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        My Dearest Snow,

        I was trying to protect you and it all went wrong.

        

        “Once upon a time there was an Evil Queen”, that’s what they’ll say about me, unless my story survives.

      

      

      

      I have little hope of it, but my execution is at dawn, so I will use this little hope to scribble words to warn others. They say a woman’s beauty fades with age, but it’s not true. Her Foolishness fades, her innocence, her vulnerability, her romantic notions, all fade into the pain of experience. Those are the traits that make her fair game to the men who would use her for their own ends. Not all men, of course, there are still shining figures of courage & courtesy, gentleness & generosity among them who keep the spark of hope alive.

      

      But men are like mushrooms, the poisonous ones can look just like the ones that are health & medicine to an untrained eye. Many women reach the end of that training with a book full of horror stories, a body & soul full of scars.

      Some don’t make it at all.

      

      I was the fairest game of all when I arrived here, fresh fifteen, beautiful, brilliantly talented in dance, embroidery, all the other studies appropriate for a young woman from a wealthy & powerful family, sheltered & protected.

      I was imagining all my dreams come true, marrying the handsome king, in his beautiful castle, my parents were so proud.

      What a foolish girl I was then. How I hate my own mother now for abandoning me to this fate.

      

      But I still see that girl in Snow White, and I was determined she would not suffer as I did.

      Now I weep for the fate that awaits her,

      the way that I failed.

      
        
          [image: A hand drawn sketch of the Castle Ramparts.]
        

      

      They say I bewitched him. I don’t know how.

      I just remember being so happy the night he visited our home. We danced and laughed, I told him about my lessons and my horses. I was so impressed at how powerful he seemed, as if he knew everything and commanded the entire world. I was like a love sick puppy for him, daydreaming about our perfect life together.

      The wedding happened quickly. My parents saw an opportunity for advancement. I was doe-eyed and lovestruck. I know now the king saw an easy alliance with a powerful family, a large dowry, and a pretty toy for his bed. I don’t think I’d quite understood the “wifely duties” before, but the wedding night was quite a harsh awakening from my dreamy musings.

      

      He came in after my ladies had gone, as I was washed and in my nightgown. I was pacing a bit by the fire, excitement and nerves at war.

      Sitting by the fire seemed rude for some reason I don’t understand now, but getting into the bed seemed too forward, some instinct warning me away. It didn’t matter anyway. He came in lightly drunk, he seemed very drunk to me at that time, but I learned better later. He came in and leaned heavily on the bedpost, staring at me as I froze and began to tremble that we were in fact alone, that the time had come for me to become a woman.

      (I had no idea what becoming a woman meant then. And it was nothing to do with physical intimacy… and yet it was everything as well.)

      

      He reached forward and pulled me to him, immediately rubbing his hand across my backside, the other began to squeeze my breasts. I was shaking from the sensation, the fear and pain increasing, and overwhelmed as he quickly pulled the gown up, not caring that it didn’t come off, leaving it wrapped around my head and hands.

      I was blind and helpless as he pushed me onto the bed. I tried to untangle myself, but he was already squeezing my breasts and sucking on them, the sensation distracting me. I had almost gotten myself untangled when he pushed the gown up again and rolled my body over on my stomach, my legs dangling off the bed as he began to squeeze my buttocks.

      

      “Be still,” he mumbled, as he pushed my legs apart, shoving his fingers into my private area for a moment before shoving himself into me.

      It’s a sensation I still fail to describe, the combination of pain and fullness, jerking and jolting. This went on until I felt I could bear it no longer, though I know it was just a few minutes, and then he gave a groan and breathed heavily. When he rolled over, I wondered if I had wet myself from the discomfort. My eyes and face were certainly wet from tears.

      Shocked and terrified I made no noise as I cried.

      

      In his drunken state, he took no notice of me once he’d finished, rolling deeper into the bed and snoring soundly within moments. I slid to the floor, somehow in the hours that followed I must have moved, for I woke up in the light on the floor by the fire.
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      All I remember is staring into the fire, letting it burn away all the romantic notions I’d once had about my life with the king.

      He was gone when I woke up, a bittersweet feeling. He had not woken me, asleep on the floor, but then, I did not know if I wanted to see him again at all.

      I chose this, I chose him, I whispered to myself over and over. But is it a choice really, if one does not know what they have chosen? A question for greater minds than mine, I’ve been told.

      

      My ladies’ timing was remarkable, they came in just as I was waking, in a tizzy over my wretched state on the floor. Sympathetic, tender, and yet I noticed, unsurprised by my silent, distant state. They knew.

