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London

Victoria didn’t have time to play. She didn’t have time for friends or laughing or jumping or any other thing little kids do. Victoria was ten, but she didn’t like ten-year-olds. At all the London dinner parties, her job was to shut up and look well-behaved for the adults. She would sit in a big plush armchair, her feet barely touching the floor, and she would pick the petals off a bouquet of blue hydrangeas in a nearby vase. She would quietly brood as she watched the adults circle the room, drink tea or cocktails, and comment on the sculptures in the foyer.

Her little brother, Charlie, loved parties. He let old ladies pinch his cheeks and performed Mozart concertos on his toy piano, a Steinway baby grand. He was just five, but most of his babblings were in Spanish or Greek. Victoria was not amused by him. She wanted him gone. She watched her mother hold Charlie in her arms, while he laughed a happy, oblivious laugh. Charlie was the good-looking one. Victoria straightened her thick glasses in a mirror and turned away, disgusted. She hated those unhappy parties. She hated her graphing calculator and her schoolbooks, her tutors and instruments, her frizzy hair, her packed calendar, her father’s glasses, and her little brother’s genius IQ.

But that hatred was exactly what drove her to try to win — like a moth to a burning lamp. Because for Victoria, only one thing in life was valuable: winning — at any cost — and that she knew how to do. She spent her days in a blaze of activities, never fully enjoying any of them, just concentrating on her duty to win — bringing home prizes and certificates and good grades like a starved cat bringing a dead bird to its owner.

“In this life, you have winners and losers,” Victoria once announced to her startled algebra teacher. “The more you win, the higher you go. Professor at Oxford and a Nobel Prize — that’s winning in your field. Last I checked, private tutoring is not.”

Of course, she came back to the room a little later with her hands behind her back. She smiled for the nervous old lady and apologized. She had to. The hag would be grading Victoria’s exams whether she was a loser or not.

Victoria hated her schoolbooks and activities because they were her best friends, and like her mother, she had learned to choose friends she didn’t like. Riding, chess, piano, tennis, painting — she had tutors for each one, each unhappy like her. You’re slouching on the horse. Your moves are clumsy. Your fingers are fat. Your fingers are fat. Your fingers are fat. . . .

Victoria’s fingers were fat. Another imperfection to add to her father’s long list. Luckily, the list wasn’t all that long when it came to debate, her favorite activity, the one that let her vent her anger. “I suppose our daughter isn’t all that bad,” her father said once, when Victoria brought home a national trophy. No, Victoria wasn’t that bad at all. During her debate rounds, Victoria could humiliate her opponents (she always did) and pretend that she was finally older, away from her parents, and powerful.

Considering they were never around much, Victoria’s parents managed an enormous volume of criticism. As for family time, Victoria got their e-mails. And their occasional update meetings at breakfast were enough. Her father leafed through calendar pages and ate toast and jam as though food didn’t have a taste. It could have been butter on cardboard. Her mother stirred her tea and read the Times.

Her father: “Vic, it says in my calendar that you had some event. . . .”

“Yeah, I had a debate.”

Her mother: “Don’t say yeah, Victoria; it’s so common.”

Her father: “Did you win?”

“Almost. I came second to Liddy.”

Her mother: “Speaking of common . . .”

Her father: “And why would you let Liddy beat you?”

“She had a great rebuttal. I didn’t anticipate —”

Her father: “Didn’t anticipate? Then it stands to reason that you should lose.”

“Daddy, I’ve won the last four —”

Her mother: “You’re only as good as your last performance.”

It didn’t matter what they said. So what if Victoria stormed out when she lost at anything? So what if she obsessed over the paint on the ceiling, stood in front of the mirror, and tried to pluck every stray hair? So what? Victoria knew what was important. Her new debate tutor said as much; and Victoria believed. Because her new debate tutor was tall and regal, honey blond, and even prettier than Victoria’s mother.

Glasgow

A few hundred kilometers away, in a less-educated part of the island, a boy named Christian was running down an alley with a bag of hamburger buns and a package of hot dogs flapping behind him. He stopped by a moldy brick wall to catch his breath. The grocer hadn’t kept up, but he was hopping mad. Tomorrow the police would be looking all over Glasgow for Christian. He’d broken two of the shop’s windows. He looked down at his loot. He’d grabbed the wrong buns. He took a bite of one of them. Stale as the bricks behind him. Christian didn’t notice. He had eaten almost nothing for the last three days. That morning, he’d felt so faint, he got caught trying to steal a man’s wallet. Christian took another bite. The day had ended better than it started. “Happy birthday to me,” he said, and began to walk home.

Home was a shanty made of three sheets of corrugated metal and a mud floor. Spare tires and car parts lay discarded all around the shanty, which was settled in the hollow near a bridge. Sometimes volunteers dropped food or old coats from the overpass onto their roof; sometimes drivers tossed burnt cigarettes and dead batteries. Once someone gave a butane space heater. That was a good day. No one in the nearby town spoke to Christian, but they knew what had happened to his mom, the way his father had shut down and stopped working. They gave food, but they didn’t talk to him. It made them feel good, he thought, like they really took care of their own.

His last birthday had been different. They had had a house then, and Christian had had a mother. Everything had been better. Christian’s dad was a burly, red-bearded man, with a laugh as thick as the bogs. That was before his “bonnie girl” died, before his eyes went dark and he checked out of this world altogether.

Christian bent back the metal sheet and stooped down and into the hut. His dad was still asleep, wrapped in discarded coats, his beard gray and matted — a home for parasites. Christian’s last birthday had fallen on the day of the Ceres Highland Games. Back then, his uncles had been around. On any given night, as recently as a year ago, the town could hear his uncles and his dad at the local tavern, singing songs, telling stories of loch dragons, or just causing a ruckus arm wrestling one another to the ground. His last birthday, Christian had won the Junior Kilted Mile and the Junior Sheaf Toss events. Like his uncles, Christian was a strong athlete. But lately, he had given up the Scottish games, preferring to listen to football games on a handheld radio he had found outside the hut. He listened with hunger, dreaming of comforts that the players might have. He wondered if he could have that someday. When he played outside with the neighborhood boys, he imagined himself signing the next big football contract, the one that would get him out of this life.

Christian gently shook his dad. “Dad, Dad, I got some food.”

Christian’s dad groaned and tried to open his eyes. It was still tough for him; the nights were hardest. Christian could remember the nights not long after his last birthday: the lights would be off in the one room where they both slept. Christian would lie awake and listen to the faint sound of his father, the giant, whimpering to his dreams. Christian had had to take care of things from then on. He’d been caught stealing a few times. The landlord had finally kicked them out in the middle of an evening when the rain just wouldn’t stop. Christian thought to grab a few things, a picture of his mum, some coins from a coffee can, and his only prized possession, his journal — the one his mother had given him two birthdays ago, when he had asked for a series of adventure books and his mother had said, “Write your own, lad. Why rely on other people’s imagination?” The truth was, they couldn’t afford novels just then. On the night of the eviction, it had taken them only ten minutes to pack their belongings. His father didn’t have anything he wanted to remember or keep. As a parting shot, Christian had stolen the landlord’s pen.

The camping stove in their hut had run out of butane, so Christian couldn’t cook the hot dogs. He cut them up and arranged them on the hamburger buns. Christian hated hot dogs. He didn’t just hate them. They made him angry. They made him want to scream. For weeks, he had eaten practically nothing else. Hot dogs for breakfast. Hot dogs for lunch. Hot dogs for supper. Always in a different bun, whatever he could grab first. Of course, he hadn’t told his dad how much he hated it all. He never told anyone anything — except that pretty blond lady in the park, the one with the stylish hat and long black coat, who had sat down next to him and asked all the right questions. He had told her a lot of things. Even the disturbing things, like the fact that the smell of hot dogs now made him want to hurt someone and the fact that, if he had one wish, he would no longer use it to bring his mother back.

