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        Shipley Manor, Foxdale, England, 1863

      

      

      Aaron Shipley was only a boy of nine. He didn’t know much about art, but he knew that he couldn’t keep his eyes off the painting that hung above the mantle in the drawing room, The Girl with the Golden Eyes. The girl in the painting looked to be around his age, or perhaps a year younger, and was strikingly beautiful. Dark curls framed her narrow face, accentuating her hollow cheeks, nose, and unsmiling mouth. But it was the girl’s sad eyes, their color startling, too large for her face and seemingly haunted, as if she’d already seen a lifetime of sorrow. They pulled at the strings of his little heart. He wanted to help her somehow. He wanted to make her smile.

      Aaron didn’t know her name, only that she was painted by Monsieur Hebert, a French artist and friend of his grandfather’s.

      “There he is,” his grandfather said with his loud, boisterous voice.

      Aaron watched his grandfather bound into the room like a man much younger than his years. Grandfather was big and strong, with a thick mustache that reached all the way across his face to his sideburns.

      “Hebert, I tell you, the boy can’t keep his eyes off your painting.”

      Beside his burly grandfather stood a tall, slender Frenchman with black hair and a pointy mustache.

      Aaron bowed his head in acknowledgement. “What is her name, monsieur?”

      “Her name?” Monsieur Hebert asked with a slight smile on his thin lips. “Let me think. Ah! My little Italian’s name is Hana, and she is very fond of savarin cake. She would sit still for hours if you promised her a piece of cake.”

      “Hana,” Aaron repeated.

      “She is an adorable, poor little exile from Aquila,” Monsieur Hebert said. “She seems to grieve for her absent homeland.”

      “What about her family, monsieur?” Aaron asked, desperate to know anything and everything about her.

      Monsieur Hebert gave a small shrug of his narrow shoulders. “I don’t know about a family, but the girl does have a father—a tall, handsome man who also models for paintings. He’s a talkative fellow too. He once told me how he and his daughter walked all the way from Rome to Paris without even one coin in their pockets. He said that when my fellow countrymen would see his beautiful daughter, they would offer him both shelter and food. And when they arrived in Paris, my little Italian had no difficulty finding work. She has modeled for Jalabert, Saint-Victor, and several other painters. But I believe I’m the first artist to truly capture the great mystery that is her eyes.”

      “I come and look at her every five minutes.” His grandfather patted Monsieur Hebert on the back with his large hand. “In fact, I’ve never had a painting that has given me so much pleasure. You don’t wish me to thank you so I won’t do so. But I’m everlastingly grateful to you for the joy that will always be mine when I gaze at the little Italian, whose history adds to her charm.”

      Monsieur Hebert bowed slightly, and Aaron found his gaze again on the portrait. It was almost impossible to look away from her golden eyes, even when he heard the door to the drawing room open.

      “Lord and Lady Farrington, the Comtesse de Champagne, her companion, Miss Harris, Mrs. Fitzgerald, and Master Daniel,” the butler, Mr. Mills, announced.

      The Comtesse de Champagne was a tall British lady who lived at Elm Lodge, the neighboring estate. She had a hooked nose that could’ve sliced bread. Her dark hair was worn in a long braid that reached past her waist—it looked like a snake. She was dressed in a white-robed gown with a high waist, which resembled a costume he’d once seen in a Greek tragedy. She strode into the drawing room with a yellow parasol on her wrist.

      “We are here to see the painting, Sir Reginald,” the comtesse said to his grandfather. “Mrs. Fitzgerald was raving about it, and my curiosity was so much piqued, I insisted we set forth at once.”

      Standing partially behind her was Miss Harris, a slip of a woman almost as tall as the comtesse but half her width. She had light brown hair and cheekbones that pointed out like the bones on his wrist. Next to her stood Mrs. Fitzgerald, his best friend Daniel’s mother, who lived in Greenlow Cottage on the Shipley estate.

