N.b., potential problems as I see them: 

Setting – An odd amalgamation set down in industrialized England.  Does it work?  Does Oliver sound too modern?

Perspective – Is it jarring to switch point of view and not be first person for anyone but Oliver?  
Is the whole thing one big anti-climax?
Where Wicked Queens Come From:

Personal Reflections of Oliver deBarton

or, The Night All Hell Didn’t Break Loose


In a traditional sort of tale, people like me aren’t supposed to live happily ever after.  In fact, people like me are supposed to be only a background blur, part of the nondescript populous who revolve around the hero and heroine and practice our vowel sounds.  “Oooh!  Aahh!”


This is not a traditional sort of tale. 

I maintain that I was not holding up the wall that night, as some would tell it.  I will admit to having started a healthy relationship with a potted fern: standing in front of it seemed as good a place to stand as any.  I felt anchored.  This was not a ball I would have attended on my own initiative; it had taken three weeks of gentle but intense persuasion on my sisters’ part to get me here.  I knew perfectly well that an ordinary fellow like myself was not going to get much attention at this sort of party.  
The ballroom was practically daylit that evening.  Every candle in every chandelier was lit, each flame magnified a dozen times by a series of carefully placed mirrors.  The ladies were dressed in all the colors of hothouse flowers, making the room seem to glow.  Despite all this light, however – or rather because of it, if you have a scientific turn of mind – shadows could be found, if one truly wanted to hide in one.  As I discovered while appraising the ballroom from in front of my fern, someone did.  

I was still squinting vaguely into the direction of this someone when I was joined by several young ladies – friends of my younger sister Isabelle.  

“There now, he sees her too, don’t you, Oliver?” said a girl in a pale blue gown.


“I suppose I do,” I agreed


A taller girl with tight dark curls squints harder, “Are you certain that’s her?” she asked.


“When has she ever come to a royal ball?” said a petite redhead, reaching up to pat her carefully done hair.  “Have you seen her at one, Oliver?”


“I can’t say that I have,” I shrugged amiably.  “If, as you say, it really is her.”


“Go ask her to dance,” the petite girl urged me, “see if it’s her.”  Her friends echoed the whim, and I acquiesed.  

Meandering around the ballroom in the direction of the shadow-lady, I saw her gaze turn on the gaggle of girls I had just left, yet never lifting her face out of the shadow of her hooded cloak.  Glancing back at my sister’s friends, I saw them quickly look away and begin to chatter vapidly to hide their discomfort.


I was careful to approach the shadow-lady from an angle where she would be able to see me – I hate to be accused of sneaking up on people.  “My lady,” I said with a bow, “might I have this dance?”


She looked straight at me – I am not very tall and she was not short – “I fear I must decline,” she said, which sounds harmless, but you have to imagine it with a bucket-full of ice water behind every word.  Polite, but not cordial.  I half-expected her to say more, but the frosty look in her eyes made it clear that this interview was over.  I bowed again and walked off.  I repeated my question to a lovely blonde in a dragonfly-green dress and was graciously accepted.  She had seemed to be half-lost in the crowd and I needed someone to hang on to after exposure to such force of will and coldness of character.  I hoped that I could monopolize a few moments with this lovely creature before she was able to find her bearings and hunt down on the man who must be her real prey of the evening, Prince Tobias.  
We swung into the waltz and she proved to be a nimble dancer, which I find attractive in a woman.  As we circled the room, the tall girl with dark curls waltzed by with an army lieutenant.  She raised her eyebrows in question and I gave a small nod.  There was no question in my mind that the shadow-lady was the enchantress Margaret Jute.
I had never met Miss Jute personally, but popular opinion often modified the title “enchantress” with “evil” when referring to her.  I had never felt the desire to pry any further.  Particularly not when I had such a fine specimen of youth and beauty in front of me.  
The girl in the dress of dragonfly-green didn’t notice her partner’s nod to the tall girl because she was also surverying the room.  “Please don’t let them look at me,” she thought numbly.  “Please don’t let them recognize me.  Please don’t let me get in trouble.”  As the brown eyed young man guided her around another couple, she spotted them.  Then she recognized their companion and jumped.  Her stepsisters were flirting with a pair of dandies, which was safe enough, but there was her stepmother having a casual conversation with Emmaline!  She wasn’t sure what to think of that.
Her partner caught her eye at last.  “I don’t know what you must think of me – to ask you to dance before we’ve been properly introduced.”