Christian reached under his bedding — more old coats — and got out his journal. As he sat on the dirt floor, he tried to think of something beautiful to write. There was nothing beautiful in his world anymore. He wrote anyway. It was his escape, his mother’s one legacy. But Christian hadn’t seriously considered being a writer for a while now, because for the past few months, all he could think about was being rich and free. It was a louder desperation, and it was growing at a heart-stopping pace until it was too big and unwieldy for Christian to control. It was gargantuan now, a longing far more urgent than any other desire. If you’re poor, you can’t afford to sit around dreaming up stories for your life. You follow the money. First he would be a sports star, then he would write. First he would be rich, then he would have time for everything else.

Christian felt a sudden, searing pain across his chest. With every pump, his heart felt clenched. He put his hand inside his shirt and tried to ignore the pain. It would be better in the morning. As he squeezed his eyes closed, Christian wished for anything but this. He’d give anything not to be hungry all the time. But he didn’t have anything to give, and so it was useless to wish.

A few kilometers outside Rome

Belle ran into the bedroom and plopped on the bed so that Bicé couldn’t possibly ignore her. “Hey, Bicé. Would you rather be disgustingly fat all your life and go to heaven or thin and gorgeous and then go to hell?”

“What?” Bicé snorted with laughter.

“C’mon, c’mon, which would you choose? Seriously!” Belle nudged her twin sister and gave her a mischievous look.

“Belle, there is nothing serious about that question.”

Belle rolled her eyes at her sister’s righteous attitude. She wished Bicé would play along.

“You’d pick hell, wouldn’t you?” said Bicé, her head still in a book.

“You could wear a red dress!” said Belle, determined to distract her sister.

“I’m busy, Belle. Anyway, who cares what you look like in heaven?”

“It would be forever. And I could be gorgeous,” Belle said breathlessly, posing like one of the starlets she had seen on magazine covers.

“I think you’re gorgeous,” said Bicé with a smile.

“You think you’re gorgeous.”

“Same thing.”

Bicé and Belle were identical twins — two raven-haired little girls who had an entire Italian town mesmerized. A few paces outside the big city of Rome, Belle and Bicé lived in a pretty little town with hills and tree-lined trails and old-fashioned gelato shops — the kind of town where ancient ladies, the village madres, still wore vintage nylon stockings and talked about handsome soldiers sweeping through the town square.

“Do you realize that you’ve been reading for six hours?” said Belle.

“What else am I going to do? Sit around and think about fat people?” said Bicé without looking up. “Ihr naht euch wieder, schwankende Gestalten,” she practiced out loud. Apparently, she had moved on to German. The girls’ parents were linguistic scholars and travelers. They spoke seven languages. Belle only spoke two — barely.

“You don’t have to be such a show-off,” said Belle as she walked to the mirror. She picked up some tweezers and looked at herself in the mirror. “They already like you best.”

Belle thought about the lady from church, the one who had spoken to her mother for half an hour on Sunday. She was tall, blond, and the kind of beautiful that made Belle squirm with jealousy. “What a brilliant little girl!” she had said of Bicé. “I’ve never met one who speaks five languages.”

“Yes, well, she enjoys it, and we like to let our daughters do what they enjoy,” their mother had said. “Belle will find her niche soon too.”

“And so pious,” the lady had continued. “Is it true that she reads the Bible in Greek?”

Belle mumbled, “I hate being a twin,” and continued inspecting the curve of her brows.

“If it would make you feel better, I’ll dye my hair blue,” offered Bicé. Belle laughed, despite the pain she felt in her chest. It might not be so bad sharing a face if at least it was beautiful. If she were fantastically beautiful, no one would mind that she couldn’t blather out a few pleasantries in Mandarin. But Bicé had talent; there was no denying that. That was how she set herself apart from her twin. But what did Belle have?

Lost in thought, Belle stared at herself and then at her twin, her mirror image except for the tiny mole above Bicé’s lip.

“You know it’s not my fault,” said Belle.

“I know it’s not — wait — what are we talking about?”

“That you speak more languages than me.”

“Maybe if you didn’t spend so much time thinking about your cheekbones —”

“What’s wrong with my cheekbones?” Belle’s hand flew to her face.

“Don’t pout,” said Bicé. “It makes your face look swollen.”

“You mean it makes your face look swollen,” said Belle, pouting.

“Maybe if you didn’t try so hard to be the bad one, people would give you a break.”

Belle glared at Bicé for a second. Then she turned back around to the mirror. “No, they wouldn’t,” she said. “They’d never let me be different.” Belle looked at her sister in the mirror and saw that she was hurt. Deciding to drop the topic, she plopped herself onto the bed and rested her head on her sister’s lap. “Brush my hair, sis?” she said with a sweet pout. Belle could tell that Bicé wanted to say something, but for all her languages, Bicé just couldn’t communicate that well. Instead Bicé just grabbed the brush and began to stroke Belle’s hair, black and glossy, just like her own. It was Belle’s habit to let Bicé play the mother, pretending not to notice as she struggled to say the right thing. But even Bicé couldn’t give Belle what she wanted most. No one could.

Montmartre, Paris

Someone once said that “French is the language that turns dirt into romance.” Valentin knew this to be true because he lived in Paris, and when he wasn’t feeling romantic, he was feeling like dirt. Valentin’s parents were poets in Montmartre. They sat in cafés discussing love and the “tragedy of being” with other writers, sipping on deep red wine at all hours of the day. Somehow, they managed to make a good living, selling their work to journals and luring rich benefactors to their circle.

Valentin spent his time on his own. He was free to roam around the city, “learning from life,” as his father liked to say. He would walk through the streets of Paris, running errands for local shop owners, writing little poems for waitresses in exchange for cups of chocolat, and eavesdropping on conversations of cheery tourist families. As a result, he came to know something that most children should not have to realize until much later: that he was small and insignificant in this big world.

But as his father said, “Suffering is such sweet, stinging inspiration.”

“I’m going out,” said Valentin one afternoon. His father, who was already on his second bottle of wine, nodded and began to drift off to sleep. Valentin wondered why he had bothered to say anything. He walked out and thought that it was the perfect day to wheedle a few croissants out of Monsieur Genet’s barmaid or to read in the bookshops until they kicked him out or to visit the beautiful lady. The beautiful lady would never ask him to leave. She would only say the most reassuring things — that he was talented and bound for greatness. Valentin wanted to be a famous poet — not because he loved poetry but because he loved fame.

As he was getting up from an evening nap on the steps of the Sacré Coeur cathedral, something grabbed Valentin’s attention. In front of the massive church, in the crowd of tourists and worshippers, sat his own mother. What’s Maman doing there? thought Valentin. She’s supposed to be meeting with her publisher. It didn’t make sense. But that was definitely his mother, and the man with her was definitely not the priggish Monsieur Brottiere. This young man was wearing paint-covered jeans, with bits of paint in his wavy hair. Valentin’s first instinct was to approach them. But then he thought of his father, sitting alone, drinking himself into a stupor. He’d lost all hope in anything but the fact that his brilliant wife was going to “turn the brutish head of the world with the delicate yoke of her pen.” He was an awful poet but never stopped being proud of his wife.

Valentin crept a bit closer to listen. The pair began to walk. Valentin followed them. He crept among the crowds, close behind, all the way to a neighborhood in a wealthy district of Paris. He noticed the way his mother laughed; it was different from any laugh Valentin had ever heard from her.