      “I hope it isn’t an intrusion,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said, her face round and rosy like the rest of her body.

      “You couldn’t be,” his grandfather said with a smile, and Mrs. Fitzgerald’s pink face turned red. Daniel slipped from his mother’s hold and came over to stand next to Aaron.

      Lord Farrington cleared his throat. He was a small man, barely taller than Mrs. Fitzgerald, with brown hair, but his thick mustache and beard were red. He also had a tick; his left eye blinked every few moments. Aaron tried hard not to stare at the eye like Daniel openly was.

      Lord Farrington gave the company a curt bow. “You’ve set the county into an uproar, Sir Reginald.”

      “Quite the feat,” Lady Farrington said.

      Lady Farrington was taller than her husband, whose arm she held, but not as tall as the comtesse or Miss Harris. She had golden hair and large blue eyes. Aaron thought she looked like his grandfather’s painting of the Madonna. The lady gave him a warm smile, and Aaron turned his head away, somehow embarrassed.

      “Lord and Lady Farrington,” his grandfather said, bowing his head, “Comtesse de Champagne, Miss Harris, Mrs. Fitzgerald, allow me to introduce you to the artist, Monsieur Hebert. This is his painting, The Girl with the Golden Eyes.”

      Lady Farrington held out her hand and Monsieur Hebert took it, lingering a moment before kissing it. Aaron watched Lord Farrington’s eye twitch repeatedly until Monsieur Hebert let go of his wife’s hand. Monsieur Hebert then bent over Mrs. Fitzgerald and Miss Harris’s hands, but didn’t kiss them.

      The Comtesse de Champagne acknowledged Monsieur Hebert with a small inclination of her head, but her eyes were arrested by the painting. She walked closer to where it hung over the fireplace mantel and stared at it. She stepped even closer until her hooked nose was nearly touching the bottom of the golden frame. Aaron wanted to pull the comtesse away from the painting. She wore a grim smile that he didn’t like—didn’t trust. Something about her wasn’t quite right, unlike the perfection of the painting.

      Besides, the painting was his.

      “They say she’s mad,” Daniel whispered in his ear. “That’s why she stays in France most of the year.”

      “Who?” Aaron looked at the four different ladies in the room.

      “The Comtesse de Champagne,” his friend said, covering his mouth with his hands and speaking directly into Aaron’s ear. “They call her the ‘Crazy Comtesse’ in the village. They say that she married a French comte for his title and then murdered him.”

      Aaron’s eyes widened in shock, but he didn’t always trust what Daniel said, even if he did play with the children from the village and Aaron didn’t. “You’re not going to fool me this time.”

      Daniel leaned closer to Aaron’s ear. “They also say that she sleeps with a loaded pistol underneath her pillow and never wears shoes—look, you can see her dirty feet.”

      Sure enough, Aaron looked at the comtesse standing on her tiptoes, and the bottom of her feet were brown. Gulping, he left Daniel’s side to stand by his grandfather and Monsieur Hebert.

      At last, the comtesse stepped away from the painting. She twirled around to face the group.

      “Monsieur Hebert,” Comtesse de Champagne said in her unusually loud voice. “I’ve never seen a more perfect child. It was as if she were ordered from a catalog. Had my own daughter lived, she would’ve looked just like this child—just as beautiful—just as perfect. I must have her. I must possess this painting.”

      “I’m honored, comtesse,” Monsieur Hebert said with an elegant bow. “But I’m afraid that I’ve already sold this painting to Sir Reginald.”

      “The child is certainly winsome,” Lady Farrington said. “It as if her large eyes follow you no matter where you are in the room.”

      “The colors and shadows quite take my breath away,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said.

      “A very fine painting,” Lord Farrington said, and his eye ticked twice.

      “Quite nice,” Miss Harris mumbled, but none of the adults paid her any heed.

      The comtesse was back to examining the painting on her dirty tiptoes, her hands on the mantel to pull herself up higher.

