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This book is dedicated to the first person 
who sat around a campfire at night many eons ago 
and thought it might be fun to make up a story.
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All stories are built on other stories. Storytelling is a monkey chain that reaches back to connect us to our most ancient memories. It tells us, better than any archaeological dig or online personality test could, who we are and what matters to us.


Anthropologists have argued that the reason why dragons are such a universal symbol in human mythology is because they are a combination of the three animals our primal ancestors were most afraid of—snakes, cats, and birds. Or, to put it another way, the fear of being gobbled from below, attacked from behind, or snatched from above. A dragon is, as is most of our fiction, about the fear of unseen danger.


Even though generally written for children, fairy tales seem to revel in these hidden perils. More than bedtime stories or fodder for animation studio franchises, fairy tales therefore serve as a primal look back through time at who and what we were. At the things we yearned for or dreaded. And these primal forces rarely belong to the past alone. We still hope that somebody, whether in shining armor or not, will come to our rescue. We still fear being dumped in the woods by a world that doesn’t need us anymore. We worry about the small and shiny and seemingly harmless apple that, if we take a bite, will ruin our lives.


The Brothers Grimm collected their fairy tales in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. And many of the stories they collected were already old by then. It is also important to note that the Brothers Grimm didn’t just collect these tales. In many cases, they actively rewrote them. They changed fairy tales that had already undergone hundreds of changes and adjustments, whether to make them better stories or simply to make them more relevant to the people hearing them. So, in writing this book, I felt I would be remiss if I didn’t honor their methodology by making a few changes of my own.


This book is by no means exhaustive. The Brothers compiled hundreds of fairy tales in their decades of work, many of which overlap or borrow plotlines from each other. I couldn’t possibly include them all here, nor would you probably want to read them all, but hopefully what you have here is a digestible and representative sampling of a much larger and older body of work.


I wanted the reader to come away from this book with a deeper understanding of what it means to be a Brothers Grimm fairy tale. So, in addition to playing the “hits” (e.g., “Hansel and Gretel,” “Snow White,” “Rapunzel”), this book also mixes in some of the lesser-known fairy tales. Some are downright obscure. But I included them because I think they’re good representations of the Brothers Grimm’s works as a whole and because these were what I found to be the best stories.


What changes I made to them I did so because I wanted to focus on what I see as the story’s essence. To capture how they must have made people feel when they first heard them centuries ago. But, when possible, I tried to stay true to the stories as written, or at least the version of them the Brothers Grimm managed to capture in amber.


What struck me as I rewrote these fairy tales for twenty-first-century eyes was not only that there is no way we would tell these stories to children today but also that, as different as our standards may be, how similar we are to the people who came up with these stories.


We hope for justice, which doesn’t always come. We fear abandonment and loss. We still tell stories about the value we put on love if and where we hope to find it. These fairy tales are, in a sense, our dragons. Our primordial anxieties given shape so that we may identify them. A face so we can look them in the eye. And a lens through which to see ourselves.
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In a land far away and long ago, the queen looked out her tower window, as she often did, to gaze across her realm. She looked out to see her mountains, her rivers, her peasants toiling in the field. She did this to remind herself of all that was hers and because she imagined it made her happy. And I suppose it did until she made the simple mistake of looking down. For casting her gaze downward, peering into her neighbor’s garden, she saw only which wasn’t hers. And what she saw most of all were the most delicious-looking rapunzel plants in the world. And she knew she had to have them.


The queen considered a little harmless garden-filching, but her neighbor was a powerful sorceress, who left little doubt regarding her opinion of trespassers. The sorceress had built a high wall around her house, with a large “KEEP OUT!” sign, written in ominous glowing letters through which you could hear the wailing of the damned. So, sadly but understandably, the queen gave up on her dream of possessing the rapunzel leaves.


But, apparently, these are the kinds of problems that keep you awake when you don’t have any real ones, and when the king asked her what was troubling her, the queen told him of the rapunzel leaves and the hold they had on her.


The king believed—rightly in the queen’s opinion—that she ought to have whatever it was her heart desired. So, that night, the king climbed over the witch’s wall, picked a basketful of rapunzel on the sly, and after struggling inartfully to get his middle-aged body back over the wall, presented the rapunzel leaves to the queen.


