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    A retelling of five more tales from the days of the yore. Fairy tales they may be called, but anything but fair they are. For that’s how our world is. And so must be the stories of this world. 
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 If on a Winter’s Night a Dwarf 
 
    Have you not wished someone wrote your story to be read by hundreds of people? I was lucky—someone did write it, and many have read it over the ages. Except that it was never really my story. I mean it was about me, but I had little to do in it. Do you get what I am saying? I just sleep-walked around with perils dogging every step and came through unscathed in the end to embrace the proverbial ‘Happily Ever After’. But that’s what a good story is all about, you will say—how one overcomes the adversities life presents and emerges victorious. That is true. Except that in ‘my’ story, I did little myself to overcome any of these trials and tribulations that confronted me. I was just lucky to have benefactors to do my job for me. The happy ending was served out on a platter. And still, it is my name that’s put on at the beginning of the story’s title. What kind of a farce is this? I feel so like an impostor. No. This is not my story at all. It is the story of the said benefactors and it is only right it is told as seen by them.   
 
   
  
 

 Encyclopedius  
 
    If on a winter’s night you come home, tired and hungry and find…your home overrun…by humans, or a single human to be precise, what would you do? Abandon your home and flee for your life? Summon a dwarven pest-control squad to free your home of the pest? Or just ignore the human, pretend she is not there, and hope she doesn’t notice you either, leaving you alone?  
 
    That is the existential dilemma we are faced with.  
 
    Not that this is a new problem. Not by a long shot. These humans, they are always invading everyone else's privacy. Not too long back there was this girl, Goldilocks, who basically vandalized the Three Bears’ home. One look at the bears, however, and she had jumped out of the window and ran away without even a “Sorry”. I suppose the good thing was that the bears, at least, did manage to get rid of her.  
 
    Will we be able to get rid of our unwanted guest the same way? I am not too sure. Bears are, after all, bears—fearsome to look at and all that, but dwarves? Who has ever heard of anyone ever being scared of dwarves!  
 
    Darn, I am getting ahead of my story—you are by now probably lost and fumbling to get your head around where I am headed. Once the details start coming in, it will all start becoming clearer. As they say, the devil is in the details and what is a story without some deviltry in it? 
 
    So…where do I begin? I can go back and begin where each one of us was born. You know, like Oliver Twist and all that. And then run you through years and years of drudgery in the mines, every year exactly like the year that preceded it, till you are all in tears and beg me to stop. No no, not tears of sorrow; the ones of boredom. That is the kind of effect mines can have. Now don’t get me wrong here. There is nothing wrong with mines. There are lot of interesting stories around mines. Stories where heroes go and toil in the mines to build “character”, like that fellow Larry Darrell in The Razor’s Edge, or Van Gogh in Lust for Life, and Howard Roark in The Fountainhead etc. But ours is not that kind of story. And our mine is not even that kind of mine—it’s a gem mine, not a coal mine. Apparently, only coal mines build character. 
 
    I have jabbered long enough about mines; let me now get straight to the point and begin from where we come home from the mines. Yes, we did have a home, unlike what popular literature would tell you, miners don’t actually live in the mines. So, we come home, and find this girl sleeping on poor old Intro’s bed. Intro, short for Introvertus, is the Baby Bear of our family—our youngest brother—cute, petite and silent. Somehow these human girls seem to have an affinity for beds of young ones of jungle families. (Now if it were a wolf instead of a girl, I suppose he would have made straight for the grandmother’s bed. I mean, not that we have a grandmother living with us, but you get my drift.)  
 
    So, where was I? Right—here we are, staring at a girl slumbering peacefully on Intro’s bed. She does not have golden hair like the bears’ girl Goldilocks; she has ebony black hair. She also seems to be a bigger girl than Goldilocks; she has had to curl herself in half to fit into Intro’s bed. Her skin is fair as snow and her lips red like a rose. We tip-toe around the bed, wondering whether to wake her up or not. We are not sure what she would do if she woke up, mind you. She is not small enough to jump out of the windows. Nor are we as scary to look at as the bears. But still…why take a chance? Our dilemma is solved by Hypo, who produces two of his loudest sneezes.  
 
    “Achoo! Achoo!”  
 
    What immaculate timing! This is what the humans call cutting the Gordian knot. Her eyes open. She sits up and stares at us. We stare back at her. Mutely. 
 
    Then all of a sudden, she finds her voice. “Who? What? Where? No. Don’t kill me. No. No. Don’t kill me,” she shrieks at the top of her voice.  
 
    There you go. Just what we had wanted to avoid. Luckily, we have no neighbors to be alarmed by her screaming. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to point out that we did manage to scare her after all. Let no one ever say anymore that dwarves are any less scary than bears. 
 
    In a few moments she recovers her wits. 
 
    “Does this home belong to you? I am so sorry to have broken in while you were away. But I was so hungry, tired and lost. I had to find some shelter and food. I am really sorry.” 
 
    She sounds so apologetic. I wonder if we have judged her too harshly. She does seem genuinely sorry. Unlike that other girl Goldilocks.  
 
    “Yes,” I say. “This is our home. I am called Encyclopedius, and these are my brothers Pessimius, Lethargus, Hypochondrus, Optimius, Introvertus and Philosophus. And yourself? Who may you be?”  
 
    “My name is Margareta,” she mumbles. “I am…nobody and I have nowhere to go.” 
 
    She pauses for a moment. Tears stream down her face. She quickly wipes them away and looks towards us, her face beseeching us to be compassionate. “May I stay here with you? Please? I promise I won’t be much trouble.” 
 
    “No, you may not. Clear off from here,” says Pessy, not missing a beat.  
 
    Opty is the next to speak. “Poor girl. She seems so distressed. Can’t we let her stay at least a few days?” He is always the helpful one. 
 
    Next up is Hypo. “Achoo! Achoo!” That is all one can get out of Hypo most of the time. One can’t even get that much out of Philly or Intro. And as far as Lethy is concerned, he is already fast asleep. That leaves just the three of us to decide on the fate of this girl. Pessy and Opty have already had their say. Now it is up to me to resolve the deadlock. 
 
    Now this is a dilemma the bears didn’t have to face. I am almost wishing she had jumped out of the window and run off like that bear girl. I think through what my two brothers have said. Pessy has a valid point—she is a human and a complete stranger at that. Humans are some of the most untrustworthy beings. Can we trust having one inside the very confines of our home? But Opty also has a point—can we be so hard-hearted as to turn away a young human girl literally to the wolves? If a dwarf had been caught in a human house, I am sure that is exactly what the humans would have done, though. Humans are such a xenophobic race. They distrust even strangers of their own kind from distant lands. So much so that it is their favorite pastime to build all kinds of walls and fortifications to keep others out.  
 
    As I sit pondering, my eyes meet her innocent, doe-like eyes. My decision is made. We are dwarves, not humans. Mean and cruel though humans may be, we are not humans, and we cannot behave like them. No. I will not be the one who throws a girl out into the forest in the middle of the night. 
 
   
  
 

 Pessimius 
 
    Her story seems too far-fetched. I mean, sure, humans are cruel and capable of anything, but a mother sending away her step-child to be killed by a huntsman? That’s too much to stomach. There are a lot of other unanswered questions too. Why didn’t the step-mother kill her in all these years and choose only this precise moment to do away with her? Then there’s the huntsman. His behavior also seems so inconsistent—I mean why will an assassin who is cold-blooded enough to take a bounty on a young girl’s head, experience a sudden change of heart on listening to his victim’s entreaties? And then, this girl herself! Instead of returning to her father and exposing her vile step-mother, why has she chosen the more complicated route of living in hiding? Things just did not make sense. Not that I attribute much sense to any of human actions, mind you, but the inconsistencies are way too many. My brothers may have fallen for this human girl’s charms but not me. I am going to keep my eyes peeled. 
 
    I wait for my chance. But it never comes. She seems just too good to be true. Yes. That is the problem—too good to be true. How can a person be so sweet and so nice? Especially a human! There is definitely something fishy. She claims to be a Princess and yet, she can cook and clean. She does it happily for us without a grumbling word. Even a dwarf isn’t so self-sacrificing; how can one of these vile humans be so? That too, not just any human, but a Princess. I refuse to believe it. She definitely has some ulterior motive and I am going to get to the bottom of this. 
 
    Then one day suddenly it comes to me—the gems! Yes! That is what she is after. I have been aware for a while that humans have an almost morbid fascination for all manner of shiny metals and stones; they must have heard that we dwarves bring out the most beautiful stones from under the earth and sent one of their own here to find out where we keep our stones hidden. Everything now falls into place. She will win our trust and one day, one of us would show her where we keep all our hoard. Then, all she has to do is to wait for the right opportunity to cut our throats while we are sleeping and make off with all our years of hard labor. Now this sounds exactly the kind of thing humans would do.  
 
    True, so far nobody has told her, and she has also not asked about our hoard. But I guess she is just biding her time. Eventually someone will open their mouth. My brothers are clearly completely besotted with her. So much so they have even given her a new name of their own— ‘Snow White’, for her skin as white as snow. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Despite all my suspicion and the close watch, I am keeping on her, I have not seen anything untoward in the last two months. Now I am seriously beginning to wonder if I had been wrong about her after all. Can she really be no more than what she seems?  
 
    I have to admit: life has become much more comfortable ever since she arrived. Our place is looking like a real home for the first time in our lives. Earlier it had been little better than a rubbish pile with things lying all over the place and unattended dust and cobwebs. We now get nice hot meals when we return from a hard day’s work. And our dresses are washed and mended. It is really wonderful having her around. It also feels good to know that there is someone waiting for us at home. I can’t say I am entirely unhappy with the way things have turned out. But the thing is, all this is so wrong! Come on. She is human, and a Princess at that. How could she willingly let herself be exploited this way? For that’s what this is—exploitation! She does so much for just a few morsels of food and a small corner to hide herself in. There definitely must be something more than meets our eyes.   
 
    Finally, something does happen. Not what I had been expecting at all. Something very…different.  
 
   
  
 

 Lethargus 
 
    To me, it seems the most natural of things to find her sprawled on the floor. Sleep! The most beautiful thing on this earth! There is no right place or time to catch up on sleep. On the bed, in the mines, in the kitchen, on the floor. In the morning, in the noon, in the evening or the night. Only somehow, life gets in the way. My hero is Rip Van Winkle. How I wish I could sleep undisturbed like him for twenty years. And the girl of my dreams—undoubtedly Sleeping Beauty.  
 
    In fact, on that first day when she came to us, when we had spotted her in deep, graceful slumber upon Intro’s bed, for a moment I had thought it was Sleeping Beauty come to visit me. I had been so disappointed when Hypo’s sneezing had woken her up. Only the kiss of a Prince would have woken up Sleeping Beauty—if the sneeze of a dwarf was enough to wake this girl up, she clearly was not Sleeping Beauty. I don’t know what is the big deal about kisses of Princes though. Definitely it had not been the kiss of a Prince that had woken up Rip Van Winkle. Somehow, I can’t even imagine a Prince kissing Rip Van Winkle, what with his dense shaggy beard and all. If Rip Van Winkle had been cursed to sleep till he was kissed by a Prince or for the matter a Princess, he would never have been woken up. Not that he would have minded that. I definitely would not have wanted to wake up if I had been him. I would happily sleep all my life. 
 
    Yawn! All these thoughts about sleep have made me so sleepy. Let me now go and make myself comfortable on my bed and catch a few winks.  But wait! What are my brothers up to now? They seem to be unwrapping what looks like lace wound all around her. But where has all that lace come from? How had she managed to get all that lace around herself? Come to think of it, it does seem like a pretty good idea. Apparently, the Egyptian Pharaohs did that.  
 
    Now those Egyptians, they were humans after my own heart. They had huge elaborate tombs called ‘pyramids’ built and then went to sleep under them wrapped up with rolls and rolls of linen. One thing we have to give to the humans—they know to do things in style. They even had a name for the bandaged state—‘mummy’ or something. These mummies were like cocoons of butterflies. Butterflies! These were some creatures! How wonderful to weave a cocoon around oneself and snugly nod away to sleep and not wake up for weeks. As for myself, I am content with blankets, for I am a simple dwarf with simple tastes. 
 
    Yawn! I guess I am digressing. Why are my brothers not letting this girl sleep in peace? Why are they unwrapping all that lace around her? This is so cruel. I would feel very angry indeed if someone unwrapped the blankets around me when I was sound asleep. 
 
    Soon the bandages are unwrapped, and her eyes open. Strangely she does not seem angry at all.  
 
    “Where am I?” she asks feebly. She apparently, had not been sleeping at all. What the hell! A sleeping man on waking will never ask, “Where am I”; he is more likely to ask, “Who the hell woke me up?” Clearly, she had only been unconscious. What a pity! 
 
    Anyways she is soon up and awake and begins to tell her story.  
 
    “Sometime after you all left, I heard a knock on the door. I opened the door and there stood a middle-aged lady carrying a large bundle of clothes. She wanted to come in and have a glass of water. I saw no harm in that and let her come in. After drinking the water, she wanted me to see her wares. I did not want to, but she insisted. After showing me some of the most beautiful dresses, she said she had one just right for me. I protested that I didn’t have money. But she said she would give it to me in return for my kindness and she would herself like to put the satins around me and show me how beautiful I looked. One moment I remember her going round and around me with the lace. And the very next moment everything suddenly went blank and remained so till I found myself being unwrapped by you all.”  
 
    Yawn! I have seen and heard enough. It is time I retired to bed. But alas! No! That Pessy! Why does he always have to talk so much? 
 
    “You, foolish girl. How could you let a stranger inside the house like that? From now on, you are not to open the house to anyone else but us. When we are here, we shall knock seven times and call out loudly to let you know it is us.” 
 
   
  
 

 Hypochondrus 
 
    Achoo! Achoo! What is wrong with this girl—she lies sprawled on the floor yet again. I hope she has not caught some dreadful illness. Achoo! These humans carry so many terrible diseases. Right from the moment she had started staying with us I have been living in dread of catching some human illness from her. I got the scare of my life when we found her sprawled on the floor a few days back. What if it had been some contagious plague or something! We would have been done for. Luckily it had only been suffocation due to that lace. What a sigh of relief! But this time there is no sign of any lace - I fear it must be a deadly disease. What am I to do! Achoo! Achoo! Will we all also catch the disease and die? 
 
    I stand at a distance and watch, wondering what to do. But my brothers are not like me. Without the slightest hesitation, they rush towards her. If not for their own health, they should at least care for mine. If they catch something, they would spread it to me as well. Achoo! Achoo! I rue the day this human girl came to live with us. Achoo! Achoo! 
 
    I mean she is nice and all. She keeps the house spic-and-span and we get hot, healthy meals. Both of which have really served to improve my health. And so far, I have shown no sign of being afflicted with any disease of any sort and so I have been happy. Till the day we had found her unconscious on the floor once and then now again. Achoo! Achoo! 
 
    I watch from a distance as my brothers gather around her.  
 
    “See that comb over there on her head. I have never seen it before.” It is Opti. Immediately Ency pulls out the comb. 
 
    “Throw that dirty thing out of the window,” I yell from where I am. Achoo! Achoo! 
 
    In a few minutes, her eyes open. She is not dead after all. Maybe it was no disease this time as well. I heave a sigh of relief. She seems quite weak, but she can speak. 
 
    “I heard a knock at the door sometime after you left. I remembered your warning and did not open the door. But the person at the door continued to knock and entreated me to open the door. She said she was cold, hungry and lost. She would die if she did not receive timely help. She sounded so piteous that I got scared when she stopped knocking. I opened the door and found her lying at the doorstep. I brought her in and tended to her. Once she was better she said she was a hairdresser who had blundered into the forest by mistake and lost her way. She thanked me profusely for reviving her and insisted she would do my hair in gratitude for the good turn I had done her. The moment she stuck the comb in my hair, I felt a hard prick on my scalp and I lost my consciousness. I must have been lying unconscious till you came and revived me.” 
 
    Phew! That was only poison, no disease. And poison, while deadly, is not contagious. So, I boldly walk up to her to join my brothers. 
 
    Pessy is the first to speak.  
 
    “This is no use. I think someone is out to kill her, most probably that wicked step-mother she told us about. And this girl is so gullible, we can’t trust her to protect herself. That wicked woman will somehow trick Snow White unless one of us is at home all the time to ensure her safety.” 
 
    “Or somehow we manage to keep her hidden from that woman. We could build ourselves a new cottage in a different part of the jungle and move in there. But that would not help - she would probably find Snow White’s location as she did the first time.  She also somehow found out that she was not dead after her first attempt on her life, didn’t she? And came back for a second attempt. No. Before we decide to do anything, we first need to find out how she manages to keep track of Snow White. We can then figure out how we can prevent the evil woman from locating her. One of us has to pay the palace a visit to find out more about her.” 
 
   
  
 

 Introvertus 
 
    “Mirror mirror, on the wall—who is the fairest one of all?” 
 
    A tall, stately woman is standing in front of a large ornate mirror, which begins to cloud as soon as these words are uttered. After a minute or so the glass begins to clear, and Snow White’s graceful form makes its appearance on its silvery surface.  
 
    “Is she still not dead? Has she managed to survive yet again? How many lives does this damned girl have? This is the third time she ought to be dead and is not—the second time I have tried to kill her with my own hands. Yet, she lives!” 
 
    So, this was how the girl’s step mother found out about Snow White! And the reason for her wanting to kill Snow White is clear—because the girl is the fairest woman in the world and the queen is jealous. My heart fills with pride at the thought that the most beautiful woman in the world has chosen to live with us. And she has not put on the slightest of airs that one would have expected of one such as her. She lives in simplicity as if she were just one of us dwarves. She takes out time to talk to even one like me—the youngest, weakest and stupidest of the dwarves. Talking of which, it is a wonder that my brothers have chosen me for this mission rather than one of my smarter and braver siblings. But they had said stealth was the key for this mission. I, they said, had the best ability to sneak around invisibly as well as the best powers of observation. Come to think of it, this is indeed true. I have developed these abilities over the years. I do not want to be seen by people. So, I like to just stand in the shadows and observe. But I had never even imagined my brothers actually knew about this ability of mine. They generally did not take much notice of me. Nobody did. Until Snow White arrived, that is. Her arrival changed everything – she made me feel wanted. And accepted. And loved. 
 
