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            On fairy tales (and tansy)

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always stolen from fairy tales. Not exclusively fairy tales — Greek myths and Roman history have contributed plenty of grist to my mill, and I’d be here all day if I had to list all my literary influences.

      But writing fantasy, especially fantasy with humour, means that fairy tale tropes are always within reach. Grab a handful, twist and toss it into the stew.

      (Stone stew, obviously.)

      The heroine of my first published novels, Kassa Daggersharp, was entirely a creature of fairy tale — not specific stories, but the witches she was descended from were clearly the storybook variety, with a few twists here and there. In Liquid Gold (1999), she encountered a most distressing take on the gingerbread house which is damp, saggy and rotting and yet somehow still has a witch living in it.

      Another character from my Mocklore series, Bountry Fenetre, is entirely constructed from fairy tale narrative: in “Hobgoblin Boots,” (2004) she plays Puss in Boots to her childhood friend’s Marquis De Carabas, which comes a bit of a shock to him. He thought she was his romantic lead; she had firmly put herself in the “helper” zone. A sequel Bounty story, “Queen of Courtesans,” (2016) is shaped around one of my all-time favourite fairy tales, The Twelve Dancing Princesses.

      Some of my first published short stories include “Cendrillon and the Chromium Prince” (Machinations 2002) and “Fairy Godmother Express,” (ASIM 2002) the latter being based around a mail order training program for Fairy Godmothers.

      Undermining favourite old stories, treating them with sarcasm and twistiness while mining them for parts, is one of my favourite writing techniques. I’ve done it with classics like The Three Musketeers⁠* and Pride and Prejudice,⁠* I’ve done it with Shakespeare⁠* and oh, have I done it with Greek myth.⁠*

      But there’s something about fairy tales.

      More than any other kind of story, it was fairy tales that taught me about adaptations — about retellings and different versions. I’ve always been fascinated by how stories change when they get retold in different formats. I don’t have many specific book memories of fairy tales from my childhood, possibly because I was reading novels so young that I barely recall any picture books. I have an ancient vintage paperback of Perrault, but I couldn’t tell you if I acquired it when I was 6 or 16.

      The fairy tales I remember absorbing as a child were from other places — not Disney, really, my childhood Disney content was pretty much Mary Poppins over and over with a side helping of Bedknobs and Broomsticks. Despite my heavy reliance on VHS rentals, I was never especially interested in that version of Snow White or Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty — but I have powerful memories of a vinyl record of a Hansel and Gretel opera which burnt that story into my head. There were plays a plenty — my acting debut was as the cow in Jack and the Beanstalk — and Faerie Tale Theatre caught me at a very impressionable age. I remember several of those productions, though the only one I owned on VHS was The Twelve Dancing Princesses. I watched it over and over, until it was basically imprinted on my ribs.

      (It’s likely that I read Roald Dahl’s Revolting Rhymes ahead of some of the stories he parodied; certainly I knew about the darker side of the stories from early on. I always knew that the grandmother really got eaten and that the stepsisters cut off their feet — I’m not 100% sure that Dahl was the one who told me this. My mother is a likely culprit.)

      On my first visit to London at 10 years old I discovered the history of Pollock’s Toy paper theatres, another mild obsession that has ticked away inside me ever since. Their version of Cinderella (Cendrillon) was far more interesting to me than picture books.

      Was that the beginning of my obsession with fairy tale frocks? Hard to say. But I do love a magical fashion parade.

      Jim Henson’s The Storyteller and Rik Mayall’s Grim Tales cemented fairy tales for me as a visual medium — perhaps people with stronger memories of the picture books they read had that association all along. The images have stayed with me even more strongly than the stories.

      I tell a lie. I do remember a picture book, of sorts. At some point I acquired an Arthur Rackham colouring book which included actual fairy tales retold, along with his classic illustrations — I read and held and loved this book, barely even attempting to colour the pages. That wasn’t the point of it. The drawings excited and delighted me.

      Years later I realised that what I had internalised as Rackham’s clear, beautiful black and white line art style had been simplified for colouring pages, not the actual artwork. By then the damage was done — his real art, which I do love, often feels a bit cluttered and over-drawn to me. I’m uncomfortable with him in full colour, happier in black and white and silhouettes.

      (Silhouettes never let you down. Any wonder that I keep chasing Kathleen Jennings, asking her to take on just one more art commission?)