For what it’s worth, she had been right about the rapunzel. It was easily the best she’d ever tasted and, to the king, worth the risk, as they were trying to conceive an heir and were both big believers in health food. The next night, the queen asked her husband to pick some more. But that night as he was picking the rapunzel leaves, a ball of blue flame appeared, and before he could run or shriek, standing there before the king was the sorceress—old and wiry, like a circus monkey, with menacing eyes and a deeply wrinkled face that immediately struck terror in the king.


The king started smiling and sputtering and explaining himself the way one does when one is caught but feels more embarrassed than guilty. He explained to the sorceress that his wife needed the vitamin-rich rapunzel leaves because they were trying to get pregnant. He figured that, being neighbors, she would see this as a gift and overlook the fact that he was collecting them at midnight by torchlight.


“Very well,” the sorceress replied. “You may take as much rapunzel as you want. And you will have your heir. But in exchange, I will lay claim to one of your other children. Agreed?”


The king nodded dumbly, terrified by the sheer malevolence in the witch’s eyes.


The bargain struck, the king was allowed to return home with his thievery basket full of rapunzel leaves. But promises made out of fear are easily made and usually regretted. As he would soon discover.
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The day came when the queen was called upon by both the realm and by nature to give birth to their first child. The king joined his wife in the birthing chamber to help welcome the child to the kingdom that would one day be theirs. A few painful hours later, a daughter was born. The king and queen were overjoyed. But the moment was unquestionably ruined when the sorceress suddenly appeared—using her patented fireball entrance—demanding her payment of one child.


“But… but…,” the king sputtered, “you said you’d let me keep the heir!”


“Ah! But this child is a girl. And as such, not the heir to your throne, is that not so?”


“No,” the king confessed. “Not according to the letter of the law.”


“The letter of the law is the law!” the sorceress shouted. She took the thievery basket with which the king had collected his rapunzel leaves, placed the baby girl inside, and disappeared in the flash of yet another fireball, taking the baby girl with her, and leaving the king with some explaining to do.


The sorceress named the girl Rapunzel after the plant that brought them into each other’s lives and to serve as a reminder of how cheaply a soul can be purchased.


“If you were thinking you would live happily ever after,” the sorceress told the child, “then you’ve been reading the wrong book. And if you’re ever tempted to think that someone loves you,” she added, “just remember that I bought you with salad.”


The witch raised the girl as a servant or, at best, a neglected pet. As she lay in bed at night, Rapunzel wondered about the parents she could not remember. Even if they did not love her, she believed that she loved them. She wondered, in fact, if this was what love was—simply the part of people you hold on to when they’re not around.


As Rapunzel grew into a young woman, her hair grew long and thick and, when braided, resembled nothing so much as a golden rope. This gave the witch an idea.


Like a lot of old people, the sorceress was obsessed with thieves. She lay awake at night, tormented by imaginary burglaries and the garden-raiding she was sure was going on while she lay in bed asleep. The witch was especially worried that someone might steal her most valuable possession—Rapunzel herself. So, to allay her fears, the sorceress built a multi-story tower deep in the forest. The tower had no doors, rendering it utterly burglar-proof. In fact, there was no way to enter the tower at all, save one. At the very top was a room with the tower’s only window, through which the sorceress could come and go by climbing up and down Rapunzel’s long braided rope of hair.


Whenever the sorceress returned home from a hard day of witchery, she’d shout, “Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Let down your hair!”


And Rapunzel would throw her locks out the window, allowing the witch to climb up and enter the tower through the top floor.


“This hurts!” Rapunzel complained. “Why don’t you just buy me a rope?”


“Because then you could escape!” the sorceress noted. So fearful was she that Rapunzel would escape or that someone would steal her that the sorceress didn’t allow Rapunzel to have any possessions whatsoever, save her clothes. Seeing little chance of escape, Rapunzel resigned herself to life as a home security device.
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During the long days when the sorceress was out foraging, Rapunzel passed the time by singing. On one of those days, a young prince happened to be hunting in the forest when he heard beautiful singing and followed the song until it led him to the tower. And when he saw Rapunzel leaning out the window, singing, he was immediately captivated by her beauty.


The sorceress, who had a real knack for ruining moments, returned home at the same time and interrupted the girl’s song, shouting, “Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Let down your hair!” The girl obeyed and the prince watched from the bushes as the old witch clambered up the side of the tower on a long braid of Rapunzel’s hair, which reached almost to the ground.