“Not at all.  I’m quite capable of introducing myself.”  She was’t sure this was quite the right thing to say, but she wasn’t in a position to know, so she braced herself and blundered on.  “My name is Elspeth.”

“Oliver deBarton, at your service, Lady Elspeth.  Begging your pardon, but that does seem a rather awkward name for such a graceful lady.”

“Well, my sisters call me Ella,” she said, avoiding the worst of her stepsisters’ nicknames.  “But I actually prefer Elspeth.”

“But of course.  Please excuse me.  Do you live here in the city, Lady Elspeth?”
It had been years since anyone had given her so genteel a title as ‘Lady’; that alone charmed her.  “I used to,” she said, lying easily, “but when my father died, I went to live with cousins in France.”

“Ah, yes?  And where in France?” 

“Bordeaux,” she said, thinking of the labels in the wine cellar and realizing that the subject needed to change, and the sooner the better.  “And what of you, good sir?  Are you a city mouse or a country mouse?”

“Definitely city,” he said, the corners of his mouth turning up at her turn of phrase.  “I wouldn’t trade London for the world.  But as a visitor, what do you think of our grand city?”

“I think it quite marvelous,” she said, feeling that was a very ladylike thing to say.  “I rather think I like the parks best of all.  They are a lovely breath of freshness in the middle of the hustle and hurry of the city.”  He smiled and asked if she had been to any of the art galleries.  Not having been in a fit state to enter such a place in many years, Elspeth said she had not yet had time and allowed him to wax poetic on his favorite museums and their treasures.  She began to relax – just a bit – and looked up into his eyes, which were a calming brown, though they never quite looked in the same direction at once.  Being slightly crosseyed seemed a small flaw in such a congenial fellow.

“Thank you for the dance,” he said as the waltz ended, “I’m sure there is another man who has claims on you for the next one.”  He bowed to her.

“As a matter of fact,” she said awkwardly, feeling that the words were falling out faster than she could put them into order, “I had just only arrived when I got here – that is, when you asked me to dance.”  He didn’t seem to follow her.  “I mean to say, my card is quite empty for the next few dances.  But I’m sure you’re already engaged to escort another lady.”


They looked at each other for a moment, each trying to find the proper words, one brown eye not quite meeting her grey ones.  Finally he bowed again.  “Lady Elspeth, I believe I hear a minuet beginning.  Would you honor me with another dance?”


She beamed.  “I would be delighted.”


Emmaline had not expected to chat with Lady Agnes for more than a few minutes – only as long as it would take to cast a simple glimmer over her eyes.  Most people would not notice what they did not expect to see, and a few faerie words would ensure that Agnes and her daughters did not notice Elspeth here.  


In fact, her godmotherly duty for Elspeth was the lesser part of what Emmaline had hoped to accomplish at the prince’s ball.  She had expected her renegade former student to be here tonight – this was just the sort of public setting she loved for wrecking havoc.  To boot, Emmaline was afraid Margaret felt that there was a score to settle between them 


Nonetheless, Emmaline had seen no sign of Margaret tonight, and she had been pleasantly surprised by Lady Agnes’s conversation.  She was reputedly a brilliant woman, though Emmaline had always thought less of her because she practically lived in her laboratory.  Her daughters had too often been allowed to run wild, and now they ran the household.  The two of them lived to bully and torment Elspeth, who was younger, more petite, and painfully shy.  Emmaline wasn’t sure that Lady Agnes even realized that Elspeth had been reduced to servitude by her stepsisters.  This evening, Emmaline still had her reservations about the scientist, but she had to admit to herself that the long hours in the laboratory were not without reward.


