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Once there lived a sister and a brother with their father and
stepnot her on the edge of a great wood. Whenever either of them
di sobeyed, the stepnother would warn them "Behave now, or

Mot her Hag will conme and take you!" The she'd smle w ckedly
and add, "And she's your own true nother, but she's a bad one,
and will eat you just the sanme. You should be thankful you've

the likes of me and nmy husband to | ook after you."

And the small pair would frown and nod solemmly, and stop their
pl ayi ng or whatever else had been bothering the stepnother.

Mot her Hag was a fanobus witch; everyone for mles around knew
about her. The two children had nmenorized all the different
descriptions they had heard of her, so that finally they were
quite unable to i magi ne her face and figure, so contradictory

t he many versions of her seened.

Mot her Hag was descri bed, dependi ng on who you talked to, so
tall she rose to the ceiling, so small she was quite invisible
and treacherous; black, pale, or quite blue; covered with warts
or scabs; wide as a barnyard, narrow as a crack; naked as the
wi nter fields, cloaked in mdnight; fingers of clay or fingers
of red-iron; drinks blood, tar, or urine; has pointed or blunt
teeth, clean-shaven or whi skers, sunken or bul ging eyes,
wrinkled or gigantic breasts, cracked or a haunting, deep

voi ce.

But all agreed she was very, very w se.

Their father remained silent on the subject of Mther Hag,
except once when he had told the brother that he first net

Mot her Hag when hunting in the dark wood near her castle. She'd
captured himmere, and enchanted hi m sonehow, forcing himto
marry her. He coul d never renmenber how |l ong he spent in her
castle; the days seened |i ke years, but he was very old when he
finally came out, escaping with the two young children in a
wagonl oad of hay.

Their father could not renmenber ever spending any tinme with his
children when they all lived in the castle, so he didn't really



feel like a parent to themat all. That was all he would say on
the subject. He stayed quiet and to hinself, and let their
stepnmot her handl e things. After a tinme the children felt

not hing for him

The stepnot her worked the children | ong and hard. But the
children did not conplain-, for they knew soneday Mot her Hay
woul d i ndeed cone and take them away, and they had their own

i deas about what their real and only true nother was |ike.

The brother always pictured a jolly old fat woman, whose face
was beautiful just the sane. He vaguely remenbered a chil dhood
full of mschief, and how his true nother had scol ded hi m each
time, but always hugged himdeep into her soft, pillow flesh
afterward. She al ways had advice to give, and ganes and songs.
She was very wi se.

The sister knew her true nother had been tall, and

br oad- shoul dered, stronger than any man. Her nother hel ped her
to excel in sports even at such a young age. She taught her to
be i ndependent and self-reliant. Her true toother was very

W se.

The children's seem ngly easy conpliance only made the

st epnot her even stricter. They weren't allowed out to play.
They had to spin wool and scrub floors, nend pots and dig nud
for bricks. When either was seen to talk to the other, they
were separated, as the stepnother had soon realized their true
feelings about Mot her Hag.

"She'll get you, | tell you!" the stepnother scol ded. "Your own
true nother or not. She'll grind you into little pieces and
devour you with her tea! I wouldn't be running off fromthis

house if | were you."

But the brother and sister only nodded solemly, wthout reply,
and secretly dreaned their beautiful dream of their true

not her.

One day a peddler cane to the cottage with his bag full of
goods. "Pots, pans, ointnents, perhaps a bit of ribbon, madan®?"
he asked pl easantly when the stepnother answered the door. She
sl ammed the door in his face. The peddl er sat down on the front
step and began to cry.

The two children were returning fromthe fields, their arnms and
| egs and faces quite black with the nud, when they saw this
happeni ng, and rushed to console the poor peddler w thout

anot her thought.

"Oh, you poor man," the sister said. "You should break down the
door and kick her!" She spat with a fierce gleamin her eye.
"Oh, you poor man," the brother said. "Never a kind word for
such a hard-working peddler!”