      Rackham’s versions of all the fairy tale characters are printed on another of my ribs.

      By the time Beauty and the Beast hit cinemas, I was a teenager, and a lot more interested in fairy tales than I had ever been as a child. I discovered Robin McKinley and Terry Pratchett, and learned that there were authors who could take a bare bones tale, add real characterisation, and worldbuild it into a novel. This process captured my attention deeply.

      (I recall McKinley’s Beauty being a soothing balm for those of us who were outraged when the lovely beast got transformed into a stupid prince at the end of the Disney movie — my friends and I, a cluster of 13 year old girls, literally cried out in protest.)

      By the time I finished university, I was reading Marina Warner and Jack Zipes for fun. Analysing fairy tales, and learning about their history, expanded whole new worlds for me.

      A trip to Rome in 2002 gave me two important milestones in my love for fairy tales: on the plane over, I read Rose Daughter, in which Robin McKinley took the fairy tale had provided with revolutionary treatment when she wrote Beauty, and did it AGAIN. This time, drawing on two more decades of experience being a person, and a new perspective from learning about gardening in the intervening years.

      This blew my mind: that an author would have the sheer confidence and creative majesty to write two separate novels in response to the same fairy tale felt like magic. One was published in the year I was born, the other in my early adulthood.

      (Robin McKinley is magic, never forget: she led the way.)

      The more I learned, the more I loved. The first 15 years or so of the 21st century for me is wrapped up in the growing Australian SFF scene. At its peak of local publishing, there were some extraordinary books published, all by Australian women, with their own takes on particular fairy tales.

      Margo Lanagan’s Tender Morsels (2008) added claws and teeth to Snow White & Rose Red, a similar treatment to what Robin McKinley had done with Donkeyskin in her heart-breaking Deerskin novel.

      Kate Forsyth has devoted a whole era of her career to big literary novels balancing dark eras of our history with classic fairy tales: the first of these and still my favourite was Bitter Greens (2012) which explores historical witchcraft in Italy alongside writer’s salons in France alongside the fairy tale of Rapunzel.

      Then there’s Juliet Marillier, who was writing fairy tales all along, from the exceptional Daughter of the Forest (1998) based on The Six Swans to Wildwood Dancing (2006) based on those Twelve Dancing Princesses (always my favourites).

      Fairy tales often make me angry. I want more justice than the stories themselves allow for — versions which point out the cruelty of the men or the viciousness of the villains often make me happy. It’s extraordinary really that I didn’t see Into the Woods until quite recently, because I would have adored its narrative choices so much in my teens.

      Fairy tales make more sense to me when they are under interrogation. When I had kids, I found that I wasn’t able to read fairy tales to them without my own commentary. The picture book of Snow White which my son had as a child was a version without the non-consensual kiss, but was weirdly worse — the dwarves gave Snow in her glass coffin to a random prince passing by just because he asked to take her! They all then dropped her coffin, dislodging the apple. My kid got a short lecture (every time) on why it was inappropriate for Snow’s friends to be so cavalier with their friend’s “dead” body.

      Our version of Red Riding Hood was even better — because the grandmother of the story was replaced by Glammer, my kids’ own grandmother who as we know has strong muscles, chops her own damned wood, and isn’t going to be anyone’s victim.

      (My mum is 82, and still chops her own wood.)

      I love a shared world fantasy, when it comes to fairy tales — Shrek was probably more enjoyable to me because I hadn’t seen Into the Woods yet, but it works on many levels. I also really enjoyed the worldbuilding and character work of Once Upon a Time, which is full of terrible people making terrible choices but also weirdly great. Our family didn’t make it all the way through the show the first time around, but we recently revisited it with youngest (now 15). At its worst, it is schlocky melodrama but at its best it’s such an epic, ambitious show that gives no fucks about any preconceptions you might have about its characters. The redemption/unredemption arcs get exhausting with the villains (who are all the best characters) but it’s such sheer fun to see the characters played with so shamelessly, especially because they are clearly the Disney versions and we’re used to the idea that Disney is all about shiny IP control, not wild soapy experimenting.

      In true Robin McKinley style, Once Upon A Time is unafraid to retell a fairy tale more than once when a new idea comes along.
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        * * *

      

      For a while there, my Castle Charming series sucked up a lot of my creative feelings about fairy tales — this was a series of novellas that became a fix-up novel and it remains one of the most sympathetic portrayal of fairy tale princes I’ve ever written. I wanted to write something that felt Young Adult and fun but also addressed the fact that… being in royal families screws people up in the real world, so would that do in a fairy tale world?