“Have a good afternoon?” the man asked her.

“Boring. Nothing ever happens. I got no work done.”

“Well, everyone has dry spells,” he said, glancing at his paint-stained shoes. “Do you want to come up?” They were standing in front of a doorway. Valentin had ducked into an alcove just a few feet away.

“All right,” said Valentin’s mother with a smile. “Do I get first pick of your new paintings?”

“Only if you dedicate your next poem to me,” said the man playfully. He was childish, thought Valentin, not like a grown man.

“Don’t be silly! Everyone would know,” said his mother.

They went inside. Valentin ran dizzily into the street and waited for a light to turn on in one of the windows of the apartment building. From the dark street, he could see the walls inside. They were covered with beautiful landscape paintings of the French countryside. Valentin noticed that they were exactly like the ones his mother had given him and his father for Christmas. Night was falling over the city. Street lamps burst to life. Valentin stood there too long, watching their backlit silhouettes. Finally he picked up a rock from the gutter and sent it flying through the glass. He heard his mother scream from inside as shards fell to the ground. By the time the man’s naked torso appeared at the broken window to see who’d done it, Valentin was already down the street.

At home, he found his father asleep at the table. I would teach her a lesson, thought Valentin angrily, instead of cowering at the kitchen table, hugging a bottle.

That night, when Valentin got into his bath, there was an unfamiliar spot on his chest. He tried to rub it off. But as his wet hand touched the small black dot, it only grew bigger. He lowered himself farther into the bath to wash it off. As the mark entered the water, it grew even darker and more pronounced. What’s this? Valentin thought. What’s happening to me? The mark was ugly, a black spot over his heart — as if his heart had exploded and spewed a black bile onto his skin. And no matter how hard he rubbed, it wouldn’t go away.
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Victoria, Christian, Belle, and Valentin live far from each other and have never met. In fact, they are as different as four children can be . . . except for one thing.

Panic. Wherever they were, they all sat up in their beds. It was the middle of the night. What was that? Their nightclothes clung to their backs. When they moved, the cold sweat made their spines shake. Just a tree branch outside. But it didn’t look like a tree branch. It looked like hair — wild, snaky hair slithering in the wind. It could be hair. It could be hallucinations. Or it could be shadows from the clouds. It could be suffering fingers, scaling the walls of their unhappy homes. It could just be the storm . . . or it could be someone outside.

No, it would seem that these children have nothing in common. But by the next morning, they all had disappeared.
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A country house somewhere in Europe

From the outside, the house was a picture of serenity, like something out of a painting. It looked like the kind of hideaway that some pretty young family would use as a refuge from the day-to-day rush of modern life. It was tucked away in the middle of a wooded patch far from the nearest town. Surrounding the wood sat acres and acres of green meadows and rolling hills. Within the wood, there was a clearing, with patches of fragrant flowers, a few tree stumps where the little forest had been cleared, and the lonely country house.

Beyond the big wooden door, however, there were no scenes of a happy family vacation. The carefree charm of the exterior was only an illusion, because the inside of the house was shadowy, covered by patches of dark. Sometimes voices echoed, and it seemed that there were many hallways protruding this way and that. But then, after a while, the room would fill with silence once more. In a corner, partially hidden by a shadow, sat a lady. She was blond and covered from head to toe in a flowing black overcoat, as if she were afraid that a single drop of sunlight would enter the house and burn her up. She sat in the corner, reading, rocking, keeping an eye on something.

“Bicé, Bicé, wake up! Wake up right now!” Belle tried to scream in a whisper. “What’s wrong with you?” But Bicé didn’t move. She just lay there in the dark, breathing softly.

Belle ran out of the room, feeling her way around, to find the lady. “What did you do to my sister?” she said when she found her. Belle’s voice cracked as she spoke, and she did not dare get too close. Under the gaze of the lady’s mesmerizing eyes, Belle shivered and shrank away. Shrouded in the loveliness of the rest of her face, the lady’s strange left eye might at first go unnoticed. Who would take the time to stare at just one eye? As subtle as a freckle or a gap in a starlet’s teeth, it sat demurely on her face. The serpentine beauty of that eye was at once inviting and challenging. It pierced the shadows, an eye in league with darkness. It crept undetected into whoever dared look closely — lightless, loveless, like a kind of venom. For if you happened to catch the gaze of that eye, you might notice that unlike its quite ordinary partner, it was split into four barely distinguishable pieces, each a different shade of heaven’s blue. It was as though a tiny crucifix had burned and branded it, preserving its own image while shattering the eye forever. The eye flickered, daring Belle to look.

Without a glance at Bicé’s fallen form, the lady said, “She’s fine, my dear. She’ll be much happier now.”

“What are you talking about? She’s practically dead. You hurt my sister, and you promised —”

“She’s not dead, dear. She just needs to rest. When she wakes up, she’ll be happy, and she’ll love you again, because she won’t remember.”

Belle ran a nervous hand through her thick black hair. “Do you promise? You promise she’ll be totally normal and won’t remember anything?”

“Well, dear . . . I didn’t say ‘totally normal.’ Neither one of you was ‘totally normal’ when we met.”

“Bicé was.”

There was a moment of silence, while Belle tried to get a better look at the lady. Since the day they had met, outside her church back in Italy, Belle had found her ravishing — the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. More beautiful than her own mother. It was so easy to forget about the eye.

“You have a pretty face,” Belle said, squinting to get a better look.

“You certainly do spend a lot of time thinking about pretty faces.”

Belle smiled. “I’m going back to my sister.” She turned to leave, but then she stopped and turned back to the lady. “I don’t like the other kids very much.”

“You’ll grow to like them, and tonight you’ll meet someone new.”

“Is that where you’re going?” asked Belle. “I thought it was just the four of us.”

“No, dear. There’s one more I need to pick up.”

Belle felt a surge of excitement, and then she caught the lady’s eye and felt a twinge of fear. She glanced down and ran out of the room. After fumbling around for a while, Belle managed to find the room where her sister had been sleeping. She went over to the bed and noticed that at last Bicé was stirring, and that her eyes were open.

“Good morning,” Bicé said sweetly. For the first time since their last hour in Rome, she was calm, and for the first time, she was nice to Belle. Belle smiled back at her twin sister. Even in the thick darkness of this room, she could somehow see her sister’s face, a perfect reflection of her own. She wondered what Bicé was thinking.

Belle waited, but Bicé didn’t speak. After a while, Belle sighed. “I miss Mom,” she said.

To Belle’s surprise, Bicé laughed. “What are you talking about?”

Belle didn’t say anything. She just waited.

“You say the weirdest things sometimes, Belle.”

“Why is it so weird to miss Mom?”

“Uh, maybe because we haven’t seen our natural mother since we were babies!”

Belle’s heart jumped into her throat. “Riiiight.” Belle couldn’t believe it, but it was true. Just as the lady had said, Bicé had forgotten. She had forgotten everything. She thought they were adopted. She thought they had always been here, living with the lady since they were babies. And most important, she loved Belle again.

“Don’t be scared, Bicé. At least we’re together,” said Belle, putting her head on her sister’s shoulder. But Bicé just laughed. “Silly,” she said, stroking Belle’s raven hair the way she used to.

That night, the girls hid in the dark room and waited for the beautiful lady to come back. Belle watched her sister, who seemed to have returned to her happy, energetic self — despite a head full of the wrong memories — and decided that she would tell her nothing, not even later, not even when they were grown up. She would keep all of her secrets hidden. And she would wait for it all to pay off.