But the next day, while the witch was out, the prince returned. And, knowing the old woman was gone, he shouted, “Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Let down your hair!”


A long braid of golden hair spilled down from the window and the prince climbed up, just as he’d seen the sorceress do the day before. As the prince climbed in through the window, Rapunzel was shocked, stunned by the sheer handsomeness of the young man who stood before her. Though, to be fair, he was the first man she’d ever seen, so he didn’t exactly have a lot of competition.


“That song,” the prince said, “it’s so beautiful. Will you sing it for me?”


Rapunzel sang for him, and as she saw how it moved him, something stirred within her as well. So the two made a pact to engineer Rapunzel’s escape from the tower.


The prince hatched a plan where he would bring Rapunzel a quilt patch of silk every day, which she could then sew into her clothes, unnoticed by the witch, until she had enough that she could fasten them together and lower them out the window, climb down, and ride away with the prince.


“Why don’t you just bring me a rope?!” Rapunzel asked incredulously. “What do you people have against ropes?!” But the prince was married to the quilt idea, so that’s what they went with.


The sorceress, paranoid if not for the fact that she was right, began to suspect that someone else had been up in the tower. So, the next day, instead of leaving as she normally would, she merely hid in the trees, watching and waiting to see what went on while she was away all day. She boiled with anger as she watched the prince climb into the tower by way of Rapunzel’s hair. The witch appeared from the woods, demanded that Rapunzel lower her hair, and confronted the intruder there at the top of the tower.


“You’re a thief and you’ll pay the thief’s price!” the witch bellowed to Rapunzel.


“Like it or not,” Rapunzel said, finding the courage to talk back to the witch for the first time in her life, “we love each other. And we’re leaving.”


“And then what?” the witch asked.


“I don’t know.” To be fair, Rapunzel hadn’t thought the plan through this far. “Live happily ever after?”


“Happily ever after?” the witch cackled. “Nobody lives happily ever after. Love? You’re not in love. You’re just using each other for your beauty. For the excitement you feel when you’re together. In the end, it’s all just salad-trading.” The sorceress put her hand to Rapunzel’s cheek, almost pitiably, and she said, “My child, you cannot be in love for the simple fact that there is no such thing.”


And with that, the sorceress drew a deep breath and blew the prince backward out the tower window.


Life is a hearty stew of lucky breaks and bad news. Bad news for the prince: the tower’s aforementioned height. Lucky break: A thicket broke the prince’s fall so he didn’t die. Bad news: It was a thicket of thorns and the thorns poked out both his eyes, blinding him forever. The prince, not having any eyes, couldn’t find his horse or his way home, and just sort of wandered off into the wilderness.


During their brief but productive time together, the prince and Rapunzel had conceived a child. And nine months later, a baby girl was born in the tower, which the sorceress ironically—or perhaps just cruelly—named “Thorns.” As the child aged, her hair grew long and beautiful just like her mother’s.
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Years passed, and consumed with grief and regret, Rapunzel’s heart just wasn’t into lowering her hair out the window anymore. And, feeling she had now found a replacement with Thorns, the witch finally let Rapunzel go. Knowing nothing of the outside world and having no possessions, Rapunzel roamed the land, eventually settling in a desert far away from the kingdom of her birth. As her only skill was her singing, she opened her mouth and let her voice ring out across the dunes. Enchanted by her song, travelers and desert dwellers came from miles away, gathering to listen, and paying her with what little food and coin they could spare. And this was how Rapunzel lived—alone and singing romantic songs about the life she never had.


One day, a stranger approached, haggard and bearded. Having no food or money with which to pay for her song, he produced the only thing he had left in the world—the name of the woman he loved.


“Rapunzel?” he said. “Is that you?”


Squinting and looking deep into the furrows in his face, Rapunzel at last recognized the stranger. He was the prince. He was no longer young and handsome. He wore a bandage over his eyes and his face had been weathered by sand and scarred by time. But he knew her song, he knew her name, and he knew that he loved her. And when she saw the tears roll down his cheeks from under his bandages, she understood at last that, despite what the witch had told her—love was real.


Rapunzel took the prince’s hand and kissed it. They stood there for what must have been hours, but didn’t seem like time at all, holding each other in a silence that could only be described as the absence of longing. They did not live happily ever after, but they did live happily. And that’s enough.
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