      I love a bit of modern Ruritanian romance, or trashy palace dramah like The Royals or The Princess Diaries. My broken messy princes in Castle Charming are just sad little rich boys, but I fell in love with them as I always do when I write about damaged fictional men.

      I wanted Castle Charming to feel modern — with its tabloid newspapers and casually queer young adults and so on — but still be set in a magical kingdom. I pulled in all my favourite iconic fairy tale tropes — Cinderella and her glass slipper, Sleeping Beauty and her spindle, the beanstalk, the pumpkin coaches…

      And the Twelve Dancing Princesses again, only this time it’s one prince, and he ends up in a skeevy fairy nightclub, not a fancy underwater promenade with gold and silver fruits hanging from the trees…

      When I wrote Castle Ever After, an epilogue to farewell my beloved Castle Charming reprobates, I chose the Snow Queen and added some Nutcracker for good measure — sure, Frozen reinvented that story for a new generation, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t take a stab at it. Especially as I’d stolen Kai’s name from that story in the first place…

      In assembling the stories for this collection, I noticed there was a huge gap between older fairy tale stories I wrote early in my career, and a new wave of available reprints from the last five years. There are many reasons for this — for a while there I was heavily into writing stories inspired by other sources. But a big part of that “gap” is because all my fairy tale ideas and impulses flooded directly into Castle Charming, a five year project which concluded in 2020 with Castle Ever After and a Kickstarter including commissioned artwork and special hardback editions.

      Kai will always be my Sleeping Beauty, and Dennis will always be his prince. (Reciprocated pining!) Ziyi will always be my angry Cinderella, and Camilla my even angrier Rapunzel. Chase and Cyrus will always be my favourite damsels. The King and Queen of Castle Charming represent all my feelings about how fairy tales never allow parents to be good at the job.

      I love them so.

      Still, it’s nice to know that I have new feelings and thoughts about fairy tales to keep churning into story meat. Most of this book is made up of stories from the last five years, as my post-Castle Charming fairy tale feels crept up on me all over again.

      I included some of my older pieces “from the vault” to remind myself that fairy tales have always been woven into my fabric.

      I’m sure there are more Cinderellas and Prince Charmings and wolves and witches and fairy godmothers in my story futures, too. You wait all your life for an enchanted castle to come along, and three arrive all at once!

      TANSY RAYNER ROBERTS, 2025

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Musketeer Space (2016) by Tansy Rayner Roberts

          

          
* The Season of Dragons (2024) by Tansy Rayner Roberts
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      I think I’ll grow my hair.
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      Should my hair be growing this fast? I wish I had someone to ask. Yesterday, it was above my shoulders, and today…well, today, it’s brushing the small of my back.

      How does hair even work, anyway?
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      I’ve got really good at braiding.
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      I’m baking bread. We’re all baking bread. I live at the top of a tower block of apartments, twenty floors high. The scent of fresh-baked bread comes in through the vents, through the barely cracked windows, through the floorboards.

      I eat bread, and braid my hair, and watch the tiny people out of my window.

      This is my life now.
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      They used to explain why, with every lockdown, every enforced isolation period. There used to be charts and maps and lists. TV—remember TV?—was a non-stop broadcast of why, and when, and what to do next. Who was essential enough to leave their homes. Who must stay put, until told otherwise.

      This time, there wasn’t much at all. A leaflet under the door. A siren in the air.

      I think perhaps they don’t want to explain because then they’d have to admit what is happening. It’s not a virus this time. It’s something else, something no one wants to say out loud.

      I can’t say for sure. But last time I looked out the window, watching the tiny people below, the small handful of emergency personnel (uniformed, masked, geo-tagged) or licensed delivery people allowed to walk across bridges, cross each other’s paths, exist in the real world… I’m certain I saw one of them transform into a bear.

      A while later, another grew large, too large, teetering on giant feet.

      One security guard outside our own building grew so small I could no longer see them at all. Shrunk to the size of a mouse? Or actually transformed into a mouse?

      I’m so high up. I can’t be sure.

      And yet.

      I know.
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      It’s possible I’ve been reading too many fairy tales.
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      Can anyone ever really read too many fairy tales?
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      I do not consider myself a collector, and yet I have so many books, in every room. Fairy tales, all of them: classic collections, picture books, vintage tomes, modern retellings.