After a few hours of waiting, Belle and Bicé fell asleep. It was hard to tell the time, since everything was so dark and they weren’t allowed to go outside. A few times, Belle was woken by Bicé mumbling in her sleep. She would moan and shout things like “I’m not supposed to be here” and “Belle, help me!” The lady had said it would be like this for a while. Belle was still groggy when she heard a long, slow creak, and two sets of footsteps growing louder. She could hear someone taking quick, shallow breaths. She ran out of the room to see for herself.

“Meet your new family, Christian,” said the lady to the redheaded boy who was with her. He looked around nervously, squinting to see better. Just then, another pair of feet shuffled past Belle, who was hovering in the hall. It was that horrible girl, Victoria, whom Belle had just met and whom Bicé assumed she had known since they were babies.

“What is this, an orphanage?” the boy asked the lady.

“No, dear, you’re not orphans. I’m your mother now.”

“I’m Victoria. I got here first.”

Belle took a few steps toward Christian. He was wearing a pair of torn jeans and a tattered shirt that said Celtic 31. “Why are you so dirty?” she asked.

Christian mumbled some excuse about playing football outside and a broken tub.

“In my house, Christian, you’ll have anything in the world,” said the lady in a cold, soothing tone. That was when Christian noticed someone moaning in another room, begging for help.

“I . . . I don’t think I belong here,” he said as he looked around.

“Of course you do, darling. You all do.”

Just then, Bicé screamed again and Christian jumped. “Who was that?”

“Oh, that’s nothing, dear.”

“I . . . I don’t know who you are, or what this is. But I don’t want to be here.”

“But you do, Christian.”

“No, I don’t. I’m sorry I ever took up with you.” Christian was panting loudly and began to slowly back away.

“It’s a pity,” said the lady.

“No, it’s not! Now let me go! I want to leave —”

Belle looked away for only a moment. In the next instant, a cold wind blew through the house, causing the lady’s black robes to flutter all around her. The lady stepped out of her corner, into the speck of light coming through the window. From the constant dark of the room, Belle thought she saw a horrible look pass over the lady’s face, like a gargoyle or a gorgon. Is she some kind of monster? Belle asked herself.

With a beastly surge, the lady overtook Christian, her robes floating hungrily over them both, stifling the terrified yelp Belle thought she heard. Then Christian was lying motionless on the floor, an anguished look frozen on his face. The lady stepped away from the speck of light and withdrew to her corner, like a satisfied predator. She sank back into her chair, smiling again, lovely as ever.

For a few seconds, Belle was too stunned to move. Then she crept closer to the lady, to the chair in the corner where the light didn’t dare go. Even now, Belle couldn’t help but think about this strange woman’s incredible beauty. She spotted a letter on a decrepit side table, discarded next to the lady, who was sitting in her chair, her back turned to Belle. She was running her long, elegant fingers over the yellowing paper like a toy. Carelessly she picked at the edges with her manicured fingers. Belle didn’t want to get any closer, but she didn’t have to in order to read the letter. It was written in a big childish hand.


To: Phineas the Fence, Celtic 31

From: Christian W.

Dear Mr. The Fence,

You were dead brilliant in yesterday’s match! How do you do that spin kick where the ball goes off to one side like that? Did you always have those wicked uniforms? What d’you do with the ones you outgrow?

Just writing because I’m needing to work out some important grown-up bussiness. I got responsibleties now, and I’m bigger, so I got a serious sort of question for ye, which is how do I get brilliant enough to be a salary player and where do I sign up? You can tell me because I’m not just a kid. I’ve got someone to care for now and all that. He’s gone a bit mental, and he needs me. So I’m gonna handle things. For the sake of him and me.

So what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done? What’s the worst thing you’d do? If someone offered, and considering you probably have people to watch over too? I reckon I’d do just about anything.

Your mate,

Christian

P.S. If you’re tossing your old uniforms, maybe I could have one?



Belle felt her face flush. She ran back toward the red-haired boy in the Celtic shirt.

“What’d you do to him?” she demanded of the lady as she knelt by the boy and felt his cold face. She put her cheek against his and held his hand as Victoria poked him with her foot. Belle pushed Victoria away and looked up at the lady for an answer.

The lady didn’t turn around. She just sat there, stroking the stolen letter.

“Girls, it seems that, like Bicé, Christian won’t be joining our little game.”


[image: ]


By the light of burning beeswax and the flicker of several enflamed bees madly flying about her chamber, she read the Book of Human History and wondered if they (humans, not bees) were entirely made of Pride and Fear. She would study this further in the next millennium. The shadows of the room fled from her, shaking like terrified prisoners. She turned the pages; they crackled at the edges like dead skin. Caesars, warlords, queens, and generals, politicians, popes, and celebrities — she smiled. A few bees gave up and sputtered to the floor. Human history is full of great men, great women, individuals with the will for power — all of them with governesses like her. Chambermaids, midwives, wet nurses, babysitters, stepmothers, different faces throughout the ages, to mask an ugliness dark and deep. She turned to the last page; the book groaned. A charred black hive screeched above her, fell like a ruined city. She laughed at the thought of her children. She would surpass all of the others, the most celebrated of angels, because none of them had ever had five.



[image: ]

New York

Where would you find five lost children after so many years gone by? In that little country house in the wooded patch? On a street in Copenhagen? An orphanage in Madrid? Some far-flung part of the world? Perhaps each of them would have found their own way in some corner of society, getting by on whatever wits or talents they managed to develop. Did Victoria still rage? Did Bicé still study? Had Christian grown into a thief? No one knew, and in any case, no one looked for them; no one ever shed a tear. In an instant, their teachers, friends — even their parents — had forgotten that the children ever existed. They never even felt the void. And so the world went on as it should, with no mention of strange disappearances or midnight kidnappings. Mothers didn’t clutch their children tighter in the streets. Governesses didn’t watch their kids any closer. Except, of course, for one.

Nicola Vileroy called herself a governess, though she looked anything but. She was tall and beautiful, with a hive of blond hair tied neatly into a bun, a face as radiant as a morning star, and a figure as smooth and willowy as a champagne flute. She was French, with a thick captivating accent, and the face and manner of a fifty-year-old woman who was used to good things. If you believed she was a governess, you would think she governed a prince.

On Christmas Eve, Madame Vileroy stood, looking very satisfied, in a big luxurious ballroom in New York City. This was the moment she, and her children, would step into the Upper East Side scene and would become its focus. Now that her children were well prepared, now that she had taught them enough, she could finally give them everything she had promised, everything that they had bargained for — here in this city where life is lived in the present, where today’s moguls are yesterday’s nobodies, and where no one cares to delve too far into the past — a city that asks no questions.

At the annual Wirth family Christmas Eve dinner, three hundred overdressed partygoers were mingling in a room decorated with fresh flowers and a forest of candles. Around the room stood several Christmas trees hung with decorations and banked by heavy presents.

Adorned in lush shades of green and gold and illuminated by sparkling tables covered with winter flowers, the ballroom was one of New York’s finest. On one side of the room, windows reached from floor to ceiling, and through a rich layer of silk, the partygoers could gaze at the New York skyline, almost obscured by a soft, thick dusting of snow. New in town but already on every guest list, Nicola Vileroy slid across the room, seemingly everywhere at once.

She had arrived at the party with her pack of five teenagers — all striking and strange. When they stood at the entrance, every conversation had halted, replaced by craning necks and fascinated whispers. Mrs. Wirth, the hostess, and Mrs. Spencer, her best friend, stared from across several tables. Mrs. Spencer, the taller of the two, had to lean down to whisper to her friend, the slightly portly, bottle-blond maven of New York society. Though she was several years younger (and far prettier), Mrs. Spencer instructed Mrs. Wirth like a child. Once directed toward the newcomers, the hostess squinted her over-lined eyes until her pupils disappeared behind a curtain of green eye shadow. Mrs. Spencer tucked a shiny brown curl into her elegant twist and grabbed Mrs. Wirth’s pudgy arm. The five teenagers stood around Madame Vileroy, surveying the room.

