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For Charles, who knows what damage glass can do.




Part One:

The Palace


One

The glass was smooth against my skin, cool as a fish. The slippers curved around my feet, holding me in a firm grip. I shifted my toes, but there was little room to move them.

Stillness, my dear. Even though the queen wasn’t in the room, I could hear her voice at my ear. Elegance. Grace. As if by naming these qualities, she could make them soak into me.

My fingers wouldn’t be still either. I clenched my hands into tight balls and watched the queen’s ladies gathering around the new gown. During all these months at the palace, they had ordered me so many gowns, I couldn’t imagine how more would fit in my wardrobe. Still, they insisted I have another gown. Another fitting.

The lady who always wore opals leaned out from the group. “Oh, your highness, it’s perfection.” With her black curls streaming down her neck and her body posed in an elegant line, she looked like she was made of oil and canvas, not flesh and bone.

I didn’t know what to say, but it would be rude to say nothing. So I opened my mouth, hoping I sounded like a girl who knew all about perfection. “I’m sure it—” but the lady I thought of as Opal had already turned away. This was how it always was. They never really saw me. But being seen was something I couldn’t risk. I stopped talking and stayed on my stool, waiting until I was wanted.

I tried easing my heels out of the shoes, but the glass resisted. The ladies still had their backs to me, so I leaned down and pushed the slippers off my heels with a finger. I drew out my toes, and I was free.

But a moment later the maid was kneeling in front of me, one of my shoes in her hand, waiting for me to present my foot. I looked at her stupidly. “They will need to know if the hemline is right, your highness,” she breathed, her eyes on the slipper she held. She was keeping me from making another mistake. She was trying to be kind.

So I complied. I slipped my toes first into one shoe, then the other. I smiled and nodded, indicating she could go. She faded away, back into a corner. Under the cover of my petticoats, I pressed my heels down, forcing them back into the shoes. The glass scraped my foot.

“Your highness?”

I jumped as if I’d been caught stealing. Or pretending.

The seamstress was ready at last, so I stood and let her tie and pin and fasten me into the new gown. As she arranged the drape of the skirts in the back, I watched myself in the looking glass, wondering if this would be the gown to give me whatever I was missing. That thing that would make me like Opal and the others. But when I glanced at their faces, I could see it would not. I knew them well enough by now.

“Such a lovely color,” said the lady who always wore pearls, one hand straying to her hair to be sure each red curl was in place. They all were.

The lady who always wore rubies nodded her admiration for the pale yellow damask. “Yes.” She opened her wide blue eyes even wider. “And the cut is exquisite.”

“It falls so gracefully,” mused Opal. Pearl and Ruby, who followed Opal’s lead in everything, murmured their agreement. “But perhaps…”

Behind me, the seamstress’s hands stiffened at my waist. “It is everything her highness asked for.” She spoke as if I were not in the room. As if the yellow damask had been my idea. She came around me to join them.

“Of course,” Opal assured her.

Ruby nodded. “The gown is perfect.”

It was perfect. It must have been. The fabric and color were the latest in fashion; every embroidered flower and ribbon and bit of lace were exactly where they should be, just like every other gown I had. The wearer was the problem. The something that wasn’t right was me.

“It is everything her highness asked for.” Pearl laid a consoling hand on the seamstress’s arm. “She only needs, you know, that little something more.”

The seamstress caught on and smiled in relief, her pride restored. “Perhaps some jewels in the hair,” she suggested.

Ruby cocked her head and set her mouth in a lovely frown. “Or some lace at the neck.”

This seamstress was not the only one I’d seen in my dressing room. She was one in a long line of artisans: milliners, lacemakers, jewelers, who came to outfit the new princess. Of course, they had needed to come; I’d come to the palace in a coarse wool gown, my apron stained with ashes. I’d had nothing better. Only the slippers on my feet were worthy of a prince’s bride. Now my dressing room was filled with gowns and cloaks, stomachers and petticoats, hats and gloves and jewels.

And I had to do more than look the part. I had to speak and move and think like a princess. Nearly every day someone came to remake me, to contort me into something new. Perhaps the ladies would stop calling them in when they were finally successful.

If. If they were.

But they had never sent a shoemaker.

“What about some new shoes?” I offered.

They would have to be new. Nothing from my old life was fine enough. Certainly not the wooden clogs I had worn in the stables or the garden. Or the old, faded shoes I had worn inside, the ones with a low heel, the undyed leather soft and yielding against my skin. Of course I could not wear those.

But anything new—silk or satin or dyed calf skin, trimmed with braid or gold or bright jeweled buckles—would be more forgiving than glass.

But at the mention of shoes, the ladies looked at me as if a piece of furniture had spoken. My cheeks went hot. “Perhaps with…with some embroidered flowers at the toe,” I fumbled. “Wouldn’t that be,” I groped for the sort of word Opal would use, “sweet?”

The word caught on my tongue. I sounded ridiculous. It was no wonder I never spoke that way. The ladies still said nothing. I looked down at the toe of Pearl’s shoe, peeking prettily out from under her skirts. “Or a bow. Or a buckle.”

At last Opal spoke. “Oh, no, your highness.” Her black eyes fixed mine. “You have the finest shoes in all the land. We were all completely,” she thought a moment, “captivated by you. The whole kingdom has heard all about your slippers and your lovely, dainty feet. Everyone you meet will want to see them. Without them…” she sighed and raised one shoulder in an apologetic shrug. She left the rest of her thought unsaid, but her meaning was clear. Without the slippers, I had nothing to recommend me.