    “Show me where she lives,” comes the icy voice of the queen. 
 
    To my amazement, our little cottage comes into view on the mirror. So, the mirror is the root of all the evil. I have to go back and tell my brothers. I am sure the clever Ency or the brooding Pessy would come up with a way to put an end to this menace. We cannot allow this to continue. Oh, my poor Snow White! The only one to have ever really cared for me! She is in grave danger. Any time now this evil woman will set out to make yet another attempt on her life. What if she succeeds this time? I cannot bear the thought of anything happening to our Snow White. No! I will not let anything happen to her. We have to do something quickly to save her. I have to rush home and confer with my brothers. 
 
   
  
 

 Optimius 
 
    I am a jolly good fellow. I am a jolly good fellow. I am not just a jolly good fellow, though. I am also a man on a mission. A mission to destroy the evil mirror. The wise heads in our group had conferred and decided the only way to keep Snow White safe was to destroy either her step-mother or her magic mirror. As long as either one of them remains, Snow White will never be truly safe. Killing the queen was out of question. We are dwarves, not humans or orcs. We do not go killing sentient beings willy-nilly, even if we have a valid cause. We are not humans—unlike humans, we value life. We decided we would let her remain alive and wreak her cruelty upon anyone she chose to, as long as it is not Snow White. She would surely meet her just desserts by hands other than our own. We did not want blood on our hands—we only wanted to protect our friend. So the one that had to be destroyed was the mirror. 
 
    When the decision was made to adopt this bold plan, I was obviously the man for the job. I am like the guy who knew no fear. You know the story of that human who stayed three nights in a haunted mansion and frustrated those ghosts? I am like that—no worries or fears. But even that man learned fear once the princess entered his life. And I learnt fear and worry when our princess entered our life. Worry for her welfare and fear for her life. She is such a soft, kindly soul who has brought joy to all our lives, even Pessy who knew not the meaning of happiness. We cannot allow anything to happen to her. 
 
    So here I am on my way to the palace, to the queen’s chamber, following the instructions given by Intro on finding my way to the palace and then within the palace. Pretty meticulous, that quiet little brother of ours. I had already made my plans. Or rather Ency and Pessy had made them for me. Pessy was the one who thought through everything that could go wrong and Ency figured how to make it right. And I the fearless executor. Dream team of sorts we are, aren’t we? I am to make it to the window of the chamber and destroy the mirror with a stone. I would get only one opportunity and I have to make the best of it, for the soldiers would come rushing in the moment a sound was heard. 
 
    I peer in through the window.  The chamber is empty. I have no time to waste.  
 
    “Crash!”  
 
    My stone has found the mirror dead center. It shatters into pieces that fall all over the place. Mission accomplished. The mirror is destroyed. I run—swift like the wind, before they can start looking for me. I am the hero, the savior of the damsel in distress. The destroyer of evil mirrors.  
 
    Alas! I have rejoiced too soon. For the high spirits with which I enter our home is brought crashing back to the earth like the pieces of the mirror at the sight that greets me at home. Once again, Snow White lies sprawled on the ground and my brothers are standing around her, in funeral-like silence and with deathly gloom hanging over their faces. Has my mission been futile—a case of operation successful, but patient failing to survive?   
 
   
  
 

 Philosophus  
 
    Lady luck is a strange mistress.  She can smile, smile and yet be a villainess who can turn her face away when you need her most. As it has happened to our dear Snow White. She was lucky to have had as her first assassin a huntsman with that bit of warmth in his heart. She was lucky to have been left near our cottage and to have been able to find it before the wild beasts of the forests found her. She was lucky to have missed death at the hands of the deadly visitor by a whisker not once but twice. But how much can lady luck do for one person? The odds were stacking continuously, and things had to eventually give way. And give way they did—for here she lay, dead for all practical purposes, and we have no way of saving her. We have tried all we can, but nothing has worked. 
 
    The half-bitten apple lying next to her told us the whole story. While Opty was away at the palace and the rest of us mining, the evil queen must have returned, this time as an apple-seller, and again tricked the gullible Snow White into entertaining her. The girl had a heart that was too kind for her own good. The world is a jungle where only the fittest survive and what place had this poor little dove in a world of hawks and vultures? Luck was the one thing that had managed to keep her alive so long. And the moment luck gave way, she was done for, a poisoned apple claiming her life. 
 
    With a heavy heart, we obtain a glass box and place her lifeless body inside it. This is one of Ency’s ideas—he is always the one with ideas. For paying respect to her departed soul, he says—the innocent girl with a heart of gold who lies dead in front of us. Death—a certainty for every living being in this world. To some, it comes early; to some it comes late. To the dead one, everything ceases to matter. The real tragedy is for the survivors. We are the survivors—everything in the world is so transient, no one can hold on to anyone else, the survivors have to let go of the dead. The only thing one can hold on to are memories.  
 
    Our memories of Snow White are what we need to treasure, for they are the most precious things that remain in life. More precious than any of the gems we have dug out from under the earth. Those memories will bring us joy in the hours of darkness, and so we need to preserve them carefully. Nothing like a beautiful glass box to preserve those beautiful memories. We are doing this more for ourselves than for her. 
 
     As we stand around her transparent coffin, gazing at her lovely face, my reverie is interrupted by the sound of hooves. I can see a horseman riding towards us in the distance.  Is this death in his garb of the horseman of apocalypse? Is this death on his pale horse come to claim his lovely prize? As he comes near, I notice the horse is not a pale one but a shining back stallion and the one who rides astride the beast is not a skeleton holding a scythe to harvest souls, but a young man in hunting clothes. He rides right next to us and alights from his horse. 
 
    “What have he here? Who is this lovely maiden lying in the box?” 
 
    Before we can answer, he is standing over the coffin and gazing at Snow White. I know that look in his eyes. Love at first sight. And loss at first sight as well, for he has fallen in love with a corpse. What an irony, isn’t it? For fate to give you something with one hand and take away with the other. Whoever said Lady Luck has no sense of humor! A wry sense of humor indeed. 
 
    Before we can stop him, he bends over her, raises her head and kisses her on the lips. My brothers are furious at this desecration of the remains of our beloved and are about to jump at him when we hear a feeble cough. Wonder of wonders, Snow White is not dead yet. He raises her to a sitting position and taps her gently on the back as she continues to cough. She spits out a large piece of apple as she opens her eyes. I could see her eyes gazing intently into the eyes of the stranger. She too seems to have fallen in love with him. After all, she is with one of her own kind after being denied the company of fellow-humans for such a long time. And what a fine specimen she has just encountered. Isn’t it inevitable that she should fall in love? 
 
    As soon as she recovers a bit, he kneels on one knee and says, “My lovely lass, I am the Prince of Pressya. Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to my kingdom and being my Princess.” 
 
    This is crazy. He had not even known her for an hour and is now claiming her hand in marriage. But then what did we know about marriages? It’s not like any of us has ever married. She turns to us questioningly. What can we say? That our association with this prince guy is too short to make any judgement about his character? That she must take time to know him better before she made a decision? He could be cruel, unfaithful or clingy for all we knew and all she knew. He could make her life miserable.  
 
    But will she listen? Clearly her mind is made up. She is never the one for lengthy deliberations. Even Pessy seems to have realized that. He too says nothing. We tell ourselves—maybe she is good that way. Maybe her luck will continue to hold out. After all, her luck has served her well so far. Even in this almost-hopeless situation, lady luck had smiled upon her. I mean, how likely was it that the poisoned apple piece would stick in her throat and a stranger would come from nowhere and extract it? So, reckless though it may seem, she could only depend on her luck and go by her gut feel. We just nod our consent. 
 
    The wedding happens with great pomp and show. We are the odd men out in a sea of humans. But she had insisted we attend. We stand in a corner and watch the humans put up an obscene display of wealth. The amount of food served at the banquet could have fed a village for a year. There was also a lot of drinking and merriment. On the surface everyone looks to be happy. But there are lot of whispers going on in the background. It is interesting how as a group they project collective happiness while having disparate sentiments individually.  
 
    Snow White’s father, the king of the neighboring kingdom is also there. But he clearly does not recognize his daughter. He probably had hardly noticed her back when she had lived in his palace. Otherwise how could a father not have known what his daughter had been subjected to? Luckily her step-mother has not accompanied him; she would have definitely recognized her at once. She is probably mourning the loss of her beloved mirror. 
 
     Snow White makes no effort to correct her father’s ignorance of her identity. That would only complicate the situation. Too many explanations and unwanted revelations would be called for. She probably thinks it is not worth it. There is no reason why she should have particularly strong feelings for her negligent father anyway. 
 
    Soon, it is time for us to leave. We bid her goodbye and make our way back to the cottage, our hearts heavy at losing our friend. But we would have her memories with us always and the satisfaction that she is alive living happily somewhere. It is good for her that she could leave us. Playing charwoman, cook and seamstress to seven dwarves all her life would not have exactly been a Princess’ dream, would it? So, whatever had happened was probably for the best. It was good as long as it lasted. Now it is time to move on.  
 
    We still have our cottage, we still have our mines, we still have our hoard of gems and yes, we still have each other.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Lost Love’s Labors 
 
    I don’t know why they are called “Fairy Tales”. If it were up to me, I would call them “Witch Tales”. Think about it. How many fairies do you remember? Other than in Cinderella’s story, does a fairy make an appearance in even one popular tale? No.  
 
    But witches? We show up in every second or third tale. Who cursed Sleeping Beauty? A witch. Who cursed the Frog Prince? A witch. Who took away Rapunzel from her father? A witch. Who did Hansel and Gretel encounter in a jungle? A witch. I can keep going on and on, but I guess I have made my point. The Brothers Grimm and the Perraults and Andersons of the world have always given us witches a raw deal. But I am not going to let things remain this way. If no one wants to tell my tale, I shall tell it myself. 
 
    So here goes. My story begins with a stranger coming to my door…  
 
    I know, I know. Bit of a cliché, eh? But one can’t help it—that’s how most stories begin. Some, like Oliver Twist, begin from the time one was born and stuff. But this is not that kind of story. Anyway, I was busy brewing one of my potions when I heard a knock at my door. Now this was strange, for I rarely had visitors. At least not any more. There was a time when I used to live in a village and folks would flock to me for potions, charms and spells. I used to think that I was the most popular person in the village and lived in ignorant bliss for some time, until I was proven completely wrong! They actually hated my guts! Can you imagine that? They detested me. It was such a shocking discovery! Those ungrateful louts used to come to me not only for healing, but all kinds of stupid things like love potions, success charms and courage spells. And I, like a fool, entertained them all the time, helping them selflessly without discrimination, never for a moment imagining what a brood of vipers they would turn out to be. I found it all out one day when I overheard the villagers meeting quietly and discussing how I was a danger to them. From that day onwards, I took to listening to what people spoke behind my back. And what should I discover? Every one of them feared, hated and despised me.  
 
    It was then that I decided I had had enough of people. I would find a new home in the depth of the jungles far away from human civilization and devote myself heart and soul to what I liked best—the study of magic. What joy! Magic is never ungrateful like people. The more love and dedication you put in, the more it rewards you. But you nosy busybodies are not going to leave me be, are you? “What use is magic that is not used to help people?”, you ask. How like you! Why does everything have to be seen through utilitarian lenses? You sit and gossip from dawn to dusk—how does that benefit humanity? You organize a banquet and hog till your stomach almost bursts. How does that benefit humanity? You spend entire nights in taverns drinking yourself silly. How does that benefit humanity? You answer all of that, and I will tell you how my learning magic for its own sake benefits humanity. 
 
     Anyways getting back to the knock on the door, I opened the door to find a young dandy standing there. A pretty boy in fancy clothes and most likely an empty head.  What did he want with me now?  
 
    “Madame—would you be the one and only Viviane, the greatest magician of our times?”  
 
    Greatest magician of our times, eh? Now I liked the sound of that. Whatever his other faults, the foppish young fellow had the gift of gab. 
 
    I nodded my head and replied gruffly, “That would be me. What do you want with me?” 
 
    “Madame—I want to learn magic from you.” 
 
    “You…what?” 
 
    “I want to learn magic.” 
 
    “Who told you I was running a school for magic? I teach no magic. Be off with you.” 
 
    “Madame, I beseech you. Do not turn me away.” 
 
    I slammed the door in his face.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    I feared he would make a nuisance of himself by banging on the door and shouting.  You know, people never do take rejections gracefully. They just don’t understand ‘no’ means ‘no’. But I was in luck—this lad did nothing of that sort. I was both relieved and, truth be told, a tad disappointed. He had seemed so keen to learn magic. I had expected him to be at least a bit more persistent. He had left without even a fight. Anyway, good riddance, I tried to convince myself. But the next morning when I opened the door, I was in for a surprise. Who should I find sleeping in a corner on the porch but the very same fellow?  
 
    “Hey, you! What are you doing here?” I brought a pail of cold water and threw it over him. He jumped up with a start, shivering of cold. “Who told you I allowed my porch to be used as a resting place for vagrants. Shoo! Scat! Get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Madame…please.” 
 
    “Please what? Want something to eat? Here take this and be off with you.” I threw him some moldy bread. 
 
     He said nothing. He moved away, but only to position himself below a tree within sight of my house. 
 
    For the next one week, it became a daily routine of sorts. As soon as I opened the door, he would emerge with the same request. The boy was persistent indeed and it seemed that he would continue like this for eternity. Whatever be his other qualities, I had to give it to him for his dogged persistence.  
 
    Eventually, I had to yield. “I will teach you whatever I know. But when you are in my house you will do only what you are told. You shall not speak unless spoken to and do everything I order you to do without questioning. Furthermore, when I don’t summon you, you shall remain out of my way.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress. I will do anything to learn magic from you.” 
 
    And thus, the magic lessons began. To my surprise, he turned out to be a very good pupil indeed. I had never had a student before and I began to find I enjoyed teaching. It felt wonderful to share my magic with someone. For so many years, the study of magic had been a lonely path. It was delightful to have a companion now. He picked up skill so fast and, in few weeks, we were interacting almost as equals exploring the realms of magic, hand in hand—and that is where the trouble began. 
 
    You see, I had never found men attractive until then. I saw them as lowdown creatures of limited intelligence who gawked at women with lecherous eyes. Now, for the first time, I was seeing a different breed of man. His very presence made my heart flutter. I was glad he had persisted. My life, before he came into it, seemed like a distant dream; now the very thought of life without him was nothing short of a nightmare. I hoped he would stay with me forever. 
 
    But that was not to be. The terrible day did arrive when he came to me and said, “Mistress, I have something important to say to you.”  
 
    I was surprised at the formality of his tone. There was an ominous sound to it. 
 
    I nodded my head. He then spoke up. “I cannot tell you how obliged I am to you for teaching me all the magic you know. I shall always be indebted to you.” 
 
    Now where was this leading? Why all this sudden expression of gratitude? Why today? Then it came out. 
 
    “I have been away from my kingdom for too long. Now that I have accomplished my dream of learning magic, I would like to return to my people.” 
 
    This came to me like a bolt from the blue. “Kingdom? People? What are you saying?” 
 
    “My father is the ruler of a little state and I am his only son and heir to his throne. Due to my heart’s deepest desire of learning magic, I had left him and come to you. But I have stayed away for too long—he must be missing me, and I must return to him.” 
 
    “Can’t you see him and return to me?” 
 
    “How I wish I could, mistress. But I have my duties as a Prince. I have neglected them all this while. It is time I took them up again.” 
 
    Duties as a Prince indeed! What do Princes do? Strut around palaces looking important and giving orders? Any knave could do that. Why was he becoming all pompous about it as if that was something really important—like earning bread for a hungry family? As long as he was learning magic from me, the kingdom got on well enough without him. Now that he had learnt all that I could teach him, suddenly all these things became important, eh?  
 
    “And me? What about your responsibility towards me?” 
 
    “I am grateful for all that you have taught me. I will ensure you are adequately compensated; I will have my father build a mansion for you in our kingdom and declare you as the Royal Sorceress. Come with me—you will have all your wants fulfilled.” 
 
    The ungrateful wretch! Does he think he can buy me off with his wealth? 
 
    “No. I am going nowhere. Nor are you. I want you to stay with me.” 
 
    “No, mistress. I told you. I must return to my father.” 
 
    “Then see him and come back to me. I am sure the kingdom can do without a Prince. Or if you insist on going, take me along. But I want no mansion. I would like to live with you in your palace.” 
 
    The words just came out involuntarily. 
 
    “But how can I do that? Only the royal family stay there?” 
 
    “Then make me royal family. Marry me and make me your Princess.” 
 
    There. I had said it. Even I had not known what my intentions with respect to him were till now. Now I did—I was in love. 
 
    His face turned red and an ugly scowl appeared on his face. “I have always looked up to you, Madam, and shall remain grateful for all you have done for me. But marry you? How could you even think of something like that! You are my teacher.” 
 
    I noticed ‘mistress’ had suddenly changed to ‘madam’. “So?” 
 
    “I respect you. But I have never seen you that way.” 
 
    Why was he being so difficult? Now what was all this nonsense of seeing me this way, that way and all? Either he likes me, or he doesn’t. If he likes me, why can’t he take me as his wife? 
 
    “What way?” 
 
    “As a wife or lover.” 
 
    Clearly, he never liked me. He had been deceiving me all these days. I should have known. My interactions with people had never been good. People were always greedy, selfish and untrustworthy. Why, oh why did I expect him to be any better? 
 
    “So that’s your final decision? You will leave me and go?” 
 
    “I explained how things stand.” 
 
    “Don’t beat around the bush. Answer my question. Are you going to leave me and go?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    As he turned to go, I felt a terrific rage rising inside me.  
 