      If I’m a collector, does that mean I’m not an obsessive?

      All I have to read is here. Which is fine, because this is all I have ever read, for as long as I can remember. Fairy tales on fairy tales on fairy tales.

      But now we can’t go out, now the broadcasts have turned into static and the internet has given up the ghost…

      (How many bars do you have? My devices flatlined on Day 1.)

      Now we live in a new world order where ordinary citizens can’t leave our apartment towers, and those essential workers still allowed outside keep transforming into things that aren’t people…

      There’s no way to get new books.

      So, this is it. All the books I’m ever going to read, here against my walls in shelves and stacks. This is the final collection.

      And I wonder: if all I have to read is fairy tales for the rest of my life, then either that’s a terrible coincidence, or somehow I knew the future was going to look like this.
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      It’s possible I am in fact a collector of books about fairy tales. What other explanation is there?
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      I saw a person today. He flew past my window, tiny as a bird with buzzing wings. His face was quite clearly the same as the last delivery person who brought me noodles from the local place.

      (The local place no longer answers my calls. I still have a landline, but no one’s ever on the other end. It rings and rings.)

      Perhaps if I make friends with the tiny flying people, they’ll bring me acorns and sugar water and keep me alive.
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      My grocery order, made by phone eight days ago, finally arrived. I did not see who delivered the bags to my door, but I heard hoof beats and what sounded like a horse’s neigh just around the corner, heading for the lift.

      I have to think it was a magical horse. I don’t think anyone’s ever convinced a non-magical horse to use a lift in a tower block.

      At least I have ramen, and apples, and eggs. Life could be worse.
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      Today it rained rose petals, from 11am until 4 in the afternoon.

      I have questions.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Today I turned a teacup into a frog.

      I turned an egg into a tiny baby dragon who hid from me behind the spoons.

      I turned a handful of my own hair into a plate of shortbreads that I couldn’t quite bring myself to eat.

      Apparently, I am a witch now.

      That feels like progress.
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      My hair is now so long that it doesn’t always follow me from room to room. It swirls around the lamp and the chair, stays put while I walk from the bathroom to the fridge and the bookshelves and back again.

      At bedtime I have to walk backwards, retracing my steps, to unravel myself from the furniture. It’s time to cut my hair.
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      Cutting my hair was a mistake.
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      Yes, yes, every time I cut it, it grows faster, I get it now. I’ve read that story.

      Thanks very bloody much, E. Nesbit.
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      Today I pushed my hair out of the window. It billowed and fell in tumbling, golden waves. Some of it braided. Some of it tangled. Some of it threaded through sleeves of garments and indoor plants and sewing projects I’ll never see again.

      My hair fell and it kept falling, over the edge to the street below.

      I’m not getting out of this tower any other way. I know that now.
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      Last time I walked as far as the lift, the buttons failed to respond. There used to be a set of emergency stairs, but the door has disappeared.

      That was days ago, before I gave up on escape. When I thought perhaps my final hope was pushing my hair out the window.

      Maybe someone would climb it. Maybe someone would solve my problem for me. Maybe someone would pull me to my death.

      Fairy tales are all about innovation and hope. Aren’t they? Sometimes they’re about kindness.

      I’ve read so many fairy tales, it’s possible that I failed to take the most important message of all away from them.

      Stories are not real life.

      No one’s coming to save me.
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      Today, I climbed out of the window.

      I wound my hair around and around the curtain hooks to hold it fast, then I hung from it, so I could cut myself off my hair and not the other way around.

      Then I climbed out, clinging to the window ledge, as my body began to grow instead of the hair. Faster and faster. I grew heavy, leaden. My limbs extended. My weight made the building creak.

      Finally, large enough, I stepped down into the street.

      Safe. Free.

      Now I am a giant woman, standing astride the city, still growing.

      I saved myself, but who will save the city from me?
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        * * *

      

      Are you wondering how I knew I could make myself grow? The answer is simple: I read it in a book.
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      Here we are again.

      What did you miss?

      I grew so large that the city broke beneath my weight, so large that air went thin and breathing became impossible. When I fell, I became a force of nature. Destruction. Damage. Earthquake. Cavernous ravine.

      I fell, and the continent screamed beneath me.

      Act of—well, no. Not god. Fairy tale, perhaps.

