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To Alexis, who, for 27 long minutes,
was lost at Versailles





T

C H A P T E R  1

he Paris sunshine is warm on my shoulders, so why am I

shivering? A fragment of some old memory? A dream? It’s a

man’s voice: “Blood, blood on your hand.” The feeling is so strong I

have to look. Of course, I see no blood. Should calm me down. It

doesn’t.

On my way to the Palace of Versailles, the Metro stops me in my

tracks. Mass transit under the Paris streets is a fast way to travel. No

problems with the speed and efficiency. But it is underground, lit by

the glare of the artificial lights, the air filled with the smell of machin‐
ery, and the odor of unwashed bodies. I hate it all and take pains to

avoid it, walking miles out of my way sometimes. It’s the worst at rush

hour. Add to the smell and the gloom mobs pushing against you. And

it's stupid that I waited all day. Even though it is Saturday, the after‐
noon commutes can be brutal.

Standing at the entrance to the grimy steps that will take me down

under the street, I check for my Palace entrance ticket. Pulling it from

my pocket, my student ID flips out and flies away from me. Where did

it land? I take a tentative step downward, scanning the stairs below

me, hoping it’s not stuck in some gross garbage pile.

“Eleanor Havens?”
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My name, pronounced the French way, all the syllables and

without an H. A few steps below me, an oldish man in a suit. He

climbs up to me. When he is standing just a step below me, he flashes

the card.

“It is you?”

“Yes, that’s mine. Thanks.”

“You are a student here in the City. Keep this close.”

He hands it to me, and I thank him in French. With the tips of two

fingers to his honest-to-god French beret, he salutes me and we go

our separate ways. He, up into the sunny September day, and me, into

the bowels of the subway system.

Waiting down in the gloom for the train, consciously taking big

cleansing breaths, in and out, I try to train my focus on anything.

Anything. But all I do is an examination of my sneakers. I know. At

fourteen, I’m too old for this. Dark places, close places. Uncomfort‐
able. Okay, scary. This should all be behind me. I’ve been told. Often.

As reasonable as that sounds, it is harder to live it. Maybe I’m not the

only one. Maybe there are lots of people who don’t like the feeling of

being shut in a box.

The train comes. Collapsing onto the seat, I listen to the tone that

signals the doors will close. Then they whoosh shut and slowly the

train builds to a smooth forward motion. It’s my lucky day. I have the

whole seat to myself without a bunch of trash at my feet, which is also

nice. It’s not the worst, but I’ll be glad when I am out in the open

again. When we lived in Japan, those trains were so clean. Japanese

people, so kind and civilized, such avid train riders. The cars were

always packed. Who’d believe the polite Japanese train companies

would solve the cramming problem by actually paying guards to push

people into the cars? Who could live that way? No way I could ride

those trains. I had to stay home and have a tutor come.

This ride is maybe an hour, so I waste time reading stuff on my

phone about the palace. On a Saturday it is bound to be crowded. It’s a

famous tourist spot for a reason: beautiful and historic. My reasoning:

if I arrive late lots of visitors will be on their way back to their hotels.
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I’ll check off everything on this list my teacher sent me and be back at

the apartment before nightfall.

The train jerks to a stop. A stop so sudden I almost fall off my seat.

The lights are out. Utter darkness. No sound except a faint mechan‐
ical hum and nervous laughter from somebody. Oh, God. Under the

streets. In a tunnel. My heart is pounding. I can’t breathe. Grasping

my hands to hold them tight across my chest, I will myself to stay in

one piece. No falling apart. In a second the lights flicker on. A mock

cheer rises from down the car. The train moves, picks up speed, and

continues through this tunnel under the earth. My breath comes back,

but I don’t let go of my trembling hands.
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kay. Nobody wants to be caught underground like that. But

me? It’s the worst. Afraid of the dark. A little kid thing, I

know. It still makes me feel, well, like I’m in a coffin at the bottom of a

grave. The Metro doors open and I am off that train, up the stairs, and

into the street as fast as I can go. I find a café. Lemonade to go. My

hands tremble so much it’s hard to count out the coins. I lean against a

sunny wall, and in a few greedy swallows the lemonade is gone.

Taking the other side of the street, I count on the sunlight to drive

away the quaking I still feel from that ride.

