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      Belle stood in front of the house, thinking about the stars, when she remembered that it was her birthday.  “If I were to travel through the stars, would I ever get to the last one?” she said to herself.  “Or would there always be one more and another after that?  Where do they begin and where do they end?  I believe they must stretch into eternity.”

      She had gone outside onto the lawn to avoid being in the house with her twin cousins, Petal and Tulip, who took little notice of her unless they wanted a bit of cake from the kitchen, ribbons fetched for their hair, or someone to torment.

      “Oh, she’s thinking and reading,” Tulip said, appearing from around a corner of the house.  “She doesn’t care at all that we are expecting fashionable society tonight.”  Petal and Tulip often walked around corners or into rooms in pursuit of Belle so that they could assure her she was plain, unremarkable, and would end up working at a trade.

      “However can a person expect to be admired when all she does is read in solitude and silence?” Petal asked.

      “Tulip, I believe she’s both naughty and wicked,” Petal replied.

      Belle tried to concentrate upon her book.  Sometimes if she ignored the girls solidly enough, they would wander away.

      “We are only trying to improve you,” Tulip said.  “Our family has been very generous to you and you are indebted to us forever.  One would think you could show more gratitude.”

      Belle shut up her book.  She knew better than to respond directly to anything the twins said.  A response would lead to further conversation and before long Belle would be forced to listen to the girls’ absurd views about the fashionable world.

      “It is my birthday,” Belle replied.

      “We might have arranged a party for you but you are never lively or amusing and the whole thing would have only been an embarrassment to the family,” Tulip said.

      “She hasn’t any accomplishments to recommend her.  She would probably just poke that pale face of hers into a book and not say a word to anyone,” Petal said.

      Belle thought the family embarrassed themselves admirably without her help but she didn’t say so.  Belle made her way inside the house and she tiptoed past the morning room, where her aunt spent most days.  The twins and their mother, Agatha Malifice, were Belle’s only living relations.  Aunt Agatha, was an enormous woman who had yellow curls that hung from both sides of her face like bunches of grapes. Her face was round and powdered white and she often painted her tiny mouth into a red O shape.  The effect was ghoulish, as if she were a parody of a doll, or a doll grown bloated from the cakes and sweets of a tea party that had never ended.

      She paused to wonder if anyone was going to remember that she was alive. After the pause, she realized that she had been forgotten about completely.  It was going to be a good day.

      That evening, Belle was ordered by the housekeeper to attend to Petal and Tulip but when Belle went to their rooms she found that Tulip had already been assigned a lady’s maid.  “Run along, Belle.  Mother has hired me a proper lady’s maid.  Tonight is my debut in society and the sight of your pale face might just chase the roses out of my cheeks.”  So Belle began walking down the hall back towards the library where she was surprised in the hallway by Will the Second Footman.

      “Hello, little one.  You couldn’t have picked a better room to hide in.  It’s full of interesting things and hardly anyone ever comes in here.  ”

      Will was the only miraculous person of her acquaintance.  He was cheerful, kind  and didn’t care what anyone thought of him.  As a rule, Aunt Agatha didn’t approve of cheerfulness in inferiors.  Inferiors were able to work because of their betters and were therefore not entitled to happiness but were required nonetheless to show gratitude at all times.  Will was often happy and this sometimes irritated Aunt Agatha (who complained that her housemaids giggled convulsively when he was around) but Will was handsome and handsome Footmen were much prized in the elegant world.

      “You must be born into the right families,” Aunt Agatha would say.  “Some people go and get themselves born into the wrong families and look what becomes of them.”

      Will didn’t care what Aunt Agatha thought about anything so he persisted in the having of attractive qualities.  “Do you like to read books, Miss Belle?”  Will asked on this particular day.  He leaned on one of the red couches.

      “Oh yes, I love to read.  It’s my favorite thing.”

      “I had a notion you were different,” Will said.

      “Are you shirking your duties again?” Belle asked.

      “They think I am polishing the silver.  Tell me, have the sisters been treating you badly today?”  Will leaned on one of the red squashy chairs and smiled but his look was earnest.  Will often sought her out to ask her if she had been mistreated that day.

      “They reminded me a few hours ago that I’m plain and poor and that no one would admire me this evening,” Belle began.

      “Are you terribly disappointed?” Will said.

      “I don’t want them to admire me.  They are horrible people.”

      “You are a fine girl, Miss Belle.  You aren’t like these silly girls I meet everywhere.”

      Then Will told Belle of a conversation he’d overheard that morning between Aunt Agatha and her daughters.  His mockery of the three women was so wickedly funny that Belle had trouble stifling her giggles.  “I’m not certain those women are the same animal the rest of us are,” he said.  Belle decided, not for the first time, that Will was one of the best people in the world and she was about to tell him so when she was interrupted by the sound of a carriage pulling up in front of Harrow Hill.

      “Your aunt’s guests have arrived and from the sound of it they’ve arrived all at once,” Will said, getting up and walking over to the window.  “There will be a parade of fools through that front door.”  Will pointed at a very sleepy-looking woman wearing a large purple velvet hat.  “That’s Thomasina Poppy.  She was once a celebrated beauty.  Now she’s a laudanum addict.  Last time she fell asleep sitting up and slumped over face first into her food.  She blamed it on one of the servants and the poor girl was dismissed.”

      Belle didn’t know what laudanum was but it seemed very serious so she gave a solemn little nod.  “And you see that man there?  The short little man in the suit that has holes in it?  That’s Caledon Quirk.  Notice how the horses on his carriage are so thin?  Quirk is so cheap that he begrudges giving the horses their feed and he’s one of the richest men in the country.  If one of his tenants is even a day late with the rent, he evicts them onto the streets to starve.”