      “How much money do you want for it, Reginald?” she asked Grandfather, rounding on him with her yellow parasol—the sharp tip pointing at his nose.

      “Nothing,” he said, and Aaron grabbed his grandfather’s arm to protest.

      “Nothing?” the comtesse clarified.

      “I won’t take a penny,” his grandfather said and patted Aaron’s hand on his arm. “I won’t give up The Girl with the Golden Eyes, not for your entire fortune, Deborah.”

      The comtesse’s face contorted, and Aaron thought she was going to throw a tantrum like a small child. Miss Harris put a tentative hand on the comtesse’s arm, either to support or restrain her—Aaron didn’t know which.

      “If I can’t purchase the painting,” the comtesse said at last, “I shall purchase the little girl.”

      “You can’t purchase a person,” Aaron said, shocked, shrinking closer to his grandfather when the comtesse turned her beady eyes and sharp parasol toward him. “She already has a family.”

      The comtesse looked at him closely before laughing—a sound that would give him nightmares for years to come. Miss Harris released her hold on the comtesse’s arm and stepped away from her.

      “You foolish child,” the comtesse said sharply. “Everything can be purchased with money—even children. You should ask your grandfather. No one knows that better than he.”

      Mrs. Fitzgerald gasped, and Aaron looked up to his grandfather in surprise.

      “Deborah,” Grandfather said, his face reddening with anger. “I suggest you close your mouth, or I’ll be forced to be equally frank about your deceased husband.”

      “Let us calm down,” Lady Farrington said with a warm smile. “We are all friends here.”

      The comtesse made another incomprehensible sound before turning to Monsieur Hebert. “Where can I find the child?”

      “I don’t know where she lives, my dear Comtesse de Champagne,” Monsieur Hebert said.

      The comtesse poked the floor three times with the pointy end of her parasol, making a clicking sound. “Very well, where did you paint her picture?”

      “In Paris, comtesse,” Monsieur Hebert answered. “But the little girl is Italian. She lived with her father, but I don’t know where.”

      “I’ll leave for Paris tomorrow,” the comtesse said, her head held high. “What is the girl’s name?”

      Don’t tell her, Aaron silently begged the Frenchman.

      “Um . . . non, I don’t immediately recall her name,” Monsieur Hebert said, feigning ignorance with his hands. “There are so many models for painting in Paris. I don’t bother with their names.”

      Aaron wanted to cheer.

      The comtesse walked closer to Monsieur Hebert—so close that the bump on her nose nearly touched his shoulder. The Frenchman swallowed, looking uncomfortable.

      “Then tell me her father’s name,” the comtesse said. “Surely you remember the man you paid.”

      “Uh . . . um . . . Domencio,” Monsieur Hebert said. “If he has a surname, I don’t know it.”

      “Merci, Monsieur Hebert,” she said, spinning around to face the group. “I won’t return to England until I have the real girl with the golden eyes.”

      “And then what will you do with her once you have her, Deborah?” Grandfather asked caustically. “Nail her over the mantel?”

      The comtesse paused at this, as if she hadn’t thought what to do with a real-life child. She lifted her chin. “I will display her like you have displayed your painting for all of London Society and my particular friends to see.”

      “You can’t treat a little girl like a painting,” Aaron protested and then hid behind his grandfather’s back so that she wouldn’t stab him with her pointy parasol.

      “If she belongs to me,” the comtesse said, “I can treat her however I like, Master Aaron.”

      Aaron peeked out from behind his grandfather. The Crazy Comtesse knows my name.

      “Goodbye, Reginald,” she said, barring her teeth at his grandfather and turning away. “Lord and Lady Farrington, are you ready to leave? Mrs. Fitzgerald?”

      “Yes,” Lord Farrington said with a twitch of his eye.

      “Whenever you are, comtesse,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said, waving for Daniel to come to her side. She tried to hold Daniel’s hand, but he pulled it away. Instead, she placed both of her hands on his shoulders, guiding him to the door that Mr. Mills held open.