She was more right than she knew.

She laid a slender hand on my shoulder. “A princess cannot disappoint, you know.”

I was the first to look away. I was perfectly capable of disappointing, and we all knew it. But it was true. Whenever I met someone new, they inevitably glanced down at my skirts, hoping the fabric would shift enough to expose the famous slippers. “I know,” I said to the flowers on the carpet. “I just thought a change…” My voice died away.

“Of course she wants a change.” I thought for a moment Pearl had become my ally. “You must have a new glass pair made. Simply tell us who made those, and we’ll have him in to make you some different ones.”

Ruby was smiling now, baring straight, white teeth with a bit of a point. “We’d be delighted to meet him, wouldn’t we?”

“But the slippers—”

“Yes, of course, your highness.” Opal looked sympathetic. “We know.”

After my wedding, I had told them all how I had gotten the gowns and the glass slippers. Everyone had heard about the hazel tree at my mother’s grave. The tree that granted my wishes. I didn’t tell them what else the tree had given me, though. I didn’t tell them about the last wish.

“It’s a charming tale.” But tale, when Opal said it, did not mean tale at all. It meant lie. It meant that, even though I’d been proclaimed a beauty at the royal balls, and even armed with those rich dresses and exquisite shoes, I was nothing special. I couldn’t possibly have won the heart of a prince. Not without something more.

She waved an elegant hand, as if it didn’t matter, as if she didn’t blame me for pretending to deserve a prince. “So, the slippers were a gift. Never mind. You can call the maker in and pay him properly this time.” She raised her perfectly curved eyebrows as she came to take my hands. “It’s only fair, isn’t it?”

The others were closing in around me. Pearl, still in the guise of a friend, drew in beside me and murmured, “We wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Even if he made a pair for each of us as well.” Ruby’s voice was silky in my ear. “It would be our secret. No one would know they aren’t as magical as you say.”

My stays were tightening around my ribs. I pushed my lungs out against them and drew in some air. “I’ve told you before.” I tried to keep my voice steady, like Madame always instructed in my elocution lessons. “I don’t know who made them.”

Opal squeezed my hands in a way that might have been affectionate, then dropped them. She returned to her position beside the seamstress. Ruby and Pearl followed. “Then there is nothing to be done.” She spoke as if she didn’t care one way or the other.

But that wasn’t true. They all wanted a pair of their own. No one in the kingdom can work glass like that, I heard Ruby say one day when I came into a drawing room where they sat talking. Opal made a graceful gesture and murmured something I didn’t hear. She noticed me then and pretended to be pleased to see me.

She cared. They all did. But it didn’t matter, I realized suddenly. A new pair of shoes, even glass, wouldn’t have the same magic as the ones now on my feet. I couldn’t replace them. Ever.

The ladies had gone back to suggesting ways to make me more acceptable. “What about a blue taffeta?” Pearl was saying.

“Mmm,” Ruby purred, “you’d look enchanting in blue, don’t you agree, your highness?”

I caught myself worrying my wedding ring, moving it around and around my finger with my thumb. I grasped my hands together in front of the yellow damask to stop myself fidgeting. “I already have a blue taffeta.”

“No.” Opal looked thoughtful. “Not taffeta. Brocade. Brocade has a gravity to it.” Gravity was another quality that would have to be stitched and pleated and embroidered into me.

I spoke a little louder. “I have enough gowns for the moment.” The ladies all turned toward me. “I think.”

There was silence. “I do so appreciate all your help and advice, and I don’t know what I’d—” What should I say? That blue brocade wouldn’t make me into something I wasn’t?

I wouldn’t say that, I thought with a flash of anger. Opal wouldn’t admit to a weakness that way. None of them would. But they could smell mine the way a pack of dogs smells illness in another creature. They knew I was not one of them.

“I only mean that surely I have plenty of dresses for now, and I think I should concentrate on—” I meant to sound confident, but I was only loud. Madame would shake her head at me.

I was relieved when Opal broke in. Now I wouldn’t have to decide what I should concentrate on. “Why, of course, your highness.” The tone of her voice was like a bell, lovely to listen to. She exchanged a glance with Ruby, who made the slightest nod. “We won’t trouble you any longer.” Her manner, which had grown so intimate and friendly lately, was cool and formal, as if we had just met. “We know you’ll want your own ladies to attend you; surely they’ll be joining you here soon.”

I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. Ruby laid a gentle hand on my arm. “We really have been neglecting her majesty.” Her eyes were wide and her expression grave. “She is patience itself, of course. But we only wanted to see you settled here, and now it seems you have everything you need.” She said it as if she wanted only the best for me. As if she liked me.

At last I got a word out. “But.” That was all I could manage, though, and the ladies ignored it. Giving me a formal curtsy, Opal, Ruby, and Pearl swept out. The seamstress gathered her things and hurried after them, as if what I had was catching.

My feet shifted in the glass slippers as the maid unfastened my pins and ties. I studied myself in the mirror and tried to see what others saw. But the girl in the glass only confused me. She was the same one my mother had called lovely. The one my husband called beautiful. And the one my stepmother called ugly. The one who needed that little something more.

Who should I believe?

My reflection would not answer my question, but still, she was trying to tell me something. Something I didn’t want to hear. The ladies didn’t know it yet, but I did, and I had to admit it. To myself at least. The whisper in my head had been growing more insistent for some time now. Telling me I had found yet another way to fail.