      “He doesn’t look very happy to be here.” Belle said, pointing at a red-faced man who had just arrived.

      “That’s Hieronymous Kent, the angriest man alive,” Will said.  “If he doesn’t like the dinner that is prepared for him, he will throw the food into the cook’s face.  He’s been known to beat his horses and sometimes even his servants.”

      “You see that one”? Will said, pointing towards a man with white hair.  “Jacobus Fitcher has had several wives, each one younger than the next but none of them lasts long.  The chest complaint carries them all away, at least that’s what he claims.”

      “Why would anyone let their daughters marry him?” Belle asked.

      “He’s rich as Croesus,” Will said.  “Some people will sell their daughters to the highest bidder and some girls go willingly to the slaughter.”

      But it was the final guest to arrive that Will detested the most.  He was a tall man with a prominent nose who was dressed entirely in black.  He reminded Belle of a long dark pillar of smoke.

      “That one is as bad as they come,” Will said.  “Horace Glass owns a Factory where he works children to the bone.  He buys them from workhouses and orphanages for next to nothing so that he doesn’t have to pay them for their work.  He invented some sort of revolutionary machine many years ago that changed the industry forever. “ Belle watched as the tall and black pillar of smoke stepped into the house.

      Later, after Will returned to his work, Belle wondered if she could manage to hide in the library until bedtime.  When she heard the voice of Clare the Rat-Faced Governess, she knew she had been found out.  “There you are!” Clare said.  “I should have known that I would find you here, skulking about with books.  What a strange child you are.”  Clare grabbed Belle by the arm and dragged her through the hall and up the stairs.  “I’ve got to dress you for this evening,” Clare said.  “Mrs. Malifice wants you to meet her guests.”

      “But her guests are horrible villains who own factories and things.”

      Clare began to shake Belle by the shoulders.  “You don’t say things like that, do you hear me?  Mrs. Malifice’s guests don’t want to hear the truth about themselves, especially from a charity child such as yourself.”  They walked into Clare’s room.  There was a dove-grey dress spread out on Clare’s bed.  Quickly, Clare pulled the black dress and white apron Belle usually wore over her head and slipped her into the dove-grey dress.  Clare pulled a black ribbon from a drawer and tied it round Belle’s head so that it pulled Belle’s unruly red hair away from her face.  “That’s the best I can do,” she said.  “Charity children are not my responsibility.”  Clare grabbed Belle by the arm and pulled her downstairs towards the drawing-room.  “Get in there and don’t say anything strange,” Clare said.

      Aunt Agatha and her guests were seated around the fire upon great stuffed chairs and lounging sofas.  Thomasina Poppy blinked back sleep and appeared to have trouble holding up her head.  The thin man with the owlish spectacles and the cheap suit, Caledon Quirk, was telling the red-faced Hieronymous Kent about his new carriage.  Aunt Agatha was talking of her daughters to Jacobus Fitcher.

      “Jacobus, I was terribly sorry to hear of your latest wife’s death.  I was so very fond of her.  What was her name again?” Aunt Agatha said

      “I’m afraid none of my wives last very long,” Jacobus Fitcher said.

      “My daughters have only just debuted in society but they are already flooded with marriage offers.  You would be hard pressed to find two more accomplished young women anywhere.  They’re twins, you know, and there has always been a special bond between them.  I think that is why they haven’t settled on husbands despite so many attractive offers.  They just can’t bear to be separated.”

      This wasn’t even remotely true.  Tulip and Petal desperately wanted to be separated.

      “I say, Horace, don’t you live near that ghastly old place on the island?” Jacobus Fitcher said, trying to steer the conversation away from Aunt Agatha’s daughters.  “What do people call that place anyway?”

      “People call it The House on the Island.  It is a family home but it was sold many years ago to an ex-patriot who has let it fall into ruin,” Horace Glass said.  “I believe it to be uninhabited.”

      “I heard that it used to belong to an Italian noblewoman who would poison her political enemies at dinner and then steal their jewels,” Thomasina Poppy said.

      “Someone told me that it used to be a madhouse in the 16th century.  There was a mutiny among the inmates and the doctors and staff were flung from the roof one by one while the lunatics danced about,” Hieronymous Kent said.

      “That is all nonsense,” Horace Glass said.  “The house has been uninhabited for decades.”

      “Horace, whatever happened to that brother of yours?  I once fancied him but he never gave me a second thought.  He was always a bit odd,” Thomasina Poppy said.

      “Thomasina thinks anyone who doesn’t fancy her to be odd,” Jacobus Fitcher said.

      “You fancied me once too, remember?  Then I threw away my dolls and you thought me too old.”

      “Your capacity for self-delusion is staggering, as always,” Jacobus Fitcher said.

      “Scandalous old Bluebeard,” Thomasina replied.

      Aunt Agatha listened to this exchange with pleasure.  She enjoyed arguments of the bitterest kind.

      “Horace, you were telling us what became of your brother.”

      “My brother has been dead for many years,” Mr. Glass said.

      “Oh my, how could I have forgotten,” Thomasina Poppy said.  “I swear to you my mind has been altered by the passage of the years.”

      “It’s certainly been altered by something,” Aunt Agatha whispered to Jacobus Fitcher, and they laughed together.

      Belle stepped inside the room and did nothing.  She had been instructed never to speak until spoken to.