The shock that hit Emmaline when she finally did see Margaret Jute made Elspeth’s surprise at seeing Emmaline look like a lightning bug next to a lightning bolt.  Margaret’s usual midnight colored cloak was nowhere to be seen, revealing an attractive black gown that made her auburn hair shine all the brighter.  But most surprising of all, Margaret was laughing!

No, most surprising of all was that Margaret was dancing.  Dancing with Prince Tobias.


Chattering away at a hundred words a minute, Isabelle and her friends later made it clear that the sight of Prince Tobias and Margaret Jute created quite a stir, but at the time, I had been oblivious.  Following that first waltz, I hardly let Elspeth out of my sight for several hours, afraid that she might disappear – or worse, waltz away on another man’s arm.  She did not complain.  Instead we talked of everything we could think of.  Though she did not seem to be well versed in art and had only a nodding acquaintance with music, she was a very literary woman with strong political views.  Sometimes we pleasantly disagreed, but more often, we were of one mind.  
Presently, I led Elspeth out onto the terrace, where for a moment we stood in silence, entranced by the crescent moon in a field of stars.  Then we heard a conversation drifting through a hedge of the sort that one knows one shouldn’t listen to, but cannot resist nonetheless.
“This whole foul business began when my father died at the hands of my uncle,” said a listless male voice, “who then had the utter gall to marry my mother before the week was out.  It was all perfectly plain, even before my father’s ghost came back to moan about it.  I had hoped that my girlfriend might offer a bit of sympathy, but the fool couldn’t take the stress, so she threw herself in the river – well, it would depress anyone!  And this is my mother’s foolish idea for cheering me up.  Being happily married, she thinks it must be the universal cure.”
“That’s a bit insensitive,” commiserated a female voice that without a doubt belonged to Margaret Jute.  The man could only be our own prince, Tobias – that was a sorry tale that could hardly be duplicated.  Even tonight, I had noticed, he was dressed entirely in black.  Some had started to dub him “the Mourning Prince.”  
The Mourning Prince was laughing.  “A bit insensitive!  My lady, you have a gift for understatement!

“When your past is as twisted as mine, understatement helps to put old ghosts to rest.”

“I plead ignorance – I don’t believe I’ve heard your tale.”

“I’ll give you the thirty second version and leave to your discretion whether you care to hear it in full.  I was stolen from my mother at birth and locked in a tower by an enchantress who meant to train me as her protégé.  At sixteen, I ran away with a brave baker’s apprentice who said he was a prince – and how was I to know otherwise, having spent my life in a tower?  I found soon enough that he was king of nothing but flour and sugar.  I also found out that I like a man who can cook, and besides, his baking gave me time to hone my arts.  Over time we grew disillusioned with each other, though, so we split up.  I went back to my tower, used my magic to put in a few doors, and there I am, a free and independent woman with a past twisted enough we might even call it braided.”
Throughout this stunning set of revelations, my arm had crept around Elspeth’s waist while we silently exchanged looks of amazement, horror, surprise, and other appropriate emotions.  She reached up to kiss my cheek and tugged me back toward the dance floor.  “If we stayed any longer, I’m sure I would laugh and give us away!” she said as I held the door open for her.

Lucretia, my older sister, spotted us by the door and floated over with a rustle of lavendar taffeta.  “Elspeth!” she exclaimed, “I never expected to see you here, but I’m so glad you’ve met my brother!”  I looked from one to the other in amused confusion.  

“Are you really her brother?” Elspeth asked me.  “I should have known, you look so much alike.”

“Guilty as charged,” I shrugged, still waiting for an explanation.  I knew Lucy wouldn’t be able to resist spilling the whole story of their acquaintance.