      “Perhaps Monsieur Hebert would be good enough to walk us to our carriage?” the comtesse asked, but it sounded more like a command. “I’ve a few more questions to ask you.”

      “Oui, comtesse,” he said, bowing to her.

      She swept out of the room in the same grand manner that she had entered it with. Miss Harris shuffled out behind her. Lord Farrington turned to leave, but his wife, Lady Farrington stood still. She was staring at Aaron again.

      “Don’t fret, Master Aaron,” Lady Farrington said with a smile. “The comtesse will be good to the little girl. She has long wanted a daughter. Good day, Sir Reginald.”

      “My lady,” his grandfather said, giving her a curt nod.

      Lady Farrington placed her hand back on her husband’s arm and they left the room.

      Aaron tugged at his grandfather’s coat. “You must stop the Crazy Comtesse, Grandfather. You must save the little Italian girl.”

      “Never mind what the Comtesse de Champagne said, Aaron,” he said, ruffling Aaron’s blond hair. “The chances of Deborah finding the girl in Paris are pretty slim, and that is if she even bothers to try. I’ll bet you five shillings that she changes her mind about the girl before she crosses the channel.”

      Aaron nodded, then asked the question that had been bothering him. “What did the comtesse say that made you so angry? What was she talking about buying?”

      “Never you mind that, Aaron,” he said. “She’s not right in her mind.”

      “What’s wrong with her mind?”

      Grandfather shook his head. “I’ve known Deborah for a long time, long before she married the French comte. And she was always a little odd, but after her daughter was stillborn and after her husband’s unfortunate death, she became paranoid about her health. She doesn’t wear shoes and believes that wearing only white will keep her well and prevent her death. She’s also obsessed with the medicinal effect of breathing cow wind.”

      A bubble of laughter started inside of Aaron’s chest. “She breathes cow flatulence on purpose?”

      His grandfather nodded solemnly. “She has an entire herd of cows underneath her bedroom window and keeps the windows open all night long.”

      Aaron wrinkled his nose and laughed. “How smelly!”

      “I can only imagine,” Grandfather said, ruffling Aaron’s hair again. “Come, let us get you packed for school. We can’t have Daniel leaving without you.”

      Aaron couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder one last time at the girl with the golden eyes—the sadness in them piercing through his very soul.
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        Paris, France, 1864

      

      

      Hana stretched out her thin arms to wake up. She shivered on the mattress on the floor, pulling the ragged blanket up until it reached her chin. She and Papa shared their room with two other Italian families, but she was the only one still abed this morning. All the other mattresses were empty, and the landlady had left an hour ago for the market. Hana touched her stomach as it rumbled. She hoped Papa had found her a new modeling position. Sometimes, if Hana was lucky, the artists would give her hot chocolate and savarin cake to eat.

      A month ago, a gentleman with a fine coat had met with her father. He’d come back twice since; the last time, he gave her father money, but it was gone now. And the landlady wouldn’t let them eat the food she prepared for dinner unless they had the coin to pay for it.

      Hana rolled up to a sitting position before standing. Rubbing her arms to warm up, she skipped over to the only window, peering out of it. She saw her papa’s tall, handsome figure walking toward her. She ran to the door and opened it, then she jumped down the steps, two at a time, until she reached the street.

      “Papa!” she said excitedly and ran into his arms.

      He picked her up and swung her around in a circle before setting her back on the stone pavement.

      “Hana, I’ve a new dress for you,” he said, holding up a little blue-checked frock. “And a new pair of boots.”

      She took the dress into her dirty little hands, marveling at its cleanliness. Her tummy rumbled again, but she was no longer worried about food. If her father had brought her a new dress and boots, it meant that she had a new position, and a new position meant cake. She grinned at the thought.

      “Go inside and put them on,” he urged her.

