of thinking is why Mother always complimented Rapunzel on being an optimist. 

Mother herself seemed more dour and jaded—taking a “wait and see” attitude toward life and seeming unsurprised when life brought her small displeasures. 

But Mother seemed to like optimism in Rapunzel, even if it seemed she implied this attitude was hopelessly childlike and naïve. 

Rapunzel thought wistfully she wished there were a way in to bottle the optimism that seemed to come to her naturally every morning and share some with Mother, who seemed always to find the shadows cast by the light—while complaining that the light was too cumbersome. 

She smiled. Perhaps she could cheer Mother up today. 

Rapunzel had a big belief in being the change you want to see in the world. Every day she got up and she shined as brightly as she could, radiating warmth and joy. On some days it truly did seem to make a difference—Mother might warm into a smile, at least, and sometimes even a laugh. On other days, Rapunzel’s joy didn’t seem to be able to penetrate the shadowy concerns which so often gripped Mother like a wreath of spider webs. 

Mother emerged from her bedroom, gray hair tied down under a kerchief, wearing her traveling cloak. 

Rapunzel opened her mouth in surprise, but before she could say anything Mother held up a hand curtly. 

“I am going out,” she said, her eyes sharp and defiant, welcoming no comment. “There is a matter I must attend to. I’ll be back for supper.” 

Mother moved briskly to the kitchen, where she pulled a few fist-sized rolls into her pack, and took a wedge of cheese from the wheel, wrapped it in cloth, and stuck that into her pack as well. 

“Today isn’t a market day,” Rapunzel observed softly, and shrank back from a glower from Mother. 

“Sometimes I have business to attend to that is not at the market,” Mother said drily. “Be a good girl today and keep working at your penmanship.” 

Rapunzel nodded obediently, secretly burning with curiosity, and Mother patted her on the head, stretching up onto her tiptoes to do so, as Rapunzel was taller than she was now. 

Mother smelled of the same stale oil she wore every time she went to town. She had purchased a bottle from Berta the peddler some years back. Berta was one of the few people who ever came to the tower, and Rapunzel wondered sometimes how many people might live in the town which Mother sometimes visited. She imagined there must be at least ten or twenty people there. But there might be more. In one of Rapunzel’s books—the one with the knighting ceremony, Rapunzel had counted a whole twenty-five people in the scene where the king taps a sword on the shoulders of the young man. 

That just went to prove that somewhere in the world, there were places inhabited by more than just a couple people. 

Rapunzel couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be around so many people at once. She guessed you couldn’t talk with everyone at once—otherwise the conversation could get very complicated, she suspected. Maybe in that circumstance, people would also have the luxury of being able to choose whom they wanted to spend time with, and when. So that if one person was on the outs with another person, for instance, there could be a third or even a fourth person to go talk with instead. 

And with a building that had as many rooms as it looked like the castle had, there would be space to spread out, rooms to go to where one could perhaps be all alone, and not have to talk with anyone until one wanted to. 

Now that would be a luxury. 

Rapunzel had tried a few times to ask Mother for more details about the town to which Mother went when she had business. 

Mother had only muttered darkly that it was a sacrifice for her to go, Rapunzel was much safer here, and there were folk in the town who were disreputable and thieving, which was why she always wore some of the protection oil which Berta had sold her. 

Rapunzel privately thought that the oil had turned some time ago, and she wondered if Mother kept using it merely because of a stiff insistence to let nothing go to waste. 

Perhaps at this point the smell of it was what helped keep the disreputable men away. 

Rapunzel held her breath as she kissed Mother’s lined forehead. 

Mother favored her with a smile and a moment of happy eye contact before she had Rapunzel open the window and brace her long hair on a hook, letting it down like a ladder for Mother to climb down. 

After Mother had gone, Rapunzel carefully pulled her hair back up—thinking wistfully that serving as a living ladder wasn’t something either she nor her hair particularly enjoyed. It was annoyingly inconvenient that whoever had built this tower had neglected to make the door at the top of the stairs functional. 

As she watched through the window, Rapunzel saw Mother turn back at the edge of the woods to take a quick look at the tower and make sure everything looked safe before she squared up her shoulders and plunged into the woods with determination, heading for the mystical town which Rapunzel had heard of but never seen, on business Rapunzel couldn’t comprehend. 

Alone now, Rapunzel’s shoulders relaxed, and she breathed a shuddering sigh of relief. She went to the kitchen for a fresh cup of cold water and made herself a simple breakfast of boiled oats with a little salt. As it cooked, she swept the kitchen floor, finding the soft long whisking sounds of the broom deeply soothing in settling her own mind after Mother’s surprise departure. 