      I wondered later why they didn’t tell me, but truly, would I have listened? Doubtful.

      

      No. I do know. I would not have listened at all. I would have believed they were speaking from jealousy, or their own less ideal experiences. I would have believed they wished me harm and unhappiness. Just like Snow, my beloved daughter, the lessons continue from generation to generation.

      

      I spent the morning in a haze, slowly eating the light breakfast they placed in front of me, and letting them dress me like a doll.

      “Perhaps Your Majesty would enjoy a walk in the gardens? Fresh air after such a late party will revive you I’m sure.”

      Yes. To be away from that room.

      I nodded and followed them into the garden.

      At first they stayed with me, but as I walked and walked they began to tire, falling into alcoves and benches. The last tried to keep up, but I walked her off finally, free to roam with my thoughts, the howling mess of them slowly being trampled by the endless rhythm of my steps.

      

      I’ve no idea how long I walked, only that it was away from the palace until the heat of the sun and thirst of my tongue drove me to seek some shelter.

      

      Automatically, I went towards a nearby building, which turned out to be the Royal Stables. It was the guidance of destiny, though I did not know it then, as I came to the door and found a man, much closer to my age, with dark hair, tanned skin, and kind eyes. I did not know to call them kind then, just that I liked them, and the concern on his face when he saw me, not knowing who I was.

      

      “M’lady, are you all right? Please, come in from the sun before you take hurt.” He ran for a stool and a cup of water before I’d even made it to the edge of the building’s shadow. And just in time too, as I sat down and realized my total exhaustion. I gulped down the water he handed me, and he brought another, “Please, m’lady, drink this more slowly, you’ll be sick otherwise.”

      He pulled a crude fan from somewhere and began to wave it towards me. After some minutes of this I began to feel revived,

      “Thank you for your kindness. I apologize for the intrusion, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “It’s no intrusion, I’m relieved that you’re well. If I may intrude a bit in return.” He gave a slight smile, and when I laughed at his pun, he smiled fully and went on,

      “I would ask if there’s anything else I can do to help. Do you need an escort to return somewhere or just something on your mind you’d like to share? That led to your lack of attention to your health?”

      

      I looked into his eyes deeply, suddenly aware there was a kindness and genuine attention that the king, or even my parents, had lacked when they looked at me. A feeling of seeing my being, not just the person they expected.

      The tears flooded my eyes before I even knew what I was feeling, and the kind man took my hand and gently petted my hair while making quiet shushing sounds, murmuring “Ah, it’s ok, let it out, you’ll feel better.” I leaned into the shoulder of this total stranger and let out all the grief, disappointment, pain, and paralysis I’d been holding. As the tears passed, I was left simply exhausted. And enraged.

      

      As I quieted down, the young man brought me more water, and some bread, cheese, and summer fruits for us both.

      “Something tasty always makes me feel better after a rough moment.”

      He grinned, munching on bread. I appreciated his distraction and the food, realizing I had not eaten in many hours. We chewed the bread in quiet company while I recovered my equilibrium.

      
        
          [image: A hand drawn sketch of the charcuterie board they lunched upon.]
        

      

      “My name is John,” he said quietly, breaking the silence, “I’m a groom here in the stables. I love working with horses, especially when I get to go hunting with them. Tracking on foot is fine too, but the wild ride through the woods, jumping the trees and chasing a fine buck, it’s a thrill like no other.”

      He smiled widely as he paused, “Your turn, m’lady, unless that is your preferred name.”

      

      I laughed, “No, it’s a bit awkward for me still.

      My name is Annalise, I love dancing, playing the harp, anything with music really. And plants, especially herbs and flowers, anything I can use to decorate or cook. I wasn’t really supposed to learn, but I loved being in the kitchen with the cooks, and they taught me so much, and let me taste everything first.” I felt something in me change as we laughed together.

      

      “Annalise is a nice name,” he said, “the new Queen has something similar, yes?”

      I went still, “Yes, she does, exactly the same.”

      He looked confused for a moment, then realization flashed and my heart sank as his demeanor changed, bowing immediately. “Your Majesty, forgive me for taking such liberties with you. I meant no offense.”

      

      “No! Please! Please stop! You’re the first person to treat me as just a person in so long. Please, we don’t ever have to tell anyone.”

      

      That’s when it began truly, the seed of the secret that bonded us, and grew beyond anything we could have imagined. He sat down again slowly, now looking around to make sure we weren’t seen by anyone, and took a deep breath.
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