I had pushed it down and pushed it back, telling myself I was worrying over nothing. I was imagining things. But now, feeling the sharpness of the slippers against my skin, I couldn’t deny it any longer. Whether my feet were growing bigger or my shoes were growing smaller hardly mattered.

The glass slippers no longer fit.


Two

Once, in the beginning, the shoes had fit. I was sure of that. There had been no tightness, only a shiver of anticipation as I slid them on my feet. When I appeared at the palace, I was the talk of the ball. Heads turned, people whispered, women exclaimed and pointed me out to their friends. Beautiful, they said. Enchanting. A Picture. Men followed me with their eyes, murmuring to one another, Lord, if I were a younger man…they said. I say, wouldn’t you like to…Yes, I would.

Without the soil of the garden on my hands or the soot of the hearth on my face, even my own family didn’t recognize me when I appeared at the ball. So I couldn’t have been myself. I was only playing the part of another girl. A girl who belonged here.

Alone now, I crouched on my dressing room sofa and held the slipper up, turning it around to see it from every angle. It didn’t look any smaller. I looked down at my feet. They didn’t look any bigger. But there were red marks on my toes and heels, from where the shoes pressed into them. And all around the top of each foot was a pale pink line where the opening of the shoe gripped my skin.

Perhaps these pale pink lines were the cost I had to pay. After all, every wish comes at a price.

What would people think if they knew? In their eyes, I would be as bad as my sisters: the girls who had cut their feet to fit the slipper. I had cheated every bit as much as they had, and everyone would know.

They’d all look at each other with knowing smiles: Opal, Ruby, Pearl, the queen, the king. They would say they’d known it all along. Oh, I could tell the first time I saw her, one of them would say with a sadness that barely hid her delight. That something was wrong about her. You know.

What the something was, she wouldn’t say, but the others would nod, still too polite to imply I hadn’t come by my good fortune honestly. Yes, they knew. They all knew. And can you imagine if there had been children? Now they would all stop nodding and shake their heads instead, imagining the shame of it. I said it from the first. She was so unsuitable for him really, my dear.

And the others in the palace, from the stables to the gardens to the kitchens, would think exactly the same. I was marked, as if with a bit of garden dirt under my nails that would never wash off. If only you could have seen her, my maid would say to the grooms, footmen, cooks, and scullery maids assembled in the kitchen to hear the story. No idea how to behave, or dress, or wear her hair. I’m almost sorry for her. But she asked for it, didn’t she? She got her wish. They would laugh. I would have provided them some entertainment.

I would be gone by this time, of course. Where to, I didn’t know. Wherever they sent failed princesses. Wherever they sent girls who deceived their way to a crown.

There was no one I could tell. I ran my finger around the pink line on my foot. I never wore stockings under the slippers. It was the one bit of nonconformity everyone indulged me. Stockings would spoil the effect of the clear glass surrounding my foot. If I had worn them, I could have tried thinner stockings now, or gone without. Just to give me a little room. But there was no more room.

There was a noise from the bedroom, and I started, tucking my feet under my skirts. My husband stood in the doorway. I let out a shallow breath. He was the reason I was here, the one reason. He stayed there, his eyes on me like I was the only person in the room. I was, but he always looked at me like that, no matter how many people were around. He had looked at me like that from the night we met. Your eyes, he’d said during our first dance, they’re green as leaves with the sun shining through them. You’ll get tired of me staring, but I don’t think I can stop. He hadn’t stopped, but I had never tired of it. It was intoxicating, and I still wasn’t used to it. After all, I didn’t even know if that look was real.

He glanced around, realizing the room was empty, and then he smiled the smile I fell in love with. The one that was only for me. It started at his eyes, slow, almost cautious at first. But it was infectious. By the time it reached his lips and the dimple in his left cheek appeared, I was warm all through. “Where is everyone?”

“They le—” We had been married for months now, but sometimes I still had trouble stringing a sentence together around him. I always had to guard my tongue. Who knew what I might say?

I tried again. “They’re with the queen.”

He sat down beside me, putting an arm around my waist. “Will they be—” He stopped and leaned down, picking a pearl bracelet up from the floor. I’d put it on that morning and must not have noticed when it fell off. He laid it around my wrist, but the clasp would not fasten. “Hmm.” He frowned, but I could tell he was pleased. He winked at me as he stood and walked to my dressing table.

He came back with a hair pin and a nail file, and in a moment, the clasp was open. “Here we are,” he murmured, his nimble fingers shifting the workings inside.

I watched him, head bent, absorbed in his work, until he straightened and wrapped the pearls around my wrist again. “There,” he said, clicking the clasp into place.

“How are you so clever with your hands?”

“Not terribly royal.” He gave me a wry smile and put an arm around me. “Mother would be…”

“Disappointed,” we said together.

I leaned my head against his shoulder. If only I could be so careless about the queen’s opinion.

“So, when will your ladies be back?”

“They aren’t my—” I didn’t want to trouble him with something like this. “I don’t know.” How could I explain? He would only get that puzzled expression he sometimes had these days, as if he wondered why I failed to make the right impression. My wish only affected him, so perhaps he couldn’t see what others saw.

When I didn’t say more, his fingers squeezed my waist, a little prompt. I changed the subject. “What are you doing here?” During the day he was always busy with princely things: appearances, court matters, affairs of state. None of them required me.

He withdrew his arm and rubbed his eyes, a lock of soft brown hair falling onto his forehead. “I’ve got to take the marquess on a tour of the park.”