      Hana nodded, skipping up the steps to their room. She slipped out of her old brown dress and pulled the new blue-checked frock over her head. She twirled, watching the skirt flare out around her. All her clothing had once been costumes, and she wondered what role she would play for the painter in this little blue dress.

      Papa came in just then with a bucket of water and insisted she wash her face. Hana instantly obeyed. Washing was always a part of a position; otherwise, Papa didn’t make her clean her face. She dunked her hands into the cold water and splashed some on her face. She ran her fingers through her wild curls, as they didn’t own a comb.

      “Am I presentable, Papa?” she asked, eager for his praise.

      Papa smiled, but his eyes looked sad.

      “Is something wrong?”

      He shook his head. “No, my little heart. Nothing is wrong. Come,” he said, holding out his hand. “We have an appointment.”

      Hana placed her small hand in Papa’s large one, and they walked and walked and walked.  Her little feet were sore and blistered from her new boots by the time they arrived in a part of Paris that she had never seen before. The houses on the street were large and painted in bright, happy colors such as pink, blue, and canary yellow.

      Papa walked up the front steps of the finest house on the street and picked up the brass ring to knock on the door. He shifted from one foot to the other as they waited, and he wouldn’t look Hana in the eye. Something was clearly wrong with him. Her stomach rumbled out of both hunger and nervousness. She wondered if he was worried the new painter wouldn’t pay him an advance for the sittings. He had already spent all the money from the last two painters—Monsieur Hebert and Mademoiselle Fortier. They had only eaten dry bread for over a week now. No pasta, and certainly none of their landlady’s delicious tomato sauce.

      The front door opened, and a gentleman answered it. He was dressed in a very fine black suit with long tails. Hana thought his clothing too fine to be a painter. The man looked at her father, then Hana before speaking in French.

      “Viens.”

      Hana followed the man. She had learned a little French from the painters at the studios, and if she remembered correctly, viens means to come. As Hana stepped into the house, her jaw dropped, and her heartbeat quickened. She had never seen a studio, or any building, like it. The ceiling was over two stories high and decorated with gold. The floors were a checkerboard pattern of black and white square tiles. The walls were covered in paintings in gold frames. Two staircases, carpeted in crimson, curved from each side of the entryway, becoming one in the middle.

      She and her father followed the fancy gentleman up the left staircase until it reached the central landing, then up more stairs to the second floor. Hana ran her hand over the ornate carvings on the banister, her fingers eagerly touching the bumps and grooves of the carved grapes and vines.

      The fancy gentleman opened the door to a room and stood, holding it for Hana and her father. She watched the proud man in amazement. No one had ever opened doors for them before. Papa gave her a small push in the back, and she walked into the room. It was as grand as the first floor had been.

      There were two massive fireplaces, both with blazing fires, and sitting between the hearths was a lady dressed all in white. The closer Hana walked to her, the older the lady appeared. Her dark hair was liberally streaked with white, and she sat so stiffly in her high-backed chair that for a moment, Hana thought that the woman was modeling for a portrait. But when she looked around the room, there was nobody else there. No paints. No brushes. No canvases. And no savarin cake.

      The fancy gentleman with the coat and tails left the room without saying a word.

      Hana’s tummy rumbled when she thought about the cake. She had yet to eat that day, and the familiar feeling of hunger almost overwhelmed her senses. Her father bowed to the lady in white, but she didn’t stand up. Instead, she looked Papa up and down and then gave him a small nod of acknowledgement.

      Next, the lady in white’s focus turned to Hana. Her eyes were small and sharp, and her nose had a large bump on it. Hana didn’t feel discomfited by her scrutiny; she was used to strangers staring at her, touching her hair or her face and exclaiming over her beauty.

      She had never seen herself in a mirror, but as far as Hana could tell, she looked very much like the other Parisian children. She had two arms and two legs. Her dark brown curls were nothing special, and she’d never even seen her eyes so she didn’t know why others found their color so unusual.