      Act of fairy tale.

      Do I regret it?

      Ask me again in the future.
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        * * *

      

      After I fell, I slept. And when I awoke—now, whatever day this is—I found that someone, some brave and hardy soul, had cut my hair in my sleep. Don’t ask me what they used. Helicopters? War planes. A single axe, over and over, cutting through a single hair like it was an ageless redwood. Something clever like that.
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        * * *

      

      Now my hair is growing again, and I have returned to standard human height. Here I sit. Weighing next to nothing, comparatively speaking. Trapped in another tower.

      This one is not an apartment block.

      Someone built this tower out of the remains of a city that fell to the fairy tale plague. It’s made from spindles and gold balls and thorns and dead wolves. It’s made from straw and sticks and bricks.

      My hair whorls out beyond the walls and windows, ever-growing, an ocean of myself, pushing outwards. The world will drown in my hair, eventually.

      Here I remain, trapped inside, with nothing to read.
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      They sent a prince to solve the problem that is me with mathematics and measuring. Apparently, he read the solution in a book. A good sign all around: people still read fairy tales.

      I probably shouldn’t have turned him into a frog, but I was having a bad day.
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      Today, no one came to save me or to kill me, which makes a change from recent events.

      It’s time to save myself. Again.

      If that means saving the world from me at the same time, well. Things can be two things at the same time.

      They have left me nothing—no food, no water. Nothing I could possibly work magic upon. Nothing I could transform. Except the tower for itself, the hair on my head, the skin on my bones.

      I bit a piece of fingernail from my hair, and transformed it into a gleaming, shining sword.

      And then…well.

      You know what I did next.

      You probably read it in a book.

      I cut my hair from my head, and my head from my hair, at the same time. The sword swished. The blade cut.

      And after that…

      I was unstoppable.
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      I like Disney’s Tangled movie just fine, though I spent a lot more time with the Tangled Playstation game which digs deep into the aesthetics of the film, especially Rapunzel’s flowers, her artistic flair, and her use of hair as a weapon, all of which is pretty great.⁠*

      When it comes to Rapunzel iconography, I’ve always been more enamoured of the Tower than the Hair. (Let’s not even talk about the prince, usually so dull, the smartest thing Disney did with that film was to replace him with a rogue.)

      There’s something chilling and cozy in equal measure about Rapunzel’s imprisonment. Sure, she can’t leave, but… (I love a tower in a story almost as much as I love a ballroom or a library or a library the size of a ballroom).

      I went through a phase where my chosen writing mentors (via blog posts and podcasts) were Lani Diane Rich and Jennifer Crusie. I went from knowing almost nothing about romance in stories to understanding the structure and purpose of romance: why it works and especially why it doesn’t. (I don’t know if their podcast analysing romantic comedy films is still available but I ate it up with a spoon.)

      One gem of writing insight I took from them — I think it was Lani who said it first, though it could as easily have been Jenny — was about the Tower. Specifically the Tower in tarot card readings, and how it means destruction and crisis, but also liberation and renewal.

      Lani talked about how the key she had found to writing satisfying women’s fiction was to ‘tower’ her heroine up front. Wreck her old life in chapter 1, then write a story that shows her strength in recovery.

      I’ve kept this with me for years (maybe decades?) — especially the concept of ‘tower’ as a verb.

      To tower your heroine/to destroy her life so she can be remade.

      (It’s not just women’s fiction, obviously, it’s a solid structure often used for heroes in action movies. And Batman.)
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      “Towered” was published in 2022, so it’s a Covid story. It feels like everything written from 2020 onwards was either a Covid story, a Covid response story, or a Covid denial story. Do we put it in our stories at all? Do we carry on writing a world where it never happened?

      Five years on from the beginning of Covid it feels like we have a clearer idea now on how to write about it. Like other life-changing historical tragedies — whether it’s 9/11, or the Port Arthur Massacre — it takes time to understand what has changed forever and what is basically the same a few years later. (Not to mention the disconnect where some people behave as if nothing changed and others can’t un-see the changes.)

