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BUT CAN YOU LET HIM GO?

by Cindy Lynn Speer

~~~

This is me. The caution in your tale, the one with the thousand guises. Right now my disguise is nothingness, as I follow a farmer, leading his donkey down the dusty path into town. The donkey is well fed and the distance left to travel is long, yet the man has made no move to ride it, or the cart it is pulling. 

Kindness, then. It is confirmed when he reaches up and scratches the donkey between its long, dark grey ears, and says, “Not far, now. We will rest in a few minutes.” He is not thin, but one of those stocky, stable men, and soaked with sweat from the afternoon heat, so I am not sure if he is comforting himself or the animal. He has an air of being decently well off. Not rich, but his belongings are in good condition and unpatched.

So, what is your vice? That is what I ask, always, as I study the people I meet. Are you vain? Are you greedy? Do you let your resentments fester? Do you lust after what is not yours? His was not readily apparent, which made things more complex. After all, if he abused his animal, I could simply switch his and the donkey’s souls and call it a day. Or just trade their heads. I’d done it before, though, and was bored with the idea.

He led us off the road, and soon we were under shade, near water. I watched him avidly, but he watered his animal first, then let him crop the grass. The land was not well grazed, which made me wonder if many people knew about this spot. 

I waited for him to settle down, slipping a short distance away. I changed my hair color to a bright gold, but I let it be matted. My face was pretty, delicate, but my body was thin, my clothes old and worn. There was just enough dirt to make me look poor, impoverished, but not disgusting. Pathetic was what I was looking for.

I ran through the trees, and then tripped and fell into the clearing only a few feet away from my quarry.

I made a little, terrified squeak of horror. 

He’d jumped up and drawn a knife when I fell into the clearing, but now he looked at me, trying not to laugh. “Tis all right,” he said. “I won’t hurt you.”

I gave him a doubtful look, but then I turned my attention to the feast he had set out on a cloth, as if unable to maintain my suspicion in the face of food. Fresh brown bread, a half a wheel of creamy white cheese, preserved sausage. “Please.” I said, and then I swallowed. “Please, sir...can I have...I am so hungry, sir.” I looked up at him with huge brown eyes, silently begging. He looked back at me. I saw his tongue touch the corner of his mouth, and I thought, Aha. How easy and predictable men are. I was tempted to heave my chest a little, but I didn’t want to encourage him further. Men were perfectly capable of falling all on their own. And his eyes did fall, to the torn blouse, that revealed just on the edge of too much, then back up to my face. He winced. 

“I certainly have enough to spare,” he said, and turned, kneeling. He cut a generous piece of the bread. I did not need to look into the future to know already what it would be. He would give me food, ask me questions, I would tell him the same story I told everyone, and he would ponder what, if anything, he should do for me. The danger, such as it was, had passed.

When he turned, smiling, his hand filled with bread, I was gone.

“Girl?” he called. “Girl? I promised. I won’t hurt you...” He looked around for me, but I was gone.

I remained on that part of the road for several days, half waiting for him to come back through. The blue birds were leading me to the next destination on the path of my life, but I was dawdling on purpose. Many years ago I’d been in a battle, one so furious that I’d had to retire to the trees and sleep. The last full moon had seen me rise again at last, but I still felt odd. The magic that makes up who I am seemed to be leaking out of some small hole in me, like fine sand through cloth. Perhaps, I am fading at last, but I can’t just yet. Not until I have done that one thing that I must.

The farmer was in a better mood when I next saw him, and I knew his business had gone well. Who should I be, this time? A crone, of course...is there anything else? I made myself ugly, misshapen, one eye milky, the other seeming to wander of its own accord. Soon I was making my way up the road toward him, leaning heavily on my stick. He passed me without looking at me, and I knew I was disturbing, but a truly good soul would not care. “Sir,” I called in my twisted voice, “Sir, I am so hungry, do you have bread to spare for an old woman?”

He sidled closer to the donkey. “I am sorry...I have nothing.”

“But you are just back from town. Did you not do well in the market? Did you not pack something for your journey home? I do not ask for much, just a crust...”

“I told you, I have nothing!” He quickened his pace.

“But you had plenty when you thought I was young and beautiful.” My voice changed before my body, so he turned and looked. Confusion becoming revulsion, as I changed before his eyes, warped into a delicate, golden-haired urchin. “You even thought about bedding me, did you not, for the price of my supper?”