I arrive, but the building itself is still far from the sidewalk. The

massive gates are open and I join a few others, walking the honey-

colored cobblestones that lead to a wide courtyard. Cobblestones:

they’re pretty but hard to walk on even in sneakers. Standing here, the

huge arms of the palace make a U, and I know there’s even more of it.

It is more like a complex than a single building. And ahead of me, I do

believe there is a line. A long line of people snaking around the court‐
yard waiting to get in. All these people must have come up with the

same plan: arrive late and avoid the crowd. It does not gladden my

heart.

My phone buzzes. A text from Mom. Just checking in on you, it
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reads. I key in that I’m fine, and I love her too. See you Sunday. And

everything is fine. Another school in another city. Okay, it is Paris, but

still, I’m the new kid again. Maybe we will be here for a whole school

year, but maybe not. Depends on work, my Mom’s job, and my Dad’s.

And my job as New Kid? Try not to get too close. After third grade, I

have gone to a new school in a new country almost every year. Meet

somebody and say goodbye. Watch friends pair up. Eat lunch alone.

Walk home alone. Alone? I know it well.

I am about to put away my phone but, oh my God, I missed a call

from Dad. He probably called when I was underground. He’s in Asia

some place. I text him quickly to call me back. I never want to miss his

call.

The line at the entrance is moving. Ahead of me: Smiling Italians

in sunglasses, cute Japanese girls in impossible shoes. How did they

ever walk on those cobblestones? Ahead, two little boys rolling on the

ground, and girls my age staring at their phones while their mother

tries to talk to them. “All those vowels and els in the word are just

extra. Say Vair-SIGH. We are at the Palace of Vair-SIGH,” she

pronounces. They don’t look up, but one of them wipes her nose on

the inside of her wrist. Charming.

Stepping out of the sun and into the palace, the temperature drops

and the light dims, or maybe it’s just my eyes. The stone walls are

hung with brilliantly colored tapestries. Lots to look at. Each room is

giant-sized, with very tall ceilings and crazy-big fireplaces. Wall-sized

paintings are framed so lavishly in gold the point of the painting

seems to be lost. At least to me.

It is hard to imagine anyone living here.

Just when you’d think a room couldn’t get any fancier, we enter

the state rooms of the Royal Palace of France. Above me, even taller

ceilings painted to look like the sky with flowers and golden garlands

that seem to tie them to the walls. Paintings of naked baby angels

smile down from the ceiling strewing flower petals on me and the rest

of the tourists. Is there a surface anywhere in this palace that is

undecorated?

It’s super-fancy because this was the home base of the French
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Kings, and all of them, according to the information I got at the

ticket booth, seemed to be named Louis. Such opulence and splendor

paid for, no doubt, by the rest of the not-so-royal folks. Is it any

wonder the French finally rose up and got rid of the monarchy?

Walking through this place, you can understand their outrage. As I

scan the ceiling, my eyes meet the steely painted glare of a helmeted

goddess in the corner looking down at me. Hi Mom. I offer a shy

little wave.

Mom. Yep. That’s her. At least that’s what she was like this morn‐
ing. Another fight. About the usual. I just feel like she hems me in

sometimes. Okay, all the time. And if I’m honest, I’m opposing her no

matter what. And what was the issue? Some little thing, but it just got

bigger and then out of hand. And it all blew up. I was supposed to go

on a work trip with her to Italy. I refused. Sort of. She insisted. I stood

my ground, which is stupid because Italy is great. Then Mom gave me

that look and told me to stay. Said it would be good for me to be on

my own for a day or two. Fine. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been

on my own. God.

But she couldn’t stop nagging at me. My clothes aren’t up to her

standards, of course. You’d think I’d be old enough to choose what I

actually wear. That morphed into her other regular complaint:

carping at me about my so-called childish fears. It turned into this big

deal. Look, I’m not afraid to be alone. Not really. I know alone. It’s

other stuff, and she dug at me about that, too. What’s so childish about

hating close places? Or dark places? Or just being scared of something

you couldn’t put a name to? I slammed out of there and didn’t even

say goodbye.

Wandering into this next royal room, I stop in front of another

giant painting. Some goddess aiming a golden spear at a lion. A Mom

Quote comes to mind: “If you keep thinking you’re afraid, you’ll

always be afraid.” So, I got my own sweet way and didn’t go with her.