The marquess was here. So he and his wife would stay for dinner. The last time they had been here, the marchioness had gone on about what a good appetite I had. But then she’d turned to my husband, batting him playfully with her fan and saying, She’s far too thin, your highness. You’ll need to fatten her up. Why, I had wondered. Did they slaughter princesses like livestock?

I sighed. “At least you’ll have a nice ride.”

He let out an annoyed breath. “I’d rather stay here with you.”

“Then do,” I begged him. “I’ll tell you a story.”

He smiled, but shook his head. “Tell me one tonight.”

I went on anyway. “Let’s see…” My fingers played idly across my knees and onto his as I tried to think of a suitable one. “Unwanted visitors…”

He gave a soft laugh in spite of himself, and I went on.

“Once, there was a little girl with golden hair. She was walking in the woods one day when she came upon a house. When she knocked, no one answered, but she—”

“I’m sorry, darling. I can’t concentrate now.” He took hold of my hands. “Tell me tonight.”

“What’s wrong?”

He shrugged. “Unwanted visitors.” He gave me a pained smile. “They give me a headache.”

I jumped up. “Let me get you some mint tea.” I had never been to the palace kitchen gardens, but surely there would be mint growing somewhere. He caught my hand before I’d gotten far. “It’s good for headaches,” I laughed as he pulled me back to the sofa.

“There’s no need for that.” He stretched out, laying his head in my lap. “I only have a moment. I just came up here to change.” He reached for my hands and laid them over his eyes, sighing. “Mmm, your fingers are cool.”

For a moment I let myself imagine a garden: the soil warm under my bare feet, the mint leaves rough and pungent on my fingers. I could almost feel the steam from the kettle as I took it off the fire and poured the boiling water into the teapot. We would sit across a scrubbed wooden table, just the two of us, telling each other stories and drinking tea.

Where this was, I couldn’t tell. Nowhere I had ever been or was likely to be. Telling stories wasn’t dignified. And I was not to do things for myself anymore. Things like dressing myself or pinning up my hair. Things like fetching water and making tea.

So why did I long to do it so much? The queen and her ladies would disapprove.

It all tumbled out, then, before I even realized I was talking. “They say they have been neglecting the queen, that I’ll want my own ladies now.”

He moved my hands and looked up at me, his eyes that unfathomable color I could never quite name. “You don’t mind, do you? You never wanted an entourage.” His lips curved a little mischievously, trying to get me to smile. “At least not that particular one.”

I tried to smile back, but failed. “You don’t…” It was heresy to say it. “You don’t like them?”

“You beautiful thing.” He squeezed my hands. “If I had liked them, even one of them, we never would have had a ball in the first place. Mother was determined to show me no girl could surpass her choices. Her plan failed spectacularly. Because of you.”

“She’ll never forgive me.” I sighed.

He reached up, twining one of my curls around his finger. “Then I’ll just love you all the more.”

His words warmed me for a moment. Until I remembered about the ladies. “But who would I get instead? Not my sisters.”

I knew what everyone thought. I caught the whispers, snatches of conversation people thought I couldn’t hear. They were mostly about my stepsisters and their lack of breeding, pretending to fit the glass slipper. Even better was the story of my wedding and the punishment they received there. Blinded! I heard a lady say once, savoring the word as if she had never tasted anything so delicious. Yes, by a flock of birds. All those cruel little beaks! Can you imagine?

My husband was frowning a little. This was his usual expression when my family was mentioned. At first, I thought it was out of loyalty, because of how they had treated me. But now I wondered. What if he blamed me? For belonging to a family like that. Was it only his good manners that kept him from frowning at me the same way? And what if he knew all I hadn’t told him? My skin went hot and cold all at once.

He sat up, taking my hand. “Don’t worry.” He bent his head to try to catch my eye, “we’ll find someone. I could ask—”

“No, darling, don’t bother. I’m sure I can think of someone.”

That was a lie. There was no one I could ask, but I couldn’t bear the thought of someone else, or a group of someones, chosen by the queen, or even my husband, floating into this room. Perhaps they’d be wearing jade and jet and sapphires instead of opals and pearls and rubies. But they would be the same, pretending to be my friends. Pretending they liked me.

“As you wish.” He kissed me, his lips warm on mine. “I’ve got to change. They’ll be waiting on me.”

I kept hold of his hand. “But your headache…Shouldn’t you stay?”

“It’s better now.” He pressed a kiss into my palm before he stood up. “Your touch works wonders.”
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I stayed where I was on the sofa, wishing it were as easy as everyone made it sound, replacing something. Finding a new group of ladies, or a new pair of slippers. As if I could simply order them. As if I could walk into a shop, saying, Yes, I’d like two ladies in waiting. No, three is too many. I don’t want them too fashionable. Just someone I could talk to. Someone who wouldn’t think there was something wrong with me. The lady in the shop would look uncomfortable. No, we don’t have anyone like that, I’m afraid.

A huff of air came out my nose, not quite a laugh. Even in my imagination, it wouldn’t work. And as for Pearl’s suggestion, You must have a new glass pair made, it was just as ridiculous. As if all I had to do was go back to the churchyard, back to the hazel tree at my mother’s grave, and order a new pair.

Or wish for one.

I must have stopped breathing for a moment, imagining doing just that. Then I sat up straight, air rushing back into my lungs. What if I could? Wishing had worked before. I set the slippers on the floor, forced my feet into them, and ran to the stables.


