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      The air chilled Nadzia to her core as she ran down a dark passageway into the deepest part of the castle. A single torch on each wall cast a pale, flickering light on the damp, uneven stones. She was crushing the muslin-wrapped bundle in her arms, but she daren’t let go her grip.

      Was it only last night they had held the annual ball? Tears threatened to spill out of her tired eyes. Today the world was upside down.

      The queen should have allowed her to stay for the baby to be born. The child would have been like the little brother or sister she never had. All these months helping the queen prepare—knitting the soft blankets and sewing the tiny clothes and the little nappies. Now someone else would help Kopciuszek care for the wee one.

      She choked back her emotions. There would be time for self-pity once she made it to the mountains. Back to Esmerelda. At least if the queen had to send her away, she was sending her back to the only mother she had ever known. Hopefully the old woman was well. Nadzia felt a quick pang of guilt that she hadn’t been back to check since moving into the palace. She didn’t mean to be so ungrateful. Life had just gotten busy.

      She paused at a junction where the passage split in two. It was to confuse and divide any attacking army that made it this far into the castle. After a slight hesitation, she chose left.

      “Nadzia!”

      Her name echoed against the walls.

      She stopped. Hope rose. “My queen?” Nadzia retraced her steps. Had Kopciuszek changed her mind?

      Several corners later, she found the young queen braced against the wall breathing heavily and holding her rounded stomach.

      “Is it time?” Nadzia rushed forward and knelt, hands reaching up to feel the baby elbowing its cramped space.

      “No. I’m just out of breath. I forgot to give you something.”

      Nadzia squinted in the dim light. Dangling from the queen’s other hand were her shoes. The shoes.

      Clear as a mountain stream. Delicate as a crystal goblet. Legendary as the queen herself.

      “Those, too?” she squeaked.

      “One. You must, so you can find me again.”

      Nodding, Nadzia took one of the delicate slippers. “What if I should fall and break it?”

      The corners of the queen’s lips curved up, pushing dimples into her cheeks. A movement in contrast to the urgency of the day. “You won’t. The shoes are made of diamonds.”
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      New York City, 1947

      The Memorial Hospital looked like a small castle plucked out of a fairy tale and dropped smack in the middle of New York City. Originally built for cancer patients as a kind of wonder-building, it had been a disappointment, not a cure for cancer at all, and had since opened up to patients with other ailments.

      Kate Allen thought it was the prettiest building in the city with its classic red brick turrets and arched windows, but that was only on the outside. Inside, there was no hiding the sickness of the patients, despite all the flowers Princess Kolodenko had ordered up for the special day.

      The visiting princess had purchased every last arrangement from the neighborhood florists, from white carnations and pink roses to the more exotic calla lilies and purple orchids. Caught up in the excitement, the nurses buzzed about the circular room, setting out vases stuffed with bouquets amid the patients in the tower. The flowers’ heady scent covered up the sterile smell, making the room as close to a mountain meadow as Princess Kolodenko could transform it.

      Kate sat with her aunt, Elsie, watching the fuss being made for them. Elsie’s mind was clear at the moment, for which Kate was grateful. Over the years, dementia had been taking over her aunt’s memories, and no one was ever sure who Elsie would be when they visited her. But today was an important day, one that they hoped Elsie could enjoy with them.

      “Are you nervous?” Aunt Elsie focused her attention on Kate.

      Nestled in the hospital bed, Aunt Elsie looked so frail, though her white hair was beautifully done up in a bun with a white orchid pinned to the side.

      “Not about the ceremony. It’s what comes after that I’m worried about.”

      Kate’s gaze followed Princess Kolodenko making rounds to the patients, like they were her subjects and she was comforting them. The circular rooms were specially built to help the nurses see to each patient, and the center ventilation tube kept the air fresh, but the layout didn’t leave much room for privacy.

      Kate nervously chewed her lip. The princess was so elegant and full of life, even though she was as old as Elsie. Just how does one serve a royal family?

      Elsie reached out to hold Kate’s hand. “You will lack for nothing. The Kolodenkos are generous. And most of the time, the job is quiet. No fuss. Every so often the stepsisters’ family tries to take what is not theirs, and that makes for excitement.”

      Even though the descendants of the stepsisters, the Burgosovs, were in jail, Kate felt a tingle run down her spine. The brothers, acting on a mission from their mother, had tried to trick her into giving them Cinderella’s ball gown in exchange for information that might lead to finding her father, who was missing in action and presumed dead. They’d planted the idea that the glass slippers could help Kate find her dad just like they had helped the prince find Kopciuszek, the Polish Cinderella.

      The Burgosovs had been lying, though. They didn’t have the magical glass slippers at all. But now Kate couldn’t let the idea go. Could it be possible? Could the glass slippers be used to find a loved one? Could they be used to find her dad?

      Aunt Elsie continued, unaware of Kate’s musings. “It will be different now, a keeper living in America. Perhaps one day you will go to Poland? You look like a Polish girl. Tall and pretty and your hair is a lovely shade of brown. Or in future, one of your daughters will go?”

