
Once upon a time, in a faraway land, a fair maiden sat musing. “I haven't been threatened for months,” she sighed. “What's the world coming to when a fair maiden can go for months without even a hint of a foul play from a dragon or a pirate or an ogre? Why not even an old hag of a witch has come my way since late last summer.” 


At that very moment, little did the fair maiden suspect, a plot was hatching, a cauldron of wickedness was brewing, a threat to her serenity was afoot. For in the secret reaches of a dark cave (where else?) sat a sinister sister, a brooding brother, and a malodorous ogre conspiring to shatter the calm. “We'll steal her highness,” hissed the sister. “We'll abduct her,” vowed the brother. “We'll carry her off,” growled the ogre. With many like utterances, they put their heads together, breathing in and out. With each exhalation, they spoke of new terrors. “We'll force her to eat spinach and gooseberry tarts.” “We'll tie her in geometric and algebraic knots.” “We'll make her do the New York Times crossword.”


About the same time, a handsome youth was riding through the forest, seeking adventure. As is the way with such youths, his mind was on slaying dragons, rescuing fair maidens, and Nintendo games. “Oh,” he said, “what I wouldn't give for a scaly beast to slay, an ogre to fight, an hour of Mario Brothers or Sim City!” The handsome youth rode right past the cave of the three sinister figures.


“I suppose,” said the sister as she saw him ride past, “that youth thinks he can protect the fair maiden.” “Perhaps,” agreed the brother. “No way we'll let him,” swore the ogre. So they chased the handsome youth, fell upon him, bound, gagged, and carried him trussed to their den just like the Ewoks captured Luke, Han, and Chewbacca in Star Wars.


The three sinister co-conspirators then bethought themselves once more of the fair maiden. “I have the tarts a-baking,” quoth the sister. “Pythagoras's theorem and Zeno's paradox are ready to stump her,” allowed the brother. “The only good thing about Sesame Street is Oscar,” opined the ogre. “Let's go!” Leaving the handsome youth in their cave, they set off for the fair maiden's cottage. (You probably thought she lived in a castle; she didn't, though, just a humble cottage. Is there any other kind of cottage but a humble one?)


The fair maiden, who had very good ears, had heard the commotion as the handsome youth was waylaid. “At last,” she cried, “my tranquillity is shattered, my peaceful days are at an end. Surely those who got him will come for me. Are they worthy villains?”


The villains, belching threats and incantations, rushed to the cottage door. But the fair maiden was ready. She met them with superior force. She sprayed the sinister sister with dewdrops and made her right as rain. She countered the brooding brother with axioms and theorems and addled his brain. She slew the ogre with her own cros-sword, making an anagram of him, turning him to gore. Then she went to the cave and rescued the handsome youth.


The youth wasn't quick; he was just athletic and handsome. She was quick; she was strong; she was more than just fair, she was spectacular. They lived happily ever after—but not with each other. The handsome youth gave up adventuring and went to Hollywood and became a personal trainer. The fair maiden went to university, earned a doctorate in literature, and became an English teacher.