Three

The stables had a familiar scent, of straw and animals and manure. The queen and her ladies would have wrinkled their noses in distaste, but I was not like them. The rough wood of the stalls, the muffled sounds of the animals, even the smell of the place soothed me. In the stables my stays did not squeeze so tightly around my ribs. In the stables I could breathe.

I picked my way along the rows of stalls, past fine carriage horses and long-legged hunters and massive draft horses, each bred and trained for a particular task. Except for one in the last row, a shaggy mare with a patched brown and white coat and a friendly tilt to her ears. Perhaps her owner was a craftsman or a traveler, someone just passing through. She did not belong here.

At home, I would have come to the stables with an apple or a carrot in my apron pocket. Here, I had nothing. But there was a sack of oats nearby. I took a handful and held it out to her, my hand flat under her nose.

Behind me, one of the grooms coughed. “The carriage is nearly ready, your highness.” When I turned, he blushed and turned his face away. He looked as if he had come upon me naked, not stroking a horse’s nose as she tasted the lace at my elbow.

“Perhaps you would like to wait outside.” The groom held out an arm in the direction he wanted me to go.

I did not want to wait outside; someone might wonder what I was up to. But a princess should not wait in the stables with the animals. I leaned my forehead against the mare’s neck and tangled my fingers in her mane, inhaling her warmth. Then I followed the groom outside.

I stood in the courtyard, twisting the ring around my finger, then sliding it back and forth over my knuckle. The queen always looked at me sternly when she caught me doing this. She had given up her dead mother’s wedding ring for me to use as mine. Another thing to resent. I wasn’t ungrateful; it was an elegant, costly thing, the gems set in the shape of a rose. But it was heavy on my finger. I still wasn’t used to the feel of it.

When the footman opened the carriage door I hurried inside, hoping no one had seen me. It would get around, of course, this little excursion of mine. But was it so very odd, to take a drive?

Once we left the palace behind, I watched out the side window, willing the carriage to go faster. I hadn’t been this way since my marriage. I hadn’t looked back then; I hadn’t wanted to. But now I had decided to return, I couldn’t wait to be back in the churchyard. I couldn’t wait to see the tree.

All those years ago, just after my mother died, I planted a hazel tree at her grave. I couldn’t say why. I only knew I couldn’t bear to leave my mother alone under that hard, unmoving headstone. Dutiful daughter, it said without feeling. Beloved wife, the carved letters declared. Devoted mother. I couldn’t bear to bury a seed and wonder when, or if, it would push out of the earth and return to life. I had buried enough.

So after the burial, after everyone left, I stayed behind. I planted a twig, right into the ground as I’d seen the gardeners do with willows. Surely I could do the same. It was slight and bendy, with a single flower at the tip, its tiny pink fingers just peeking out of the bud. It would grow, I told myself as I patted the dirt flat around the twig. It had to.

But I didn’t quite believe myself. My hands still in the dirt, I begged the little twig to take root, my grief pouring, streaming from my fingers and into the earth like water. The ground warmed, and my skin tingled. I grew dizzy, but I stayed where I was. At last I curled into a ball beside the twig, the lightheadedness too strong for me to stand. I think I even slept for a time.

When I sat up, though, I was sure the little branch was taller, the flower more open. There were even a few tiny branches sprouting from the sides. I was shaky and weak, but it would grow now. I was sure it would.

It must have just been my wishing that it was already growing, to make me think that it was. That was what I thought. But afterward, it grew so quickly that a pair of turtle doves even settled into its branches to nest. It was taller than a grown man by the time winter came that year. If anyone else had come to the grave, they would have seen it too.

But I was the only one. My father was too grieved at first. And later, I never knew why he did anything. So it was only me at the grave tending the tree, the tree that granted my wishes and changed my life.

The carriage hit a bump, and I looked around, not knowing where I was. We were near the church now, but I realized I didn’t know how to tell the driver to stop. When I traveled with my husband, he never seemed to speak to anyone. Everything was arranged in some silent language of gestures I didn’t understand. I knocked on the glass separating me and the driver, but nothing happened. I knocked again, harder this time. He turned on the box and looked over his shoulder, taking in my ungloved hand, now open against the glass. His eyebrows furrowed. I pointed to the church. “Can we stop here?” I spoke loudly. I didn’t know how thick the glass was, or if he could hear me through it.

We came to a stop, and the footman opened the door, just a crack. “Are you quite well, your highness?”

“I’d just like to go inside for a moment.” He didn’t move to open the door any wider. I tried to look like someone who deserved to have her requests granted. “There’s no harm in saying an extra prayer, is there?”

It wasn’t a lie. A wish is a prayer of sorts.

The footman looked puzzled. I had access to the royal chapel at the palace. Why would I stoop to enter a common church? At last, he inclined his head, opened the door, and handed me down. His long strides soon overtook me, so he opened the church door and stepped in first. Perhaps he thought he would announce me. I stifled the laugh that came into my throat at the thought. But he simply held the door open, waiting for me to go through into the empty sanctuary.

I couldn’t have him following me into the churchyard, though. I stopped beside him, trying to imagine what Opal would say, what the queen would say. Something commanding like, You may leave me, or, Wait at the carriage. But my stepmother had taught me too well. I wasn’t used to speaking up for myself. My mouth wouldn’t form those words, even if they were expected.

“I’d like some time alone,” I managed at last. “Would you mind waiting for me at the carriage?” He stared at me, his mouth slightly open. My words confused him, like my knocking had confused the driver. Maybe I shouldn’t have spoken at all, just made a dismissive gesture with my hand, something curt and sharp. But after a moment he bowed and left, closing the door behind him.