“Who’s that?” asked Mrs. Spencer, eyeing the beautiful governess.

“Oh, that’s Madame Vileroy,” Mrs. Wirth replied. “I met her last week. She’s French.” Mrs. Wirth was impressed with all things French.

“And the kids?” Particularly interesting was the tall, gorgeous blonde, standing by Vileroy’s side, wearing a shimmery red dress that changed shades in every light. She was the most beautiful girl in the room, even among the adults — and the semi-adult trophy wives of certain bankers.

“They’re hers,” Mrs. Wirth replied. “All fifteen years old. I assume they’re adopted.”

“And you met her last week?”

“She was with her daughter. The tall, blond one.” Mrs. Wirth took another sip of her champagne.

Lurking behind the beautiful one was another young girl, with raven hair and a mole on her upper lip. She was much shorter, which seemed fitting, since she seemed to be looking for a place to hide. She wore a tiny old-fashioned clip in her hair but looked younger than the others. The only bit of resemblance between any of the children was the way this girl’s blue-green eyes matched those of the blonde. Despite their other differences in appearance, their eyes were identical.

“But you finalized your invitation list months ago,” objected Mrs. Spencer.

“Oh, yes, it was the strangest thing.”

Mrs. Spencer squinted at her friend. “You never give out last-minute invitations. Last year you wouldn’t give an invitation to that woman who donated a wing to Marlowe.”

“Yes, well, I was out to lunch with a few friends, and we sort of collided with her, I suppose. I felt . . . compelled to invite her.”

“But you refused to invite my sister when she was visiting for cancer treatment.”

“I know,” Mrs. Wirth mused. “I just like her.”

“And you didn’t invite your sister-in-law.”

“I thought I made it clear that I happen to like this person.”

Mrs. Spencer laughed, and then abruptly stopped laughing.

“Well, she must be their nanny or something. It can’t be adoption. Who adopts five teenagers?”

“Honestly, does it really matter?”

“You must be curious. They are your friends now,” said Mrs. Spencer with a hint of sarcasm. Mrs. Wirth decided to ignore her jealous friend.

“I do know one thing. They’re going to Marlowe.”

“What?”

“Is that important?” Mrs. Wirth asked with that ever-clueless expression that annoyed Mrs. Spencer so much.

“Yes! Five kids moving here with their nanny in the middle of the year, suddenly gaining spots at the most selective school in the city — they must be special, or astronomically wealthy, or prodigies. They’re competition, Genevieve. I swear, you’re so naive.”

“You’re so paranoid.”

“Well, I’m going to find out more,” said Mrs. Spencer.

“Nicola! Welcome,” said Mrs. Wirth as she held out her hands to Madame Vileroy, who nodded as she removed her gloves. Mrs. Spencer glanced curiously over Madame Vileroy’s shoulder toward the children but was afraid to speak since the governess had not yet made a sound. Vileroy’s quartered eye, though smiling and a tranquilizing blue, made them shrink back and squint, then lean in to look closer, wondering if this was some new trend in contact lenses.

“Would you like to meet my children?” offered Madame Vileroy. The two ladies nodded like pups. Mrs. Spencer made a motion to move toward the blonde, but something kept her back. It was a sickly sweet smell, like vomit and honeysuckle. When she looked up, Madame Vileroy was introducing a muscular boy with a thick jaw and reddish hair. He looked shy and stood with his head down. He had a dull, melancholy look on his face, and he stayed close to his nervous sister, the shorter one with the mole and raven hair, as if he were her protector and she were his pet.

“This is Christian,” said Madame Vileroy, waving the athletic redhead forward.

“Pleased to meet you,” said the boy. Without smiling, he extended his hand.

“Christian Vileroy,” said Mrs. Spencer as she took his hand after Mrs. Wirth.

“Faust, actually,” said Christian blankly, never really making eye contact. “Christian Faust.” He repeated his new name, the name Madame Vileroy had given them.

Mrs. Wirth and Mrs. Spencer glanced at each other. Nanny, then. She must be the nanny.

Madame Vileroy then looked over at a serious-looking brunette with a head full of tidy, brown waves and a calculating face. The girl stepped forward enthusiastically. She was wearing a long-sleeved velvety dress, glasses, and a gold necklace with the letter V at the center. Somehow, she gave the impression that she was vying to position herself close to Madame Vileroy.

“Victoria Faust,” said the girl while scanning everything and everyone in sight. Mrs. Spencer was about to make a comment when another one of the children stepped forward. He was thin with high cheekbones and long eyelashes as black as ink and feathered like a quill. His blond hair was curled in tight couplets, and he had deep dimples in both cheeks. He had a smile on his face that was both sweet and probing, the kind of smile that would have been disconcerting if he were older, or less handsome.

“I’m Valentin. Thank you for inviting us,” he said, smiling his charming, dimpled smile.

Mrs. Wirth suddenly felt guilty for gossiping about them. Then, as Valentin’s smile changed, becoming more intense and less childlike, she felt a bit exposed. He cast a glance at her dress, with the confidence of a fully grown man, and suddenly she felt a little naked.

“You’re very welcome, dear . . . and your . . . um . . . sister?” She figured that this was a safe assumption at this point. Valentin grabbed the hand of his raven-haired sister, who was still hiding behind Christian, and said, “This is Bicé.”

When he saw that his sister’s eyes seemed to be glazing over, he gave her a small nudge in the ribs. She gave an eerie nervous laugh and extended her hand.

“And of course, the lovely Belle,” said Mrs. Wirth, eyeing the tall blonde she had met at the restaurant.

The girl stepped forward, nodded at Mrs. Wirth, and shook Mrs. Spencer’s hand. Mrs. Spencer suddenly felt the contents of her stomach rising in her throat. She swallowed hard.

“H-hello,” she said with a short smile before taking an unnaturally large step backward. Feeling rather dizzy and revolted, she glanced back at Belle, who was now staring at the floor and had taken a step back too. Was that smell coming from her? Mrs. Spencer was curious, but not curious enough to step any closer. It was the strangest smell, like something dirty bathed in citrus air freshener. Meanwhile, Mrs. Wirth seemed not to notice at all. She was chatting with Madame Vileroy and trying to get more information about the family. As they moved farther inside and gave their coats to one of the doormen, Mrs. Spencer regained her composure and brought up the subject of school.

“I understand the children are starting at Marlowe after the holidays.”

“Yes,” answered Madame Vileroy.

“I’ve never heard of anyone being admitted midyear. . . .”

“These children are quite exceptional.”

“Really? Well, I’m sure you know that most students at Marlowe are exceptional.”

“I’m sure,” said Madame Vileroy.

“Then how are yours different?”

“To start, Bicé speaks twenty-three languages.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Would you like a demonstration?”

Bicé emerged from nowhere and opened her mouth to speak when Mrs. Wirth, shaking off her stunned silence, jumped in.

“Oh, let’s not get into school discussions now, ladies. We’d all rather enjoy the party.”

She grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and gave it to Madame Vileroy.

“Merci,” said Madame Vileroy with a satisfied smile.

After Mrs. Wirth and Mrs. Spencer had gone to greet more guests, Madame Vileroy pulled her children close to her. They gathered around as she looked at them proudly. “My precious children,” she said, “I want you to have fun tonight. I have a surprise for you when we get home.”