    “Stop,” I said. 
 
    He turned back. 
 
    “I have a gift for you.” 
 
    I summoned all my magic and hit him plumb on his chest. His face began to transform into that of a lion: a lion with the horns of a goat. And his body began to take the shape of a grizzly bear. A most grotesque chimera stood in front of me. 
 
    “Well, there you go. This is my parting gift to you. Go wherever you like now and do whatever you like. Goodbye.” I said. 
 
    He looked at himself with shock. “What have you done to me, mistress?” 
 
    Back to mistress again, eh?  
 
    “Nothing. I just thought you looked better this way.” 
 
    “Please turn me back, mistress. Please don’t leave me this way. I can’t go anywhere like this. People will mistake me for a demon and drive me away with sticks and stones. I can never ever appear before another human again.” 
 
    “Then don’t. Live the life of a recluse like me.” 
 
    “No, mistress. Please!” 
 
    I was not done yet. How he had broken my heart! One more cruel twist was needed to pay him back for his betrayal. 
 
    “Very well, I am moved by your pleas. I agree to reverse the transformation. But on one condition.” 
 
    “What is it, mistress? I am willing to do anything.” 
 
    Now I had him where I wanted. 
 
    “The day you receive a kiss from someone you truly love as I have loved you, you shall be a man again.” 
 
    “But mistress, how will a grotesque being like me find love?” 
 
    Ha, Ha, Ha! Wasn’t that the whole catch? 
 
    “That is my final offer. Take it or leave it. I have already been too merciful to you, given how you betrayed my affection.” 
 
   
  
 

 *  *  * 
 
    He slunk amongst the shadows that night and secretly made his way to his father’s palace. I found out later that, while fully sympathetic toward his son’s situation, the King wouldn’t hear of him resuming the duties as a Prince. In fact, he thought it inappropriate for a chimera to be seen anywhere in the capital. It would scare the subjects, he said. So, the King purchased a mansion in a remote province and had his son sent there. I secretly watched and followed after him. Yes, I did. Doesn’t seem like me at all, does it? You would have imagined I would have forgotten him and got back to my magic studies? But you see, that’s the problem with love. Love is bad enough; spurned love is a raging passion. I had to be around and see him suffer. Or did I? I seemed to feel sorry for him at the same time. I was still in love with him. If that was the case, then why was I subjecting him to all this?  
 
    I can’t say. I am a witch, not a philosopher to be able to give the answers to such questions. 
 
    I found an abandoned cottage in the vicinity and took up residence there. Weeks turned to months and months to years. Life was settling down to a humdrum rhythm. The Prince seemed to have completely reconciled himself to the situation. He found solace in devoting himself heart and soul to the study of magic like I had done all those years. How I wished I too could return to my studies! But no! My mind wouldn’t let me—it was still too full of him. For a long time, nothing seemed to happen. He seemed content enough, and I was the one being punished. This was going nowhere. If it continued this way, he would lose himself in his magic, forgetting everything else and I would be stranded watching him and getting frustrated all my life. It seemed as though I had done him a good turn with my curse, unless I did something again. But what was I to do? I was a scholar, not a schemer; ideas didn’t come to me easily. The most obvious thing to do was to subject him to further curses. But what worse could I do to him? I was not interested in subjecting him to any form of physical suffering. That seemed too crude for my sensibilities. I had still not turned into a callous monster. 
 
    Then one fine day, my chance came. All of a sudden, from a most unexpected direction—a stranger. He strayed into his gardens—an old fellow from a distant land. He was one of those typical humans and did what all humans do—he just broke into the mansion without permission, ate the food that was set on the table and made himself comfortable on one of the beds. Somehow humans seem to have this habit of breaking into dwellings of others and helping themselves to whatever they liked. I have never seen more uncouth, avaricious creatures.  Not only do they do this but talk about it proudly in their stories. I could remember at least two of them—one a story of this girl named Goldilocks who broke into a bear family’s home and the other of a girl called Snow White who had similarly broken into the bachelor pad of a bunch of dwarves.  
 
    My young apprentice too had noticed the trespasser but just let him be and watched him from hiding. He didn’t want to make an appearance and scare the poor wretch out of his wits. Such a considerate young fellow he was—so different from his fellow humans. That is what made me love him in the first place. How I wish he had not rejected me and made me do all these things. He almost shamed me with his magnanimity. I was in half a mind to transform him back and get on with my life. But no! His rejection still hurt, and I would find no peace till I made him suffer all that I had suffered. 
 
    Eventually though, even my Prince’s patience and forbearance wore out, as the senile idiot discovered when he began plucking the roses in the garden. Hardly had his fingers reached out to pluck the second rose, when he found himself face to face with a monster he probably had not seen even in his worst nightmares. I say this with a touch of pride, for it was my handiwork. A piece of art in chimera form he was.     
 
    A sense of aesthetics was another thing we shared in addition to our love for knowledge. While I had found limited means to express myself except in that curse, his artistry had found expression through his garden. If there was anything that came a close second to his love for magic, it was this garden of his. He tended it with so much care. And the roses were his most prized possession. No wonder he had lost his temper when that old lout had gone about so carelessly plucking those flowers of his.   
 
     “A demon’s got me! A demon’s got me!  Someone save me,” yelled the squeaky voice of the trespasser. 
 
    “You, vile man, you enter my home without permission, dine at my table, consume my food and wine with abandon, repose on my bed in all its luxury like a prince and now call me a demon? I will show you what a demon can do.”  So saying, he seized him by the collar and lifted him up in the air. 
 
    “No! No! Please spare me. I meant no harm. I didn’t know the place was yours. I will pay you for all I have taken.” 
 
    “Pay me? What will you pay me?” 
 
    “A hundred gold coins?” 
 
    “Gold coins? What do I want with your gold coins? I have more gold coins than you have seen in all your life.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “Well, let me see. You have trespassed into my rose garden, which is the most precious to me. And you have taken one of my roses. The right price for that would be something that is as precious to you. Give me that which is most precious to you. Yes—if you promise to send it to me as soon as you return home, I will not only let you go unscathed but take home a bunch of my best roses.” 
 
    I could sense he was no longer angry, and only jesting with the old fellow. Though I had made him look monstrous, he still had the same soft heart that wouldn’t bear to see even a fly come to harm. He probably expected the fellow to go back home and completely forget his promise. And he would not have minded, either, just gone back to his life and eventually forgotten about the old man as well. 
 
    But I could smell an opportunity for me here! I was not going to let it pass! I followed after the old wretch and accosted him about a mile down the road from the Prince’s castle. I got into a conversation with him and made him tell the whole story of his encounter with the beast, to which I listened keenly as if I was just finding out about the events that had transpired. Then I said, “You better keep your promise to him or he will come for you and kill you and your family.” 
 
    The man’s face turned pale in fear. Then he said, “Maybe I will go home and send him some trinket. Hope that should do.” 
 
    These trickster humans!  
 
    “No. He was specific. He needed the most precious thing in your life.” 
 
    “But how would he know what that is?” 
 
    “He is a mind reader. He knows what is most precious to you. If you don’t send that he will definitely come for you.” 
 
    While there were lot of things we could do with our magic, mind reading was not one of them. But this old fraud did not know that. 
 
    He was deep in thought for a while. “But the thing most precious to me is my youngest daughter. How can I send her to him?” 
 
    I had stuck gold. My efforts had not been in vain. My dear apprentice was sure to have been adequately mellowed by the loneliness of the two years. The company of a pretty young girl would be just the thing to kindle feelings in his woe borne heart.  Yes! He should be made to feel everything I had felt! That would be the right revenge.  
 
    “You have to. Otherwise he will come for you and kill not only you but your entire family. Would you rather your daughter come to live with him or have her die a cruel, painful death alongside you?” 
 
    He shook his head mournfully—I had managed to convince him. As he was leaving, I added a word of warning. “When your daughter comes, let her tell him she has come to be with him of her own free will. If he comes to know that she has come unwillingly, he might fly into one of his rages and kill her then and there. Also, he might test her by suggesting she return. She must refuse. For if she doesn’t, he will realize she has come unwillingly. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded his head and was soon on his way. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    In two weeks’, time, a comely young lass was at his door. Just the kind I had hoped for. I had feared she may turn out to be unattractive. Don’t get me wrong here. I would be the last one to put a premium on physical attractiveness. But let us face it—in these kinds of matters, looks do matter. Even I have to admit—his handsome appearance before I transformed him into a beast had been one of the reasons for my attraction to him. I sincerely hoped she had the brains and character to match. Knowing him as I did, he would not fall for a shallow girl. 
 
    The front door was open when she arrived. Unlike her father, she was hesitant to enter without permission and stood there by the door. Only when it became dark and it started raining did she enter. When she did, she found the dinner table laid out like her father had found it. But she did not even go near the table.  
 
    I wondered if she was adopted.  
 
    She just sat in a corner and waited for her host to make his appearance. I knew he was watching her from hiding. He kept her waiting the whole night and finally made his appearance early the next morning.  
 
    “Hello, my dear, what brings you here?” 
 
    She shrunk back in horror at the first sight of him. I wondered if I had overdone his ugliness. Of course, I didn’t want her falling in love with him. I was satisfied with him being ugly enough for her to not even like him all that much. But if she found him entirely repulsive, it might reflect in her behavior. And how would he fall for a girl whose feeling of repugnance for him was so evident right from the start. He needed to have at least a sliver of hope. Hope! That is the greatest betrayer.  
 
    She spoke in quiet voice, pausing between every word, “My father sent me here.” 
 
    “Your father? Who is your father?” 
 
    Just as I had thought. He had completely forgotten about the old man. She told him about her father and reminded him of the promise that had been made to him. 
 
    “Oh, that promise? I did not know the most precious thing in his life would be a person…look, I am so sorry…I had no intention to make him send you to me. I apologize for the inconvenience. You must return home at once—whoever has heard of holding someone’s daughter in captivity in exchange for a mere bunch of roses, eh?” 
 
    “No, sir. A promise is a promise and I must keep my father’s word.” 
 
    I had played my cards well. I could see her charm working on him already and him starting to yield. 
 
    “I don’t think it is necessary for you to stay with me. But if you want to, feel free to stay on. You can use the bedroom upstairs, have the run of the full house…including the library next to the hall as long as you stay here…do you read?” 
 
    “I love to read,” she said, her eyes brightening for the first time since I had seen her. 
 
    “That’s good, then. I have enough books in my collection to keep you occupied. Just keep out of my way,” he added as an afterthought.  
 
    I found the injunction all too familiar. I too had said the same to him when he had arrived at my doorstep. But did it stop me from developing feelings for him? 
 
    A few days passed. Mostly, he kept out of her sight. She made good use of her time, spending the entire day in the library poring over books on various topics. He would often watch her from hiding. I could see that he had started feeling the attraction. But that was not enough. Nothing would move from here unless they spoke to each other. And knowing him, I was sure he wouldn’t make the first move. And I doubted she would too unless I intervened. 
 
    So, one day, when the girl was in the garden I approached her. “I am your neighbor. I have been seeing you around for the past few weeks. Have you newly taken residence at this house?” 
 
    “Yes. I have come to stay with the master of this house.” 
 
    I noticed she didn’t say “Beast”. A diplomatic one, she was. I hoped it was only diplomacy and nothing more. Last thing I wanted was her falling for him. 
 
    “He and I go a long way back. Poor fellow has been lonely for so many years with not a soul to talk to. I am sure your presence would bring joy to him.” 
 
    “Hmm…I don’t know. I hardly ever talk to him.” 
 
    “Why, my dear? Don’t you like him?” 
 
    “No. Nothing of that sort. I just felt he would like to be left alone.” 
 
    “No. No. Not at all. He is probably craving for human company, you know? You must seek him out and talk to him. He would be so delighted if you were but to say a kind word to him.” 
 
    “You say you are his friend and stay in the neighborhood. Don’t you visit him?” 
 
    The girl was smart. I wondered again how that senile fool had a daughter like her. 
 
    “I would love to. But we had a small misunderstanding in the past and are not on talking terms anymore. But I still wish him well. If I could have, I would have loved to brighten his life with my company.  But since I can’t, I ask that you, who share this castle with him, offer him your society and bring him out of his shell. It is not good for him to languish in solitude.” 
 
    Taking my advice, the next day, she was at the door of his room. She knocked gently. 
 
    He opened and looked surprised to see her.  
 
    “Did you want something, my dear?” 
 
    “I was going to have dinner. I was wondering if you would join me.” 
 
    Tact. The girl had tact. 
 
    “Well…I mean…I thought…my appearance may scare you and ruin your appetite.” 
 
    “Not at all, Sir. I must admit I initially found your appearance startling, but I am sure I can get used to it. I would be…delighted if you join me for dinner.” 
 
    Thus, they started having dinner together. And of course, dinner meant conversations. Thankfully the girl had been reading widely and had a sharp mind that could engage him in intelligent conversation. They sat and spoke for hours every day. My plan was finally working. He would soon fall in love. But I felt apprehensive at times when I saw how attentive she was to him and took in every word he said. I hoped the girl would not fall in love with the beast as well. Now that would be a complication. 
 
    I watched over them closely for the next few weeks. I was sure he had fallen head over heels in love with her. That wretch! Why could he not have loved me this way? If he had, neither of us would have had to go through all this. But, no, that was not to be.  I know I was the one who made this happen. It still hurt to know he is capable of such love, and I was not fated to be the recipient. How much better it would have been to have continued to believe he was just not capable of loving anyone, not just me! Served me right for interfering with his solitary life, perhaps? Anyway, there was no point brooding over all this. I meant to make him pay dearly for the hurt he has caused me. And he would—so far, everything had gone exactly as per my plan. And the rest of it would too—unless the girl too ended up falling in love with him. Was that possible? If that happened, my entire plan would go for a toss. Was she reciprocating his love?  I could not tell for sure. She was a difficult one to read—she was polite and respectful to him, yes, but he had been the same way with me too, and he had not loved me. I hoped it was the same with her too; I would like nothing more than a repetition of the events at my home with him at the receiving end. That would give him his just desserts for daring to reject me. 
 
    I wondered how things would proceed from here. With me and him, things had come to a head when he felt he had learnt enough magic. How would things shape up here? It was possible they would just go on and on discussing books on all kinds of obscure topics and never get anywhere beyond there.  
 
    Unless…I did something. Phew! How much effort I had to put in at every stage! I have probably not worked this hard even at my magic. Why must I do everything all the time? What I have been reduced to! From magic woman to match-maker woman. And match-breaker woman. The things we do for love! 
 
    I once again approached her when she was in the garden. She rushed joyfully to welcome me. “Your advice was indeed great. He indeed had been lonely and glum. And once I got to know him, I realized he is such a dear.” 
 
    Hmm. ‘Dear’? I didn’t like the sound of that. Maybe I was reading too much into it. But either way, the time was ripe to move to the next stage of my plan. 
 
    “Nice to know…I am so glad. By the way, how is your family doing? They must be missing you.” 
 
    “They are quite well. We write to each other every week. They are dying to see me. But I can’t leave him and go, can I?” 
 
    Ah! Just what I wanted to hear. It would be easy from here. 
 
    “Why can’t you? I am sure he will let you go and see your family for a week or two and return.” 
 
    “I know. It is not at all like father said. I’m sure he won’t hurt a hair on my head or my family’s even if I do leave him for good. He’s such a gentle person. I have no fears on that front. Only I feel he will miss me terribly. And I don’t want to cause him any distress—I seem to be all the company he has in the world.” 
 
    Now what was this? Did she care for him so much? Could it be...no. I could not get distracted. I had to proceed with my plan. 
 
    “But you can write to him when you are at your father’s home. And it is only a couple of weeks. Surely, he can manage without you for such a short duration.” 
 
    Thankfully, she did not remonstrate. This was such a struggle at each and every step. 
 
    She once again took my counsel and approached him for the permission to visit her father; he was only too glad to comply with her wishes.  
 
    “I will write to you every day,” she said as she got into a carriage. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “We can do better than that. Take this mirror with you. It is a magical one. Whenever you think of me, I will appear on it and we can talk to each other.” 
 
    What the hell! Where did this damn mirror come from all of a sudden? That did not suit my plans at all. I couldn’t have them talking to each other daily. That would be as good as her staying with him. Once again, I needed to act—I had played the daughter for some time now. It was time to finger the father. I shot off a letter to the greedy old fellow. 
 
    “Dear Sir,” I wrote. “I am sure you remember me. I spoke with you when you had visited the beast’s mansion. I have good news to share with you. Your daughter’s presence has considerably softened the beast and he is no longer a threat to you. He has even allowed your daughter to visit you. However, he has asked her to return in two weeks. It is up to you to prevent her from returning. Retain her at home if you do not want her life to be ruined.  Do you want your favorite daughter to remain a beast’s chattel all her life due to your fault? You are the only one who can rescue her from such a terrible fate. Also, one more thing—she will be bringing a mirror with her. It is a magical one given to her by the beast to control her. To free her from its nefarious influence, you must take it away from her and hide it. Don’t destroy it. Magical artifacts are dangerous and unpredictable; one never knows what can happen if you destroy one. So, don’t risk that. Just hide it somewhere where she can’t find it.” 
 
    Things so far had worked exactly as per plan. All that remained was to watch him suffer. 
 
    With every passing day he grew more and more distressed and vexed at the lack of communication from her. He kept peering into his mirror all the time, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. But she never appeared on the mirror. My letter had done its work. As the days passed by, I could see he was growing gloomier and gloomier. 
 
    Then one day, I noticed a letter lying at his doorstep. I had been watching for this. I quickly rushed to his door and retrieved it. It was indeed from her as I had expected. Over the next couple of weeks, I recovered at least three more of those pesky things. That girl was damn persistent. But I managed to prevent every one of them from falling into his hands. I wondered if the girl’s family would be able to hold her back at the end of two weeks. So, when the two weeks ended, two of us were looking towards the road with anticipation—he and I, both for different reasons. We watched from the time first rays of the sun lit up the streets till night swallowed away all of it. No one had come. I had won. He had lost her. He would now suffer. He would now know how I had felt at his rejection. 
 