      There’s a language to shared past experience, and a huge event like Covid leaves patterns we can recognise. In the most recent Doctor Who Christmas Special, Nicola Coughlan’s character unloads about the trauma of knowing her mother died alone in hospital, getting angry all over again about how many other people casually broke ‘the rules’ for selfish reasons. She doesn’t specifically mention that this was during Covid lockdowns — she doesn’t have to. The language is there. ⁠*

      I’ve always liked writing stories that are time-stamped — containing little details about life that you might have otherwise forgotten ten years later.⁠* Whether you experienced lockdowns vicariously, or longterm, or only had to deal with them for a few months because your entire state was locked down for nearly a year (hello, fellow Tasmanians!) there are little details that bring back that time. Sourdough starters pinned to lampposts. Soft toys left in windows to make private walks feel more friendly. Memories, buried in fiction.
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        * * *

      

      Towered is not a Rapunzel retelling, all towers aside. It’s a Melisande retelling.

      For many years, I remembered Melisande as one of the fairy tales written by Oscar Wilde. I owned it as a tiny illustrated book and I was so sure he was the author whenever I recalled it.

      But no, it was Nesbit all along. Thank goodness I wrote a story to remind myself of this important fact.

      “Melisande: or short and long division”⁠* is often cited as a fairy tale parody, but I don’t think that’s quite true. It’s a fairy tale that uses tropes from other fairy tales, but that’s true of literally all fairy tales — they’re constantly eating each other.

      Reading it, the story feels just as true and funny and strange as any other. It is a fairy tale in which the characters know they are in a fairy tale, and can reference other fairy tales, and think this means they are smart enough to get away with it.

      The plot, in short:

      The baby princess is cursed to be bald at her christening, and is allowed to cash in her father’s spare wish at the age of 5. She asks for golden hair that will grow twice as fast when it is cut, which leads to a whole bunch of problems through her adolescence, both physical and mathematical… and it gets worse once a prince tries to solve the problem by cutting the princess off her hair, because she starts growing.

      The solution involves timing, a sword and a very large set of weighing scales, but as with all fairy tales the end is never the interesting part. The body horror concept of hair growing so fast you can never be rid of it is almost as grim as a trapped princess using her hair as a ladder for other people, and a prince being pushed off a tower into thorns…

      I kind of love this story. As with all Nesbit’s writing, it’s funny and sharp as a knife. But I still remember the shock and surprise of realising that fairy tales could be written by real people — not only real people hundreds of years ago. Twenty-four years of Edith Nesbit’s lifespan overlapped with that of my grandfather. She was a modern writer!

      If she could do it, why not me?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        The Princess went on growing. By dinner-time she was so large that she had to have her dinner brought out into the garden because she was too large to get indoors. But she was too unhappy to be able to eat anything. And she cried so much that there was quite a pool in the garden, and several pages were nearly drowned. So she remembered her “Alice in Wonderland,” and stopped crying at once. But she did not stop growing.

        “MELISANDE: OR LONG AND SHORT DIVISION,” E. NESBIT.

      

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* I love a computer game that lets you play in a magical world and collect shiny things, I don’t understand why there aren’t more of these. The Hercules Playstation game was EXCELLENT.

          

          
* Forty years from now, it’s likely that podcasters (or whatever we have instead of podcasters, I guess just injectable fannish wisdom) will have to explain diligently about the relevance of Covid in the 2020s, just as Doctor Who fans now earnestly explain the relevant of 1970s era strike action to the Peladon stories.

          

          
* I diligently wrote a short story about motherhood in the year each of my children was born, conscious that I would forget most of what I felt back then… and I was right. But I still have the stories.

          

          
* found in Nine Unlikely Tales (1901) by E. Nesbit but, perhaps most importantly, available on Project Gutenberg.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Death of Snow
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            Cinders
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      This week, our hotel smells of apples. Every dish that comes out of our restaurant kitchen includes the same ingredient: sliced, diced, roasted, stuffed. Didn’t think it was possible to turn apples into soups, omelettes, kebabs, a nine course degustation for one?

      Our chef will show you otherwise.

      You don’t even have to read the menu, just grab a copy and inhale the scent.

      That’s what comes from hiring witches, I suppose. They’re crafty, but single-minded. Our last chef was all about the pumpkins for breakfast, lunch and tea. Fritters and casseroles, pies and curries.

      Before that, we had months with a chef who only worked with the same leafy green: I never did figure out if it was a herb or a lettuce, but by the end of it all I was sick of the taste of rapunzel.

      I suppose apples aren’t so bad. We get more walk-in guests these days, drawn in by the heavy aroma of fruit and spices.