I pulled off the slippers and crept to the back door. Shoes in hand, I slipped into the churchyard.

The grass under my bare feet was soft, the soil warm. I wanted to run, to fall face down, arms spread wide on the earth. But something held me back. Once, I had visited this tree every day. It had been my only friend. But I hadn’t been here since my marriage, not since the prince slid the lost slipper onto my foot. Now I was a stranger.

As I walked across the churchyard, a feeling of warmth crept up my chest and into my throat, stinging my eyes. I wiped my cheek with the back of one fist. I knelt in front of the gravestone, laying the glass slippers in front of me like an offering.

I knew that wasn’t the way it worked. You cannot offer something you don’t want, expecting something better in return. But I did it anyway.

My mother’s gravestone looked abandoned and unkempt. It would; no one else came here. I dug my fingers into the grooves of the carved letters, trying to scrape out the bits of dirt and leaves that had blown in and settled there. I worked my way around the stone, pulling weeds and tossing them to the side. But on one side of the stone I stopped myself, my fingers on a small seedling under my hand. It was just a few inches high, sprouting diamond-shaped leaves with jagged edges.

A weed is only a flower growing where you don’t want it, my mother had said to our gardener once. She was cajoling him into leaving a creeping vine, a weed, in our garden, because she liked the flowers and the shape of its leaves. She had never cared about what should or shouldn’t be in a garden, only what pleased her.

I spread my hand out on the ground beside the seedling. What sort of plant would it be, I wondered. If I pulled it, I would never know. I left it there, along with a sprig of ivy on the other side. I would let them grow. She would have liked them.

I glanced toward the church door. I was running out of time. With my hands still touching the earth below the little seedlings, I closed my eyes. Before, I had whispered to the tree. I had told it the stories I could tell no one else: how my father wouldn’t look at me, how my throat clenched at the sound of my stepmother’s voice. Ugly. Lazy. Worthless. How I wished to go to a ball and pretend to be someone else, just for one night. And then a second night. And a third. And on that third night, I asked for something more. Something I never should have wished for.

That all felt so long ago. The tree was like a person I no longer knew. I had never even said thank you. I had never said goodbye.

I should say those things now, I told myself. And so many more. But the only word that came out, over and over again, was Please. In that please was everything I needed: I needed a new pair of glass slippers. I needed them to always fit. And I needed them to have the same magic as before.

I don’t know how long I knelt there like that, but when I came to myself I was lightheaded. My fingers tingled; the earth was warm under my palms. Something was tickling my forehead where my skin touched the gravestone. I opened my eyes and looked up, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand.

The little seedling had snaked its way up the side of the stone, pushing out leaves and thorns and white roses as it went. The ivy had done the same on the other side, meeting the rose at the top, where the two plants twined together.

Over the years since that first time, when I made a hazel tree grow from a twig, I had learned to control this unexplainable thing I could do. Sickly plants would grow strong, fruit would ripen, and buds would open at my touch if I willed them to. But sometimes, like now, it still happened when I didn’t intend it to. And I never got used to it. I reached out a finger and touched one of the roses, a half-smile on my face.

I rose and slipped around the gravestone to the tree, looking for any sign that it had granted my wish. My heart hammered in my chest the way it had done before, when the shoes first appeared. I could almost feel that sweet sense of anticipation.

Before, when all I wanted was to go to a ball, it was autumn. I didn’t think about the way the leaves fell with each wish the tree granted. Not then. When its first gift appeared, the glass slippers and a leaf-green gown, a flurry of golden leaves fell to the ground. With the second gown of red and gold, still more leaves rained down. And the tree was half bare by the time the last gown, silver as icicles, lay draped across the branches.

Then, with the tree still half clothed in leaves, I made the last wish. I did not wish to be in love with the prince; I knew I was already. I didn’t wish for us to be in love. I didn’t question my own feelings, only his. I hoped he was in love; I thought he was. But that wasn’t enough. I had to be sure. So I clutched the silver gown to my chest and wished. To secure my happiness, and mine alone.

I was a fool.

I wish the prince would fall in love with me. As those words dropped from my lips, all the remaining leaves swirled off and around me in a rush, settling over the glass slippers on my feet. The glass heated against my skin, so hot it nearly burned; a gust of wind swept the leaves clean away, and I knew my wish was granted.

I clutched the silver gown to my chest and hurried home to put it on. The tree that granted my wishes stood at my mother’s grave, forgotten. It was completely bare.

It wasn’t bare anymore, though. Autumn and winter and spring had come and gone since that last wish. Summer was nearly gone too. There were new leaves now, the color of that first gown. But they were not all green. I saw that as I circled the tree again and again, searching for a glint of glass and brushing my fingers through the leaves. Half the leaves were dry and brown; they came away, crumbling and dead in my fingers. The turtle doves’ nest lay on the ground at a bereft angle.

That was all. There was nothing in the branches for me.

I sank to my knees, my hand closing around one too-tight shoe. Those crumbling brown leaves told me all I needed to know. The tree’s magic was spent on my foolish wishes. It had nothing more to give.

My hand tightened around the shoe, and I raised my arm. The feeling rising up from my stomach and into my throat was not clear and liquid like grief or tears; it was black and muddy. But unlike tears, it would not leave me; it clogged in my throat and stuck there. I froze in place, one arm wrapped around myself and the other hanging in the air, poised to hurl the slipper against the gravestone. In the silence and stillness before I let go, I could hear the sound of the shatter and see the way the shards would catch the light as they flew into the air.