    As the days passed, he started becoming listless. He started neglecting meals. He walked around the garden staring into the vacuum all the time. Soon, his mental distress began to tell on him physically as well. He was beginning to sicken. His state was growing so terrible that I was moved to pity. I had never intended to cause him to suffer this much. Had I gone too far? What was I to do now? 
 
    Day by day, his health was deteriorating more and more, and I began to seriously fear for his very life. This had not been part of my plan at all—I did not want him to die. What was I to do? I couldn’t write any more to that girl’s father—or to the girl—without contradicting myself. They would not believe me if I did. There was no way I could secure their help. I had dug myself into this situation. 
 
    I thought of going over to his house and tending to him myself, but that wouldn’t help. His malady was not that of the body; it was of the heart. Only she had the balm that would soothe his heart. I almost made up my mind to go over to her place and make a clean breast of it all when one day, I was relieved to see a carriage come down the road. It was indeed she. 
 
    As soon as the carriage stopped at the door, she ran into the house. I followed after her in the shadows. She rushed inside the house and soon came out looking agitated.  
 
    “Where is he gone?” she cried. 
 
    I too wondered the same. Then she stepped into the garden and began to look. There she found him. Under his favorite rose bushes. He lay there motionless as if dead. She sat down next to him and took his head into her lap. 
 
     “Oh, my poor Sir. Only yesterday I found the mirror you had given me. I saw you in this pitiful state and came rushing to see you at once.” 
 
    He did not answer. Was he dead? No. I could still sense life stirring within him. 
 
    “I am really sorry for delaying my return but every time I wanted to leave, my father and sisters found some reason or the other to make me extend my stay. I always thought it was only a matter of few days, but it had dragged on and on. And before I realized, it was two months. I am so sorry to have caused you so much distress, dear Sir.” 
 
    She planted a kiss on his forehead, tears streaming down her eyes. 
 
    The moment her lips touched his forehead, he began to transform—the horns were the first to go. Then the bear body.  It began to lose the bulk and roughness and take on a sleek human form. The lion head was the last to go—the ferocious facial features began to take on a benign aspect till at last it was the handsome head of a man—my Prince! In front of her lay a handsome but weak-looking young man. The curse had been broken. 
 
    He opened his eyes slowly. “Is it really you? Have you really come back?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s me. What happened just now? How did you become a human?” 
 
    “That is a long story. But I am so glad you are back. Come. Let us go inside.” 
 
    He took rest and under her care he recovered over the next few days. Over those days, he told her his story bit by bit. 
 
    Then one day, when he was fully recovered, she entered his room and sat down in front of him. “I have something important to tell you.” 
 
    “Yes, my dear. He looked at her keenly.” Even I was curious what she was going to say. I was happy he had been saved and somehow, I no longer had any desire for revenge. He had suffered enough. 
 
    “I know you love me with all your heart and would do anything to have me as wife. And I know my life would be pleasant with you. You are a Prince. You are handsome. You are kind and loving. Everything a woman would ask for. But I realized one thing. I respect you and see you as one of my best friends, but I don’t love you. Not the way a wife loves a husband. I have always had great regard for you. Even when you were in the beast’s form, I really looked forward to our conversations. I was so ignorant, and you were so knowledgeable I looked to you as a mentor who would help me advance my knowledge. But I never saw you in any other way. Now that you have a human form, things can’t just change, can it? In fact, if it did, that would make our relationship so shallow. You know what I mean, right?” 
 
    It was happening to him exactly the way it had with me. But seeing this happen no longer gave me the happiness I thought it would.  
 
    He looked shocked. “But I thought you loved me. Why did you come back to me then? That too when I was still a grotesque beast?” 
 
    “I told you—I respect you and consider you my greatest friend. And I was sorry to see you in such a state. So, I had to come back to you. I could marry you too—out of pity or more out of desire for a good life now that you are a handsome Prince and don’t need my pity. But that would not be fair to either of us, would it?” 
 
    He looked at her keenly for few minutes, his eyes filled with sorrow. Then he closed his eyes and put his head into his hands and sat motionless for few minutes. 
 
    Then he opened his eyes. His face seemed to have taken on an angelic air. Once again, I felt love rise within my heart, seeing him like that.  
 
    “You are right.  These things must happen naturally and cannot be forced. I fully understand and respect your candidness. You should return to your father’s home.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Yes. That was the question on my mind too. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I won’t harm myself again. I don’t want to cause you any anguish. With my grotesque appearance gone, human society is once again open to me. I shall return to my father and resume my princely duties. I shall dedicate myself heart and soul to my work. Maybe one day I might find love once again, and this time it may be reciprocated for a change?” 
 
    It seemed as if he was speaking for me as well. I felt so ashamed for all that I had done. I had wasted all my time on vengeance against a noble man like that. Love could not be forced. I could see that clearly now. I would return to my old home and once again plunge myself into the study of magic. I had had enough of human company. 
 
    Unlike him, I entertained no hopes of finding love ever again.  
 
    Magic would be the only love of my life. 


 
   
  
 

 The Jungle Tale 
 
    “The jungle is a cold, distant and dispassionate entity. It knows no mercy or compassion, nor has it any favorites. As far as the jungle is concerned, you are either the hunter or hunted. And it doesn’t matter which you are—if you want to survive, you must stay strong. The jungle is no place for the weak—anyone showing even the slightest sign of weakness will be ruthlessly culled. As far as strength goes, the greatest strength is the strength of numbers, in the power of packs and herds. Those that stay within their packs survive. Those that stray are claimed by the jungle.”  
 
    The elder’s instructions were still fresh in my mind. But to no avail. For I had committed the greatest sacrilege—I had strayed from my pack. I was all alone now, and smack in the middle of the jungle.  
 
    In the safety of the pack, all the warnings of the elders had seemed but bogey-wolves to scare the young and keep them in line. I never did take those old curmudgeons seriously.  
 
    “It is just a symptom of their growing senility,” I used to think. My free spirit rebelled against all constraints and my legs took me wherever my curiosity led. My earlier forays had been harmless—I had always managed to find my way back to the pack. With every successful adventure, my confidence had grown by leaps and bounds, and I had felt invulnerable. Until one day, I ventured on a longer excursion than usual and now here I was, stranded in a remote part of the jungle, hopelessly lost, with no one to call a friend.  
 
    “I suppose they were not just senile old curmudgeons after all,” I told myself. But it was too late to be thinking of that now, wasn’t it? 
 
    It was when the moon came out that the full realization dawned upon me that I was lost; hopelessly lost! I ran to the left. I ran to the right. And back to the left. I ran frantically, going this way and that, hoping I would eventually come within view of my pack. But there was no sign of them. Where had they gone? It took some time for it to sink in that, for the first time, I did not have the safety of numbers with me. I was completely on my own, in an unknown stretch of the jungle, and totally clueless as to how to find my way back to the pack.  
 
    All the warnings of the elders rushed into my head unbidden, first in trickles and then, with force, like a river in flood. My mind began to conjure up images of lions and tigers. What could a lone wolf do against one of those? And the most dangerous of all—humans! We feared to take them on, even in packs. What would I do, all alone, if I ran into a human? I slunk around like a shadow, keeping an eye out for danger. But there was no sign of activity anywhere. Absolute silence reigned.  
 
    A night passed, and a day, with me no closer to finding my way back. It was moonlight again. Suddenly a new realization dawned upon me—I faced a much bigger threat than lions, tigers, and even humans—hunger! The deadliest hunter who spares neither predator nor prey! I had eaten nothing for a day and it had already begun to gnaw me from within. If I didn’t find food soon, I would die. What a pitiful way to die! A wolf who couldn’t keep the wolf from his door!  
 
     By now, I had at least grown more confident of spotting human traps. And there was no evidence of a lion or tiger in this area; I definitely would have spotted some signs of them if there had been any around. So, I decided to take a risk and move around a bit. I wandered round and round, all around the forest, all through the night, but all I found was a skinny rat. I would have turned my nose up at if I had been with my pack, but now it seemed like the choicest delicacy—I consumed it with abandoned relish. It only served to postpone the inevitable, though; I was still hungry! I needed something more substantial. 
 
    When I had almost given up hope, I caught a whiff of something delicious. My heart skipped a beat. Food at last! I waited eagerly as I heard footsteps approaching me.  
 
    There she was—a young human girl. All alone in the jungle, just like myself. She walked cautiously, taking one step at a time, holding on tightly to a wicker basket she held in her hand. The last two days had been so lonely that I almost felt like approaching her and making her acquaintance. But then, no! She was human. Humans and wolves were enemies. Humans hunt wolves.  True, she did not look a hunter at all. There was not the slightest hint of menace to her.  She looked weak and petite. If I stood on my hind legs, I would have reached her shoulders. She was probably a young one separated from her herd. Like me. Lonely, lost, vulnerable! All alone in the jungle.  
 
    But this was not the time for sentiment—I was dying of hunger. If she was not the hunter, she must be the quarry—that was the law of the jungle. The young and the old, the weak and the infirm, any creature that managed to stray away from its herd—they all were fair game for any predator in the vicinity. And here, I was the predator. A hungry one at that. I would have to eat her in order to stay alive—it was either me or her.  But then again, how could I even think of hurting her—she too was alone in the jungle, separated from others of her kind like I was. I felt a strange kinship with her. A few minutes back I had been in the same position as she was. What if a more powerful animal had been around? What would have been my situation now? Would I have not hoped for some mercy from a more powerful predator? 
 
    I hesitantly made my way towards her when I heard a voice.  
 
    “Hark! Who goes there!” 
 
    I immediately ducked behind a tree. A much larger human came into view: he held something in his hand—something made of wood with a sharp metallic claw jutting out at the other end. I knew what this was from our elders’ stories—a hunting axe! This was the dangerous kind of human! If he found me, I was done for. I stilled my breath, but my heart beat so rapidly I was sure he would hear it. 
 
    “You there, girl! I was speaking to you. What are you doing in the jungle?” 
 
    “I…I…am going to my grandmother’s place.” 
 
    “Where? In the middle of the forest?” 
 
    “Y…yes” 
 
    “What does she live inside a forest for?” 
 
    “I…I…don’t know.” 
 
    It seemed like the girl was as scared of him as I was. He was what they called a huntsman. I wondered if he hunted fellow humans as well.  
 
    “Why are you going there?” 
 
    “My m…mother. She said…grandmother was not keeping well. To take something…to her.” 
 
    “What something?” 
 
    The girl held up her basket.  
 
    “What do you have in there?” 
 
    “M…meat pies and l…legs of m…mutton.” 
 
    Ah! That had been the delicious smell. It was the stuff in the basket. I must have known. While human flesh would do when one is in a situation like I was- with no other game, it is certainly no delicacy. Or at least not for me. Human flesh is a developed taste, one of the elders had said. We wolves are no gourmets to develop those kind of exotic tastes—we leave that to the tigers. 
 
    “Let me see. Open your basket.” 
 
    “No. Mother said to give it to grandma only.” 
 
    The man came closer to her, an air of menace about him. What was he going to do? Would he kill her? 
 
    “Give that basket to me.” 
 
    “No…” She broke into a run.  
 
    It was surprising how fast she could run. The man did not even attempt to give chase. He stood there laughing.  
 
    “What a chicken of a girl! Crazy mother! Sending her all alone into the jungle like that. And crazier grandmother! Living in the middle of the jungle all by herself!” he muttered to himself. “Anyways it is none of my business if she gets herself bitten by a snake or devoured by a pack of hungry wolves. Luckily for her we have no lions or tigers around here.”    
 
    I gave a sigh of relief—no lions and tigers. It was comforting to have this confirmed. I knew there was no rival pack of wolves here at this moment either; if they were here, I would have smelt them. So, the field was all mine. All I needed to do was find the girl and my hunger problem would be solved. I remembered coming across a solitary human habitation in a clearing during my wandering of the last two days. This must be her grandma’s house she had mentioned. I knew how to get there. I would get there before her and wait. 
 
   
  
 

 *  *  * 
 
    I ran like I was possessed. There was just one thought in my mind,  
 
    “I have to get away from this obnoxious man!”  
 
    I did not even see where I was going. I just ran. I was so scared of him. I know their kind too well. They’re more dangerous than animals. First, they will want to look into the contents of your basket and then into the contents of your tunic. I have seen many like that in my village—they are the only ones who try to make conversation with me. I am afraid of them and avoid them. The rest, they are afraid of me and avoid me. They do not like my green eyes and red hair. I keep my red hair covered with a hood most of the time, but there is little I can do about my eyes. They say I am a witch and will curse them. How I wish I really was a witch! I would love to curse a few of those lecherous men with roving eyes. Sigh! If only…! But I am just an unlucky little girl, whose own mother considers her a burden and blames her for all her troubles.  The only human conversation I ever have is my mother’s nagging. 
 
    After putting some distance between him and me, I stopped and looked around. All the trees looked very different. As did the terrain. I didn’t know where I was. There were trees, trees and more trees all around me. Every direction I looked, seemed exactly the same. What was I to do? I would never get out of here. It was all my mother’s fault. Why did she have to send me into the jungle to take food to this grandmother I hardly even knew?  
 
    To be honest, I doubt if she even is actually my mother’s mother. She is some old woman my mother knows from the past or something, I reckon. She generally visits us like a shadow, late in the evening, coming in through the backdoor. She huddles with my mother in the kitchen and confers with her and leaves before daybreak. She never ever even as much as acknowledged my presence. The one time she did deign to look at me, I caught such a weird, unnatural glint in her eyes; it gave me nightmares for days. I did not want to see her again at all and paying her a visit was the last thing I ever wanted to do, but my mother had insisted. When my mother wants something done, it has to be done—she brooks no dissent, no disobedience. That has been the story of my life for the last fourteen years. Despite doing everything she wants me to, I am still ill-treated by her. She keeps my nose to the grindstone, making me toil from dawn to dusk. After all the work, she hardly ever gives me anything to eat even —just dry bread with not even any cheese to go with it. She finds fault with whatever I do and needs only the slightest excuse to beat me. She has made my life completely miserable. But then, she is my own mother and I try not to think ill of her—not even when her actions lead me to be lost in the middle of a dense jungle. 
 
    Suddenly, an idea struck me. It was quite dry, and I could still see where I had left footsteps on the ground. If I could retrace my footprints, I would be back to where I met that horrid man. I did hope he would still not be around. As I began to walk, I felt a bit hungry. I was tempted to eat some of the goodies in the basket. But I was afraid to. This ‘grandmother’ woman might realize items are missing, and I did not know what she would do if she did. If she was anything like my mother, I didn’t even want to think about it! I was used to hunger anyway. I could easily manage for a day or two without food. Whenever my mother used to refuse me food, she always said we were too poor to afford it. Well, I wondered where she got all these delicious items to send to this supposed grandmother of mine, then.  
 
    By now, I was back where I had met that rude huntsman. Luckily, he was not there anymore. Now I could once again follow the route detailed by my mother. She had clearly instructed me how to reach grandmother’s home. Noon had already passed, and it was going to be evening soon. I had been instructed to reach by noon; I hoped she wouldn’t be angry with me, this ‘grandmother’. But what could I have done? Who could have predicted my encounter with that uncouth fellow? I just hoped I would reach before dusk and be on my way back almost immediately. Maybe I could still reach home before nightfall. I did not fancy the prospect of travelling the jungle all alone in the night, but I fancied even less the prospect of staying the night with the old woman. So, I began to take rapid strides and made my way towards the old woman’s hut.  
 
    Luckily, the rest of my walk through the woods was uneventful, and I reached her home just as the sun had begun to set. As I neared the hut, I heard the rustle of leaves behind me. I stopped in my tracks. Was this one of the animals the huntsman was talking about? What was I to do now? The creature was fast approaching. I wanted to run, but my legs seemed frozen to the spot. As the animal came closer, I whipped up some courage and turned around sharply to face it. And there it was in front of me: a poor little doe, more scared of me than I was of it. This was what I had been so scared of! I could not help laughing at my own folly as I watched the poor thing scamper away into the woods.  
 
    The cottage door was slightly ajar. I could see the silhouette of my grandmother reclining on her bed. She seemed to be really ill, just as mother mentioned. Poor woman! Living all alone in the woods like that with no one to care for her. For a moment, I felt guilty regarding all my negative thoughts about her. How different was I from the villagers who mis-treated me? My fear of her was just as groundless as the fear some villagers had of me. I gently knocked at the door. 
 
    “Come in, my dear.” Grandmother’s voice sounded strangely hoarse and rough. 
 
    “What happened to your voice, grandma?”  
 
    “It’s the cough, my dear. My throat’s gone real bad and does not seem to get better at all.” 
 
    As I entered and walked closer to her, my eyes met my grandmother’s. They were golden yellow and shone in the dark. This was not how they had looked when I saw them last.  
 
    “Grandma, your eyes have a strange gleam.” 
 
    “All the better to see my sweet granddaughter’s pretty face, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Why are you sitting in the dark, grandmother?” I walked up to the oil lamp next to grandma’s bed and struck a match. A gust of wind caught the flame and blew it out. But before it went out, I caught a brief glimpse of her large ears sticking out of her bonnet. Wait! Her ears were not like this. What I had just seen were not even human ears. What was going on? A shiver passed through my spine. 
 
    “Grandma, your ears look so long and sharp.” 
 
    “All the better to hear my sweet granddaughter’s lovely voice, aren’t they?” 
 
    When I went to light the lamp again, she shook her hand. “Don’t light the lamp, my dear. I am having a headache. The lamp will attract flies. That will irritate me and worsen my headache. Leave the lamp and come closer to me. Show me what you have brought in that basket of yours.” 
 
    I took a meat pie out of the basket and gave it to her. She munched it slowly and noisily. As she ate, my grandmother’s jaw seemed to jut out weirdly and her back seemed to hunch in a strange manner with bristles rising on her back. I wondered if it my imagination was at work all over again. Then a beam of moonlight entered through the window and fell on grandmother’s face. It was not grandmother's face at all. It was a canine face with sharp cruel teeth. 
 