What could Mother have decided that she needed to go to town for? 

Despite Mother’s assurance that it wasn’t a market day, Rapunzel glanced through the kitchen carefully, checking to see if they’d run low on any staples without her noticing. 

No. Everything necessary was well-stocked and accounted for. 

Rapunzel tilted her head to the side. 

While Mother had seemed quite focused and determined, with a definite goal in going to town, sometimes Rapunzel worried a little bit about her. 

While acknowledging a deep feeling of gratitude for all the hard work that Mother did to stay alert and keep the two of them safe by thinking ahead and preventing many potential bad things from happening, Rapunzel still quietly felt, sometimes, that perhaps the lengths that Mother went to so, keep them safe may have been a little excessive. 

Perhaps they hadn’t truly needed to boil the fresh blueberries last week for a full six minutes just to be certain that they were absolutely clean. 

Perhaps the floor could get by with being mopped only twice a week instead of three times—after all, it was just the two of them living here, and they were both fairly tidy. 

And perhaps it was not unreasonable that Rapunzel sometimes yearned to have more connections to other people, other than through books. 

But despite her longing for fresh fruit, less cleaning time, and more friendly faces, Rapunzel couldn’t deny that she and Mother had a good life together. They looked out for each other, and they loved each other very much. 

With breakfast now ready, Rapunzel settled in to enjoy it before she’d dive in to the work of the day. Reflexively, she blew on a spoonful of the oats, enjoying the warmth of her breakfast and the contrasting coolness of a sip of water. 

The oats were good quality, and the table she ate at had been recently polished to a high sheen by Mother—yet another physical manifestation of the love Mother had for her. 

She really was lucky. Compared to some of the girls she’d read about in her books, she was positively doted upon. There seemed to be very few daughters who were cared for as well as Mother cared for her. 

And so Rapunzel felt she had to, out of loyalty, tiptoe around the dark furniture of fears that lived within Mother’s mind. 

She would continue to eat her fruit soft and hot out of a bowl with a spoon (even if she did—daringly—sneak a berry now and then fresh when Mother wasn’t looking). 

And she would continue to mop strategically—getting the floor quickly wet where there was nothing to remove, and making a show of putting elbow grease into scouring spots where there were small sticky patches or specks. 

She snorted. Maybe Mother had gone to town because she suddenly felt that their current soap was inadequate, and had gone off to search for more. 

After breakfast, it was time to get set up for the work of the morning. 

Rapunzel was going to be practicing her calligraphy today, she had dressed in a pale blue dress that made her feel like a princess from one of her storybooks—with its soft skirt and long sleeves. She cheerfully tied on an apron and pulled parchment and ink out from one of the little cubbies under her bed. The cubbies were a particular pride of both Rapunzel and Mother—each one was made handsomely with a little wooden door that had a cold wrought-iron pull. Rapunzel and Mother had done the work of fixing these doors into place with the little hinges themselves. 

She had everything set up ready to go on the table. Now all that she needed was the book which Mother had her copying passages from. 

That was located on a long, low shelf in Mother’s room, and Rapunzel walked quietly to her Mother’s bedroom door to retrieve it. 

Even knowing that Mother wasn’t here just now, there was an air of solemnity around the door, and it put Rapunzel into an attitude of caution. 

She carefully opened the latch and pulled the heavy door open. 

Everything inside the room was immaculate—the bed made with exacting precision, the shelving completely clear of dust, the braided rug resting flat and pristine next to the rocking-chair where Mother had rocked her when she was small. 

The room smelled of the stale oil which Mother had put on that morning, and it felt a little bit dark—lit by only one small window high on the wall. 

Rapunzel felt a brief moment of grateful recognition that Mother had insisted on keeping the smaller, darker private quarters for herself, and letting Rapunzel keep the bed on the ledge in the common space—where Rapunzel could wake up to glorious sunshine in the mornings. 

Though Rapunzel had offered to trade more than once, thinking the swap would help Mother’s sense of wellbeing, Mother had always insisted on staying in the small space, saying Rapunzel deserved the wide-open space for her young soul. 

She picked up the book that she was to copy from—it felt rough and heavy in her hands. 

But as she held it now, she realized that Mother’s writing desk had been closed—the little fold-out ledge where Mother tracked her correspondence had been raised up on its little hinges. 

She blinked. 

This had never happened before. 

Her heart thudding, and feeling acutely ashamed, as if she were a naughty little girl, she silently crossed
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What Rapunzelwther hides seems to hurt her.
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