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But although you could easily take the story away from Ashputtle and centre it on the mutilated sisters—indeed, it would be easy
to think of it as a story about cutting bits off women, so that they will fit in, some sort of circumcision—like ritual chop, nevertheless,
the story always begins not with Ashputtle or her stepsisters but with Ashputtle’s mother, as though it is really always the story of
her mother even if, at the beginning of the story, the mother herself is just about to exit the narrative because she is at death’s door:
‘A rich man’s wife fell sick, and, feeling that her end was near, she called her only daughter to her beside. . . . On her death bed,
the mother assures the daughter: © I shall always look after you and always be with you.” The story tells you how she does it.
(Ashputtle, 390-391)
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This is the essential plot device introduced by the father: he says, ‘1 am about to take a business trip. What presents would my three
girls like me to bring back for them? Note that: his three girls. It occurs to me that perhaps the stepmother’s daughters were really,
all the time, his own daughters, just as much his own daughters as Ashputtle, his ‘natural’ daughters, as they say, as though there
is something inherently unnatural about legitimacy. That would realign the forces in the story. It would make his connivance with



the ascendancy of the other girls more plausible. It would make the speedy marriage, the stepmother’s hostility, more probable.
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