      “There she is,” Aunt Agatha cried. “Everyone this is my ward, Belle Fortune.  Come here, child, so that everyone can get a look at you.”  Belle stood beside her fat aunt while the other guests looked at her.  “This is Belle Fortune.  She was the niece of my late husband, the daughter of his favorite sister, Amelia Malifice.  Amelia married Nathaniel Fortune who was the son of a tradesman and very sympathetic to the Reformers.  It was a tragic decision, of course.  She could have married any number of wealthy gentleman but she chose this Nathaniel person and the two of them began reforming things.”

      “Reformers are some of the most irredeemable people on the planet,” Horace Glass said.  “They put ideas into the heads of good people who know their place in the world.  Imagine the catastrophe!”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Aunt Agatha interrupted. “Anyway, Amelia married Nathaniel Fortune and then he died of a fever that he contracted in a poorhouse.  Before long the fever took Amelia too so little Belle Fortune came to live with us.”

      “It must be expensive to feed a growing child,” Caledon Quirk said.  “A woman’s heart is much too soft.”

      “She’s certainly no great beauty,” Thomasina Poppy said, stifling a yawn.  “Perhaps she needs more exercise.”

      Then the guests forgot Belle.  Only the tall man in black went on looking at her.

      “Is she hard-working and industrious?” Mr. Glass said.  “Is she modest in manner, obedient and obliging in her behavior?”

      “Hmm?” Aunt Agatha murmured.  She had already forgotten Belle.  “Did you say something, Horace?”

      “I asked if this child is obedient and modest,” the man said.

      “Well, she has strange thoughts,” Aunt Agatha said, as if that settled the matter.

      Thomasina Poppy laughed at something Caledon Quirk said and Aunt Agatha’s attention drifted away.  Aunt Agatha was easily distracted and seldom chased a thought to any conclusion.  The tall and dark man went on looking at Belle.  He worked his jaws as he looked at her, as if her image went straight from his eyes to his mouth where he ground it up. He was as long, as grey and as gaunt as a wolf.

      “What do you like to do, child?  How do you occupy your time?” he asked.

      “I like to read.  I also like looking out of windows.”

      “What do you think about when you look out of windows?” he said.

      “I look at the hills and I wonder what is beyond them.”

      “To wonder how you might be elsewhere is to be ungrateful to the Powers that have put you in that moment.  It is the beginning of a rebellion in your spirit that would prove very costly to you.  I see something in you, child, something very troubling.”

      As Belle made her way back to the library she wondered what the wolfish man had meant.  How could anyone who lived with Aunt Agatha not wish to be elsewhere?  And what did he mean by being ungrateful to the moment you’re in?  She had no idea.

      She heard Tulip begin to hammer away at the piano and then Petal’s warbling soprano.  Petal and Tulip’s “accomplishments” were something that all Aunt Agatha’s guests had to suffer through if they wished to receive their supper.  Belle walked into the library and, holding up her candle, began to search the shelves for a particular book.  She found the book, ducked into the window seat and pulled the red velvet curtain around.  She placed her candle onto the window ledge and began to read.  The story was so consuming that Belle almost didn’t notice the footsteps in the hall outside the door.  She blew out her candle.

      “Here we are.  This was my late husband’s library.  It was his favorite room in the house.  He was a great lover of books, you see.  I’ve never been much of a reader and my girls aren’t either.  It’s hard to catch a husband when you always have your nose stuck in a book.  That’s why I’m relieved that my girls aren’t great readers,” Aunt Agatha said.  “They are accomplished in ways that matter, you know.  They are great lovers of fashionable living.”

      Mr. Glass pulled a book from the shelf, inspected its binding, turned a few pages, and slid it back onto the shelf.”

      “These books are all bound in leather,” he said.

      “Oh yes, of course,” Aunt Agatha said.  “He spent nearly his whole day in the library.  My late husband did like to spend a lot of time alone.”

      “Who could blame him?” thought Belle from behind the curtain.

      Aunt Agatha prattled on.  “My late husband was fond of horses.  He raised several champions.  I used to tell him that he was fonder of his horses than he was of his children.  He would pretend to agree.  Well, he was a great one for joking.  I don’t care for joking, you know.  I don’t find too many things funny.”

      “There is a book missing from that shelf,” the wolfish man said.

      “Why, how astonishing,” Aunt Agatha said.  “I wonder who could have come in here and stolen a book away?”

      Then there was a terrible pause.  She heard footfalls on the carpet, the red curtain was pulled back, and there stood the wolfish man, glaring down at her.

      “Belle Fortune!  What are you doing behind this curtain?”

      “I was only reading, ma’am,” Belle said.

      “Well, who said you could read?” Aunt Agatha asked.  “You’re permitted to eat, work and sleep.  My late husband made me educate you and a waste of time it’s been too.  Why educate a child that will grow up to be in service?  What does a servant or a shopkeeper or a seamstress need with an education?”

      “It hasn’t been a waste of time, Aunt Agatha,” Belle said.  “I have learned some useful things.”

      Aunt Agatha, who only heard a small part of the things people said, often seized upon one idea in a conversation and concentrated on it to the exclusion of all others.  “A waste of time!  The child said it herself,” Aunt Agatha said.  “Honestly, what a deceitful child you are.  Sneaking about and reading books.”

      Belle was not much worried about Aunt Agatha’s anger.  Aunt Agatha, who loved to complain and feel herself a victim, was bound to forget about the incident in a few hours.

      “There is something about this child,” the wolfish man said.  “I noticed it almost straight away.”

      “Hmm?”

      “There is a quality in her, something behind her eyes.”