The peddl er stopped his crying and | ooked up. "And who m ght
you two be? Children of the w cked woman | suppose, poor

t hi ngs. "

The children noved together and held hands. "Mother Hag is our
true nmother!"™ they both said proudly.

"The witch!" the peddler cried in surprise.

"A very kind, |large wonan," the boy said.

"And strong and brave,” the girl said.



"Oh, certainly!" replied the peddler. "She's also very w se.
Wy, everyone goes to Mother Hag for advice! As a matter of
fact, Mdther Hag seat me into this region to | ook for her | ost
children. All the peddl ers hereabouts work for her. But | nust
admt you seem not hing as she described.”

"Why not!" they excl ai ned.

"You're so nuch darker."

"But it's the mud fromthe fields and from working so hard out
in the sun,” the girl said.

"Why that nmust be it!" the peddler said, and | aughed.

"Wl you take us to see her?" the boy asked.

"Wn't that w cked woman conpl ain and nake a | oud noise?" The
peddl er | ooked doubt ful .

"Oh, please!" cried the girl. "You could hide us in your sack.
We don't take up very much room™

The peddler smled. "Why, that just m ght work." He opened the
| arge sack. The two children |looked in; it seemed an enornous
cave in there, inpossibly dark. They couldn't even see the
peddl er's pots, pans, and ribbons; it was so spaci ous and darKk.
But the children nustered their courage and | ooked about them
i n apprehension. Their father and stepnother were nowhere to be
seen. They | ooked at each other quickly, and junped into the
sack together

Their |1 ong, echoing shouts as they drifted deep into the dark
interior of the sack brought a smle to the peddler's |ips.
"Useful, this sack of Mother Hag's." He chuckled softly to

hi nsel f, and shoul dered the | arge sack and started on his way
agai n.

The brother and sister renmenbered little about the tinme they
spent in the great, dark sack. They saw many things there, but
nost of these were all m xed-up and confusing. The brother
remenbered a great dark wood where he wandered | ost for days.
The sister was convinced she had borne children and grown old
there. They both recalled nmenories of their early lives with
Mot her Hag: her strict discipline, her warm enbraces, her
beauty, and her strength. They could have been in the sack a
long tinme or a short tinme. They were never quite sure.

Finally the peddl er stopped and dropped the sack from around
their bodies. They opened their eyes and | ooked down at the
folds of the sack Iying about their feet: it seenmed to have
shrunk on their journey, and all the peddler's goods had

di sappeared; they seenmed to have been all the sack contai ned.
Then they | ooked around them

Mot her Hag's castle seenmed to grow right out of the side of the
hill |ike some great stained and gnarled tooth. Od tree trunks
twisted in and out of holes in the stone speckled with the
hardened drips of nortar used to patch those holes. The roof of
the castle was fornmed fromcentury-old trees whose branches
hung down and were so interwoven as to make a solid roof.

Al t hough narrow, the castle was long; its crooked chi meys
could be seen poking up through the hill fromthe underground
rooms as far as the children could see. A steady |ine of

peddl ers with bul ging sacks was entering a door on the |eft



side of the castle. Another line exited froma door on the
right, their sacks quite enpty.

"Those sacks are squirmng!" the sister cried. "Just snall
animals for Mdther Hag's dinner,"” the peddler said with a
smle..

Still another line entered the front gate of the castle. All

di fferent kinds of people made up this |line: peasants,

mer chants, old wonen, youths, even sone professional people
such as doctors, lawers, and city officials in their various
costunmes of office.

"They seek advice," the peddler said. "As you know, Mother Hag
is very wse."

The brother could overhear sonme of the conversation fromthis
l'ine: Her brother has tormented ne for years... the crops are
failing... one of Mdther's |ove charns and she'll be mne...
twice | warned her, twi ce! Now she'll see... this gold wl]l
bring ne another ten years |I'msure... and many other things.
"When do we see our nother?" the sister asked. But the peddl er
swftly stuffed them back into his pack and joined the |ine of
peddl ers with full sacks; his own wi ggling and squirm ng |ike
t he ot hers.