      Unwillingly, Kate blushed. Her thoughts immediately flew to her boyfriend, Johnny, as they so often did. Her aunt and uncle both assumed she and Johnny would marry soon, despite her protests that she was too young to be seriously considering such a thing. During the war all kinds of girls got married right out of school, but now that the war was over, they didn’t have to rush. Besides, the Kopciuszek dresses had so overshadowed everything in her life these past few months, she was still waiting for the new normal to feel normal. In light of the war’s ending, and then Kate becoming Keeper, even graduation had come and gone with her hardly realizing it.

      “Perhaps Poland one day,” she answered. A safe answer.

      The ceremony today would help. It would make Kate the official Keeper of the Wardrobe for the Kolodenko royal family, taking over from Aunt Elsie. The role had evolved from the medieval tradition of a servant overseeing care of the royal clothing and accessories, to the preservation of three particularly important dresses. The Kopciuszek dresses.

      “If we were in Poland, we could have ceremony in a beautiful garden.” Elsie gave an apologetic smile.

      Kate shook her head. “If you had stayed in Poland, who knows what would have become of the dresses? And the Keeper role would have gone to someone else.”

      Princess Kolodenko made one last visit, speaking with an elderly woman sunk deep into a hospital bed, before returning to Kate and Elsie. She looked around, frustration etched on her face. “Where is that granddaughter of mine? Nessa must be here so she will know what to do when it is her turn.”

      Kate followed the princess’s gaze to the door, wondering what kind of girl Nessa was. Did she like knowing she was a direct descendant of Cinderella, or was she mad that no one had told her until recently? Ever since the Kolodenkos had arrived in New York, they hadn’t spent enough time with Kate for her to know what to expect from them. First impressions suggested Nessa would be easy to be Keeper for. She was sweet and generous, though prone to losing track of time.

      As Keeper and Princess, Aunt Elsie and Princess Kolodenko had an almost sisterly relationship, but they had grown up together knowing the secret. Kate and Nessa had only recently learned about their families’ linked history. No one had told Kate what they expected her to do when Nessa finished her schooling in America. If the princess went back to Europe—either to their current residence in Italy or their family home in Poland, would Kate have to go with her?

      Nessa burst into the room just then, carrying a large bowl filled with oranges, lemons, and apples. Princess Kolodenko frowned disapprovingly at her granddaughter’s lateness, but Nessa only shrugged in response. Her soft black hair and rosy cheeks made her look more like a descendant of Snow White than Cinderella. “I thought I should add my part. Since the war ended I can’t get enough of this fruit. Would you be a dear?” She handed the heavy bowl to Kate before pulling a small box out of her pocket. “I also brought a special token for Kate.”

      Since Kate was holding the fruit, Nessa opened the box for her. Inside was a silver brooch. A royal carriage.

      “May our friendship exceed your service to my family. Thank you for giving of your time and talents.” She tilted her head regally while glancing up at her babcia.

      Princess Kolodenko nodded approvingly.

      “Josie helped me pick it out that day you were busy outside watching the display window.” Nessa winked, the formalness gone and a secret shared.

      While Nessa and Josie, Kate’s best friend, had been shopping, Kate had been outside the Harmon-Craig department store in front of the famous Cinderella window display talking with Johnny. Kissing Johnny, if truth be told.

      “Another symbol of Kopciuszek’s story,” Nessa said as she pinned it to Kate’s collar.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kate said. She leaned over to show Elsie, whose expression was starting to fade. Oh no, Elsie. Hang in there a little longer.

      Princess Kolodenko motioned for Nessa to wheel over the curtained dividers to give them some privacy. Then she reached out and they all held hands.

      “Elsie, Kate,” Princess Kolodenko began in a quiet yet commanding voice. “You represent generations of faithful servants. You seek no personal glory. No fame for yourself. Your loyalty is as solid as the Tatra Mountains in Poland. These values may seem old-fashioned in this changing world, but they are virtues you should be proud to possess.”

      Princess Kolodenko focused on Elsie, and the two old friends looked kindly at each other.

      “Thank you for your service, my friend. You have been faithful to the end. I pray the rest of your days be lived out in satisfaction that you made your family proud.”

      Kate swallowed down the sudden lump that formed in her throat. Poor Elsie. After years of guilt for betraying her sister, to hear these words of forgiveness—what a gift from the princess. Princess Kolodenko let go of Elsie’s hand and took up Kate’s, cutting Elsie out of the circle. She peered fixedly into Kate’s eyes.

      “Do not think of your task as trivial. By keeping these valuable items for us—” She glanced at the three bundles, lined up touching one another along the edge of Elsie’s bed:

      The ragged and patched servant’s work dress.

      The magical satin ball gown.

      The glorious white wedding dress.

      “You help us keep incessant greed out of our family. You help protect our family from destroying ourselves from within.”

      “What about the glass slippers?” Kate asked, hoping for a hint to their whereabouts. “Am I to keep those, too?”

      The princess shook her head. “Those have been lost to our family. All the more reason we need your help in keeping these dresses safe.”

      “Were they lost in the war?”