He stepped back again, hand on the cart wheel. He was still afraid, and he was wise to be so. “Yes. For one moment I did, but I wasn’t going to. And I mean it. I have nothing...”

“Don’t lie to me.” I sniffed the air, tilted my head. “You have two...no, three wheels of cheese in the back, a basket of preserved honeyed apples, three barrels of decent ale...on your person, there is ham and bread...” I met his eyes. “Winter provisions? Something to give you warmth and joy during the bleak, hard winter? But there are real people with nothing in this world. What about the old ladies and homeless maids? What about the men who can no longer work or the abandoned mother? What joy or warmth do they get?”

He looked ashamed, I’ll give him that. 

“I’m not expecting you to lead a crusade, Farmer, for we all hurt the world though our own selfish natures. I just expect you to do good when the opportunity is presented. Now, what shall I do to you?” I squinted at him, pointing a finger, rotating it, considering his fate. “How shall I make an example of you ?”

He did not plead. Usually they do. They beg, they make promises of varying grandeur.

He did not.

He did not try to reason, as often happens. Nor explain why he had done what he had done, or to prove that really, it was a mistake, and in general he was a pretty decent man.

He did not.

He did not try to bribe me. Some do. They try to show me that they are my friend, and that they are willing to give or do something to help me, just make it all go away.

He did not.

What he did was meet my eyes, levelly, with some little bit of resignation, another twist in the road of life, to be accepted and lived through.

We stared at each other a long time. I kept trying to think what to do, but nothing came to me. Nothing I could bear doing to him. “Are you sorry?”

He blinked, and then said, after a moment, “I am, yes. Not because you’ve told me to be so, but because I think that you have a point.” There was a bit of pride in those words, but I let them pass.

I folded my hands, slowly, over my waist. I let go of the spell, and he saw me as I am. As tall as he, slender, darkened from long days in the sun, hair a sun-streaked brown with a little green. “I think I’m changing.” I said, and I was frightened.

“I suppose we all must.” He said his words carefully, as if talking to a wild horse. “Where are you going? Do you wish a ride?” 

I shook my head furiously. I’d lost the heart for it all. I should do something. People didn’t leave my presence unscathed. 

“Be good.” I said, fiercely. “Be good.” And between one blink and the next, I was gone.

***

I tried to forget him as I followed the path through the forest. My blue-feathered companions fluttered impatiently ahead of me, leading me to the bank of a wide river. They did not cross yet, nor did they lead me to a suitable crossing, so I conjured a small boat. A bird settled on the bow, a tiny blue speck of body and long, curled feathers of red. 

He and I floated down the winding river, the forest fading into a new kingdom. High on a hill, a castle overlooked the river and city. The city gave way to villages, villages spread out into what looked like rich farm land. It was cupped in a valley formed by mountains. I thought it beautiful but familiar, though after all this time, my destinations always looked familiar. 

It called something inside of me, as I stepped out of the boat and up onto the bank. The bird flew three circles around me, and then took off, showing me that I truly was at my destination. The boat disappeared with a word, and I stretched. Truthfully, I had been wandering for so long I scarcely remembered what the place I had started from was like, but as I picked my way down to the main road, I realized it did not much matter. I had my job ahead of me, the familiar, endless task. There were two people to find, to be brought together. 

To find her is not hard. You listen for the tales of a girl who is kind. She rarely, if ever, has a mother. Usually the father, if he is still alive, has remarried.

To find the man is even easier. Find the handsomest one. The wealthiest, the highest of the nobility, and you’ve probably located him. It has even been so, and will be, time and again, until the end of the sun.

Forgive me if I sound bored. I have lived this story so many times, the search, the hope, the sorrow. I know the ending already. It is etched in my bones, and I am not certain how to stop it.

Although the players in this tale are easy to recognize, sometimes it is almost as if they are purposely hiding from me. Stone is no friend of mine, so I cannot feel for her through the cobbles that make up the path toward the town center. My steps were taking me to where the village lapped up against the city, where tall walls surrounded homes. I was tired, but I wanted to find her ere I took my rest. 

Listen, I told myself, breathe and listen.

“Your voice, to
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