Lric Roe

Wickedness

Her name 1s Fiona, and she’s a Woman. Forget the “Wicked
Witch” moniker. Forget the numerous, msipid TV interviews
with Gretel and her allegations. Fiona 1s a Woman who knows
what she wants and will not stand for any guff, from anyone. These
days that calls for a certain amount of wickedness.

She rode into my life on the back of a black monsoon, and
one look at that raven hair and those emerald lips told me it
would not be wise to ask, “Where’s your broom?” Why she
noticed me, why she smiled and curled her finger at me, I don't
know. But I've been smitten ever since.

What I knew of her before came from the Hansel/Gretel scan-
dal coverage. Yes, that Gretel, with her ridiculous golden braids,
freckles, and Swiss Alps dress. She was the real star of the show,
squawking her accusations and her famous quote, rendered ad
nauseam with hornfic revelation for talk show hosts: “She was
fattening him! She was going to cat him!” Gretel was the star by
default. The media had nothing on the Wicked Witch—nothing
but one composite sketch of a hoary, old, wart-plagued hag, cour-
tesy of Gretel's descriptions.

Give them credit for trying, though. They had platoons of
crews in the north woods, cameramen stumbling over roots and
breaking their noses on equipment, reporters slapping entire civi-
lizations of mosquitoes as they interviewed befuddled locals: “Sir,
could you tell us a little about the legend of the North Woods
Wicked Witch?”

“Ah, yep, well . . . baby eater.”

“She eats babies, sir?” |

“Yep. Yep. Eats babies. Lives i a candy house, yep.”

“Lives in a house made of candy, 1s that correct, sir?”

“Ayup. Uh-huh. Baby cater. Yellow teeth. No-good wicked.”
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I caught a scent of rain from over my shoulder, and the harr
stood up all across my back. A voice, a woman’s voice, whis-
pered, “He was in on it, you know. Hansel—couldn’t get enough.”
I turned and saw her walking away, down the sidewalk, raven hair
spilling out from under a black fedora, cascading over the shoul-
ders of a black trenchcoat. Her spiked heels left puncture wounds
in the cement, and all up and down the street wives slapped gawk-
ing husbandes.

Me, I locked myself up in my rented one-room shack. I knew
trouble when I saw 1t. My past had its own little scandal, and I
still lived in fear that a certain flannel-clad woodsman would
present himself on my doorstep one day with the be-all-end-all
side of a hatchet coming my way. I curled up on the couch with
a book and tried to banish the image of dark hair and vicious
curvatures from my mind.

Lots of luck. At the stroke of midnight, a monsoon blasted
open the windows and the doors and 1 found myself spiting dust
and rubbing debris from my eyes. When I could see again, she
was standing there. The trenchcoat and hat were gone, but the
hair, wind-whipped, and the spiked heels and the rain scent gave
her away. She smiled an emerald smile that was all white teeth
and sparkling eyes and she pointed a polished, black nail at my
book. “ The New Gothic Revival in Housing Structures,” she sad.
“How mtriguing.”

“Buildings are my life,” I said miserably. One look at her and
the wiring in my brain was switched around forever, with her pull-
ing the circuits any which way she chose. I managed one coher-
ent question, lying dazed in her presence. “Why me?”

“Because,” she said, “you can relate. And I've been curious

ever since the Riding Hood scandal broke a few years ago.” She
looked at me, still cowering on the couch and rubbing my eyes,
and she laughed, pointing her sharp nose with dernsion. “Big,
Bad Wolf indeed. Hal!” L "

“Please,” I said. “Call me Rex.” I managed a smile, the first
I'd allowed myself 1n years for fear of being discovered.
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in the doorway and cast a withering look at Hansel. “Your sister 1s
eating my house,” she said. “That's very rude.”

Hansel stuttered and stumbled and nearly wet his pants.

“IHow would you like it if T brought you in here and ate you
up?” Flona asked him. And she smiled. Hansel grabbed Gretel
by the braids and yanked her into the house and sat her down
and told her not to touch anything, and he took another look at
Fiona, who was already in the bedroom.

“Wasn’t he a bit young?” 1 asked her.

Fiona tsked. “He was of legal age. It's just that babylace that
sets the public sympathy vote. And you,” she said, pomnting,
“you should talk, with your Little Red Riding IHood.”

“Please,” I said. “Her name was Lolita. And nothing hap-
pened. It was her grandmother1 was after, who, I might add, was
not the cross-stitching, gray-haired, sweet, old lady the media made
her out to be. She wasn't even that o/d.” .

Fiona gave a skeptical and amused look, then continued with
her tale. Hansel was a bore, she told me. All he wanted to do
was roll in the hay and eat. First one, then the other, repeatedly.
“God,” Fiona said, rolling her eyes, “he couldn't make 1t last, for
one. Didn’t even try. And then he'd roll over. ‘I'm so Aungry,”
she mimicked, putting on the clueless face of an exhausted oal.
“So I'd get him some food. He’d eat whole chickens in one
sitting.  You know how much my grocery bill went up when he
was here?” |

“How long did he stay?” 1 asked.