    “Grandma, your teeth look so sharp.” 
 
    “All the better to eat my sweet granddaughter’s lovely flesh, aren’t they?” 
 
    With that, she jumped out of the bed with a nimbleness impossible for one her age. It was not grandmother at all. It was a wolf! 
 
    I jumped aside just in time. The wolf missed me narrowly and hit the floor with a thud. 
 
    “Help! Help!” I yelled at the top of my voice. “A wolf is after me! Someone save me!” 
 
    By now the wolf had recovered and was gearing itself for another assault. I jumped into the broom cupboard and shut myself in. I could hear the wolf scraping furiously at the door. I held on for dear life. I feared the door might give way any moment. The moment it did, I would be done for. There would not even be any space for me to move and the wolf would be directly upon me. 
 
    I yelled again with all my energy, “Help! Help! Wolf!” I hoped my voice could reach outside, but even if it could, who would be there in the middle of the jungle at this time to listen to me? 
 
    The door suddenly burst open and there in front of me stood the wolf, eyes glowing ferociously, and teeth bared all prepared to pounce on me. I closed my eyes in horror and waited for inevitable. I heard a whizzing sound followed by the crunching sound like meat being cut and the wolf’s blood curdling howl almost all of them within seconds of each other. I did not dare to open my eyes. The howling continued on but seemed to be moving away from me It also got feebler and then finally stopped.  
 
    “You are safe now. You can open your eyes,” said a familiar voice. I opened my eyes. It was the same obnoxious hunter. At his feet lay the wolf covered in blood. It was a gory sight. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, Sir. Thank you very much.” 
 
    He just nodded his head and proceeded to pull out a sack and stuff the wolf’s remains into it. Once done, he stepped out.  What! He was just leaving just like that and going away?  
 
    “Sir, what about me?” 
 
    He turned back and surveyed me from head to foot. “Yes. What about you?” 
 
    “I need to be getting back home.” 
 
    “Feel free. I am not stopping you.” 
 
    What kind of a man was he? 
 
    “But the forest is dangerous. I am scared.” 
 
    “It is. That did not prevent you from coming into it, though, did it?” 
 
    “It was a mistake, Sir I admit. My mother made me do it.” 
 
    “Then she can make you come back as well.” 
 
    I just did not get it. Why was he acting like this? Before I could say anything more he had turned once again and was on his way out. Realization dawned upon me. He had not killed the wolf out of any concern for me at all. He was just a hunter after his quarry. He had his prize, and now he had no interest in me anymore. He was not going to help me. I had to take care of myself. I could not remain just standing there, thinking. The cottage was not that much safer than the rest of the jungle either, as I had just discovered. I mean, if I closed and bolted the door, I might be safe. But after the encounter with that wolf, I could not bring myself to stay in the cottage.  
 
    I would rather brave the jungle. It was growing dark and I was starting to get an eerie feeling. Still, I might be safe if I followed closely after the hunter. Though he wouldn’t take me with him, he couldn’t stop me from keeping at his heels. If any dangerous beast threatened me on the way, he would be within earshot. He would surely come to my rescue if not for my sake, at least for the sake of the beast. One more trophy wouldn’t hurt, would it? 
 
     I was sure he would make his way to the village to sell the wolfskin. And he would know the paths very well. So, he was my best bet for return to safety. 
 
   
  
 

 *  *  * 
 
    Food! Finally! My wait was over. Food! After three days of starvation. Waiting for me at the other end of the cupboard door. All I had to do was reach out and grab it. Yes! I pounced at the door in eager anticipation. But something stopped me midflight. I hit the ground.  My hunger had disappeared. All I felt was pain. Excruciating pain! Coursing through every nerve on my body! I could sense something warm and wet on the ground below me. It seemed to have started flowing from close to my torso and slowly spreading all over. I looked down. The whole floor was turning crimson red. It was blood! My blood! I would have fainted if my attention had not been drawn by a sudden whizzing sound close to me. I looked up just in time to catch a glint of metal. The dull blade of an axe. Hurling towards me. Was this the end? 
 
    I closed my eyes. A dismal howl escaped by throat. Soon the air was rented with blood curdling howls. But the howls seemed to be receding from me into a distance. They did not seem to be coming from my throat at all. In all this din, the pain seemed to have miraculously disappeared. Was this death? I fearfully opened my eyes. I was lying near some bushes. I looked around. There was no sign of any blood. Nor any axe. But the howl could still be heard. It was becoming feebler by the minute. It was emanating from the hut in front of me. Suddenly the howling stopped. I could hear some voices. It was that human hunter and the human girl. I quickly scampered behind the bushes.  
 
    Just in time. For the cruel form of the hunter emerged from the doorway. Soon, he was gone. I breathed a sigh of relief. I wondered what had happened to the girl. Once again, I heard sound of footsteps at the door of the cottage. This time it was the girl.  It was good to see her safe and sound. I suddenly remembered I was still hungry. With the pain and fear gone, hunger was returning in all its force. This could not be death. One did not feel hunger in death. What had happened? 
 
      
 
    I remembered I had reached the cottage and had been waiting for the girl near the bushes. But I didn’t seem to remember seeing the girl go in. Nor the hunter. When had they gone in? I had absolutely no memory of them going in. Last I remembered was feeling faint with hunger. And then the near-death experience. Nothing in-between. I was clearly alive. And hungry. I could smell something nice inside the house. Was it some kind of trap? What had transpired inside the house? 
 
    But my hunger pangs had returned and were eating me from within. If I did not find something to eat soon, I would die soon. I had to take my chances.  So, I decided to enter the cottage and explore. As soon as I entered the cottage, the first thing my eye fell on was the basket lying on the floor. It was the same one the girl had been carrying. I wondered what was inside.  A very delicious smell was emanating from it. I could not restrain myself—I jumped at the basket and ripped it apart. Human food spilled out all over the floor. I took a bite. It tasted strange but was definitely edible. I don’t know why humans ruin the heavenly taste of meat by putting all sorts of rubbish in it. Anyway, this was not the time for such philosophical contemplations on the esoteric practices of humankind. I was too hungry, and philosophy does not go too well with an empty stomach. I finished up all there was and was now feeling refreshed. A full stomach and safety! It would be a perfect ending if I were but united with my pack. I promised myself that I would never ever disobey my elders if I was restored to my pack.  
 
    I stepped out of the cottage.  By now it had become dark. The full moon was out in the sky. I looked at it and howled with all my heart and soul. My howl was answered by a series of howls. For a moment, I was scared. Was there some hostile pack in the vicinity? The one to which this dangerous wolf within the hut had belonged? I listened more keenly to the howls. No. They were not some unknown pack; I recognized those voices. But how could it be? My pack was really far away. In a different part of the jungle. How could they be here? I howled again only to receive more answering howls. I was now certain. It was indeed my pack. It was not long before the pack made its appearance. 
 
    They crowded around me and started sniffing all over me. I was so glad to see them, and they seemed so glad to see me too. The pack had missed me and had come for me. They had come all this way looking for me. To this part of the jungle where hunters prowled, and game was scarce—all for my sake. My heart swelled with joy. I was back where I belonged. With my pack, that cared about me. I would never stray again. What a perfect ending to my adventure story! As they say, all is well that ends well.  
 
    With all of my worries dissipated, my thoughts turned to that girl. As I said, except under extreme duress we don’t eat humans. So, with me being restored to the pack, I ceased seeing her as prey. Also, I guess I had to feel grateful to her for all that food in the basket. Once again, I was feeling that kinship for her—another little lost creature separated from her pack. Poor child. I really hoped she too would be reunited with her pack and receive a rousing welcome similar to what I was receiving. Humans, after all, pride themselves on being capable of ‘finer emotions’. That is why they have named those finer emotions humanity and the baser emotions bestiality.  
 
   
  
 

 *  *  * 
 
    I was right. The huntsman was indeed headed towards the edge of the forest. My journey was completely uneventful, though I had to almost run to keep pace with him. Once we were out of the forest, I noticed he did not turn towards our village but in a different direction. Of course. He did not belong to our village. But I knew the way from here and it was safe. I mean safe from beasts of the jungle. Of course, no place is safe from the beasts of civilization. As I headed towards the village, I came upon two men standing by the wayside talking. I was going to pass by them when the following words caught me. 
 
    “Did you hear what happened to the green-eyed little witch?” 
 
    I knew who they were talking about—me. I was curious. I knew it wouldn’t be anything good. But I had better listen. For all I knew, some mischief might be afoot against me. I had to keep my eyes and ears sharp to survive in this civilized jungle. 
 
    “Her mother gave her away to the werewolf in the woods?” 
 
    Werewolf? Is that what it was that attacked me? But my mother? How could that be? I mean I knew she was not particularly fond of me, but giving me away to a werewolf? And how did she know there would be such a creature? 
 
    “That old hag? Her mother’s aunt, they used to say. Are the rumors true? Is she really a werewolf?” 
 
    Grandmother? A werewolf? And it was she who the hunter had carried away in his sack? My head was spinning.  
 
    “That is what I heard people say. One can never know such things for sure. And I don’t even want to find out. Some things are best left alone. Anyways she sent out that girl into the jungle with some stuff for the old hag. And the little witch has not returned. So, I reckon the big witch had the little one for dinner. Good for us. We are rid of her, and no blood on our hands.” 
 
    “Indeed. But I still can’t believe one can do this to one’s own daughter.” 
 
    Nor could I. How could she? The one person in the village who I thought had at least an inkling of concern for my welfare! 
 
    “Old Jane must have been getting tired of having the little witch around. And the village was giving her a hard time for harboring her. So, I guess she finally decided to rid herself of the trouble.” 
 
    No. This couldn’t be true. My own mother…how could she? But the more I thought of it, it seemed all the more possible.  She had never liked me. Father had made her pregnant with me and run off somewhere. She had never been happy to be saddled with me. That was probably why she kept nagging. I had only been deceiving myself—it had not been for my good at all. It was out of sheer hatred. Now my eyes were open—I could see it all clearly. Of late, I remembered she was going sweet with the widower next door. She probably wanted to marry him, and I was all that stood in her way. Now it was all making sense. 
 
    But what was I to do now? I clearly could not return to her. Neither she nor the other villagers would welcome me back. Mother would just make life even harder for me and find some other means of getting rid of me. So where was I to go? What was I to do? I could go to another village, but my red hair and green eyes would again cause trouble. And anyways after all my years in the village, somehow, I don’t think I could ever trust another human again. No. I did not want to be with humans again.  
 
    Then an idea struck me. Grandma’s hut! Yes! I would go back there and live on my own. My earlier misgivings about living there alone began to fade away. After all, no one would disturb me there. Mother would think I was dead, and that werewolf creature was already dead. I would learn to fend for myself soon enough—after all, this grandmother woman had managed to survive there for so many years. I would live happily among the wood, the trees, the birds and beasts. Some beasts were dangerous, yes. But no bird or beast had any prejudice or stabbed when one’s back was turned. Maybe if I make myself a strong axe, like the one the hunter had, I would be safe. Who knew, maybe I would learn some witchcraft or sorcery that would let me become powerful in my own right.  
 
    My decision was made. I felt a sense of lightness I had never ever felt before. 
 
    If the world wanted to make me out to be a witch, I might as well play the part. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Daughters and Lovers 
 
    Time is flowing like a drunk snail out for a leisurely after-dinner walk. I keep peering out of the tower every few minutes. Still, there seems to be no sign of him. Will he not come, that wicked thief who wants to steal my daughter? I have everything ready for him—can’t wait to see his face when he finds me here instead of her. That will teach him what happens to those who try to steal from me! But when will he come?  
 
    As I wait, my thoughts drift to another thief from eighteen years back. Phew! How time flows! It seems like it just happened a few days ago.  
 
    At that time, I used to live in a small, wooded area close to a little village. A nice, spacious mansion I had, complete with a garden. That garden was the love of my life back then. I had collected plants and trees from everywhere, planted them myself, and tended them lovingly for years. Those trees and bushes were the sole companions of my solitary existence. It was in this garden of mine that I found this fellow—like a termite on a tree bark. A skinny runt, cowering and skulking amongst the bushes. Initially I had been so furious to discover him there. How dare he set foot on my garden. Didn’t he know what a powerful enchantress I was? But one look at him and my anger evaporated. So pathetic he looked, like a tiny mouse. A hungry mouse that had not eaten for days. How can someone be angry with a creature like that! My anger was replaced by curiosity. I wanted to see what he was up to in my garden. So, I stayed hidden and watched 
 
    He was wandering all over the garden. He seemed to be looking for something. What possibly could he be looking for in my garden? If it was something to eat, there was an apple tree right in front of him. There were even a few of the apples lying on the ground. He just had to bend down and pick one up. As if he had heard my thoughts, he immediately bent down and picked up a couple of apples and started munching noisily. Once he was done, he picked a few more and stuffed them into his pockets. The thief! I mean, those apples meant nothing to me. I would have given them to him had he asked nicely. But theft was something I could not stand for! I was about to come out of my hiding place and confront him when I noticed he had begun his search again. I was curious to discover what he was looking for so intently. So, I decided to stay put for some more time and observe him. After a few minutes, he stopped. Had he found it, whatever it was he was looking for? I looked in the direction his eyes were pointed towards. Immediately a wave of anger passed through me—my precious Rapunzels!  Was that what he was after? I did not have long to find out. He had walked up to my darling Rapunzel plants, crouched down next to them and began to try and uproot one of them. How dare he! The audacity of it. My poor little Rapunzel plant! I was ready to forgive the trespassing, and even the theft of my apples, but this—this I could not let him get away with! So, I emerged from my hiding place and caught hold of him by his collar before he could pull out the plant.  
 
    “What do you think you are doing out here, mister?” 
 
    “I…I…nothing. I meant no harm, mistress. I am a pore old man.” 
 
    “I can see that you’re ‘pore’ and ‘old’, but let me decide if you meant any harm or not. Tell me what you were doing in my garden.” 
 
    “I…I…was trying to pluck…a few…Rrrrrapunzels. I am sorry, I will never do it again. Please let me go.” 
 
    Truth be told, no harm had been done yet and I would not have minded letting him go. He looked so scared that I was sure he would never ever dare to come within a mile of my garden again. But I was in a mood for some mirth and decided to have some fun with the little fellow. 
 
     “Whether you will do it again or not remains to be seen. But what about this time? You did try to steal from me and if I had not caught you, you would have taken away my precious Rapunzels. You deserve to be punished for that, don’t you?” 
 
    The man was shivering in fear. I do seem to inspire fear amongst these humans. I am not sure if I like that or not. Most of my kind invoke fear, and often, hatred. Only a few manage to invoke love and respect. Personally, I am not particularly fond of human company. But somehow it seems grand to be loved and respected.  
 
    “I am sorry, mistress. I am a pore man. My wife is pregnant, and she expressed a desire to eat these roots. I did not find them anywhere else till I came upon your garden. I thought it would do no harm if I entered and plucked one or two; anyways there are so many more of them! Now I realize my mistake. Please pardon me and let me go.” 
 
    Ah! Pregnant wife! This got me thinking. Was this my chance to earn love and respect?  
 
    Let me explain a bit. I have this friend Mathilda, you see. Her magic powers are way lesser than mine. I don’t think she is all that much smarter than me either. Yet she is one of the most loved and respected witches in the world. Bards have written stories and minstrels have sung songs of her deeds. Why? Because she had been the Godmother of this motherless girl Cinderella and helped her in times of distress. No wait, not even in ‘times’ of distress. It was just one occasion. She helped her, once, and this gave her the reputation of being a benign fairy Godmother. That one thing changed her from witch to fairy. 
 
    I, on the other hand, had always been reviled as an evil wicked witch. How unfair! If you are young and comely, you are a fairy. If you are old and homely, you are a witch. I mean, Mathilda is not even young or pretty, you know. She is as old and ugly as I am—just that she likes to dress in fancy clothing that humans had learnt to associate with fairies, complete with a luminous wand. But that alone would not have worked for her if she had also not been a Godmother. Yes. That was it. I too wanted to become a Godmother. That was the way I could erase my vile reputation and instead be loved and respected. Now this old fellow’s mention of the pregnant wife gave me an idea. I softened my tone. 
 
    “I understand your situation. But a theft is a theft. And you need to atone for it. Will you?” 
 
    “I will do whatever you say, mistress. Please let me go.” 
 
    “Will you do anything? 
 
    “Yes, mistress. Anything. Please let me go.” 
 
    “Will you name me the Godmother of your child when it is born?” 
 
    I could see the relief on his face. “Yes, mistress. Definitely! You shall be my child’s Godmother. And no other.” 
 
    So here I was. I would soon be Godmother of a child. I hoped the child would be a girl.  I knew all about girls from Mathilda’s experience; about boys, I knew nothing. They did not want to dress up and go to balls to meet princesses of their dreams. Vicious, nasty things boys were. All they wanted to do was fight, maim and kill. Helping in these kinds of things was hardly the stuff that would gain me a good reputation. But a girl was different—she would be nice and sweet and loving. All I needed to do was wait till she grew up, appear in front of her, and use my magic to help her win the prince of her dreams, and I too would be an esteemed fairy Godmother. Yes, with my more powerful magic, I would be a much better Godmother than Mathilda has ever been. I would give my god-daughter a much better chariot and horses and find her a much better prince. So much better that bards and minstrels would totally forget about Mathilda and start singing only my praises. 
 
    But first I had to humor this fellow here. As much as I hated to do it, I plucked out a couple of more Rapunzels and handed it to him. “And you can take these as a gift to my God-child’s mother.” 
 