      “Do you have any rooms free? What is that delicious smell?”
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        * * *

      

      I’m at Reception, checking in a nice middle-aged couple to the Coral Room. Halfway through the tidal warnings I am obliged to provide for the underwater bathroom, my sister Silla breezes past. “Don’t forget it’s your turn to clean the Snow Suite!”

      Bite me.

      I turn up my smile brighter to Mrs and Mrs Johanssen. “Can I just check your swimming certification before I give you the keys?”
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        * * *

      

      We have four suites in the hotel: Snow and Glass and Godmother and Queen. No one likes cleaning the Snow Suite. It’s hard to manage hospital corners on the sheets when your teeth are chattering from cold.

      No other suite requires a shovel and a pickaxe to complete routine housekeeping.

      When I’m done with that, my other jobs for the morning include picking arrows out of the walls of the Forest Room, thinning the bulrushes in the Frog Room, and loading up the washing machines in the cellar with towels and sheets.

      After all that, I deserve a cheeseburger, but my lunch options are apple pancakes or Waldorf salad. I take the pancakes.

      Back to Reception after that, smiling and nodding. There are worse jobs in the world. Jobs that don’t provide pancakes. If I didn’t have to share an attic with the three people in the world who hate me most, I’d consider myself happy.
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        * * *

      

      In the middle of the afternoon, Ms White arrives with her cherry red suitcase, and my smile becomes a lot more natural. She’s my favourite regular, and I don’t care who knows it.

      Ms White looks around my age, though I catch a hint from time to time that she might be older. Her hair is black and shining, her skin glows like she’s living in a moisturiser commercial, and her eyes are both knowing and mysterious.

      “How long is your stay?” I ask, for purely professional reasons.

      “Oh, a few weeks. Longer if you’ll have me. I booked a suite?”

      Sometimes Ms White prefers one of our smaller rooms, and she always prefers a new experience over the familiar.

      “We have the Snow Suite ready,” I say without having to check the computer. She’s never stayed in that one before.

      Ms White winces, then tries to cover it with a dazzling smile. “Not that one. Is anything else available?”

      “The Glass Suite is free. Or the Forest Room is available for a longer stay, if you’d prefer?”

      “Glass,” she says, turning her smile up from dazzling to incandescent. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Will you be dining with us this evening?”

      She sniffs the air. Her perfect mouth forms something I have never seen before upon her face: a frown of disapproval. “Apples?”

      “Our new chef.”

      The smile comes faster than the frown, whisks it away as if I never saw it. “I love the taste of apples.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Inspector Wolf
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      I was called to attend a suspicious death at 2:45am in the morning, at the Stepmother Hotel on Slipper Street. The hotel owner was not in attendance.

      The hotel receptionist, Miss Cinders, escorted me to the landing on the second floor. She was visibly distressed, with tear-stained face and hands that trembled. She spoke too quickly, all at once, as if she was nervous in the presence of the police.

      “I don’t know what happened,” she said, over and over. “I can’t think how, or who — she was so beautiful.”

      Miss Cinders is not ruled out as a suspect.

      The victim is 5 foot 6 inches tall, with curling black hair. She was discovered lying on the staircase, wearing a red dressing gown over a French silk negligee. Her feet were bare. In one hand, she held an apple (red) with a single bite taken out of it. I have requested our forensic team investigate whether the bite matches the victim’s teeth, but they have not yet got back to me with an answer.

      According the hotel register, the victim’s name was Ms Snow White of no fixed abode. She is a regular customer of this hotel, and on this occasion was staying in the Glass Suite.

      While awaiting the representative from the coroner’s office, I investigated the suite in questions, and discovered that Ms White’s suitcase was empty. She arrived at the Stepmother Hotel with no spare clothes, or even a toothbrush.

      Miss Cinders insisted that Ms White was wearing a coat and other clothes when she arrived, which suggests the dressing gown and negligee were in the suitcase originally. There was no explanation for Ms White’s missing clothes, or lack of personal items/toiletries beyond those supplied by the hotel.

      The apple was originally provided from room service on request of Ms White.

      Other staff on duty that night included Miss Silla and Miss Milla, daughters of the (absent) hotel owner. Both claimed to be asleep during the room service call. Miss Cinders received the call, collected the apple from the kitchen at 12:08, and delivered it personally to the Glass Suite.

      The hotel chef had left the hotel at 10:45 the previous evening, and cannot be contacted for interview at this time.

      My investigation continues.
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