“A week. Then I kicked him out. And his little sister, too.”
Fiona described how Hansel had cried and moaned and sput-
tered tears and tried to cling to her as she removed him from her
home. “Very tiring, really,” she said. “The last straw was when
Gretel, trying to rip one of my shutters from an outside wall,
drooled all over it with shameless glossal lust.” Fiona plucked the
girl away by the braids and spun her around and spun her around
and let her go, and Gretel smashed mto Hansel and the two of
them hurtled and tumbled and shot of the woods like a huge
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pouty Gapling and the Gapling spilled ice cream down her pretty
blouse.

“Oh, I'm terribly sorry,” Fiona said, completely solicitous and
reaching to touch the stain and make 1t go away with her magc.
Before she could do that, the girl scowled and whirled around
and snarled, “You stupid biichl”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed and her skin turned a light shade of
forest green, as it does when she's about to let loose with some
magic. “That's witch,” she told the Gaplng. And she pomted her
finger.

Pooff The Gapling found herself on all fours with her tail
wagging and her mouth panting, and she looked at herself and
whined a confused puppy whine. Fiona stepped closer and
pointed at herself and said, “ Witch.” Then she pomnted at the
Gapling-turned-dog. “Bitch,” she said. “Understand?”

The Gaphng ran whining and whimpering down the street while
her friends stood amazed and shocked and 1n fear of their adoles-
cent, pretty selves. Fiona turned on them next, but I grabbed her
by the arm and got her away from there, muttering helplessly,
“Hey, who says you don’t have a sense of humor?”

“That’s what 1 should have done to Gretel,” she hissed, stll
angry, still tinted green. How these things must end. We got
back into the woods, riding in on one hell of monsoon that must
have taken out three neighborhoods on the way. And there we
found her house, surrounded by federal agents, many of whom
were 1n heatresistant space suits. They aimed flame throwers at
the sugar walls and fired, andrthe candy house began melting
where 1t stood, and the agent in charge yelled through a bullhorn,
“Come out or we'll torch the place! Hit 1t agamn, boys!”

“Sir,” one of the others reported, “we have reports that there
may be children held captive mnside. Shouldn't we wait?”

“That's my deaf ear there, Agent Smith. Hit it agamn!”

We were spotted. Fiona shot one wicked glance at the agent
in charge and he found himself waving his bullthorn 1 terror and
screaming, “I'm melting! I'm melting!” DBut then 1t was over.
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smiled that all-teeth, emerald smile, eyes glistening, the very same
smile she’d worn that first night. She waved and smiled.

I was overcome with emotion. I threw caution to the wind and
howled up to her, “Fiona! Fiona! Let down your raven har!”
Spotlights clicked on and aimed my way, brainwashed dogs started
barking, men were shouting. Fiona looked down on me and
shook her head, still smiling. “Let down your raven hair and I'll
climb up and rescue you!” I shouted.

“Rex,” she said softly, “poor Rex.”

I was seized, frisked, cuffed, handled, boxed, and locked up.
I spent a few days m despair, seeing her lovely green-hued face
looking down from the barred window with sorrow and pity. And
then I heard the news: The same night they caught me, she disap-
peared. They were blaming me. They said I'd rescued her, I'd
enabled her to escape. The door was still locked, the window
bars still mntact. She’d vanished.

I served very little time. I got out on good behavior, which
meant that I had been so good as to point out to the warden the
lack of integrity in the structure of the lockup facility 1n general,

and to show him the many ways one might, if one were clever

enough, escape.

As for Fiona, the media chased her longer than the feds. There
were more Wicked Witch sightings. There was a touched-up,
glossy photo of her on the cover of a fashion magazine, touched
up to do away with the cuffs and to make her black skirt that
much more min, and the caption read, “Wicked and Loving It.”
But this was all they had. She didn’t belong to them. She was
her own woman. '

After the lockup mspection, I managed to get my hcense back.
Sometimes I'll be out on a job, inspecting a building, and I'll
catch a whiff of fresh rain. Or T’ll see puncture marks 1mn pave-
ment steps. Or I'll spy out of the corner of my eye just the nght
shade of green and I’ll turn my head quick and hope to see those
wonderful lips, but it’s always just someone’s ring or the grass
reflecting in a doorknob. But I know she’s around, and she’ll be

48 Fugue #21

-

back. She’s gauging me, biding her ume. Shf: may be Wl(:l.ﬁﬁ‘,d,
and she may stll scare the daylights out of me from time to Gme,
but when she feels I'm ready, she’ll be back.

I'm ready, Fiona. I'm ready.