    He thanked me profusely and left. I followed after him and found out where he lived—a shabby little hovel at the edge of the marshes.  I decided to keep a watch over the family. I was, after all, going to do a thorough job of it. I would be a conscientious Godmother who would keep a constant eye on her God-child from even before she was born. Not like Mathilda, who appeared before her God-daughter only much later. I would be there for mine right from the beginning. I would be taking no chances. I really hoped the child would not turn out to be a son and put paid to all my plans.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    I have been waiting for hours now. Still there is no sign of that damned lover of hers. Has he somehow been warned about the danger that awaited him and chosen to take flight? But how could he have known? There is no way any information can travel from my island to the mainland. There are just two of us on the island—Rapunzel and me. I have obviously not sent out any message, and Rapunzel is locked in the cabin.  
 
    Wait. Is she still locked in the cabin? Is there a chance she could have somehow got out of that cabin to warn him? No. Even if she has, she does not know to handle a boat. Even if she has miraculously learned how to row a boat, I would have seen her take it and leave. The boat is moored well within the sight of the tower. And not a fly has been near the boat all this while. I am unnecessarily worrying too much. I am sure she is still locked safely in there.  
 
    * * *  
 
    I still remember her as a little baby when I had taken her under my care. Such a beautiful little girl with an angelic smile—I was spellbound by her looks. My God-child! Just how I wanted. I learned that her mother died during the childbirth. Poor little motherless child! Just like Mathilda’s Cinderella! All the child had now was me—her Godmother. I was sure the old idiot would marry again and bring home a cruel stepmother complete with two ugly stepsisters like that father of Cinderella’s. I mean now don’t get me wrong about the ugly part. I would be the last one to be talking about ugliness. But somehow it adds to the dramatic effect. Two beautiful step sisters just do not have the same feel, you know. It is not my fault—it is these damn stories. They always have this nasty habit of making anyone wicked ugly. Do they even realize what a disservice they are doing to the ones not gifted with good looks? If all evil people are ugly, by corollary everyone assumes all ugly people are evil. What a stigma against the poor folks already disadvantaged by their looks! 
 
    Anyways, I suppose we will never know if really Cinderella’s step-sisters were ugly or not, but certainly a mother and two daughters came, took charge of the child, and treated her terribly for years, making her toil day and night as a household help. Now mind you, neither Mathilda nor Cinderella’s father so much as moved a finger to put a stop to that gross injustice all those years. I wonder if they were in a long stupor like that Rip Van Winkle chap.  So many hardships the poor girl had to endure through her growing years. And these two had carried on as if nothing was amiss. In fact, her entire childhood was ruined. Did Mathilda even bother to move a straw to help her? No. When did she finally deign to make her appearance? When the girl expressed a desire to attend an idiot Prince’s ball. As if that was more important than a lost childhood!  What kind of a Godmother was she? And they all praise her for that! I was going to be a much better Godmother. I was not going to allow any such misfortune to befall this poor child. I had decided to nip all the troubles in their bud—I would take her away from that father of hers and bring her up myself. I would give every imaginable comfort and bring her up like a proper fairy princess.  
 
    Initially, I thought I would go to the old fellow and demand he hand over the baby to me. But I suspected he may not easily part with his child. These fathers go all possessive and clingy when someone wants to take away their children, but when they want to marry again, they themselves will give their child over to the tender mercies of a cruel stepmother. I saw no point in any conversation with that stupid thief. I mean I could have scared him out of his wits, cowed him down and walked away with the child, but I did not want all that unpleasantness associated with the good feeling of doing a kind deed. I just had to act in the best interests of the child. So, I decided to use stealth rather than brute force. See! I was already becoming a better person—learning tact, diplomacy and all that. I crept in one night when the fellow was asleep and took the child away. I did not know if he had named the child yet. But it didn’t matter. The child was mine now and I would name her—I gave her the name ‘Rapunzel’ after the plants that had been responsible for bringing her to me. 
 
    From that day on, I forgot all about everything else and dived heart and soul into baby care. This was way tougher than any magic I had mastered. Once I got into it, I could kind of understand why Mathilda had given Cinderella a short shrift during her growing years. I half-wished I had not kidnapped the child sometimes, but having gone and done it, I had to see this through to the end.  So, I grit my teeth and applied myself to the challenging task. There was only one thing I knew, and I somehow had to make use of that to help me through this Herculean undertaking—magic! Summoning spells were deployed to summon milk whenever she cried. When it came to getting rid of pee and poop, banishing spells came in handy. Presto! And they were all gone. Repelling spells kept away the mosquitoes and all other vermin from the little one. When the baby was angry, sad or just irritated, the magic broom had to be called upon to reprise the role of a dancing broom to entertain her. Caring for a child is no ordinary chore; I was stretched to the fullest extent of my magical powers. It never ceased to amaze me how ordinary human women with no magic manage this onerous task.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    I cast a telescopic vision spell and scan the seas. I can see a boat in the distance. It is heading straight for the island. It is coming nearer…yes. It is he. So much for my fears and apprehensions! I tend to overthink situations. I can even vaguely make out his form now. So, he has decided to come back after all. My heart skips a beat as I see the boat getting docked and a man getting out. Any moment now the mouse would walk into the trap. I just cannot wait to see the trap snap on the mouse. I will then have the dratted Prince in my power.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Now don’t think I am a callous woman- the kind witches are depicted to be. For most of my life, I have stayed by myself, minding my own business.  But no one can get away with deliberate provocation. Here I am, living all by myself with my daughter, so far away from human civilization. Why did he have to come sneaking in here like a snake in paradise? Did he find no other place in the whole world to go to? And having come here, did he have to lay his evil eye upon my God-daughter, the only thing I had to call my own? He asked for it. And he is going to have it. I have taken so much care to bring up my little God-daughter, protecting her from all threats and dangers. Did he think he could just walk in and snatch her away from me? 
 
    I remembered how I had taken the hard decision to forsake my comfortable mansion and come away to this desolate island to bring her up. For the first few years, I had continued to stay in my mansion. But as she grew up, I began to grow more insecure. So many nasty men and women were prowling all around the place. The place was practically infested with them. I was so scared one of them would break into my house and take her away from me. Generally, people kept away from my house, but Rapunzel’s father had managed to break in, hadn’t he? So, it was quite possible another may do the same. And if no one broke in, now that the little angel was able to walk, there was a chance that she may stray away when I was not looking and get picked up by someone. No. It was too much of a risk. I could not bear the thought of losing her. So, I decided to leave the mansion and come away to this remote island. She would be safe from prying eyes here. 
 
    For a few years, I lived with her in a cabin on the island. But as she began to prance around, once again my fears began to surface. She was growing into a vivacious child full of spirit, and not always obedient. It was true this place was safe from humans, but humans were not the only dangerous creatures in the world—there were wolves, bears and the like. What if she escaped into the jungle one of the days and encountered one of these fearsome beasts? What a pity that would have been—to raise a child with so much care only to feed the hunger of a wild carnivore. No, I would not have it. I would have to protect her at all costs. So initially, I used to lock her up in the cabin whenever I had to go out to hunt or fetch wood for the fire. But I still felt it was not secure enough. What if I forgot to lock the door someday? Or some strong beast managed to knock down the door? You probably know the story of the big bad wolf who just blew away the poor little piglets’ cottage. That may have been a bit of an exaggeration, but the fact remained that strong animals of the jungles can breach weak structures like cabins. I decided I needed a safer place for her. So, I used my magic to conjure up a tower of metal and wood. She would be safe inside that. 
 
    As she came into puberty, I began to get other fears—princes. Belle, Aurora, Snow White—all of them had fallen prey to princes. You never know in what forms these pesky princes pop up. One of them had made his appearance in the form of frog. Another one as a beast—a chimera of sorts. They say it was not the respective princes’ fault; they had been cursed by witches. Yes, put all the blame on witches. But these curses had not prevented these princes from enticing innocent little girls and making them fall head over heels in love with them, had they? I don’t know what fascination these princes exercise over those poor little innocent darlings. I for one consider royalty the vilest of the human race—parasites that grow fat gorging on the blood of their fellow humans! Still, these girls did show an uncanny propensity for falling in love with them. Possibly due to their good looks. You know how it is with these princes—years of indolence and good grooming. When one has nothing to do, all the wealth in the world, and servants at one’s beck and call, one can spend all the time in caring for one’s appearance and manners as well as deck oneself in fanciest of garments.   
 
    Now don’t get me wrong here. It was not that I did not want my darling God-daughter to enjoy marital bliss and all. After all, Mathilda was the one who helped Cinderella win her prince. But that was the whole point—it had her stamp of approval. One day, I too had plans of finding a suitable boy for my Godchild. I would find the bravest, smartest and handsomest boy in the entire kingdom and capture him and bring him to her.  But all in good time. When the right time came, I planned on doing much more than waving wands to turn rats into horses and pumpkins into chariots. Any roadside hedge-witch could do all that. It took a proper God-mother to first evaluate if a boy was really suitable for her ward. 
 
     So, I had decided to add another layer of protection. Doors were not enough to keep out creatures like frogs that could crawl in through cracks under them or beasts that could batter them down. As I mentioned earlier, there had been stories of princes who had come in those forms. So, the best way was to take out the door and wall her inside the tower. I would visit her through the high window. I initially thought of having a rope ladder to enable me to access the window. But then I would have to leave the rope ladder with her and she could always escape using that. Not that I wanted to keep her prisoner, but kids of that age do not know what is best of them, do they? So as a parent, it was my duty to protect my child from herself. These young ones tend to be carried away by the soaring spirit of their youth and often end up doing things they would come to regret later. It is up to us parents to restrain them. So, instead of a rope ladder I hit upon an ingenious plan to reach the high window—her tresses. Yes, her tresses. She had long, thick golden tresses that could come all the way from the window of the tower to the ground. So, I decided I would ask her to let down her tresses and I would climb up, holding on to them for support. There was no way she could climb down using her own tresses. So, she was safe and sound.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    He is walking towards the tower. Yes. He is almost here. He will now call out to Rapunzel to let down her hair. But just a few feet away from the tower, he stops. Why? What is happening? He is looking keenly towards something at the base of the tower. What could it be? Something or someone is communicating with him. What could it be? Does he have a companion who has already reached the bottom of the tower? But I didn’t see anyone coming from the direction of the sea. And there is no one here except Rapunzel and me. Who could it be? 
 
    As he stands there, I can see his face clearly. I had not seen it earlier. I had only observed him from a distance as he climbed down the tower holding on to Rapunzel’s hair. That time he had got away before I could get there. This time he won’t. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    I first became suspicious when I began to see signs of the presence of another human in her room—items like a button off a man’s dress, a strange handkerchief, a gold coin and things like that. As I became more observant, I caught a whiff of a strange perfume in some corners of the room. She was definitely receiving someone in the room. Someone had breached the security I had erected around her.  How was this possible? How did he ever find her? And how did he manage to beguile her into letting him use her tresses to climb up? And she was keeping it all from me! She had even learnt deceit from him. This was unthinkable.  
 
    *  *  * 
 
    I had fretted and fumed internally but I did not confront her directly. This had to be dealt with subtly. If she was keeping things from me, it meant she did not trust me any longer. Anything I did openly now would only aggravate the situation. I had to use tact. So, I kept a close watch over the tower from the distance, until one day I was rewarded with the sight of this fellow descending the tower. Somehow, he seemed to have slipped past my vigilant eye on his way up. Probably he must have come when I had dozed off.  It is not humanly possible for one person to be watching all the twenty-four hours in a day, is it? But luckily for me, at least I had not missed him on his way back. He reached his boat and rowed away before I could get to him, but at least now I had definite evidence that someone had been visiting her. 
 
     I thought over for a long time and decided I would lay a trap for him. It was difficult to catch him from outside. So, I had to catch him within the tower. The best way to do that was for me to be waiting for him right within the tower. That way he would have no chance of escape. But I had to take care that Rapunzel should not know my plans. If she came to know, she would never forgive me. Somehow, she had to be made to think that her prince had himself abandoned her.  She would eagerly wait for him for a few days and then, finally reconcile herself to the fact that her lover was never going to return. It would be heartbreaking for her, but she would get over it. That little bit of pain was much better than to let her be taken away by that worthless fellow and suffer lifelong pain and anguish. For a moment or two, I paused and reflected if I was doing the right thing. What if he did happen to be the right one for her? Would I be denying her a chance at happiness?  
 
    “No,” I had decided. “If he was a good man, he wouldn’t come to see her sneakily like this. He would have come straight to me and asked for her hand. Also, even if he was the right man, this was not the right age. Surely another ‘right man’ will come along when she is of the right age. It was not as if there is scarcity of good men, is there?” 
 
    So, to avoid Rapunzel coming to know of my plans, I had to get her out of the tower. The next day when I went up to her as usual, I informed her that it was time she was released from the tower and taken to see the beautiful world outside. She had clapped her hands in glee. 
 
    “But there is one sacrifice you need to make in order to get out of here,” I had told her. 
 
    “I would do anything to get out of here, mother. I really want to get out of here.” 
 
    “You need to lose your braids.” 
 
    “My braids? No. Anything but that, mother. How would I look without them?” 
 
    “I am sorry, my dear. But that is the only way you can get out of here.  Don’t worry. It will take time, but your hair will grow back.” 
 
    She had agreed reluctantly and let me cut her hair. We pulled the bed closer to the window and knotted the hair to the bedstead. I helped her descend down. I then asked her to cut off her hair. I then pulled up the braids and descended down after her. As soon as she was in the outside world, she was keen to explore the jungle.  Seeing all her excitement, I had half wondered whether there was even anything at all going on between her and that stranger. That, or she was a very good actor. I had brought her up completely guileless. It seemed impossible that she had suddenly developed so much cunning.  
 
    “Not now, my dear. You are new to this world. You need to take it bit by bit and get used to it. Today you come to my cabin and take rest. Tomorrow you can look around.”  
 
    I waited for her to sleep and then locked up the door and once again went back up the tower, climbing up the tresses that were hanging from the window tied to the bed stead. As soon as I was inside, I untied the thick braids from the bed stead, pulled it up and began to wait for the stranger. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    He is now beginning to retrace his steps. What the hell is happening? I don’t have long to find out. For within a few minutes a figure rushes out from under the tower to join him. It is a familiar figure—a female figure—it is Rapunzel. I just can’t believe my eyes. How did she manage to get out of the cabin? Had I underestimated her? Had she been aware of my plans all along and played me up? 
 
    I quickly tie the tresses to the bed stead and climb down. By the time I reach the ground, they are already quite some distance away. In an impulse I run after them. But I am too old for such strenuous physical exercise and I soon start panting. I muster every last bit of my energy and try to keep running. By the time I reach the shore, they are already into the man’s boat and are fast sailing away. Close by is my boat. I push it into the water to go after them. But the moment it enters the water, it begins to sink. I pull it back and examine it. There is a hole at the bottom. Oh no! They seem to have thought of everything. Was it Rapunzel or that stranger? Even in the hurry, they have remembered to sink my boat to evade pursuit. 
 
    Now I am marooned here. I sit down for some time to calm myself and collect my wits. Then suddenly it comes to me—all is not lost yet. They have forgotten a most important thing—I still have my magic. All I need to do is to get my magic broom and I would be upon them in a trice. Then they shall know what happens to those who cross me. But I need to walk all the way to the cabin to get my broom. Still, that is not a problem. Once I have the broom, I shall make up for all lost time.  No boat is a match for my broom. I reach my cabin in fifteen minutes. I find the door still locked. I open it and enter, only to be greeted by a strange burning smell. I rush towards the source of the smell. I can see something smoldering in a corner, ash all around it. I rush to examine it. From the remains I know what it had been—my broom. My beloved broom! It is gone! I am stranded here on this island! She has well and truly beaten me. I am sure now it had been her all along, for the stranger could not have known about the broom.   
 
    She has completely outwitted me. I never knew her to be possessed of such shrewdness. In normal circumstances, I should have been proud of her. But she has broken my heart. I might have been a bit over-possessive, but still, I truly loved her. I had showered love and affection upon her and devoted myself heart and soul to ensure her happiness. Is this how she has chosen to repay me for all that? I am more sad than angry. I notice one of the windows is still open, as a draught of cold air sweeps in. So that is how she must have escaped, eh? I had totally forgotten that the windows of the cabin were not barred—the cabin was never meant to hold a prisoner. I had thought her too gullible to escape.  
 
    All I had wanted to do was to put her out of harm’s way for some time while I dealt with that pesky stranger. I was so sure she would just sit quietly and patiently wait for me to come and get her out. But no! She has taken the initiative and managed to escape on her own.  
 
    As I look around, I notice a piece of folded paper under the pillow on the bed. I pick it up and open it. I can see Rapunzel’s clear handwriting—despite her seclusion I have not neglected her education. I have taught her to read and write and even give her some grounding in the social and physical sciences. 
 
    “Dear Mother,” the letter reads.  
 
    “By the time you find this I shall be gone. I know you will be very angry with me and probably even think me ungrateful. But that is not so.  I am extremely grateful to you for all you have done for me. It is not without pain I made this decision to leave you. 
 
    “The thing is, I can’t always remain under your protection. I had started to find it stifling. I too want to go out and experience the world. I can’t be locked up like this all my life. You probably fear I may make the wrong decision, but that is better than living out my entire life inside a golden cage, for that is how I found my life inside the tower to be. I need to go out into the world, make my own mistakes and learn. I can’t be living in your shadow all my life, can I? 
 
    “Now coming to my escape, you might be wondering how I pulled it off.  I had been suspicious of your behavior right from the time when you had cut my tresses and brought me down from the tower so suddenly. So, I remained watchful. When you brought me to your cabin, I pretended to fall asleep and waited for you to leave. As soon as you left, I got up and began to look around. I found that you had locked me inside. But I was not perturbed. My eyes immediately fell upon the windows. You will realize how easy it is for me to think of a window as an egress having lived most of my life in an abode whose sole entry-cum-exit point was a window. A cabin is no tower, you know. All I had to do was unfasten the catch, open it and jump out. That was how I escaped from the cabin. 
 
    “But before that, I thought of all that you had done for me and did not want to just disappear leaving you high and dry. So, I decided to write this note before I left; I had to leave something to let you know it was not that I loved you less, but I loved freedom more. I was able to guess what your plan probably was—you probably do not realize how well I know how your mind works. I am much more your daughter than you have ever realized.  I had to escape before your plans came to fruition. 
 