But it feels like Mom scored the win. The wooden floor boards creak,

and I can feel my pulse surge thinking about all the weird noises I’ll

hear tonight in that apartment. The empty windows staring back at

me when I pull the shades. That’s when every room will seem too

LAST WEEK AT THE PALACE
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small, and every creak and tick will make me shiver. Don’t think

about that now. Deal with it later.

I exit one splendid room with gods and goddesses and enter another

one decorated with paintings of the fanciest soldiers ever. Glorious

war is our theme. On the mantle above the huge black stone fireplace

is a sculpture of a guy on horseback, wearing a wig that looks like a

curly blanket. The king? Each of these grand rooms contains what

must be priceless paintings and golden furniture. Each one has a

vaguely bored museum guard glaring at all of us, waiting to see if we

lean against some treasure or break some rule we didn’t know about.

My map says the Hall of Mirrors is up next. Cross that off my list, and

I am done and headed home. Home: that empty apartment. Think

about that later.

As I reach the top step of a marble staircase, my phone vibrates. I

find a corner on the landing out of the stream of people. It’s Dad. I

lean against the cold stone of the wall.

“Hey! How’s life in the war zone?”

“Hey Ellie-belle. I’m getting some good stuff. Still chasing the big

story, though. How’s beautiful Italy? Are you stuck in the hotel or are

you getting out?”

I take the phone from my ear and think before I answer. “Dad, I

didn’t go to Milan with Mom. I’m staying in Paris.”

“Why’s that now? Did that tyrant of a Taekwondo coach call some

extra practice?”

“No. No practice today. It just wasn’t a good trip—Fashion Week.

Mom. She’ll be so busy. Meetings and the designers showcase after.

Her friends will be all around. You know, lah-dee-dah. It’s just better.”

He’s dead quiet on the other end.

“Dad, it’s just the weekend. It’s no big deal. You know I can handle

it. I’m not a kid. I’m fourteen. God. I’ve stayed by myself before.” Still

silence from Dad. Not good. “Milan would be horrible. I couldn’t even

wear what I want. Mom’s the fashion queen. She wouldn’t want to be
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in the same elevator with me, me who is not exactly her fashion

princess. I don’t fit the image—”

I don’t get to finish. He starts talking over me. I shut up. “Ellie,

stop. What image? Nonsense. You know we always want you with us

even when there’s lots of work. You’d be here with me now, but it’s

too dangerous.”

I slowly melt down the wall into a heap in the corner. My shoul‐
ders are up around my ears. I don’t want to argue. I hardly ever get to

talk with him. I need to switch this up.

“Dangerous, Dad? Dangerous? You don’t think Milan will be

dangerous? Dodging giant handbags. Those spikey shoes.” Okay, I got

a chuckle out of him. Good. I should change the subject. I don’t.

“Really Dad, Mom was—well, she still is the beauty. Her friends, those

fashion people, they expect her daughter will be another supermodel.

I’m never going to be that girl.” Silence again. Damn me. Why do I do

this?

“Stop. Nonsense. I’m not too keen on you spending the weekend

by yourself.”

“Dad, I’d really rather be here. You know I’ll be okay. And I have

lots to do. School’s just started and I’m already behind. I’m at

Versailles right now, trying to make up for that missed field trip. Mom

will be back here Sunday night.”

“Ah, Versailles! Like it?”

“Just got in the door. Pretty impressive.”

“I wish I was there with you.”

“No, you don’t! There’s not room for one more person. The whole

world showed up today.”

Score another chuckle. “You’re probably right, but any place with

my daughter is where I like to be. I hope you can make yourself some

space in there. You’ll be okay?”

“No problem. It’s toward the end of the day, so things are thinning

out. I’ll be fine.”

“So how is the new school? Are you settling in okay?”

Again, I don’t want to waste time complaining about school. I look

up and see I am being scowled at by a museum guard. I shrug myself
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up and turn and face the corner. “Well, you know, I’m the New Girl

again. I’ve done this before.”

“Ellie, I’m sorry we’ve moved around so much.”

“Dad, do you really think I’d want to change places with someone

who was stuck in the same school every year with the same boring

kids?” Of course, this is exactly what I would like. At least I’d like to

give it a chance, but I am bucking up for Dad so I don’t say that. “And

living in Paris? I bet lots of kids would change places with me in a

heartbeat.”