She gave each of them an unnerving saccharine smile. From across the room, she looked the very picture of innocence, a loving mother. In fact, Madame Vileroy wasn’t so unlike other mothers. Like them, she had big plans for her children. She wanted to give them the things they desired. She wanted them to be successful and to remain heedful of the lessons she had taught them. But she wanted so much more from these five children. She had chosen them for their potential, for their willingness, and most of all, for their weaknesses. In this, she was very unlike most mothers, who love their children even for their flaws and frailties, because Madame Vileroy loved only the weaknesses themselves. She loved Belle’s hatred of her own true self. She loved Victoria’s blind hunger for power and Valentin’s quest for importance. She even loved Christian’s dual nature, with ever-competing desires that left him always fighting with himself. And Bicé, well . . . perhaps with time, the governess would uncover some frailty to love. After all, Madame Vileroy was an extremely skilled governess, and she specialized in these very weaknesses.

The kids turned and dispersed into the party. Christian and Valentin trotted up to a table of food, cracking jokes with each other. Belle, who already had a few admirers staring at her from various corners of the room, sauntered casually to the bar. Victoria glanced at the mingling circles of young people, wondering which ones would be the most useful. As they scattered, Bicé’s eyes followed them, though her feet didn’t move. She stood alone in the entranceway, like a turtle without its shell, avoiding the eyes of any of the teenagers looking her way. Gone was the confident Bicé of Rome, even the happy Bicé in the cabin. This Bicé was only scared — and mad at Belle for leaving her here. She fidgeted a bit, chewing her nails and glancing at her feet. More than anything, this Bicé was scared of new people — so unlike the way she had been only five years before. As more and more groups took notice of her, her hands folded in front, her shoulders drooping, Bicé began to sway back and forth, as if she were trying to create enough momentum to run out of there.

A group of trendy-looking sixteen-year-olds stood close by, whispering to one another in hushed tones and glancing over their shoulders. Once in a while, one would say something to make them all laugh out loud. Bicé shrank into herself. The entranceway felt like a stadium, a huge open space, with no protection in sight. She turned to leave, only to run straight into a coat checker, who dropped an armful of coats and hangers. The teenagers cackled as Bicé tried to apologize and help the young man, who brushed her away. She stood there, on the verge of tears, when a confident-looking brunette shushed her friends, broke from the crowd, and walked over, all the while trying to stifle her laughter.

“Here, take this.” The girl handed Bicé a champagne glass filled with sparkling cider. Bicé turned around just in time to grab the glass.

“I’m Lucy Spencer,” the girl said while casting backward glances to her friends.

“Hi, Lucy,” said Bicé, confused and thankful. Her eyes darted back to the group of teenagers, afraid that this was some kind of prank. Meanwhile, Lucy was already walking toward the center of the room, almost expecting Bicé to follow.

“Bicé, is it? Wanna go sample the sushi bar? It’s from Nobu.”

Bicé nodded. “What’s Nobu?” she asked, and Lucy thought how naive and uncultured this poor girl must be, while Bicé tried to pinpoint Nobu among the dozen Japanese cities she had visited. It must be near Hakone, she thought.

“I’ll introduce you to my best friend, Charlotte,” Lucy said almost distractedly, and then she moved on to the main point: wheedling information. “Do you go to Marlowe?”

Bicé nodded again. She didn’t quite remember.

“Are you going to the school play?”

Bicé shrugged. “I guess so. . . .”

“Then you might meet her,” said Lucy. “She wrote it, you know.”

Just then, Victoria came pouncing toward them, both eyes strictly fixed on Lucy.

Bicé blanched. Victoria could always be counted on to say something embarrassing.

“So you’re that girl that’s been top of the class for three years?” said Victoria with her arms crossed. When a confused look appeared on Lucy’s face, Victoria added, “There was a list on the Internet.”

Bicé sighed.

“Yeah, so?” Lucy said, almost defensively. Bicé stood by, trying the sushi and not saying a word. Unlike Victoria, Bicé hated conflict, and it wasn’t as if she wanted a new friend all that much. She just wanted to get through the party.

“And what does it take? To be the best at Marlowe,” asked Victoria.

“Just the best GPA, I guess. Same as everywhere else,” said Lucy.

“What’s your GPA?”

“What?” Lucy almost choked on her drink.

“Victoria! Don’t start, OK?” Bicé begged. It was hard to remember the last time anyone outside the family had shown any interest in her — and now Vic was wrecking it.

“That’s OK. You don’t have to tell me. I just want to know how it all works,” said Victoria.

“Oh, well, it’s just the standard five-point system. You can get up to five points for advanced classes and up to four points for regular.”

“Right . . . OK, then . . . we know how it works,” said Bicé, hoping Victoria would go away.

“I bet there’re a lot of people with a solid five, then,” said Victoria.

Lucy took another sip of her drink. “Oh, no. It’s not possible to get a five on average. Even people who win the Marlowe Prize never get that high. Everyone has to take a health class and phys. ed., and both of those are only worth four.”

“Tragic . . .” Bicé mumbled.

“Huh,” Victoria said, pretending she found it all to be very much beneath her. “What about college?”

“What about college?” Lucy was obviously starting to get annoyed with all the questions.

“At my last school,” said Victoria, “most of the kids went to Harvard, except for the ones that went abroad.”

“Marlowe is the best school in the country,” Lucy said. “The kids go wherever they want.”

“See, Vic? People go wherever . . .” Bicé jumped in. “Lucy, I’m sure Vic appreciates all this help. Now, moving on . . .”

“Hush, Bicé.” Victoria didn’t even bother to look at Bicé as she spoke. She gave Lucy a challenging look. “I bet I can get a perfect 5.0.”

“Then I hope you have lupus, because otherwise you’re not getting out of gym,” said Lucy. “And even Michael Jordan wouldn’t get more than 4.0 in gym.”

“At my last school,” said Victoria, “there was this one adviser that you had to know to have any kind of a shot at the best colleges.”

“It’s not like that here,” said Lucy, growing a bit hostile. “Everyone gets a good counselor. They’re assigned. Look, if you’ll excuse me . . .”

“Excuse you? I don’t care where you go. I was just making conversation,” Victoria said, her arms still crossed.

Victoria was never very good at keeping people in a conversation. She could be sweet when she tried. But when she wanted information, she had a way of making people feel more guarded, violated — and not just because she asked the most prying questions. She didn’t mind if they thought her rude and didn’t answer. It was enough for her just to ask. She kept Lucy talking for five minutes more, and she found out a lot more than Lucy suspected. She found out that Lucy was a very unhappy girl, pushing herself almost as hard as Victoria, not because she wanted to but because her mother, Mrs. Spencer, didn’t think her daughter was worth much without a name-brand résumé. Lucy and Victoria were a lot alike. She found out that Lucy was running for class president and that she was working on a big paper to impress Ms. LeMieux, one of the college counselors at Marlowe — because at Marlowe, it really was like that.

Ms. LeMieux had gone to Yale and had been in the Yale admissions office. Everyone thought a letter from her was a ticket into the Ivy League. Ms. LeMieux knew this and used it to her advantage. She was a boastful and unkind woman who showed blatant favoritism and used her students to boost her social position. Most of the students at Marlowe hated her, but everyone pretended they were close to her. For that reason, this unfashionable, unlikable woman’s favor had become a must-have for the overachieving kids at Marlowe.