     I thought for a while and have made my plans. I shall now head towards your tower. I know you can summon telescopic vision through your magic. But you will not see me till it is too late as all your attention will be towards the sea and you will not be looking in the direction of the cabin. Once I am under the tower, I shall wait there to warn the prince when he comes and flee with him right under your nose.” 
 
    “I shall be gone by the time you find this letter and you will probably be seething in rage. But I beg of you to see things from my point of view as well. I bear you no ill will or malice. I fully understand your concern for my safety and that you have always acted in my best interests. But I am grown up now—I want to be free to make my own decisions. I might make a few wrong ones along the way, but I am willing to face the consequences, content that I have at least been in full control of my life. And as far as the prince is concerned, let me assure you I am not infatuated or beguiled by him. I saw him only as a means of deliverance from this captivity and nothing more. I may of course marry him if I find him a good man. But let me assure you I shall take no hasty decision. If I don’t find him suitable, I shall find a way to get away from him and survive on my own. You will by now have got some estimate of my competence from my escape. You have brought me up well. I can take care of myself.  Do not worry about me. I do hope to see you again soon under better circumstances.” 
 
    Your loving daughter, 
 
    Rapunzel” 
 
    My eyes fill with tears as I read the letter. She is not such an ungrateful girl after all. Probably it was I who overdid the brooding mother-hen act. I should have trusted her more and given her more freedom. But now it is too late. The bird has already flown. And I have to live with the empty nest for the rest of life, unless one day she decides to come back to see me. 
 
    But come to think of it, on the positive side, I have not done so badly after all.  Cinderella found a prince; so has Rapunzel. It is a different matter I did not send pumpkins and rats along to aid her. However, when it comes to upbringing I shall be the winner hands down—poor Cinderella had to have a childhood filled with slavery and penury; Rapunzel on the other hand had had all the comforts of the world and lived like a queen. No wonder she has grown into a strong independent woman unlike Cinderella who probably would have ended up as nothing more than a piece of decoration in her Prince’s palace. So, in the final analysis, I guess I have done better than Mathilda after all. 
 
    I have raised an independent woman who took her own decisions and will exercise her agency all her life. All Mathilda did was hitch a couple of rodents to a damn vegetable to help hers get married to a prince.  
 
    I feel a touch of pride in my girl. 
 
    Rapunzel is my daughter, and I know she will be all right.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shoes and Man 
 
    Do you believe in elves? You don’t?  Uh oh! That is tragic. Just now a little elf somewhere dropped dead. But that’s fairies, not elves you protest! Fine. Point taken. So, do you believe in fairies? Why the hesitation? You are ok with a fairy dying somewhere? No, right? So, you do believe in fairies after all. Wise choice. And no. It is not superstition. It is in fact the most rational thing to do. See it this way—there are two possibilities. Either fairies exist, or they don’t. If they don’t, your believing or non-believing in them is going to make no difference. On the other hand, if they do exist, you not believing in them is going to cause one to die somewhere. So, wouldn’t you rather believe in them to be on the safer side?  The famous scientist Pascal had something on similar lines to justify belief in God. If one were to believe in Gods and fairies, why not elves as well? If that is not enough for you, they are mentioned in the Great Book. No, no. I didn’t mean the Bible. I meant Harry Potter.  
 
    Anyways discussions on beliefs are never ending. Let us get on with this story. It is about two elves—Binkle and Flip. Now what? Binkle and Flip don’t sound like names of elves? Who said so? You were just now refusing to believe in elves and now you insist you will believe in them only if they have fancy names like Aegnor, Legolas and the like, eh? Come on. Binkle and Flip are names as good as Dobby and Winky. And it makes not a whit of difference to the story what they were called. You can think of them as Aegnor and Legolas if you like. Happy? Good. So…let’s get on with it then: 
 
    * * * 
 
    “So, we have finally discovered a human settlement,” said Binkle. 
 
    “I almost feared the Elders would not let us go,” replied his friend Flip. 
 
    “Those old coots are just too set in their ways. If elf-kind has to flourish, it needs young ones like us to shake up things. We must be the pioneers who must take elves on a new path. Ouch!” 
 
    Binkle had been so lost in his vision for elf-kind, he had rushed headlong into a stone that lay in his path. 
 
    “These humans! Why do they leave stones lying around for people to stub their toe on? They don’t seem to be able to do even these simple things on their own.” 
 
    “I hope you remember the promise to our Elders not to interfere in the affairs of humans, Binkle.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Where did I mention anything about interference? We will just watch and learn. From hiding. As we had promised our Elders. Happy?” 
 
    Flip nodded his head. 
 
    Now what is all this stuff about Elders, councils, promises not to interfere in affairs of humans and all that? Let me try to explain in a simple manner. Are you familiar with Star Trek? Have you heard of something they call the prime directive which prohibits them from interfering with internal and natural development of alien races? Where do you think this idea originally came from? Yes. The elves. The elves who are often also referred to as the Elder race are a sentient race that evolved much before humans and hence are more advanced in their technological, scientific and cultural development. When the humans evolved they decided to recede to the background and let them evolve at their own pace. That is why we never encounter them. But from time to time, there have always been elves who have out of curiosity, a mistaken sense of altruism, or plain malevolence, engaged with humans. And that is how the various myths around elves were born. All their science and technology that was too advanced to be comprehensible began to be called magic. Binkle was one such curious elf who sought to go among the humans much against the wiser counsel of the elven Elders. Flip was just his sidekick who went along wherever Binkle went. Yes. Sidekicks aren’t just a human phenomenon—elves have them too.   
 
           They walked around for a bit and then came upon a dilapidated old hovel complete with a little window that was just asking to be peeked into. The two elves yielded to the temptation and perched themselves outside the window, from where they saw an old man sitting inside, at his desk, stitching up what looked to be a sorry excuse for a shoe.  
 
    “The fellow has such a forlorn expression on his face. I wonder what has made him that way,” said Flip. 
 
    Binkle nodded his head. “Indeed. We should find out more about him. Let us climb up that tree yonder and watch him from there. It gives a good view of the front door of the house. We can easily observe the comings and goings at his house. He might be a good specimen to begin our study of humans.” 
 
    So, for the next few days they began to watch the old fellow as he went about his life. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Then, one of the days, Binkle suddenly had one of the bright ideas that he was prone to have. Flip, who only knew too well the direction in which Binkle’s ideas led, was far less enthusiastic. 
 
    “No, Binkle. I can’t agree to this. This is blatant disobedience of our promise to our Elders,” he said. 
 
    “Come on, Flip. You are just not seeing the bigger picture. What is a mere ‘promise to Elders’ in the larger scheme of things?” 
 
    “I don’t know all that. I only know we promised our Elders that we will not interact with humans and I intend to stick to that.” 
 
    “Don’t be so pig-headed. I know imagination is something that you lack, but surely you at least have a heart! Didn’t you see how the poor old fellow toils day and night? Don’t you feel an ounce of pity for him? Doesn’t he deserve even a small bit of happiness? Imagine his joy when he gets up tomorrow morning and sees his work done for him. Would you deny him that?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “I can see it on your face. You do want to help him, don’t you? I know your kind heart.  Now look, if you want to satisfy yourself, see it this way—what I am proposing does not involve any direct interaction with humans. We are not going to appear in front of him and talk to him or anything. The only thing we will interact with is that piece of leather. So technically, we are not even disobeying the orders of our Elders. Did we promise them we would not interact with leather?” 
 
    “No, but…” 
 
    “It is such a small thing, Flip. What harm can possibly come of it? Come on! Don’t be such a wet blanket.” 
 
    “Hmm…I tell you, Binkle, I am not getting a good feeling about this whole thing. But what you say does make sense. And it’s not like I don’t agree that the poor fellow does deserve a bit of happiness.” 
 
    Having convinced his friend, Binkle immediately grabbed the piece of leather and started uttering some strange words. Initially, nothing seemed to happen. Then the leather began to twist and turn in his hand as if it were a bag full of snakes. It seemed as if it would just pull itself apart into pieces. But thankfully, that did not happen. Instead, the shapeless pieces of leather began to take shape and in a matter of moments, transformed into one of the most beautiful pairs of shoes ever seen. 
 
    Binkle placed it gently on the table. “There you go. Now we are done. All we have to do is wait for the sun to rise tomorrow morning and the old fellow to come in and find these shoes.” 
 
    Do you see how things are beginning to escalate? From mere curiosity to interference. Altruistic, the intent might have been. But that did not matter. The end outcome of almost every human-elf interaction has always been tragic irrespective of the intent of the elf in question. Which was the reason for the Elven Elder Council’s prohibition of engagement with humans. But whether be it humans or elves, when have young mavericks listened to the better wisdom of their elders! They have to learn their lessons through their own experience only at great cost not only to themselves but to others.       
 
    *  *  * 
 
    Old Josef could not believe his eyes when his eyes fell on the most magnificent pair of shoes he had ever seen in his life time.   
 
    “Martha, where are you? Come here at once.” 
 
    The shoe maker’s wife hobbled in.  
 
    “What do you want, Josef? I was busy in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Come and look at this pair of shoes.” 
 
    Her eyes almost popped out at the sight of them. “Don’t tell me you sat through the night and made them. I have never seen shoes like these before. How did you manage to make such grand shoes?” 
 
    “Me? If I made them, I carry no memory of doing such a thing. But who else could have? I am completely befuddled.” 
 
    “Maybe one of your friends did? Adolf, Winston, Ben or Frank may have wanted to give you a surprise?” 
 
    “No way, my dear. Haven’t you seen the shoes they make? Are they anything even close to these?” 
 
    “I guess not. If not them, then…?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no clue. I came into the workshop today morning and found them on the table in place of the leather that I had left last night.” 
 
    Suddenly her eyes widened in fright. 
 
    “What if…this is not the work of a human hand? What if some deviltry has been at work? They say folk of the faerie roam wander about in the night wreaking mischief upon innocent folks. Who knows what evil spell these shoes contain? Throw them away at once.” 
 
    Binkle and Flip were watching from behind the window.  
 
    “See, I told you,” whispered Flip. “You have gone and frightened those poor humans”. 
 
    Binkle motioned to him to be quiet as the old man spoke up. 
 
    “I fear what you say could possibly be true, Martha. But that was my last piece of leather and we have no money left to buy any more leather or even to buy food. So, if I don’t manage to sell these shoes, I am out of business and we shall starve to death. So be it devil, faerie or demon, we have to sell these pair of shoes.” 
 
    So saying he picked up the shoe and put it on the window of his shop. It was not long before a portly fellow dressed in fancy clothes came by.  
 
    “That’s a nice pair of shoes you got there, Josef. How much do they cost?” Before Josef could reply, the fellow spoke again,  
 
    “Here, I will give you two gold coins for them.” He flung down two gold coins in front of the old man and picked up the pair of shoes. 
 
    Flip looked quizzically at Binkle. “What just happened? Why did that fat fellow take away the shoes we made for the old man?” 
 
    “He gave him money. Didn’t you see, Flip?” 
 
    “Money? What would that be?” 
 
    “You have never heard of money, Flip? Money is the life-blood of human societies. Like magic is to elves, money is to humans. These tiny pieces of metals are sources of power in the human world; they can be used to obtain anything one wants. Humans live for, die for and even kill for, these pieces of shining metal.” 
 
    I know what you are wondering. If the elves are as advanced as I said they are, how come they don’t know about something as simple as money. Now think about it. Money is just an idea. It is not a technology or physical object. To us who have been brought up with the idea from the time we were born, it may appear obvious. But not to other beings who don’t have this concept. If the elves don’t have money with what do they pay their bills? Well, they have no bills either. No bills? Then how are things bought and sold? Things aren’t bought and sold. Then? See, this is a story- not an economics text book. Have you seen the size of this book called Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith? That is one of the most basic books on human economics. If human economics that you seem to think you know as well as the back of your hand requires such bulky tomes to expound, how do you expect the economics of the more advanced elven race to be explained within a brief paragraph of a short story? So just take my word for it and let’s get back to Flip and Binkle. 
 
    They were interrupted by footsteps—a tall man was walking towards Josef’s door. He walked with a swagger and he wore a rather stern expression on his face.  
 
    “I saw the shoe you sold to Julius,” he said. “I want one like that too.” 
 
    “Well…I had just one pair.” 
 
    “Then make another. I will come for my shoes tomorrow.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I want no buts. If I don’t have my shoe tomorrow, I shall have you skinned alive.” 
 
    “This fellow does seem mean,” remarked Flip. 
 
    Binkle nodded. 
 
    In a little while a pair of short, plump gentlemen looking exactly like each other came along. “Well Josef. What do we hear, my friend? You have made some special shoes for Julius and are now making a pair for Alexander as well? What about us?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Don’t you think we are worthy of such shoes too. “ 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “How much did that miser Julius pay?” 
 
    “Two gold coins.” 
 
    “We will pay three each. Have two pairs ready tomorrow.” 
 
    “T…t…tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes. Tomorrow. If you don’t have them ready by tomorrow, we will have you stripped and paraded naked around the town.” 
 
    Eight more people came along with similar requests accompanied by threats of bodily harm on failing to satisfy the request. He had a total order for twelve shoes for the following day. 
 
    The man slouched down in a corner, his face buried between his knees. “What am I to do?” he wept. “Where will get all those shoes from? I should have listened to my old woman and thrown away those accursed shoes.” 
 
    Flip looked at Binkle. “See what has come of your meddling. Didn’t I warn you not to meddle in the affairs of men? You have got him neck-deep in muck now.” 
 
    In a little while, the old man’s wife ambled in.  A look of concern came over her calm, round face seeing him sitting like that. “What happened, Josef?”  
 
    He poured out his tale of woe. “What do I do now? If I don’t have twelve pairs of shoes tomorrow, they will have my hide, parade me naked on the streets, cook me in a cauldron of boiling water, hang me by my toe for an entire day, cut off my ears, pluck out my eyes or have me impaled with a blunt spear—depending on who gets to me first. I doubt if anything of me would remain after they all have been through with me. I can hardly make two to three pairs of regular shoes in a day. Now I have to make twelve and that too like the one that had appeared today morning? How can I make that happen?” 
 
    She stepped closer to him and took him into her arms and gently stroked his hair. After a few minutes of silence, she spoke. “Why don’t you go to the tanners and get enough leather for twelve shoes, cut it and leave the pieces on the table like you had that piece yesterday.  Maybe whoever made that one shoe yesterday will make the remaining ones as well.” 
 
    A gleam came into Binkle’s eye.  
 
    “No. Binkle, no. We can’t do it again,” said Flip. 
 
    “But if we do not help him, you heard what all those people threatened to do to him. Can we leave him to his fate? Having got him into this, isn’t it our responsibility to get him out as well?” 
 
    Flip nodded his head hesitantly, but not without muttering something about how he had warned Binkle not to get involved. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    As the days went by, orders kept pouring in and the two elves were at work every evening transforming leather pieces into pairs of shoes. 
 
    “I am really fed up of this. How many shoes do those fellows need?” said Binkle one day. 
 
    “See. I told you…” 
 
    “Don’t start off that again. No need to rub it in. Let us forget what I should or should not have done and try to figure what needs to be done now. I thought in a few days, all of them will have shoes and leave the poor shoemaker alone. But this seems to be never-ending. The same fellows keep coming again and again demanding more and more shoes. I don’t know what they want so many shoes for. I mean a person can wear only as many shoes as the legs he or she has, right? Going by the number of shoes each one has bought, one would think they are centipedes with a hundred legs. With just two legs, what do they want so many pairs of shoes for?” 
 
    “Maybe they wear a different one every day?” 
 
    “Stupid though the idea seems, it does seem plausible. But I have observed them. No. They don’t do that. They wear the same pair of shoes most days of the week. The rest they just keep safely in a room and guard them as if they were some treasure.” 
 
    “Maybe they are hoarding supplies for the winter? You know ants do that all the time. Probably humans do it too.” 
 
    “Come on. How many shoes does one need for winter?” scoffed Binkle. “The number of shoes some of these people have hoarded would probably last them seven generations.” 
 
    “Maybe it is not just for them. Maybe they will have a lot of relatives from other towns coming over to stay with them for winter.” 
 
    “Yeah. If each of them have a hundred relatives coming over. Can you imagine what would happen to this village if that many people were to descend upon it?” 
 
    “That is all I could think of. I am now absolutely clueless.” 
 
    “It is indeed a great mystery. If we get to the bottom of this, it will vastly advance our knowledge of human behavior.”  
 
    “Hmm…by the way, I forgot to tell you something. Yesterday, when you had wandered away by yourself for a stroll by the riverside, a scrawny fellow in rags had turned up at the shop. He spoke to Josef for a while and went away with a mournful look on his face. From the condition of his shoes, I presume he wanted a new pair. Josef probably refused him.” 
 
    “He must be one of the folks they call ‘poor’.” 
 
    “What do you mean by poor?” Flip asked. 
 
    “The ones who don’t have money.” 
 
    “Those pieces of metal you mentioned? The ones that were supposed to work like magic?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Ah! I get it. The poor are like some of the folks of our kind who are born without magic, eh? Don’t the rest of the humans help these poor humans? We elves do our utmost to help out the ones lacking magic, don’t we?” 
 
    “Apparently, humans do not. Humans seem to be an avaricious race, as we are finding out. Most of them like to hoard the metal pieces and keep them to themselves.” 
 
    “Then how do these poor folks survive?” 
 
    “They work from dawn to dusk in exchange for just a few of these metal pieces,”  
 
    “So, they do manage to acquire some money as well. Then why is that fellow poor? Doesn’t he work hard enough to earn sufficient metal pieces?” 
 
     “He probably does, but whatever he gets most likely barely suffices to get his family a few morsels of food, a few rags to keep himself covered and keep his dwelling in good repair. He could have still afforded the shoemaker’s earlier price. But now the rich now pay Josef so much more for the shoes—this fellow obviously can’t match that.” 
 