The children nust have fallen asleep then for the next thing

t hey renmenbered was soneone opening the sack in the darkness
and lifting their tired bodies up and putting themto bed.

The brother tried to see who it was, but the face was a gray
oval in the dimlight of the castle. Then he fell asleep once
nor e.

A beautiful woman with gol den hair stood over the two, gently
rustling the covers to awaken them The sister was the first to
awaken and gasped, "Mdther!" for the wonman had strong arms and
sharp features, and appeared terribly tall to the little girl.
VWhen t he boy opened his eyes he, too, gasped, "Mdther!" as the
woman before him appeared quite plunp, but had the | oveliest
face he had ever seen.

They bot h hugged her fiercely.

"Oh, thank you ny children. I'd I ove to have been your nother,
but Mother Hag is your own true nother. | amjust her maid."
"Then... you're not Mther Hag?" the sister asked sl eepily.

- At that the beautiful woman bellowed with a | aughter that
seenmed to the children nuch too large for her. She stopped as
suddenly and smled. "Mother Hag is nmuch |arger than I
children. Alnpst a giant. And she dresses all in black and gray
and shades nere nortals are not even capable of seeing. She's
sent me to bring you to her; she's mssed her true children for
much too long a tinme."

Then the beautiful woman took themto a | arge circul ar chanber,
whi ch | ooked to be seam ess, and left themon a small scarl et
rug in the mddle of it. She left swiftly through a small door
at the back.

The children | ooked around them thinking they nust be far
under ground since so tall a chanber could not have fit in that
portion of Mther Hag's castle they had first seen. The brother
gazed up at the far away ceiling and for a nonment thought he



saw an entire | andscape suspended there, with people pulling
carts and wonen dancing by a pond, but when he blinked it was
gone.

Then Mot her Hag wal ked into the chanber, through the same door
t he beautiful woman had just left. -

"Oh, she's small," the sister said. And indeed she was, a tiny
dark figure standing by the distant doorway. Like an ant, or a
cockroach

"No, no, she's big... enormous... gargantuan!" the brother
excl ai mred. And she was this, too, for with every step forward
she | ooned larger, until standing before the little red rug she
dwar f ed them both, her great blue nose scratching at the
ceiling, her bright yell ow wooden | egs thick as tree trunks,
her dress so large and bill owy, so pitch-black the children

t hought for just a second they had suddenly awakened from a
dream and they were peering into the black chanber around
their beds.

Chi l dren, she whi spered, but a whisper so thunderous they both
fell to their knees.

My own true children... conme to Mdther Hag...

And they did. The brother |eaping nerrily, the sister dancing,
both running with arms wide into the deep black of her dress.
And both tunbling head over heels as they spun dizzily into the
dar k.

They awoke inside one of Mdther Hag's great pockets, with

hundr eds of other children.

"Who are you?" the brother asked a tall girl with hair red as
cherries.

“1''m Mot her Hag's daughter,” she piped.

"And you?" the sister asked a small boy with bangs covering one
eye.

"1'"'m her son..." he munbl ed.

And there were many nore, nore than they could count resting in
every nook and cranny of the great pocket, all different sizes,
shapes, and colors. And all claimng to be a son or daughter of
Mot her Hag.

There was sonet hing about their stories, which made the brother
and sister believe them

The children spent years with Mther Hag. How many, they could
not even guess, because there were no clocks or calendars in
Mot her Hag's castle, and night and day occurred only when she
deci ded they nust. O d children disappeared and new chil dren
arrived all the tine, so after a while the brother and sister
stopped trying to renenber all the names. Many of the children
cane with the peddlers, but mlknmen with the morning dairy
goods delivered sone, and others sinply appeared in a bed one
nmor ni ng. The ol der children sinply vanished. Only the very old
ones, the ones with white hair and winkled skin, were seen to
| eave through the doors. It didn't take the children very | ong
to discover that their own father had been one of Mther Hag's
original children

"l knew himthen," the beautiful maid told them one night while
tucki ng them both into bed. "He had eyes |ike yours," she told



the brother. "And hair like yours," she told the sister.