“You’ve seen a lot of places in your short life, haven’t you?”

“Yep. World Traveler. I miss you, Dad.”

“I miss you too. I’m hoping to wrap up this story by next week. I’ll

be back as soon as I can. I’d better run.” He pauses, just for a moment.

“Ellie? I’m leaving the light on for you.”

This is our private sign-off when he’s away. It always warms me.

See, he doesn’t care if I am still just a little bit nervous about the dark.

Mom is the critic. Dad leaves the light on for me.

“Be safe, Dad.”

I jam the phone in my pocket and squeeze my way back into the

tour line again. Okay, maybe I implied Mom didn’t want me to come,

but that was not an absolute lie. It’s partly true. I don’t fit into the

glossy fashion magazine crowd. I guess maybe all lies are partly true.

But they’re still lies. She’ll probably never find out what I said.

As I approach the doorway to the hall, the crowd thickens and

slows to a stop. Nobody is moving through the doorway. Arms stretch

up holding cameras and cellphones above the crowd. I can’t tell what

they are all snapping at since all I can see is their backs and their arms.

Now something is poking me in the middle of my back. I twist and

see a short, fat man, sunglasses atop his balding head. It is his camera’s

ten-inch zoom lens butting into me. I turn and gently twitch the

zoom lens aside. He crabs at me in some language I have never heard,

but at least he goes away. Now the crowd behind me is shoving. My

breath stops. My heart is thudding again. Why are they pushing? Why

aren’t the people in front moving? I am fighting to breathe. I don’t

know what to do. I am crushed. Crushed, until in the next second we

JANIS WILLAMS
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all ooze through that doorway into the famous Hall of Mirrors. I see

why everyone had to take their pictures.

An enormous room. A ballroom? Huge chandeliers hang from

above. There are so many people that’s the only thing I can see. No

one’s blocking my view up, so I look up at that ceiling. Covered in

gold, it curves above me. One whole wall is nothing but mirrors, I can

see their tops, arched like the ceiling and framed with fancy gilt mold‐
ing. I lean my head back to catch a better angle, and somebody’s

elbow jabs me right in the throat. Choking, I try to cough, but no luck.

It hurts so much. I lean forward to get a breath. A backpack bashes my

shoulder and almost knocks me over. I’ve got to get out of here. I can’t

go back the way I came. The crowd pushes me forward. I can’t even

see where it ends. All I see is people.

I angle off, hoping to grab a chair, or catch the eye of one of those

guards. Get some help. Just looking for room to breathe. I shove my

way toward the wall. Not the golden one, the wood paneled one. I am

scanning for a chair when I see a chink of light coming from the wall

itself. A door is fitted into the woodwork. A passage out of this stifling

place. I touch the door gently. It eases open. I slip through and close it

behind me. I’m in a corridor paneled with dark wood. I lean against

the wall and take those deep breaths that sometimes help. It takes a

minute. I close my eyes. Glad to be out of there. Leaning against this

wall just feels like safety. Faintly, I hear the murmur of voices from the

other side. Over that, coming from the corridor, the authoritative

click of heels on the wood floor. Someone’s coming. Maybe I’ll get

yelled at or thrown out. I don’t care which.
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C H A P T E R  2 3

hey settled me on a silk-covered settee just outside the

Princess’ room with a blanket around my shoulders and a

hard, little pillow under my head. I spent the rest of the night safe, safe

from Creon. As for sleep? I never got close.

It's morning, everyone’s a stir, but me. Its like I’m encased in jello.

The book in my hand, does not keep me from seeing the pictures of

the violence done to my bedroom. And the what-ifs arise. What if the

Princess hadn’t asked for me? What if I hadn’t ever met Creon and

made that very poor first impression? What if I’d gone to Milan with

Mom? What if I never came to this place? Never had a maniac after

me. Never known Lucie. Or Martin. I make myself crazy.

This room is quiet, except for the rain hitting the windows. My

eyelids are fluttering again. Vision out of focus, slumping on the

settee, I let myself go. I’m drifting now in that sacred space of not

awake but not quite asleep where every sound is odd and

transformed.