Victoria knew all this not because Lucy had told her any of it. In fact, Lucy had gone out of her way to hide most of it. But that didn’t matter, because Victoria knew how to cheat. Or that’s what Madame Vileroy called it. Cheating. Whenever Lucy would look away or into her drink, wondering how to answer, Victoria would peer deeper, boring into Lucy’s mind for her inner dialogue — one that Victoria could hear just as well as any spoken exchange.
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Christian and Valentin were stuffing éclairs in their mouths at a table across the room when a girl in a light green dress and long curly red hair approached. She stood several feet away from them, casually looking away, until Christian and Valentin could do nothing but introduce themselves. Charlotte Hill was never at a loss for boyfriends, but for some reason, she was ignoring them all in favor of meeting the new kids. She was always dramatic like that. Maybe that’s why she was such a good writer at such a young age. After a few minutes, she fell into comfortable conversation with Christian, even though he was the less handsome of the two. Valentin’s debonair quips weren’t making much of an impression on Charlotte, not as much as Christian’s clumsy attempts at humor, which she’d decided after ten minutes was not an act. She kept giggling into her hand and touching his arm as he turned a deeper and deeper shade of crimson and Valentin rolled his eyes for the thousandth time. She seemed to be having a wonderful time, until all of a sudden from behind her, a door flung open as a troupe of waiters walked out with fresh canapés. The door slammed into the small of Charlotte’s back, sending her splaying forward. Just before she fell into the table, Christian caught her in his arms, so that she spilled only a few drops of her drink.

“Thanks,” said Charlotte with a laugh, and then, since they were already so close, gave him a little kiss on the cheek. Christian was fifteen and handsome, but he had never been this close to a girl before. Something inside him gave a lurch, and for a second, he didn’t know what to do next — and then it was too late. Charlotte’s body suddenly went limp in Christian’s arms. Like a rag doll, she collapsed to the ground. The music stopped. Everyone turned to see a stunned Christian standing over an unconscious Charlotte — and Valentin, chuckling nearby.

“Way to sweep her off her feet,” said Valentin as a group of women came rushing up to help Charlotte.

Christian was appalled at himself. “I didn’t mean to . . . she just . . . I was nervous and —”

“You put her in a coma,” said Valentin, not minding as people pushed past him to make a crowd. Christian had gotten so tense with Charlotte in his arms that for a second, he lost control. He had never done that before, lost control of his gift. A gift — that’s what Vileroy called it, because Christian was the most gifted of thieves. With the smallest touch, Christian could steal whatever he needed from anyone. He could take anything, and no one would know. Christian felt a rush of energy. Charlotte’s energy.

Mrs. Wirth made her way through the crowd. “I think she hit her head,” she shouted. “The door must have hit her head.”

“Help me!” said Christian, gritting his teeth at Valentin. “Just shut up and help.”

“You seem to be doing a fine job,” said Valentin.

Meanwhile, next to them, ladies were kneeling beside Charlotte, fanning her face. A man was frantically calling an ambulance on his phone.

“Just fix this, Val,” said Christian.

“But then you won’t remember that enchanted moment.”

“Do it.”

“Fine,” said Valentin, “but you owe me. Not that you’ll remember.” He closed his eyes and slipped a hand into his pocket. From Christian’s perspective, Valentin’s face froze, a quick nothingness fell over him, a blink, then he was standing again with Charlotte prattling on about her last short story. Christian blinked a few times. He remembered nothing. No one remembered anything. The crowd had never rushed over. Charlotte had never collapsed in Christian’s arms. The waiters had never slammed open the door. Valentin opened his eyes and smiled. Only he remembered.

To Charlotte and Christian, it was no more than a hiccup. Valentin was saying something, and then his speech jumped and he continued on. He quoted something from literature, and when Charlotte looked impressed he added, “It’s a fa-famous quote.” Just like that. He landed in the middle of his own sentence. Nothing unusual. Just a boy with a speech impediment. Valentin’s speech had skipped several times in this conversation. His face had twitched, like someone with Tourette’s syndrome. Usually, it happened just before he said something funny or witty or flirtatious. Just before he delivered his best lines. It must be nerves, thought Charlotte, her attention turning from Christian to Valentin.

Valentin listened to Charlotte talk about her play for a while, the one that would be held at Marlowe the day after Christmas. “Basically, it’s an ancient conspiracy story that Christopher Marlowe — that’s our school namesake — actually faked his own death and wrote under the assumed name ‘William Shakespeare,’” she said, her eyes widening. “And there’re a few musical numbers . . .”

But before Charlotte could finish her description, Valentin reached over and grabbed her hand. He pulled her away from Christian, just as the door swung open and the army of waiters filed out.

“Thanks,” Charlotte said, sidling closer to Valentin to let another waiter pass.

“My pleasure.” He winked at her. Charlotte pecked Valentin on the cheek this time.

“Nice save,” said Christian. He went back to the éclairs, hardly realizing what Valentin had done or that for a split second Charlotte had seemed to be someone he might like.
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“Having fun?” said Madame Vileroy, suddenly appearing over Victoria’s shoulder as she watched Bicé surprise Lucy by getting them some off-menu treats with her perfect Japanese requests to the sushi chef.

“That Lucy girl is a liar.” Victoria sneered, remembering all the things Lucy hadn’t said.

“We should introduce her to Valentin,” said Madame Vileroy.

“There’s a counselor that plays favorites.”

“Oh? Is Lucy her favorite?”

“Not for long.”

“Why, Victoria, my dear, didn’t you know that cheaters never prosper?”

Victoria looked amused. She pulled aside a waiter holding a tray of crab puffs to whisper in his ear.

“You!” Victoria said to the waiter. “Do you know who Mrs. Spencer is?”

“No, miss,” said the waiter.

“She’s that crow in the peacock dress.”

The waiter looked uncomfortable, not knowing what to say.

“I’ll give you” — Victoria looked him in the eyes, listening to the excited numbers in his head, assessing his price — “a hundred dollars if you go over there and introduce yourself as Ethan — from the Devonshire Club.” She put the bills in his breast pocket without waiting for him to accept.

As the waiter nodded and walked away, Victoria said to Madame Vileroy, “Ethan’s the guy Lucy dated last year. Spencer never saw him in person, but Lucy told her that he was a trust-fund baby. And now she’ll think he’s really a waiter. That should make for” — Victoria looked at her watch — “a good five minutes of entertainment.”

Madame Vileroy gave a soft laugh.

Victoria turned and walked back toward Lucy and Bicé, to revel in what Lucy didn’t know was coming. Madame Vileroy kept pace, holding her position just over Victoria’s shoulder. Victoria approached Lucy and spoke without waiting for either girl to turn around.

“So you have a boyfriend?” she asked Lucy abruptly.

“What?” Lucy turned, shocked that Victoria was back, and still so graceless.

“Oh, Vic, please . . .” Bicé whispered, shocked at Victoria’s behavior. “There’s no need to do that . . .”

“Shut it, Bicé. I’m just getting to know our new friend.” Victoria smiled, listening to Lucy’s personal thoughts of Thomas Goodman-Brown, whom she called the smartest, nicest, hottest guy . . . ever. And then, as Victoria waited, Lucy thought, Is she after Thomas? Where is he? Lucy whipped around to scan the room for Thomas. She found him, and Victoria followed her eyes to see a young man with deep-set smiling eyes talking to his friend. Victoria noticed Belle hovering nearby, watching him closely. Lucy may have noticed as well. She turned back to Victoria.

“What?” she said again.

“Nothing,” said Victoria.

Lucy just shook her head and turned back to Bicé. “So you were telling me what comes after arigato.”

Bicé was excited to talk about something she knew and was just about to answer when Victoria blurted out, “Gozaimasu.” She gave Bicé an unfriendly smile, as if she expected her to be amazed, but Bicé knew that Victoria spoke no Japanese. She just couldn’t stop cheating. Lucy was still looking at Bicé. She rolled her eyes, ignored Victoria, and started to ask Bicé another question.