But that wasn’t how it went. The slipper hit the stone with a sick cracking sound; then it slid onto the grass unharmed. The black, muddy feeling tried to escape me in one ugly sob, but it remained inside. My arm dropped, and my fingers lost their strength, as if my bones had disappeared. I hadn’t been brave enough to do it properly.

And I had stayed too long. I must get up and return to the church, to the carriage. I must go home. The palace wasn’t my home, but whatever it was, I had to go back. My legs refused to gather underneath me, though. If only I could curl up there and let the earth come up around me. If only the magic that came from my hands would work in reverse, drawing me underground. But it didn’t work that way.

It was the thought of what people would say that made me move at last. Yes, she snuck off from the castle in the middle of the day. She was just lying there in the dirt of a common churchyard. The servant had to carry her back to the carriage.

Oh, my dear, someone else would say, it’s the prince I feel sorry for. We did so want him to be happy with her. But what can you expect? Unsaid would be the words, from a girl like that.

Planting my feet and hands, I pushed myself off the ground. Then I leaned down and picked up my shoes, wishing the slipper had broken into pieces against the gravestone. It would be out of my hands, then. No more pretending.

But the next moment I regretted the foolish thought. I couldn’t destroy the wish within the slippers, no matter how tight they were.

Unable to look at the tree, I fixed my eyes on its roots. “Thank you.” The words felt hollow in my mouth, but at least I had said them.

Once back inside the church I sat, grateful for the solid wood of the pew underneath me. A final hope stirred, and I held up one slipper. What if the tree had not replaced the shoes, but changed them, stretched them? It was only the littlest bit of room that I needed. Maybe just looking at them I wouldn’t see the difference.

But I did see something. Along one side was a crack, thin as a hair and forked like a streak of lightning. Hitting the gravestone had damaged it after all. Even in the cool of the church, my skin went hot all over. Was this how my story would end? My perfect love, my new life, my reinvented self all sabotaged, broken by my own hands?

There was no way to know until I put them on. I set the slippers on the stone floor beneath the pew, ready for my feet. I positioned my toes above them and closed my eyes, desperate to remember what it felt like to have my feet slide in effortlessly. Just like they used to.

Behind me, the church door opened, and I jumped, guilty. It was the footman. “Your highness?”

I pushed my feet downward. It was not smooth or effortless. The glass fought against me. I pressed my lips together and forced my heels down. The slippers did not want me anymore, but despite the crack, they did not break.

It felt like there was a hand around my throat, squeezing, but at last I managed to speak. “I am coming.”


Four

Back inside my dressing room, I pulled the slippers off. The impulse to hurl them against something solid had returned, but I didn’t give in. One crack was bad enough.

I sat on the sofa and examined my feet. The grooves where the edges of the shoes bit into my flesh were deeper. What had been a faint pink line this morning was darker now, angry. On my left foot, a bit of skin along the groove had come loose. I pulled at it. But it was like a hangnail; pulling one bit of skin only left a bigger piece hanging. Now it was worse.

My trip to the churchyard had made me late, and the maid would be in any minute to help me dress for dinner. I fumbled around on my dressing table for something to use on the bit of skin. The table was stocked with every tool a princess would need to make her beautiful. There were boar bristle hair brushes, sable brushes for rouge, powder puffs, dainty silver hair pins with rounded ends. Not a single thing was sharp.

I couldn’t go down to dinner like this. Someone might see the flap of skin, or the little spot of blood. They would wonder what was wrong with me. So I continued searching, knocking over bottles and opening drawers.

Finally, my hand closed around something with an edge: a nail file, the same one my husband had used to fix my bracelet. Its end was pointed to go under nails and remove the tiniest trace of dirt. It wasn’t designed for cutting skin, but it would have to do. I sank onto the floor, my weapon in hand. It was only a little sharp, so I had to saw at the skin, but in a minute it came free, a trickle of blood sliding toward the carpet. I tied a handkerchief tightly around my foot and stood. It was time to undress.

My fingers fumbled at my bodice, unfastening it as quickly as I could. I had just managed to get down to my underclothes when the maid arrived. I sat on the stool at the mirror, hiding my bandaged foot under my petticoats.

The maid didn’t see me, though. She just stood in the doorway, the yellow damask gown over one arm. She surveyed the dressing table with its drawers open and their contents spilling out. The line of her mouth hardened.

I tried to slow my breathing. “I’m afraid I’ve made a bit of a mess,” I murmured, making up a lie to tell her. “I couldn’t find my earrings with the pearls.”

She looked sad. “You’re wearing them, your highness.” No, not sad. Disappointed. Of course I had picked the ones I was actually wearing.

My hand strayed to my ear to feel the supposedly elusive earring. I turned to the mirror. “How foolish.” I couldn’t look at her anymore.

Draping the yellow damask over the back of the sofa, she bent down to pick up the dress I had just taken off. “If you would wait for me to undress you, your highness, your gown would be less likely to be damaged.” Her tone was flat as she inspected the bodice. I had torn something.

“Of course.” I made my mouth into a smile. “I’m always forgetting things like that.” Now she was holding up the underskirts, stained with grass and dirt from the churchyard. “I was outside,” I blurted. Obviously.