      “Well, I suppose she does have some qualities.”

      “Is she given to fits of fancy?  Does she shirk her duties and run away to the library?”

      Aunt Agatha knew nothing about Belle but now that Mr. Glass had begun to hint at something troubling within the girl, she decided that Belle had always been wayward.  “Why, I believe you might be right, Horace,” Aunt Agatha said.  “She is prone to sneaking about.  I often get the impression that she is not listening to me when I tell her things.  The governess told me that the child sits and reads through lesson time.”

      “Last month, Clare refused to teach me anything,” Belle said.  “She says that charity children are not her responsibility.”

      “Do you often speak before being spoken to?” Mr. Glass asked.

      “You were talking about me as if I’m not here,” Belle said.  The wolfish man looked through her, as if she weren’t a person but a representation of a thing.

      “Give me that book, child,” the wolfish man said.  Belle handed the book to him.  “There will be no more of such things for you.”  He looked away from Belle and addressed Aunt Agatha.  “Mrs. Malifice, I must implore you to see to this child’s welfare.  You, dear lady, have spoilt her with your soft heart and your generosity.  She is nearly ruined.  I believe the Powers That Be have brought me here today, Mrs. Malifice, to deliver this child from her precarious situation.  Where there should be steel in her nature there is softness, where there should be firm resignation to her place in the world there is a fatal tendency to dream of something beyond it.”

      Aunt Agatha hadn’t the slightest idea what her guest was talking about but his deep voice and serious manner were so impressive that she began to tremble.

      “Oh, well, I’m sure you’re right, Mr. Glass,” Aunt Agatha stammered.  “I suppose I have been too liberal with the child.  She is quite strange, always thinking her thoughts and looking out over hills and what not.  She is never lively and she has no interest in becoming accomplished.”

      “It’s just as well she doesn’t,” Mr. Glass said.  “A life of self-denial and hard work doesn’t lend itself to liveliness and as for accomplishments – this child will have no need of them.  Only the most promising girls at my establishment need learn the accomplishments.”

      “What should I do, Mr. Glass?” Aunt Agatha said.

      “She should be sent to my school at once.  The school is set exactly to my design and intention and regularly turns out girls with expectations in line with their prospects.  ”

      Aunt Agatha agreed with him instantly.  “I suppose it was inevitable.  Her parents were the worst sort, always trying to fix things in society that don’t need fixing.  And me with my soft heart – why, I suspect that I have been taken advantage of by this child.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Mr. Glass said.

      “How lucky I am that I have you to guide me,” Aunt Agatha said.  “Why imagine how terribly this child would have continued to treat me if you hadn’t advised me of the danger.  It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

      When Aunt Agatha took any notice of Belle at all, it was only to refer to her as “that child” or even “that wretched redheaded orphan.” In her whole life, all of it that she could remember, Belle had never received a kind word from her aunt.

      “My aunt is about as kind-hearted as a hyena,” Belle said.

      Aunt Agatha gasped, a fat hand floated up to her throat and fluttered.  She turned her eyes up to the ceiling and staggered backwards.

      “The case is even worse than I’d suspected.  There is no time to waste, Mrs. Malifice.  We make arrangements tonight,” Mr. Glass said.

      “Yes, of course,” Aunt Agatha said.  “You’re absolutely right, Mr. Glass.  My sensitive nerves won’t be able to tolerate the presence of an ungrateful child in my home.  Oh, my poor nerves!  I feel as if I need something to steady them, perhaps Cook has a cake or two left in the kitchen.”  Aunt Agatha walked out of the library, mumbling to herself and fluttering.  Mr. Glass turned away from Belle and followed Aunt Agatha through the door.

      Belle wondered what had possessed her to say such a thing as she made her way back to her room.  She stood in front of the only window in the room and tried to think of something she would miss at Harrow Hill.   She certainly wouldn’t miss Petal and Tulip’s bickering, or Clare’s ratty face, or Aunt Agatha’s ridiculous demands at tea time.  Events appeared in her mind as if she were turning the pages of an unpleasant book filled with unpleasant pictures.  She would miss Will Reynolds of course; he was her only friend.  But perhaps she would make friends at school.

      Since this was her last night at Harrow Hill and she was apparently a wicked and unnatural child, she decided it did not matter what she did or didn’t do.  She was wicked and bad all the same.  She decided to go up onto the roof, something she’d been strictly forbidden from doing.  She put on her black wool cloak, wrapped her blanket around herself, lit the only lantern she had, and pulled on her black boots.  Then she made her way to the narrow staircase just down the hall from her attic room.  When she bumped into another wooden door, she pushed it until it swung open and lifted herself onto the roof.

      The smoke-colored clouds were now drifting across the bright moon and it reminded Belle of the men who came to Aunt Agatha’s house to sit on couches and congratulate themselves on being rich and important while exhaling streams of silvery smoke.  The hills were sleeping beneath a white satin blanket and the trees looked beautiful and forlorn, as if they were wearing white satin gowns for a wedding that would never come.  Belle thought this was a pleasant description and decided to remember it forever on the spot.

      Below her, Will Reynolds draped his elbows over a stable door and let his thoughts drift over the hills where they mingled with Belle’s as the two of them thought of each other.

      Back in her room, Belle remembered a book she’d read a few days before about Greek mythology.  She pulled a portable writing desk from underneath her bed (a hand-me-down gift from Petal) and filled up the last few sheets of paper she had with writing.  She wrote of an atrocious party given by a ridiculous woman for even more repulsive guests who are all visited by a Gorgon and subsequently turned to stone.  She began to feel sleepy so she tucked her writing away and went to bed.