      The lady in white stood up, coming over to Hana to inspect her more closely. She bent and looked at Hana eye to eye. Hana tried very hard not to blink. The painters didn’t like it when she blinked. They didn’t like it when she moved at all. She was supposed to stand as still as a statue. So Hana stood, unmoving, as the woman circled her like a dog circled garbage on the street.

      “Is she sick?” the lady asked her father in French.

      “No, madame,” he replied, also in French. “She is healthy and strong.”

      The woman slowly backed away, but her eyes remained on Hana as she continued to speak in French. “Then I will purchase her for the sum agreed upon.”

      Hana blinked. Surely she had misunderstood the woman. Hana didn’t speak French very well. No one had ever bothered to teach her. The only French words she knew were what she overheard others speaking.

      Papa shook his head and continued to converse in French. “Not before we come to an agreement, Comtesse de Champagne.”

      “I’ve already offered you a generous price for the child,” the lady said. “I’m not going to haggle.”

      Papa shook his head again, shifting his weight from one foot to the other—a trick he’d taught Hana to do while posing for a portrait. It allowed you to stand for longer periods of time without passing out.

      “Not about the money, madame,” Papa said. “About how you will raise my daughter.”

      “She will want for nothing.”

      “That is very good,” Papa said as he scratched his hair. “But I want your word of honor that you will treat her like an equal, like your own daughter—not a servant—if you are to adopt her.”

      The lady in white folded her arms, and Hana thought she could see the woman’s bare feet. She nearly laughed in surprise. How is it that the lady lived in such a grand house but couldn’t afford to buy boots?

      “Very well,” the lady said. “I will treat her like she is my own daughter.”

      The lady in white then turned her back on Hana and Papa and walked over to the bureau. She opened the top drawer and took out two washleather bags about the size of her hand. They appeared to be full of gold coins. Hana had never seen so much money in all her life. She looked at the bags with wide-eyed amazement. What a dinner they would eat tonight!

      The woman handed the bags to Papa, and he put one bag in each of his coat pockets.

      “You may go now,” the lady said.

      Papa began to walk toward the door. Hana ran to catch up. She grabbed his hand and saw that her father was crying, tears falling down his cheeks. Something was wrong. She whimpered but didn’t cry. Models weren’t supposed to cry. Papa knelt down before her, kissing both of her hands, then both of her cheeks.

      “You will have all the good things in life, mio cara. All the good things that I could never give you.” He stood up.

      “I’ve one last condition,” Papa said, turning back to face the lady dressed in white. “Hana must never be painted again. You won’t profit from my daughter’s beauty.”

      “Why would I need a painting when I have the original?” the lady said, smiling for the first time. Her large teeth were amazingly white, just like the tiles on the first floor.

      Hana looked from the lady to her father and then back to the lady. If she wasn’t to be painted, then why was she at this house? Why had the woman paid Papa a fortune if she didn’t want a portrait of Hana?

      “Papa, I don’t understand,” Hana said in Italian, trying to take his hand again.

      Her father shook her off. His face was wet with tears. “Stay where you are, child,” he said gruffly.

      Hana knew that voice. She stood absolutely still and lifted her head up. Maybe if she stood still long enough, she would be able to go back home. She no longer expected any savarin cake.

      Papa left the room without a backward glance at Hana. The lady in white pulled a cord and two other women came into the room. One was dressed in gray, the other in black, and they bowed to the lady in the white dress. The one in the black dress was fat with thin white hair that barely covered her scalp and a large black mole on her nose. The one in gray was tall and skinny, but she had pretty, light brown hair and she smiled at Hana.

      “Take her away and wash her,” the lady said. “And see that all her clothing is burned. I don’t want any infection in this house.”

      The one with the black mole on her nose took Hana’s arm and dragged her from the room. Looking over her shoulder, Hana saw the brown-haired woman following them. The mole woman didn’t stop walking until they entered a curious-looking room with a large copper basin inside of it. The woman with the brown hair turned a round thing on the copper basin and water shot out from a spout. Hana wondered why the fancy lady had a water fountain inside of her house instead of in her garden.