The maid said nothing but folded the offending clothes, hiding the damage, and set them aside. Later, she would take them away and do the best she could to repair the damage I had done: sponging the delicate fabric, bleaching the linen, mending the rips, replacing any missing trim or buttons. The way she made my worn dresses look like new seemed like a kind of magic. But I knew better. I had done all those things for my stepmother and stepsisters too many times to count. And I’d been every bit as capable at it, if not more so. It wasn’t magic at all; it was hard work.

The stained gown forgotten for the moment, we began the evening’s ritual. First, the maid tied and pinned and fastened me into the yellow damask. When I had to stand, I stood on one foot, concealing the bandaged one beneath my petticoats. She didn’t seem to notice.

Then she brought out the curl papers and heated the iron. People used to remark on my soft, honey-colored curls and the way they caught the light, but here, my hair did not please. It had to be smoothed in some places, set into regimented ringlets in others. With the curl papers in place, the maid covered the yellow damask and began to work on my face, powdering away my freckles, giving my cheeks a bloom they did not have.

At last the curls were arranged and the jewelry fastened. The pearl earrings did not suit the gown in the least. But I had said I wanted them, so I would have to wear them. The maid leaned down behind me, studying my reflection. It will have to do, her expression said. I’ve done my best. Aloud, she only said, “Will there be anything else, your highness?” Her words were the same every night.

So were mine. “No, thank you.”

She would leave now. Just another moment. But just as she reached the door, she stooped to pick up one of the glass slippers.

“Never mind.” My voice was awkward, filling up my ears. But she was too well trained. She looked around until she saw the other, poking out from under a couch. If I crossed the room first, she would see my bandaged foot. So I stayed, frozen to my stool, as she picked up the other slipper and knelt beside me, holding it out for me to put on.

We looked at each other for a moment. Then I reached out and snatched the shoes. I did it like a thief, like someone who doesn’t deserve what she takes.

“I’ll do it,” I said. “You may go.” She didn’t move. She stared at me, face frozen. “Don’t worry.” I hoped my tone was teasing. “It’s only a pair of slippers. I think I can manage.” She left, closing the door behind her with a disapproving snap.

I untied the handkerchief, and the breath I was holding came out in a rush. The bleeding had stopped. I stuffed the bloodstained handkerchief into my bodice and squeezed into the slippers. The clock in the castle’s highest tower struck eight; it was time to go down.

As the tolling died away, the clock on my mantle began to chime, a feeble echo of the bell in the tower. I should have been used to it by now, but I was always surprised to hear it, chiming just a little late.


Five

That was the beginning. I had started, and now there was no stopping.

It was only when I got back to my dressing room after dinner that I noticed it. My left foot, the one missing the piece of skin, didn’t hurt as much. As soon as the maid was gone, I sat on the sofa, knees drawn up, and examined my feet. The left foot had a small red cut where I had used the nail file, but the other red marks looked lighter, less angry than the ones on the right.

Could it be that simple? Had taking off that tiny bit of skin made all the difference? I studied the right foot, searching for a place to start. But there wasn’t one. While the skin was swollen, it was unbroken.

But I still had my weapon. The palace maids were almost invisible. I never saw them at it, but while I was away, they always repaired any damage I had done, restoring pins and brushes and powder puffs to their rightful places. Tonight was no different: the nail file waited in its drawer.

I bent my knee and brought my foot up on the stool beside me. I gripped the nail file, uncertain of where to start. The outer side was more red, but there were no broken pieces to make an easy beginning. I pinched a bit of skin between my fingers and sawed at it with the edge of the file, but I got nowhere. It had been dull before. It seemed even duller now.

I tossed the nail file onto the dresser. What I needed was a knife. Surely the castle was full of them. There were all sorts of weapons hung decoratively in the great hall. They were too big and clumsy for my purpose, though. The kitchen, stables, and gardens would have better knives. But I would not be allowed any of those.

I was allowed a meat knife, though. The kind that sat at my place every night at dinner.

My heartbeat quickened. It would work, I told myself; I would do it tomorrow night. A meat knife was just what I needed. I could smuggle one back to my room easily enough. Then I could shave off a bit of skin here and there; in time it would heal, and everything would be like before. My shoes would fit, and no one would ever know.

“Darling?” I jumped at the sound of my husband’s voice from the bedroom. “Why are you taking so long? Come to bed.”

I let out a shaky breath. For one more night, my feet would have to please as they were.
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I dropped my wedding ring into the jeweled dish on my dressing table, as I did every night. It had always been a little loose on my finger, and I was afraid it would slip off while I slept. Then the queen would never forgive me for losing it. In its little dish, it was safe.

I stood at the door to my bedroom, our bedroom, with my hand on the latch, my forehead touching the door. I longed to ask him what was wrong with me. How had I gone from the mysterious princess who was the talk of the ball to the girl who was so awkward she had to be instructed on how to walk and speak and hold a knife? Why didn’t I fit?

Perhaps I should have asked him, but between all his princely duties, those audiences, appearances, and meetings that didn’t call for a princess, we had little time together. In fact, the only time we seemed to have alone was at night in our bedroom. And I was so happy, there in the dark with him, that I forgot everything but the way he made me feel. Afterward, in the safety of his arms, I could whisper stories of stepmothers and ogres and wolves, of brave milkmaids and clever tailors. But if I ever tried to ask him then, my voice failed me. I couldn’t get the words out.

“Darling?” he called again.

Frozen outside the door, I forced my lungs to breathe in and out. In and out. But every breath brought me less air. What would he think if he could see the marks the glass made on my skin? If he knew my body, just like everything else about me, perversely refused to fit? If he knew his love for me was nothing but a wish?
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