      Belle awoke earlier than usual.  She made her bed and retrieving the night’s writing from the writing desk, she placed the paper carefully on the bed so that Aunt Agatha would be sure to see it.  She pulled her cloak and flat black hat from the hook on the door and began the climb downstairs.  Perhaps she should say goodbye to Petal and Tulip?  It would be nice to look at them and know that she would never have to look at them again.  She made her way to the nursery where Clare gave Petal and Tulip their lessons.

      “Tulip, you’re playing that tune too fast and destroying the effect of my singing,” Petal said.

      “I could drown a cat and that would sound better than your singing!” Tulip said.

      Petal lifted the sheet music from off the piano and threw it into the air.  The sheet music fluttered down over Tulip.  “You naughty wicked girl,” Tulip said.  She slapped Petal.  Petal grabbed a handful of Tulip’s curls and pulled.  They began to squawk and flail at each other.

      Belle stood in the doorway and watched.

      “Belle Fortune!” Clare, the rat-faced governess said.  “Come and pick up this sheet music!”

      “I will do no such thing,” Belle said.

      Petal and Tulip stopped flailing and turned their heads to stare at Belle.

      “How dare you speak this way to us, a charity child and an underling!” Clare said.

      “I’m being sent away to school today because I think thoughts and my parents tried to help people,” Belle said, in a flat tone.  “I won’t have to look at the three of you anymore.”  She gave a little wave and turned to walk back down the hall.  When her stomach rumbled, she made her way to the kitchen to ask Cook for some breakfast.

      “What are you doing here?” Cook said to Belle.

      “I’m being sent away to school today.  May I have some breakfast, please?”

      Cook harrumphed.  “I’m not accustomed to children coming into my kitchen.”  She glared at Belle but spooned up a dish of porridge and plopped it down on the table in front of her.  Belle ate the porridge and thought about the day ahead.  She pictured herself in a room quite like the library at Harrow Hill.  She imagined herself in a discussion with another student, or perhaps a teacher, and illustrating her point by pulling a book off the shelf.

      Will walked into the kitchen.  “There you are,” he said to Belle.  “Aunt Agony told me to drive you into Glass Town.  What in the world for?”

      “That man with the big nose told her there was something in my eyes and now I have to go to his school.”

      “There are worse places they could have sent you,” he said, in a voice so low that Belle could barely hear him.  Then he smiled a smile that didn’t quite touch his eyes.  “Cook!” Will said.  “It’s Miss Belle’s last day with us.  She deserves something special, don’t you think?”

      “No.  I don’t think,” Cook said.

      “Well, that’s fine, isn’t it?” Will said.  He twinkled at Cook and gave her a lopsided grin.

      “My instructions are to give this child porridge and water for breakfast,” Cook said.

      “Cripes, woman!  Is this your kitchen or isn’t it?  It’s completely up to you who is fed what in the morning.  You know that old buzzard won’t be out of bed before lunchtime.”

      Cook looked confused.  She was having thoughts and she wasn’t sure what was to be done with them.  Will leaned closer to Cook with a confidential air.  “Besides, I’m sure Miss Petal could stand a little less breakfast just this once.”  Petal had once thrown a bowl of soup in Cook’s face and Cook had detested her ever since.

      “I believe you’re right,” Cook said.

      Will looked at Belle and smiled his lopsided grin.  “Will you come visit me, Will?”

      “I’ll certainly try,” he said.  “You’re my only friend.”

      Cook gave Belle a little more porridge, a hunk of bread, and even some breakfast meats and Belle ate it up quickly.  Will went to prepare the horses.  Cook went back to muttering.  No one came to say goodbye to Belle and that was just as well.

      .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            The Glass Town Establishment for Girls

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside was cold, gray, wet.  Belle squished across the yard to the stables.

      “May I help you into the carriage, little miss?” Will asked, smiling his crooked smile.

      The drive to Glass Town was extremely boring. It was bitterly cold inside the carriage and the wind rushing past made her feel lonely so she wrapped her cloak around her like a blanket and took a nap.  When the coach slowed and came to a halt, Belle sat up and blinked into the darkness. The little door of the coach swung open and Will stood there.  “Come, Miss Belle. We have arrived.”  They were standing in front of a great door with a dull lantern glowing over it.  The door opened and a small gray-haired woman poked out her head.

      “You must be Belle Fortune,” the woman said, in flat tones. “Welcome to Glass Town Establishment for Girls.”

      “This is her trunk,” Will said, stepping inside. “Can I say goodbye before you take her away?”

      “Make it quick, please,” Philomena Dean said.  She was a sour woman and for this reason she often puckered her face.

      Will took both of Belle’s small hands into his and looked into her face. “Life is going to be hard for you here, little one.  You keep to your fancies and wonderings as long as you can.  Will you promise me that much?”

      “I’d promise anything for you.”

      “Miss Dean, I’m leaving her with you now,” he said. “She’s a special girl to be sure.  Please see to it that she’s well taken care of.” He tipped his hat to Belle and smiled his goodbye.

      “Come now, Belle Fortune. It’s time to meet Miss Gorey. She likes to have her conferences with the students after she’s had her supper.” Philomena Dean walked briskly down a long hallway and through a door into a room with a blazing fire. Belle caught a glimpse of heavy curtains and the gleam of furniture made of shining dark wood.  A tall woman was standing in front of a fireplace with her hands folded behind her back.  Her hair was pulled into a fierce knot at the base of her neck.

      “What is your name, child?” the woman said.