      “Déshabille-toi,” the mole woman demanded.

      But Hana didn’t take off her clothes. This was her new blue dress. Surely this is what the lady in white wanted to have her painted in.

      “Togliti i vestiti,” the brown-haired woman repeated in Italian.

      “Perché . . . why?” Hana asked.

      “The comtesse wants you to be washed.”

      Hana carefully undressed before the two women, then the mole woman lifted her up and put her into the water fountain. She nearly screamed in surprise. The water wasn’t too hot or too cold and reached up past her knees. But why did they put her inside the water fountain?

      The brown-haired woman touched her shoulder and pushed her down until Hana was sitting in the fountain. The water from the spout poured onto her back and the sensation felt pleasant. The mole woman picked up a bottle and poured a liquid into the water. It created the most beautiful rainbow-colored bubbles. Hana watched a bubble float in the air—higher and higher—until it touched the copperplate ceiling and popped.

      The mole woman took a brush and began to scrub Hana’s body like she was the floor of a kitchen. Hana squirmed, but the brown-haired woman held her by the shoulders until Hana was scrubbed from her toes to her hair. The mole woman picked up another bottle and poured a potion on Hana’s hair instead of in the water. The potion tickled her head, and the mole woman vigorously rubbed it into Hana’s scalp. Then the brown-haired woman picked up a small bucket and dipped it into the water fountain, pouring it over Hana’s head.

      Hana coughed as she swallowed soap and water. She hadn’t expected the woman to do that, but before she could wipe all the soap from her eyes, the woman had drowned her in water for a second time. She poured three more buckets over Hana’s head before she declared that she was done.

      The mole woman picked Hana up again, pulling her out of the copper fountain. She put a white robe on Hana that was so soft, it felt like the smooth fur of Madame Giaconi’s beloved cat. Hana buried her head into the soft fabric and rubbed her cheeks on it. The mole woman bid her in French to sit on a small chair. Hana sat down and continued to touch the softness of the robe with her fingertips.

      The brown-haired woman brought out a brush and began to comb Hana’s curls.  Sometimes a painter or their assistant would comb Hana’s hair, but they never did it with such thoroughness and all the way to the roots of her hair. The woman combed and combed until there wasn’t even one knot.

      Then the two women frog-marched Hana to another room that had a bed with four large posts and a pink canopy over the top of it. Hana gaped again.

      “This will be your bedchamber,” the brown-haired woman said in Italian and pointed to the enormous bed.

      Hana had always slept on a mattress on the floor. Usually with her father, and often with other Italian children. This room that was to be hers was larger than the apartment she and her father had shared with two other families.

      The mole woman opened a wardrobe and took out a small white dress, then opened the bottom drawer and picked out white underclothes. She shoved the items into Hana’s stomach.

      “Habille-toi.”

      Hana was reluctant to take off the soft, cat-fur-like robe but did as she was told. She pulled on the white underclothes, then the white dress over top. The mole woman buttoned the back of the dress and tied the bow. The brown-haired woman handed Hana two long socks. Hana didn’t usually wear stockings, but she obligingly put them on. Next, the mole woman handed her a pair of white slippers. Hana slipped her foot inside of it, and it felt like walking on a pillow. She slid her other foot inside of the other slipper.

      “Come,” the brown-haired woman said.

      Hana obediently followed the younger woman out of the room and down one side of the half-circle staircase to a room that was the most splendid so far. The mole woman did not come with them. On the ceiling, there were lights that sparkled and shined like reflective glass and made little rainbows on the walls.

      Hana pointed to the light fixture. “What is this called?”

      “A chandelier,” the brown-haired woman said and turned Hana around to face the fancy lady.

      She was still wearing white, but this dress was different. This white material seemed to reflect the chandelier’s lights. The lady smiled at Hana and spoke in French. “At last you are clean, child.”