"But how could you have known hinP?" the sister asked. "You're
so young!"

But she only | aughed, that deep, |oud, haunting |augh, cut
short with a smle.

Over the years the children discovered that nany people canme to
Mot her Hag for help, nore than they could hope to count. They
found that she had many magi cal powers; in fact, she seened to
be able to do nobst anything she want ed.

She coul d nmake herself invisible and nove furniture all about.
She could sour mlk with just a glance. Make her angry and it
rai ned on you, even in the castle. Make her sad and she m ght
turn you into a bird.

Once the brother saw her blasting distant trees with a gesture
of her little finger. Once the sister witnessed chairs dancing
all about her.

And once both of the children followed the beautiful maid into
her chamber. They shivered behind a table as she took off her
cl othes, her face, her beautiful, soft skin, and what was |eft
was so hideous they were actually happy to see her don Mot her
Hag' s m dni ght robes, blue nose, and bright yell ow wooden | egs
so they wouldn't have to see that awful thing anynore. Then
Mot her Hag sm | ed, and cackled that |ow, haunting grow of a

| augh, and the children sonehow knew she had neant for themto
see her as she really was.

But what frightened the children nost about Mt her Hag was the
way she seened to al ways know what they were thinking, where

t hey had been, and when they were up to any kind of m schief.
Mot her Hag was their own true nother indeed.

Sonmeti mes she was hateful to them and burned their small toes
with fire fromher eyes. Oher tinmes she held them cl ose and
made them safe within her enornmous self. But all the same she
was al ways their nother.

But still they had resentnents. After giving birth to them why
had she pushed them away? Why did she frustrate their desires
so? They wondered if she noticed this resentnent in them as
after a while they began seeing |l ess and | ess of her about the
castle. It was runpored anong the servants that she had retired
to an old wing at the back, deep under the hill.

Finally the brother and sister woke up one norning and

di scovered they were old, much ol der than anyone they'd ever
known, nmuch ol der than they ever could have i magi ned. And then
t hey knew they were her favorites, that she was indeed their
one true nother and they her only true children, since no one
else was left in the castle. And yet they thensel ves had not
been asked to | eave.

They wandered through the castle for days, until finally they
found the | ast great chanber where Mdther Hag now |ived. Wen
t hey opened the door they saw her |eaning wearily against the
far wall, slunped and crunpl ed, her great wooden | egs spread
apart, her dress bl acker than any night humanki nd had known,
and her body bloated twi ce as |large as ever before.

The brother | eaped into the air joyfully, and found hinself



thinking like a child again, wanting terribly to be hugged by
Mot her Hag, to be envel oped by her dark bosomuntil the world
was shut conpletely fromview, and suddenly tired, he nmade the
one last run into her enbrace, slipping on the polished chanber
floor, slipping, slipping so quickly that before he knew it he
had rolled conpletely under the edge of her black skirt, as if
the night itself had slipped himaway into sleep.

A broad smle grew slowy across the sister's face as the
enormous teeth hidden beneath Mdther Hag's dress began to gnaw
and strip the flesh from her brother's body, slipping himeven
further into endl ess night.

Once there lived a brother who is no nore. Once there lived a
great and nysterious witch named Mot her Hag. But now there is a
new Mot her Hag. The new Mot her Hag i s younger, but they say
when she dons the m dnight dress and the wooden | egs and the

bl ue nose she rises alnost to the ceiling, her dress filling
the cold air until she's the | argest woman anyone can renenber
seei ng.

And when she | aughs her cold, haunting | augh no nore smles.
But still they journey far and w de for advice.