      “Belle Fortune,” Belle croaked.

      “And where have you come from, Miss Fortune?”

      Belle managed to squeak out the name of the town where she’d lived with Aunt Agatha.

      “My name is Edwina Gorey. I’m the headmistress of this school.” Edwina Gorey turned around to face Belle. She was dressed in a high-necked black dress of stiff material. Her shoulders were nearly as wide as her skirts and her waist was uncommonly narrow.

      “Come here, child. Let me look at you.”

      The firelight flashed in Edwina Gorey’s spectacles so that she appeared to have the kind of large and luminous eyes that might have belonged to an enlarged fly. You won’t be needing it here.” Edwina Gorey looked her up and down. “You are certainly very plain, I see.” Edwina Gorey took hold of one of Belle’s curls and considered it. “Red hair. Is it curling? Does your hair curl or is it straight?”

      “It curls a bit, ma’am, but not as much as some.”

      “You will address me as Miss Gorey. You will answer the question that I ask you and not volunteer any other information, do you understand?  You cannot help that your hair is not plain.  Let’s hope that he understands that.  I suppose you are tired.  Go into the hall and call for Miss Dean.”

      Belle walked back into the hall and called for Miss Dean.

      “What is it?” a voice snapped in the darkness. Miss Dean poked her head through a door and held her candle in front of her face. “Oh, it’s you, is it? Well, then, collect your things and I’ll see you off to the bedchamber. What are you waiting for? Collect your things, I said. Why are you looking at me that way? Speak up, child, I don’t read minds.”

      “Please, ma’am, you took my trunk when I first arrived and that’s the only thing that I possess.”

      Miss Dean harrumphed, scuttled away and returned with Belle’s little trunk. She began to walk with great speed down the long hallway and up a flight of stairs.  “That was a great lot of words that just came a-spilling from your mouth, wasn’t it? This place will beat that talk out of you, I dare say. Mr. Glass doesn’t set much store by the way of talk unless he’s the one talking. He sets a great store by industry and the knowing of your place in the world,” Miss Dean said. They mounted the staircase and passed through a door into what appeared to be a very long room. Miss Dean walked briskly down the middle of the long room. Someone coughed and a figure in one of the beds turned over as Miss Dean’s candle floated past.

      “Here is your bed. Here are your bedclothes. Go to sleep,” Miss Dean said.

      She tossed a pile of clothes on the bed and walked back down the middle of the room still in a great hurry. Belle took off the clothes she’d worn all day and put on the bedclothes that Miss Dean had laid out for her. Then she crawled into the bed and pulled the blanket over her. It was very dark and she was certain no one could see her as she cried but she pulled the covers over her head anyway.

      Belle awoke with a start and sat up in bed. The other girls were washing themselves at the washstand, pouring the water from the pitchers over their hands and rubbing them. Some of the girls seemed like great girls to Belle, nearly eighteen at least.

      “Well, are you planning on staying in bed all day?” a tall girl in the bed next to Belle asked. “Miss Dean doesn’t let anyone stay in bed all day, not even when you’re sick.” The girl began to cough into her hand. “You could be bleeding out your eyeballs and she’d still prop you up on a stool and make you read your lesson.”

      Belle watched her as she pulled a gray jumper over her head and tied it behind her. She pulled a flat straw hat over her head, tucked a few stray hairs underneath, and tied it underneath her chin.

      “You’d best put your clothes on,” a tall girl hissed to Belle as she hopped about, trying to slip a shoe over a foot.

      Belle scampered into the clothes she’d worn the day before. She followed the tall girl through the door and down the long hallway into another large room with windows along one side and a blazing fire at one end. Arranged before the fire were several tables, around which the oldest girls were seated. Miss Gorey was sitting at the head of the largest table closest to the fire. Other older women, teachers certainly, were seated at a few other tables a little further from the fire.  A tall girl with blonde hair streaming down her back was seated at Miss Gorey’s table with an open book before her. She was a great girl, nearly grown up, who had clearly been given special duties.

      “You are to take a seat at the back table,” Miss Gorey said.

      “Are you speaking to me?” Belle asked.

      Miss Gorey nodded.  Belle made her way to a table furthest from the fire.  Seated at the head of this table was a very sleepy-looking older lady, around her sat two girls close to Belle’s age. One of the girls was very small with white blonde hair peeking from beneath her hat.  Seated next to her was a girl with short dark hair cut into bangs who was wearing a small white sign around her neck that read Unpleasant Demeanor.

      “Everyone open your books to page 24 please.” Miss Gorey said.

      Belle hoped the book was a good one. The tiny blonde girl stared at Belle out of enormous blue eyes. The dark-haired girl took her glare off the teacher and directed it at Belle.

      “And what are you looking at?” the dark-haired girl muttered.

      “No talking! Kindly sit up straight, Miss Tunstall. Young ladies should pay attention to their posture at all times,” the sleepy-looking woman said. She startled when she saw Belle. “Goodness, who are you?”

      “My name is Belle Fortune.”

      “What was that, child?”

      “Belle Fortune,” Belle said.

      “I can’t hear these children in this noisy room,” the sleepy woman muttered. Belle didn’t think it was very loud in the schoolroom at all. In fact, it seemed remarkably quiet.

      “Good morning, girls,” Miss Gorey said in the same flat tones from the night before. She opened a book sitting before her.

      “Good morning, Miss Gorey,” the assembled girls responded in unison.

      “What’s so good about it?” muttered the dark-haired girl.