“I’d been hoping to introduce the two of you for months, but poor Oliver’s been terribly busy recently.  You might even get him to admit that he bit off rather more than he can chew.”

“Business is a harsh world,” I protested.  “It was a risk I had to take.”


“Business is harsh,” Elspeth said quietly.  “It ruined my father, and he died a broken man.” 

“To the surprise of your stepmother,” Lucy added wryly, “but we won’t dwell on that tonight.”


“I thought you said you live with your cousins?” I said.


Lucy looked at us awkwardly and Elspeth had the decency to blush.  “I don’t like people to know,” she said, “I do domestic work for my stepmother and her daughters.”
“You do slave labor for them, you mean!” Lucy snorted as her tale came spilling out at last.  “I met her at the market last winter when Cook needed a few last minute things for the New Year’s Eve dinner party.  I’m afraid I practically bowled her over, I was in such a hurry!  Poor thing, I knocked her straight into a slush puddle and there she was without a proper coat – what could I do but bring her home with me, find her some dry things and let Cook feed her while she warmed up?  We took a liking to each other and we’ve been meeting in cafés a few times a month ever since.”
“And I was late to the party that night, I remember,” I said.  “I’d been putting in extra hours at the office and Mother practically had a fit,” I explained to Elspeth, hoping to make her smile at a description of my mother’s ire.  

Elspeth was still looking at the floor, “I am sorry I lied to you.” 
I took hold of the hand that was still looped through my arm and took a good look at her.  I was still enchanted by the petite blonde, and wasn’t ready to let her go.  “You know, I think I might have done the same in your shoes.”
“And very pretty ones they are,” Lucy added, eager to bypass her faux pas.  “Wherever did you find them?”  

“A gift from my godmother,” Elspeth said, clearly pleased.  “Like your sister, she helps me when she can.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re enjoying yourself, Oliver,” Lucy cooed in a way that a man permits only from his mother and sisters.  “I was starting to feel guilty that Izzy and I had talked you into this.”

I laughed amiably.  “If you’ll excuse us, Lucy, I hear the musicians starting again.” 


There’s not much more to say about that night, though whenever my wife hears me tell the story, she insists upon adding the bit about meeting the enchantresses.  Late in the evening, I had been drawn into a conversation by an old school chum when Elspeth’s eyes fixed on something just outside my sight.  She broke into a delighted smile and flew into the arms of a motherly woman.  She proceeded to introduce me to her godmother, Emmaline Brooks, who then introduced the both of us to, of all people, Margaret Jute, who apparently also looked up to Emmaline as a mother figure, though they had been estranged for some years.  Margaret Jute’s eyes still held the fierceness that had startled me before, but they had lost the icy quality.  Standing at her side was Prince Tobias, still looking grim, but perhaps less desperately grim than I had seen him recently.

Everyone, of course, knows the ending.  Lavender’s blue, dilly dilly, lavender’s green.  And when Tobias became king a few years later, his uncle having died of a heart attack (“It was as if he had seen a ghost!” they said.), Margaret became our queen.  Some folk still call her an evil enchantress, but she’s our evil enchantress.  We generally figure that if you’re going to be devious and underhanded now and then, it’s decent to be upfront about it.  My wife says that’s a silly way to think about it, but after seeing what lovely frogs her step-sisters became, Elspeth will always have a place in her heart for Queen Margaret, the enchantress.
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Another possible tangent:

When Snow White was a child, her father (nobility, but not royalty) was occupied with government affairs and her stepmother with social affairs.  SW runs away out of feelings of neglet when she’s about thirteen.  On the city streets, she meets a young man whose petite frame has helped him become a masterful pickpocket and housebreaker.  He adopts her as a protégé, but as she grows up, other bonds form.  After a particularly lucrative (and notorious) heist, they skip town and go to stay with his brother in the country.  SW’s stepmother catches up with her here a few years later, helping her sister-in-law in the kitchen and playing with a passel of her children and her nieces and nephews (seven, in fact…).