Before she could, Victoria interrupted again. “Taking lessons from Bicé? I thought you were the smartest girl in school?”

Lucy forgot all about Bicé and turned to Victoria. Bicé sighed, finally giving up, and grabbed another cider from a passing waiter. So much for that, she said to herself.

“What are you, like, the Princeton Review?” Lucy said, warning Victoria with her eyes.

Victoria loved to make people angry, but she was too much of a coward to rise to most overt challenges. “No, I’m, like, not impressed,” she mumbled with arms crossed and eyes averted.

“Look, I don’t know what your problem is, but —”

Just then, Lucy noticed her mother storming toward her, holding a crab puff as though it were evidence in a murder trial.

“Lucy!” she said, almost turning her ankle in her high heels.

Lucy spied a malicious grin on Victoria’s face. Victoria heard her think, Oh, please don’t let her do this here.

Waving the puff in her face, Mrs. Spencer repeated, “A waiter? A waiter?” over and over again, as if it were an unforgivable crime. She grabbed her daughter by the elbow and pulled her away. As Lucy followed, she turned back to glare at Victoria. She just knew Victoria had something to do with this — and maybe Bicé did too.

Bicé caught the look and tried to say something, anything, to distance herself from what was going on, to tell Lucy how much she appreciated the little friendliness she had shown, but no words came. And then Lucy was gone.

“Well, that worked,” said Victoria with a satisfied sigh. “Now, about that counselor woman.”

Victoria marched off, leaving Bicé friendless again, and alone with Madame Vileroy.

“There, there, Bicé, I’ll be your friend,” said Madame Vileroy.

[image: ]

Belle watched a group of kids her age from a distance. She was watching one boy in particular, her heart pounding hard, as she observed how nice he looked, the way he moved, the way he held his drink. She recited to herself all that Vileroy had told her about Thomas. He was the only son of Charles Goodman-Brown, an important banker, whose wife, Thomas’s mother, had died only a few years before. She smoothed her red dress as she remembered Thomas’s favorite color. Thomas was Belle’s prize, because being the most beautiful wasn’t anything without the most popular boy. And in Belle’s world, being desired was everything. But in that moment, as she watched Thomas with his friends, she forgot that for five years, she had been obsessed with this one thing — and that he was just a part of a larger scheme. In that moment, Belle only felt scared. She was not used to being so beautiful, and she had to remind herself not to feel so embarrassed, so inadequate.

Belle put down her glass, smoothed her dress for the fiftieth time, and headed toward the bar. She looked at the group of teenagers just in time to catch the eye of the tall, brown-haired boy named Thomas Goodman-Brown. She held his gaze for a second and smiled, her heart jumping into her throat when he smiled back. She turned back toward the bartender, who was moving away from her. She grew more nervous. Next to her, a tall crystal vase held a bouquet of winter flowers. She touched one of the flowers with the tip of her finger, watching as the water beneath it yellowed. She sighed. Everywhere she went, people ran. Those who stayed past the first few minutes were like addicts under her spell. And now she was steps away from the first person she would ever actually try to hold on to — the first addict she wouldn’t let break free. A few paces away, a young couple whispered to each other. As they walked past, the woman placed a pack of breath mints inches from Belle’s hand. Looking at the mints, Belle wanted to cry. Things like this happened all the time, and each time, she felt completely alone. This was Belle’s curse. She had given up all she had to be beautiful, to be loved, and in gaining beauty, she had become repugnant. Madame Vileroy said that it built character, because before anyone could fall under her spell, she had to hold them through this repulsive phase — the lonely phase.
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Dinner was announced, and everyone began to work their way toward their assigned tables. Christian walked over to Bicé.

“How’s it going?” he asked her as they sat down at their table. Christian was the only person that made Bicé feel comfortable. She sighed. “Where do I start? Belle wants Thomas, but she makes everyone sick. And earlier, Victoria practically gave Lucy a nosebleed she cheated so much.”

“No way. She cheated, right in front of everyone?”

“Yeah. She’s probably going to start all that crap about needing special treatment again. . . .”

Christian waited for Bicé to say something more, but she remained silent.

“You were talking to that girl for a while,” said Christian.

“Lucy? She was nice to me.”

“Made friends?”

“Victoria ruined it . . . again.”

Bicé was folding and unfolding her napkin, trying not to look up.

Christian mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

“Hey, did you meet Connor Wirth?” Bicé asked.

“Yeah, we talked about sports. He’s cool.”

“You know you’re probably going to want to steal from him.”

“Maybe not.”

“Sorry to break it to you, but he’s one of the best athletes, and you don’t like to lose.”

Christian groaned and plopped his head on Bicé’s shoulder. She patted him like a good mother.

They sat silently for a minute. A waiter came by to take their empty glasses.

“This is kinda nice,” said Christian.

“What’s nice?”

“Christmas. We’ve never had one before.” Madame Vileroy didn’t allow Christmas. It was one of her only rules.

“We’ve watched them.”

“It’s not the same.”

“We should be grateful,” said Bicé. “Who else would have taken in five abandoned babies?”

“Yeah, but she turned us into freaks,” said Christian.

“She was trying to protect us. And don’t tell me you don’t like it, Mr. Junior Olympics.”

“It has its moments.” He shrugged. “She kept you and Belle together.”

“And helped Belle become totally different from me.”

Christian knew that was a sore subject, so he didn’t push it. Bicé had watched Belle’s transformation over the past five years quietly. But Christian knew how it made her feel. For the first ten years of their lives, Belle and Bicé had been inseparable. Christian remembered that. He had foggy memories of living with the twins and Victoria and Valentin ever since they were toddlers. Belle and Bicé had been closer than any of the five. And then suddenly, five years ago, Belle decided that she had to be beautiful. And so she began to change. Christian couldn’t figure out why Madame Vileroy had just given her what she wanted — so easily, with no bargains or consequences. But she had — like so many of the gifts she gave — and Christian had never been very good at figuring out why Madame Vileroy did anything.

“Speak of the devil,” said Bicé. Christian looked up.

Madame Vileroy took a seat across the table and picked up a fork. Belle arrived and took a seat next to Madame Vileroy. Belle always sat next to Madame Vileroy. Belle’s other side was usually empty, except for the occasional poor soul who had spent too much time lurking around her — at first enduring out of politeness or curiosity, then forgetting and sucking in the tainted air, then following her everywhere to feed an addiction. Across the room, people were still staring at Belle. Staring and talking. And so Belle was content.

The table eventually filled with all five kids, Madame Vileroy, a couple, each of whom was at least seventy years old, and a few others. For the lack of anyone else to talk to, Bicé had turned to the older couple next to her. They seemed to be able to amuse her, and they didn’t notice her awkwardness. The old man liked how this little girl laughed at his jokes, and so he kept talking about wars and droughts and everything that’s wrong with kids today. Once, Madame Vileroy said something to the old man — something benign, like “I remember that.” And he bristled and turned white, as if he knew her and she wanted something from him. Madame Vileroy just smiled her honey-sweet, molasses smile and whispered something to Belle.

Throughout, Christian concentrated on his meal while Valentin tried to pull him into conversation. “Did you meet anyone you liked? Did you see Victoria handle things with Lucy? Do you want my dinner roll?”

The only response Valentin got was when Christian snapped up the bread. Christian’s indifference was fine with Valentin. He was a self-amuser.

A pretty girl passed by the table.

“Wanna see something cool?” Valentin asked Christian.

“Sure,” he said. Then he waited a minute. Valentin had a massive grin on his face. A waiter tripped and fell. The girl gave the fallen waiter a strange look as she passed.

“Well? Show me something cool.”

“I just did. Trust me — you loved it.”
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