Before I fully disappear into a dream, the drowsy room explodes

with action. Doors fling open. Guards and servants appear. The air is

electric. Lucie rushes in with the other ladies-in- waiting. Wide
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awake, rising from my slump, I stand waiting for… whatever’s the

next thing.

All in fuss and flutter: the Queen arrives. Everybody including me

falls to full curtsey. The Queen allows her cloak to fall away and drop

behind her for someone else to deal with.

“What a lot of nonsense,” the Queen spits out. I do not see why the

King insisted I return from the hamlet, my little farm. It is impossible

to think in this place.”

Oh yes. This hamlet. The Queen’s model village. Perfectly thatched

cottages, but with marble floors. Groomed sheep and cows pretty

enough for a picture book. A place of refuge from the dull demands of

the palace, as Lucie explained.

The Queen collapses into a chair with her lips in an absolute

frowny-down crescent. I think I can see where the princess gets her

attitude. Her Majesty speaks again. “It was only last night I was here

for the regiment’s banquet. I need some peace!”

“Your Majesty.” Her maid of honor speaks. “Perhaps you were not

told. The women from the Paris fish markets, in a great crowd they

march to the palace.”

“Oh yes, yes,” the Queen snarls. “Those fish wives with their

bouquets of flowers. They come every year. Is it not late for them?

They are expected in August.” She gives her Royal head a shake. “Such

a strange tradition, I do not know why it has been allowed to

continue.”

“Your Majesty.” The woman coughs. Her voice is just above a whis‐
per. “This time they do not bringing flowers. They do not bring

tribute to you and the King.”

“What is it then?” The lady’s eyes lower. I can see her wring her

hands. “Speak up, girl!”

“Majesty. They bring a cannon. They call for bread and justice.”

The Queen stares at this woman courtier. A clock ticks away in my

brain, a clock that is beating the time to the end of this regime. A

cannon to Versailles. I cut my eyes over to see how the Queen reacts.

There is no look of fear or even of mild concern. It’s as if someone
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told her a story that made no sense. She rises and drifts over to the

window, looking out at the driving rain.

“Those women. Why would they come all that long way in this

storm?” She whispers, perhaps to herself. “They will be very wet and

cold by the time they arrive.”

The guards, the servants, everybody; they lower their eyes. All

except Lucie. She is staring straight at me. Instead of coming over, she

turns and speaks to Martin. “Martin, I need you.” In her tone is the

authority of a noblewoman to a servant. “Martin, the Queen has been

called back to the Palace, as you see. She was in a rush and little

Thisbee was left behind.”

Queen quickly turns toward Lucie. “My dearest little doggie!” She

squeals with joy.

Martin bows and starts out the door. Lucie stops him and beckons

me closer. When I am standing next to them, she speaks again to

Martin. Her voice is very soft. “And Martin, why not take Mademoi‐
selle Ellie with you to see the Queen’s lovely hamlet?” Lucie tips her

head toward Martin. “To find that little dog, you will only have to

whistle. You know how to whistle, yes?”

Martin is sent one way; Lucie and I another. She ties a cape around

my neck and pushes open the door to the outside. Holding me by my

shoulders, she looks very grave.

“The Queen’s dog. A good reason to get away and a chance for you

and Martin to talk and plan.” Before she turns to go, she stops and takes

my hand. “It seems our destiny approaches. Take this time, all the time

you need, together.” She gives my hand a squeeze and hurries away,

leaving me standing on a wide marble step looking out at the rain.

Around the corner comes a miniature coach scaled down to fit two

people in the back and a place for a driver in the front seat. It is drawn

not by horses, but by four large black dogs. They stand at attention

even though their coats are already wet with rain. Peering at me from

the driver’s seat is Martin. He unlatches the door and comes around

to hold it open for me. Pulling my cloak against the rain, I slide in.

Martin ducks into the front seat and we’re off.
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After a bit, he turns to me with a smile. “Madame Lucie?”

“Yes, she’s been doing her best to find a way for you and me to

meet again. Did she give you that package of clothes?”

“Yes, and I have hidden it away. Are we in a rush or may I slow

these beasts?”

What is the hurry, after all? Lucie’s right. When will we have time

to be together again? “Let’s take our time, Martin.” I have to raise my

voice to be heard over the drumming of the rain.