      “Open your copies of A Young Girl’s Proper Place please.” Belle opened the book in front of her.   “Turn to page 24 please. We left off reading yesterday around the middle of the page,” Miss Gorey said. She cleared her throat and began to read in a firm voice. “After the day’s work is done, it is important for a well brought up girl to occupy her spare time. Once the day’s work is done, she may work quietly at her sewing or mending. What would a Well Brought Up Girl choose to do, class?” Miss Gorey asked.

      The pretty blonde girl raised her hand. “A Well Brought Up Girl would either have a project at hand, such as sewing a sampler or mending. If she did not already have a project under way then she would begin a new project,” the pretty girl replied.

      Belle thought the pretty girl’s answer very unoriginal but Miss Gorey nodded her head approvingly. “A woman, once settled into family life, has a great deal of work before her.  But this prospect is welcome to a Well Brought Up Girl. Work and occupation will keep the Well Brought Up Girl from falling into idleness and imagination. Idleness and imagination are the very devils that will turn a Well Brought Up Girl from her proper path and lead her astray.”

      “How can imagining things be devilish?” Belle whispered to the dark-haired girl.

      “Shush,” the dark-haired girl whispered.  She nodded her head in the direction of the sleepy older woman who was apparently their teacher. The older woman’s grey head was attempting to fall forward onto her chest but it would jerk back with a start, only to begin the descent again a few seconds later.

      “There. She’s asleep. The old cow is deaf as a doorknob,” the dark-haired girl whispered.

      “My name is Astrid Tunstall.  Her name is Jane Doze,” Astrid said, nodding at the pale girl. “But she doesn’t talk. At least no one here has ever heard her say any words. I don’t know if she said any words before she came here but then I wouldn’t, would I? I see you’re very plain. I’m plain too. That’s lucky if you ask me because . . .” but she didn’t get to tell Belle why she was lucky to be plain because the old woman snorted and fluttered her eyelids.  Astrid watched her closely for a few seconds.

      “As I was saying, if you’re plain than hardly anyone takes any notice of you. The pretty ones get to sit closer to the fire, of course, but they’re also closer to Somerset and no one in their right mind wants to be closer to her.”

      “Picture if you will,” Miss Gorey’s voice went on. “A Well Brought Girl who is now a Well Brought Up Wife happily taking up her sewing after a day’s work done well.”

      “Stop looking at me, you silly goose,” Astrid hissed. “She’ll see that you’re not listening and then . . .”

      “Astrid Tunstall. Are you talking to Miss Fortune?”

      “Yes, Miss Gorey.”

      “Do you see the other girls talking to each other?”

      “No, Miss Gorey.”

      Many of the other girls turned around to look at Astrid. A group of girls closest to Miss Gorey stared at Astrid and smiled to themselves. One of them, Belle noticed, was the strikingly pretty blonde girl.

      “Miss Tunstall, you are aware that girls are not allowed to talk during morning recitations, are you not?”

      “Yes, Miss Gorey.” Astrid said, her face hardening into its glare.

      “Apparently, you think that the rules do not apply to you as you continue to talk during morning recitations. Is this true, Miss Tunstall?”

      “No, Miss Gorey.”

      “We want to set a good example for our new student, don’t we?”

      Astrid shrugged and glared at the table in front of her.

      “Miss Tunstall, do we want to set a good example for Miss Fortune?”

      “Yes, Miss Gorey,” Astrid said with a deep sigh.

      “What do we want to do, Miss Tunstall?”

      “We want to set a good example for this red-haired girl here.”

      “What is her name, Miss Tunstall?”

      Belle whispered her name as softly as she could in Astrid’s direction.

      “Belle Fortune is her name,” Astrid said.

      Astrid was looking at a spot on the wall on the other side of the room with a glare so fixed and concentrated that it seemed strong enough to crack the wall.

      “Miss Tunstall, kindly wipe that disagreeable expression from your face. Do you see any of the other girls looking so disagreeable? Class, would anyone want to employ a disagreeable girl like Miss Tunstall?”

      “No, Miss Gorey,” the girls said in unison.

      “Would anyone want to marry a disagreeable girl like Miss Tunstall?”

      “No, Miss Gorey.”

      “What do People of Consequence desire in a young girl of Miss Tunstall’s age?”

      The strikingly pretty girl raised her hand. “Miss O’Neal,” Miss Gorey said, nodding at the pretty girl. “What do employers, marriageable bachelors, and other People of Consequence desire in a girl of Miss Tunstall’s age?

      “They look for girls who are inclined to be cheerful in outlook, tranquil in manner, pleasant of feature and selfless in spirit,” the pretty girl said.

      Miss Gorey walked over to Astrid and half-dragged her towards the front of the class and ordered the girl to stand upon a stool.  Then Miss Gorey walked out of the room and returned with a long white strip of paper tied on both ends with a black ribbon. She pulled off the sign already around Astrid’s neck and put the new sign over the girl’s dark head. The sign read Disagreeable in bold black letters.

      Astrid didn’t cry.  She was as motionless as a figure in a painting.   The next hour was full of Miss Gorey’s voice humming over the heads of the assembled students.  A bell rang.  The older woman who was their teacher snuffled and startled herself awake.  “What are you waiting for? You girls go to breakfast and stop staring at me like simple folk.”

      The other girls were filing through the door. Jane Doze scuttled after them and Belle followed behind. She paused a moment to warm herself by the fire. She spread her stiff fingers and looked shyly over at Astrid Tunstall.

      “You’re lucky you’re able to stand here so close to the fire,” Belle said.

      “There is nothing lucky about having to be this close to Somerset O’Neal,” Astrid muttered.