    “The rich, I presume, are the more powerful human magicians?” 
 
    “You are right.” 
 
    “How do humans become rich or poor? Are they born that way like our folks are born with varying levels of magic?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But since the pieces of metal reside outside of humans, unlike magic which resides within us, it can be given and taken. So, I presume some people become rich by stealing money from others or tricking them into giving them their pieces of metal as well. “ 
 
    “Oh, no! Even that happens? I am so glad such things can’t happen with magic?” 
 
    “Indeed, Flip. Also, some people voluntarily give these metal pieces in exchange for items like the shoes or for performing some chores such as household work for them, like they gave Josef.”  
 
    “That is interesting. How do you know so much about humans?” 
 
    “We were not always isolated from humans, you know. There were times when we used to deal extensively with them. Our archives have records of those times.” 
 
    He did not add what were the outcomes of these so-called extensive dealings with humans. 
 
    “Do the archives say anything about their love for shoes, then?” asked Flip, who was still trying to solve that very puzzling issue. 
 
    “That it doesn’t. Which is what surprises me. It seems like they have developed this desire to hoard shoes only after our arrival. They don’t seem to have been collecting shoes earlier on; nearly all the shoes they have hoarded are Josef’s, or rather ours.” 
 
    “Yes. That seems very strange? How do we get to the bottom of this mystery?” 
 
    “I think we should observe some of these rich persons for a few days. I guess that will give us some clues as to their behavior. 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    The two of them soon found themselves listening to conversations in the rich men’s abodes. 
 
    “I have seventy-eight of Josef’s shoes.” 
 
    “I have ninety-three of them.” 
 
    “I have more than both you folks. I have one-hundred-and-nineteen of them. How about that?” 
 
    Flip whispered, “What is going on here?” 
 
    “They seem to be having a competition about who has more shoes. Can’t understand why they are doing that though. What is there to be proud about having more shoes? Let us visit some more of these folks.” 
 
    They came to a large house. Within, a man reclined on a luxurious couch and a woman was seated in front of him doing her nails meticulously.  
 
    “Did you know how humiliated I felt when I met Mrs. Jones? I invite her to see our shoe collection and it turns out they have eleven shoes more than us. And the Smiths? They have twelve more than us. At this rate, we would be the ones with the least number of shoes in the entire town. We dare not show our face at any public place.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, dear. I have placed a bulk order for twenty-five shoes with Josef. Tomorrow we would have the most shoes in the entire town.” 
 
    Flip nodded at Binkle, a knowing expression on his face. “So, this is how the orders keep piling up? If it goes on like this, it is never going to end.” 
 
    “Even I fear so. Unless all of them have equal number of shoes. But that will never happen. Always someone will want to get one up on the rest of his fellow men. So, he will acquire an extra shoe and the whole vicious cycle will follow again.” 
 
    “But I am still unable to fathom the exact reason for their behavior.” 
 
    “I think I am getting to make some sense of this,” said Binkle, “I suspect they are trying to use the shoes to measure their wealth.” 
 
    “Using the shoes to measure wealth. As in…they fill the metal pieces inside the shoes and see how many shoes of money they have?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Let me try to explain. Can an elf’s magic power be measured just by looking at an elf?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So how does one find out who has more magic power?” 
 
    “Through magic feats performed of course. What does that have to do with the shoes and measurement of money?” 
 
    “Maybe for humans, acquisition of shoes are the feats of magic. The one who acquires the most number of shoes will probably be deemed the most powerful of them all.”  
 
    “But that is so silly. And they are not even the ones making the shoes. We are.” 
 
    “Well, that is how humans are. Ownership is more important to them than creation. They even have this principle that possession is nine-tenths of the law.” 
 
    By now it had become dark. The two had been so lost in their conversation, they had not even noticed. 
 
    “I say, we need to get back to the shoe maker and work on the shoes now. Let us get the shoes done first and continue our discussion later.” 
 
    Soon they were at the shoe makers and two hundred pieces of cut leather awaited them.  
 
    “So many! The very sight of shoes has begun to sicken me. What have you gotten us into, Binkle?”     
 
    “Even I am beginning to hate shoes. I even see them in my dreams. But we started this. We have to hang around and see it to the finish-we can’t leave the poor shoemaker to his fate and go away. Or can we? Maybe he can think of something himself, now that he has money.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Even I am not having a good feeling about leaving him high and dry. Let us stay put for a few more days and see.” 
 
    It was late in the night by the time they were done with the shoes. Contrary to popular belief, magic actually requires considerable effort. Law of conservation of energy and all that, you know. Energy for the magic has to come from somewhere; and while some of it is drawn from nature, most of it comes from the body of the elves. Serious business magic is, not some random mumbo-jumbo, wand waving and making anything one wishes to happen in the wink of an eye.  
 
    “I was wondering about something,” said Flip. “How exactly does the magic of these metal pieces work? They seem so ordinary and I can’t feel any magic about them.” 
 
    “Probably only the humans can feel the human magic,” replied Binkle. “The metal pieces, when given to a human, seems to compel them to give something in return or do perform some task which the giver desires.” 
 
    “Hmm…interesting. They are like a mind control spell that gives one power over another’s will, eh?” 
 
    “Yes. Kind of.” 
 
    “One more thought came to my mind. You compared measurement of magic to measurement of money. But they are not the same, are they? Money is physical unlike magic. The pieces of money can easily be counted to determine who has most, can’t they? Why do these elaborate feats like acquisition of shoes one does not even need?” 
 
    “Humans somehow seem to thrive on complexity. If there is something to be done, they always seem to figure out the most complicated way to do it.” 
 
    “And if they have to do feats, why not do something more useful. Why something so useless as acquiring a shoe collection?” 
 
    “Ah! Now you have got to the crux of human psyche. They seem place a great premium on lack of utility. They consider the ability to cherish the most useless of things such as statues, shiny stones and shoes to be the very essence of their civilization and culture. Humans think appreciation of useful things like food and shelter is something which beasts do—they consider themselves too superior for such mundane tastes.”  
 
     “Phew! The world of these humans seems so labyrinthine! How the hell did you manage to decipher this maze?” 
 
    “Now you understand my fascination with humans, don’t you? Studying humans is like solving a puzzle.” 
 
    *  *  * 
 
    “Winter is coming soon. What do we do now?” 
 
    “Yes. Most of our shoes are worn out. We will die of frost bite. Some of us already have corns on our feet and are struggling to walk. Since the cold has not yet started, we are still somehow pulling along. Once the cold comes, we are done for?” 
 
    “I understand all the Lords buy out all of Josef’s shoes and he has none that we can afford. But nowadays even Adolf, Winston, Ben and Frank are no longer selling any.” 
 
    The two elves were visiting the workers’ quarter to get a firsthand experience of poverty. Flip looked at Binkle, puzzled. “You explained to me why they are not able to afford Joseph’s shoes. But I don’t understand why the other cobblers have stopped making shoes.” 
 
    “Even I am curious. Let us pay them a visit,” replied Binkle. 
 
    One by one they went to each of the shoemakers’ workshops and found each of them locked. Then Binkle cast a spell to find out where the cobblers had gone. His magic pointed them to a large banyan tree under which all five of them were gathered. Binkle and Flip made themselves invisible and positioned themselves at earshot distance to follow their conversation. 
 
    “Adolf, I have not made a shoe for months.” 
 
    “Me neither, Benito.” 
 
    The other three too shook their heads as well. 
 
    “We can no longer afford to buy any leather to make shoes. The price of leather has gone up so much that the leather itself would cost twice the price of a pair of shoes.” 
 
    “Can’t we increase the price of the shoes to match the price of leather?” 
 
    “The ones who can afford such prices won’t come to us—they want only Josef’s shoes. And the rest won’t be able to afford such exorbitant prices.” 
 
    “I mean many of the working folk no longer even have shoes. Can’t they somehow put together a bit more money for shoes? Winter is approaching, and they really need them.” 
 
    “You know how it is with us poor folks. We see everything in terms of how many meals the same money would have bought us. And at the very least any shoes we could make with the prices of leather being so high, will cost them the price of twenty-five meals. And who would even dream of going hungry for an entire week just for a pair of shoes?” 
 
    “You are right, Winston. Also, even if we somehow manage to pull together enough money to buy some leather at the current prices, Josef will bid even higher and take away all the leather. There is no way we can keep up with Josef. He is rolling in money.” 
 
    “Yes. Josef seems to be doing extremely well—all of the town’s notables are crazy after his shoes. I don’t know how he manages to create such exquisite shoes, that too in such large quantities.” 
 
    “This is all some witchcraft at work. I tell you, he has sold away his soul to the devil. Those shoes are not the work of human hands. Only demons could have made something like them.” 
 
    “Whatever it be, our livelihood is gone.  And our families are starving. So, what do we do?” 
 
    Binkle’s face had gone pale and his eyes had lost their sheen. “I never…” 
 
    “You never what? Didn’t I tell you we should not be interfering in human affairs. See what we have done now? So many people are suffering because of us.” 
 
    “What do we do now, Flip? I am lost.” 
 
    “Let us stop helping with those shoes that are cause of so much grief at least now. Maybe if Josef stops making so many shoes, leather prices will come down and other cobblers can start buying leather and making shoes again for the poorer folks. Let us stop at once.” 
 
    Binkle nodded his head sadly. That night they didn’t visit Josef’s workshop. The next morning, they hid some distance from his shop and waited to watch what Josef’s reaction would be. Josef was dismayed to find the cut leather pieces lying as he had left them the previous evening. Even before could recover from this sudden jolt, customers had begun to arrive. The first to arrive was the same portly fellow who had bought the first shoe.  
 
    “Hiya, my man Josef. Hope you have my shoes ready. I thought instead of troubling you to come and deliver them at my home, I shall come and pick them up myself.” 
 
    “Well, Sir….” 
 
    “Well. What? Don’t tell me you don’t have the shoes ready yet. Seems like all the attention your shoes have been receiving has gone to your head, eh? I may not be the town’s mayor or own the largest manor. But remember—I was your first customer. If I had not bought that first shoe of yours, you would have had none of this.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have not forgotten what you had done for me. I really wanted to have your shoes ready by today. But I was indisposed and could not work on them. Give me some more time.” 
 
    “You better have my shoes ready by tomorrow or you know what I will do.” 
 
    One by one the others followed and left with threats. The old man looked completely shaken at the end of it. 
 
    “What have we done now? We have got this old shoe maker into trouble—just what we had been seeking to avoid. What do we do now, Binkle? We are between a rock and a hard place—damned if we do, damned if we don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think it is as well we refrain from interfering any more. He has enough money now. I think he should flee the town and settle down somewhere else. I hope he is wise enough to decide on such a course of action.” 
 
    That night, they visited the workshop to see what Josef had decided to do.  There were a set of rich garments folded neatly and placed next to the pieces of leather. There was a note attached to the them. 
 
    It said,  
 
    “My dear friends whoever have been helping me, I realize I have been ungrateful and not reciprocated your generosity. I would like to remedy that. Here is a small token of my appreciation of all your efforts. Please return to help me. I am in dire straits now—without your help, I am doomed.” 
 
    Binkle read the note twice and handed it to Flip. “What do we do now?” asked Flip. 
 
    “As we had already decided, any further help we render to Josef will only be a disservice to all the others. Let me write a note back to him.” 
 
    Binkle took the same paper and wrote on its reverse.  
 
    “Thanks a lot for your gift, my friend. But we regret to inform you that we cannot help you anymore. We understand the situation you are in and it is a difficult one indeed. There is but one way you can escape this situation—flee the town at once.” 
 
    The next morning, the elves waited outside his home to see if he took their advice. They saw him leave early in the morning. But he did not have his things nor his old woman with him. As he left, he told the old woman. “If anyone comes for shoes today, tell them there was a small fire and all the shoes have been destroyed. It will take me a week more to get things back in order and get their shoes ready.” 
 
    After a few hours, he returned. He was accompanied by five men. The men looked familiar—they were the cobblers who the elves had seen under the tree the previous day. 
 
    He led them to his workshop and once they were in, he addressed them, “So this is the deal. You used to make two silver coins per shoe after factoring in the price of the leather. Now I will supply the leather and give you five coins per shoe. Make as many as you many as you can and you will be paid accordingly. You will not get a better deal than this.” 
 
    “But Josef, we have seen some of the shoes you have been selling. We can’t make them like that.” 
 
    “I know that. But it doesn’t matter. Make them however you can. My customers will buy them.” 
 
    Flip looked at Binkle, “I don’t think this will work. He is surely going to get into trouble.” 
 
    “Even I fear so. But this is his own doing. We gave him the right advice. He should have listened to us and fled the town.” 
 
    The next morning, the first customers to arrive were the twins. They were handed eight pairs of shoes. 
 
    “But we had ordered twenty-four,” they said. 
 
    “I am sorry, Sir. But there is a shortage of workers and it will take some time.” 
 
    They left grumbling about the delay. Not a word they spoke about the quality of the shoes. The elves followed after them curiously. When they were a little distance away, one of them asked the other. “These shoes don’t look like the earlier ones.” 
 
    His brother replied, “How does that matter? Josef is the best judge of what constitutes a good shoe. If he thinks these are good shoes, they must be. What we need to do is to have more of them than anyone else.” 
 
    One by one, others came and left grumbling only about the quantity and not a murmur about quality. 
 
    “I think things have turned out well for Josef, the cobblers as well as us. We don’t have to make any more of those beastly shoes again.”  
 
    But Binkle had a thoughtful expression on his face,  
 
    “But still the problem of the poor folks without shoes is not solved. They are still going to go into the winter without shoes.” 
 
    “What can we do about that? I think if we interfere again, we will only make matters worse and we will find ourselves neck deep in a human situation once again with no means of extricating ourselves.” 
 
    “But I feel responsible. I am thinking if there is something we can do, Flip.” 
 
    “Hmm…maybe we can steal some of the shoes from those rich folks and give it to the poor ones.” 
 
    “No, we can’t do that. The shoes will be found, and the poor folks will be punished for stealing. We will only make things worse for them.” 
 
    “I can’t think of anything else.” 
 
    “Nor can I.” 
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    But the elves had not seen the last of the events yet. No, not by a far shot. For that is not how things work in this world. One can’t unleash a monster into the world and then hope the monster, of its own accord, will walk into captivity after causing some minor irritant, can one? That would be no monster but an angel. And what they had let loose was no angel.    
 
    * * * 
 
    “We want shoes”, “We want shoes”.  
 
    The mob was gathering strength by the minute. More and more bare-footed men were joining the crowd. They sounded really angry and seemed as if they would not subside without drawing blood.  
 
    The mob was soon outside the mansion of the town Lord.  
 
    “Give us shoes. Give us shoes,” they shrieked in unison.  
 
    All the doors and windows were shut tight and not a sound could be heard from within. With every passing minute the crowd grew more furious. They began to pick up stones and throw at the glass windows. The sound of shattering windows rent the air.  
 
    “Come and face us, you coward. Or do you want us to break in and pull you out?” yelled someone. 
 
    “Let us set fire to the mansion,” said someone. “Let them burn like rats within an infested barn.” 
 
    New cries began to rend the air. “Burn them! Burn them!” Burn the evil lords!” “Burn them with their shoes.” “If they love their shoes so much, let them burn with their beloved shoes.” 
 
    “What is happening?” Flip asked Binkle fearfully. 
 
    “This is what humans call a revolution. This is the humans’ way of resolving situations when they spin out of control.” 
 
    “But it sounds pretty nasty.” 
 
    “Yes, it will be nasty while it lasts, like bitter medicine. But everything will be all right once a course of it is completed.” 
 
    Suddenly something came flying out of the window and fell right in the middle of the crowd. It was a shoe. It was one of the beautiful elven shoes. Another one followed, its pair.  More shoes followed, and they were raining all about the crowd. The appearance of the shoes began to break the crowd’s unity of purpose. Everyone dropped their sticks and stones and began fighting among themselves to grab the shoes. Whoever could get a hand on a shoe broke into a run only to be chased by a dozen others. Thus, the whole crowd dispersed, the luckiest ones making their home safe and sound with a single shoe. 
 
    “See, they have got their shoes now,” said Binkle. 
 
    “But not all of them have and most have only one shoe” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They will be back at another one’s dwelling and then another till all of them have shoes.” 
 
    “But after that?” 
 
    “Things will eventually settle down after a good shake up.” 
 
    “What do you mean good shake up?” 
 
    “There will be lot of bloodshed and all that. You know, humans are a bloody race.” 
 
    “And all the blood will be on our hands?” 
 
    “Now, don’t be too dramatic. This is not the first time such things are happening in the history of mankind. Such things would have happened and will happen. Our action only perhaps precipitated the events a bit earlier than they would have happened left to its natural course. You know the human philosophers have talked about the flow of history—how human events flow along a pre-destined path. No single individual can by himself change this flow. I guess it applies to elves as well. Whatever happened would have probably happened even without our intervention.” 
 
    “How can you be so casual about it, Binkle? If you really thought our intervention would not affect things, why did you even try to help that old cobbler in the first place. Clearly all the terrible events in the town were caused by our actions—we can’t disavow responsibility.” 
 
    “Come on, Flip. Why do you insist on taking such a limited view of things? Why don’t you try to take a look at the bigger picture?” 
 
    “No. I don’t see any big picture. I only see a burning town. A town that was calm and trouble-free before our advent.” 
 
    “Sigh! I give up. You are right. I guess you blew away my philosophical façade. It was all indeed my fault. I feel so terrible about this whole thing. I should have listened to your warnings. But I thought what harm can come from just a shoe. I was wrong. A shoe is no trivial thing—entire human kingdoms have been lost not just due to a shoe but a shoe nail. That too not from a human shoe but a horse’s.”  
 
    “I too have to share the blame for having gone along with you. Let us return to our Council of Elders and let them be the judges of our conduct. We shall accept whatever punishment they give us, gracefully.” 
 
    They both walked hand in hand into the shadows, away from the rioting town.
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