We turn off the main road and pull up in front of a building that

looks like a fake temple. The tall, graceful columns and the domed

roof make it look Greek or Roman. Martin ties up the dogs. We hurry

out of the rain and up the steps to get under cover. Shaking out my

cape, I see that there are shrubs all around this temple. We are out of

sight. We are alone. I feel my ears start to redden, so I shake out my

cape some more.

“Did Lucie explain about the clothes?” I am all business. Shake,

shake, shake out the cape. No, I am not blushing.

“There was not an opportunity. I assumed this packet was from

you when I saw the clothing. They are nothing my family could ever

afford.” He holds his hands out to his sides, in a sort of surrender. “I

cannot go back to my family. I need to find a new place and I need a

new story to tell.” He turns to me and takes the cape. “What will you

do, Cherie?”
“Uh. She found clothes for me, too. I might go with you.”

Martin’s whole face breaks into a smile. He holds me at the waist

and swings me up in the air. “Wonderful!” Back on earth, he looks

straight into my eyes. “You are not smiling.”

He drops his hands from my waist. I turn away and lean against

one of the white pillars, looking out into the rain beating against the

leaves. When I’ve got the words to say, and the calm to say them, I

turn and face him. My arms are crossed and my hands are tight

against my upper arms. As if I am cold. As if I am shivering.

Controlling my voice as best I can, “If I go with you, I can never go

home.” This is so hard. I start again. “I don’t mean it that way. I want

to be with you, but I want to go home, too. I want to see my parents
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and everything that is... It’s where I belong, Martin.” My voice

wobbles. I look away from him. “You and me. We belong in different

worlds. You want me here. I want you there. Neither solution works

for both of us. But if it turns out I’m meant to stay here, in this time, I

want to be with you.”

Now I get shy and feel like I am overstepping. “If you know, you

think I won’t be in the way.” So awkward. “Switzerland should be safe

even though it’s far. I don’t have a map, but I know it is east of here. I

guess, just walk toward the rising sun?”

“Ellie. Cherie. You and me? I would be so glad.” He looks up at the

roof. “That is selfish of me. I want you to be safe. If that means we are

together, that is the best thing of all. But, most, I want what is right for

you.” My eyes stay low as Martin takes my hand and folds his other

hand over it. I take a breath and allow myself to watch his face. His

eyes are on our hands.

“You are so brave and calm amid all this.” He says. “Here you are in

a foreign place away from your family. And you know better than me

that we are on the brink of disaster. But you are standing with us,

with me, and the Marquise, and her husband.”

He raises his eyes and holds my gaze for a long time. When he

speaks, he stresses every word. “You are fearless.” I shake my head, no.

“Cherie, you are. Finding a way to guide us to safety somehow. And

even with all this trouble ahead there is room in your heart for

laughter and joy. That is what I love about you.”

I jump a little when he says this.

Martin closes his eyes for a moment. He gives my hand a

squeeze. “Those words, they did not just slip out. I have been

thinking about this—about you, really—and how much I will lose

when you go away from me. You complain that you are not pretty.”

He reaches out and touches my nose. “Oh, yes, the broken nose. It is

your badge of honor! I tell you, Ellie, you have come to mean so

much to me in just a few short days. It is as if you have been walking

beside me forever. You are generous with all of us, even those little

children who are not so easy to like. I love that. I love you. It is that

simple.”
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My heart hammers. What can I say? That I love him back? I don’t

even know that! But I know I’m happy. Why do I feel like crying?

This guy, and in this place. What lousy timing. Tomorrow the

Palace of Versailles will close. One way or another I need to be out of

here, and so does Martin. Is this tender moment our goodbye? I look

at him so close to me. Maybe this will be our last time together. Or

maybe this is the beginning of our journey to a new life.

He takes my other hand. He pulls me close. “Now, Eleanor, my

Ellie.” He stops. “Look at me. In my eyes.”

I am not even breathing, but I look right into his deep and beau‐
tiful eyes. His hands cradle my back. He pulls me gently forward,

gazing at me as if he is committing me to memory. Leaning down to

me. A gentle kiss. And another kiss. This one is long, sweet, and

sorrowful. I don’t dare take a breath. I just want this moment to last

forever. When I open my eyes, I see his long eyelashes close to me. I

nestle in and I kiss him. I kiss him for today and… and forever.
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