      “Come, child, don’t dawdle or the other girls will eat your share,” the old woman said to Belle. “Miss Tunstall, I see that you’ve been disagreeable this morning. You are certainly a hopeless child.”

      The cafeteria was grim, gloomy, and cold. Two long tables held two pots of steaming porridge and many bowls stacked into piles. The oldest girls filled their bowls with hot porridge and quickly began to fill the seats closest to the fire. Belle noticed that the tall blond girl and her group of friends again took the seats closest to the fire.  Belle was the last in line and when she reached the pots she found that there were no more bowls.

      “Excuse me,” Belle said to the pretty blonde girl.  “Do you know where I might find a bowl?”

      “What’s your name?” the pretty girl asked. Belle gave her name and smiled. “Well, Belle Fortune, the cook sets the bowls out each morning so I guess you don’t get any breakfast today. You’d better learn to be quicker than that or you might just starve to death.” A few of the girls sitting around the pretty girl smiled at each other. Belle felt her face go hot. She felt as if every girl in the room was looking at her and the embarrassment at being the only person without a friend, a bowl or a place to sit made her stomach drop.

      “Red-haired girl, Jane is finished with her porridge. You can use her bowl if you’d like.  She hardly eats at all so she always finishes before everyone else.” Astrid walked up to Belle and held out the bowl.

      “You might not want to eat after her though,” Somerset O’Neal said. “You might catch what she’s got and then you won’t be able to talk either. Maybe Astrid should eat from that bowl. Then she won’t be able to talk and she’ll stop getting into trouble all the time.” Several of the girls sitting around the pretty girl laughed.

      “Come on, you can sit down here with us,” Astrid said, tugging at Belle’s sleeve.

      Once seated, Belle ate her porridge with relish.  “What is that girl’s name?” she asked Astrid.

      “Her name is Somerset O’Neal. She always eats first because she’s the oldest and prettiest. She heads up a gang of girls and they are all almost as mean as she is. She’s one of Mr. Glass’ favorites so she gets to do whatever she pleases,” Astrid said. “I hate her a lot.”

      “It’s bad to hate people.”

      “Well, whoever said that never met Somerset O’Neal. She’s a Monitor so she thinks that she can tell everyone what to do. She’s always picking on Jane because she’s small and plain and doesn’t talk.” Jane stared into her lap. “The girl sitting next to Somerset is named Nelly Nolan and she’s almost as bad. She does whatever Somerset wants and laughs at everything she says. I hate her too.”

      “Do you hate a lot of people here?” Belle asked.

      “Mostly just those two. The really bad one is —,” but Belle never learned who the really bad one was because the sound of the bell rang out. All the girls rose and began to file towards the door. “Where are we going now?” Belle asked, following Astrid and Jane. “We’re going to Lessons. Hush now or I’ll get into trouble and I won’t be able to go.”

      The girls went back into the room where they’d had Morning Recitations and arranged themselves in the same small clusters.

      Their teacher for Morning Lessons was the same woman who’d slept through Morning Recitations. The girls took their seats and retrieved their slates and chalk from the small cubbyholes built underneath the tabletop. Astrid twirled her chalk between her fingers. Belle, trying to do something useful, wrote her name on the corner of the slate.

      The old woman, whose name was Miss Minchpen, began to discuss something to do with arithmetic. She yawned so frequently that it was difficult to make out what she was saying. Miss Minchpen scratched out some figures on her slate and held it up for the girls to see. Miss Minchpen’s slate looked as if a spider had dipped its legs in chalk and then wandered scuttlebutt across it.  Before long, Miss Minchpen’s chin began its downward climb and then there was the sound of soft snoring.  Astrid began to doodle absently on her slate. Jane Doze continued to stare about the room.  Soon Belle was very bored. When the bell rang, Miss Minchpen awoke with a jerk and began to sputter.

      “Lessons over, girls. Go out now into the garden. Out with you!” Miss Minchpen barked.

      Belle followed Astrid and Jane out of the schoolroom, through another door and around a winding passage to a narrow room where grey cloaks hung from the walls.

      “You can use Lizzie Nicholls’ old cloak,” Astrid said. “She won’t be needing it.”

      “Why won’t Lizzie Nicholls need her cloak,” Belle asked as she fastened the woolen cloak around her shoulders.

      “She died last month of the chest complaint,” Astrid explained, adjusting her straw hat. Lizzie went home and then we didn’t hear about her again. Suzannah Morgan heard from her aunt that Lizzie died soon after.  Some girls don’t last long here.”

      Belle had not felt cheered by the school. The school was rather like the porridge she’d eaten for breakfast, enough to keep a body alive but too little to encourage thought or sustain imagination.

      The girls walked through the door into a large garden. “Each girl is given a bed to grow things in,” Astrid explained. “I don’t like growing things much. I think it’s boring to mess about with dirt and plants. I’d rather have some paper so that I could sketch but learning to sketch is an Accomplishment and that’s only for the most promising girls.”

      Belle remembered Petal and Tulip’s “accomplishments.”

      “An Accomplishment is French or drawing or music. Somerset O’Neal is learning to be accomplished. If I have to be like her to be accomplished than I’d just as soon be a scullery maid,” Astrid said, glaring again. “Besides, accomplished girls grow up to be governesses and I don’t want to be a governess.”

      “I don’t like governesses,” Belle said. “Petal and Tulip had a governess and she was a wretched person. She slapped me.”

      “My sister Charlotte is a governess. If she ever slapped her charges she’d be dismissed and
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