      “My name is Hana,” she said, trying to return the lady’s smile but felt too nervous to give her a genuine one.

      “Hana,” the lady said. “At least that is a good Christian name. I will call you Hana, and you will call me Madame.”

      “Yes, Madame,” Hana said, giving an awkward curtsey.

      “To dinner, Hana,” Madame said and pointed to an enormous oval table that was covered in a white tablecloth. She then bid Hana to sit down in a chair. The brown-haired woman sat down on the other side of the table across from Hana.

      Again, Hana opened her mouth in wonder. She had never seen anything like this before. The cups were made of glass and placed on a tall, spindly stick. The china plates were decorated with painted flowers and so delicate that Hana couldn’t imagine eating off one of them. And beside the plates were silver utensils that sparkled like a rich woman’s necklace.

      Madame sat down and nodded to the fancy gentleman who had let Hana and her father into the house earlier that day. He led two other manservants, and they ladled food onto Madame’s plate, then onto Hana’s, and lastly the brown-haired woman’s. Hana’s eyes were as large as saucers. She had neither seen such food, nor in such quantities. Her plate alone could’ve fed an entire family.

      Hana picked up the shiny fork and gently scooped up her first bite of food, carefully lifting it to her mouth. The unknown flavors danced on her tongue, each one more delicious than the last. She eagerly took another bite.

      “What!” Madame shrieked. “The duck is dry, and the sauce is tasteless.”

      “I’m sorry, comtesse,” the fancy gentleman began, but before he could say another word, Madame picked up her plate and hurled it at the wall, shattering it to pieces that fell to the floor. Madame stomped her foot and screamed loudly. She picked up her wine glass and threw it at the gentleman, the red wine dripping down his white shirt like blood. Madame shrieked again, and Hana felt her throat close with terror. Papa never yelled at her, and even the harshest painters only spoke to her sternly. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she sprinted from the room.

      Why had Papa left her with this madwoman?

      Hana ran to the front door, but try as she might, she was unable to open it. She tugged at the handle until she saw the fancy gentleman walking purposefully toward her. Her heart raced faster than a rabbit’s.

      Sprinting up the staircase, Hana managed to find the room that the brown-haired woman said was hers. She ran to the large bed, crawling underneath it. She wiggled and scooted until she reached the wall on the other side. But she didn’t feel safe. She felt more scared than she ever had in her entire life—even more than when she saw a man stabbed in the street. Papa had been with her then, but no one who loved her was with her now.

      Hana saw the bottom of a gray dress and a pair of boots. She exhaled in relief. It wasn’t the lady in white, but the brown-haired lady. She knelt at the side of the bed.

      “Mi chiamo Miss Harris. Please come out, Hana. I promise no one will hurt you. You don’t yet realize it, but you are a very lucky little girl. You will have so many dresses to wear and lovely toys to play with. Please come out now.”

      Hana shook her head. She didn’t care how much money Madame had given her father; she wasn’t coming out from underneath that bed. Miss Harris cursed in French underneath her breath and then spoke in another language Hana didn’t understand. Hana’s whole body shook in fear.

      The next person to come into the room was the mole woman. She laid by the bed and asked Hana in French to come out. But Hana was too terrified to speak at this point. She no longer wanted to be in this fancy house, with its inside water fountain, cat-fur robes, and exquisite food.

      Where is Papa? When is he coming back for me?

      Hana watched the mole woman’s feet leave the room. Perhaps everyone in this mad house would leave her alone. But a few minutes later, she saw a pair of bare feet and the hem of a white dress. Madame was here.

      “Please come out, Hana,” Madame said in a calm voice.

      Hana’s throat closed again, and her heart beat harder in her chest. How could she trust someone who’s temper changed so quickly? She pressed her small body closer to the wall, closing her eyes tightly. Maybe if she held really, really still, she would disappear.
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