      “Let me finish the ceremony, dear,” Princess Kolodenko said. She turned to Elsie and took the amber necklace from her thin hand.

      This was the necklace Kate’s babcia had brought with her to America and given to Kate as a family heirloom. Until recently, Kate had no idea of the significance of the amber necklace, or that Babcia had taken it from her sister before fleeing Poland.

      As Fyodora clasped the necklace around Kate’s neck, she whispered, “I understand you have already worn this necklace.”

      Kate hesitated before nodding slightly. Princess Kolodenko’s kind words about loyalty and not seeking glory hadn’t always been followed in this servant family.

      “We’ve never expected perfection, Kate,” Princess Kolodenko said, as if sensing Kate’s thoughts. She turned Kate around and spoke directly to her. “Our family is well acquainted with greed, and the effect of the dresses on us is strong.” She glanced at Nessa. “We only ask that you try to keep your heart’s intention toward servanthood. Your actions will follow.” She smiled widely. “Do you, Kate Allen of the line of Keepers of the Wardrobe, solemnly agree to uphold the traditions of your family in protecting the Kopciuszek dresses?”

      “I agree.” Her voice came out quiet, timid. As she spoke, she noticed sparkles begin to fall from the ceiling. She lifted a hand to catch one and it melted like a snowflake in her palm.

      Nessa giggled, trying to catch her own sparkles. “What is this, Babcia?”

      “Magic.” Princess Kolodenko smiled, then continued. “And do you solemnly agree to remain loyal to Kopciuszek’s descendants, to uphold their rights and privileges with the dresses?”

      Kate hesitated. Her answer would truly link her to this royal family and their wishes. She glanced at Nessa, who gave her an encouraging nod. “I agree.”

      Behind Princess Kolodenko, Nessa clapped excitedly.

      The princess raised a delicate eyebrow before continuing.

      “I bestow on you the title of Keeper of the Wardrobe for the Kolodenko family. Guard our treasures well.”

      While Kate shared hugs, the churning in her stomach that she’d been pushing down all day forced its way back.

      All the smiles. All the congratulations. All the confidence everyone had in her was overwhelming. She had seen the quiet times and she had seen the “every so often…” as Elsie had put it. The stepsisters’ descendants could be formidable. And they wanted the dresses more than she did.
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      The prop closet at the Harmon-Craig department store was a mess. Kate and Johnny were tasked with going through all the boxes and inventorying every light bulb, wire, bauble, and pillar. Their boss, Mr. G, had suddenly decided that it was past time for a master list. Although he knew exactly what he had and could generally find it within seconds, it was the other window dressers who needed a list.

      “How is your aunt Elsie?” Johnny asked. His muscles flexed as he pulled down a dusty box from the top shelf. He started sorting while Kate observed his square jaw, set in concentration. That one strong feature stood for everything she loved about him. He was dependable, focused, and somewhat unreadable. Okay, maybe she didn’t love that last part. She wished she could always tell what he was thinking. It would make her life so much easier.

      He set aside silver balls, white garland, and plastic snowflakes. Watching his hands, she wanted to reach out and hold them. Stare into his eyes behind those new glasses of his. Brush his dark brown hair across his forehead. “Is she adjusting to living in the hospital?” he asked.

      Kate blinked, embarrassed her mind had been wandering. Johnny had no idea how cute he looked in his characteristic white T-shirt and jeans. The time they had spent apart writing letters during wartime had been fun—she had a nice collection of missives showing their progression from friends to more-than-friends, but being together was way better. The butterflies in her stomach could attest to that. To think, they could have a complete conversation in one sitting instead of taking weeks to talk over something.

      “I think she’s adjusting well. She was with us through most of the ceremony, and she loved the spectacle Princess Kolodenko made for her.”

      Kate sat beside the Christmas box and wrote down the items Johnny was pulling out. If she kept busy with him like this, she wouldn’t get caught daydreaming. He was all she wanted to think about lately.

      Neil, one of the older window dressers, came in and grabbed a bolt of shimmery fabric. “Oh, hello, Kate. Is your mother working today?” He nervously patted the top of the bolt, shaking loose the material.

      “Yes, she’s here until seven o’clock. Did you need something from Women’s Wear? I’ll run and get it for you.” She made for the door.

      “No, no. I don’t need anything from Women’s Wear. Just wanted to talk to your mom is all.” He cleared his throat.

      “I’ll be going now.” He backed out of the room and took off.

      Was he blushing? Kate felt a pit in her stomach as she sat beside Johnny. “You don’t think he’s going to ask my mom on a date, do you?”

      Johnny shrugged, letting out a burst of air. “He might. Do you think she’ll say yes?”

      “No. My dad. She wouldn’t.” The pit in her stomach shifted. “I don’t think she would.”

      It had never occurred to her that Mom might start dating again. “We haven’t had any real confirmation about what happened to Dad. She can’t start seeing anyone. Can she?” Oh, this is bad.

      “What if Mom starts dating and then they find Dad?”

      “There comes a time when you have to move on—” Johnny started, but Kate stopped him.

      “No. I don’t want to talk about it. My brother is tracking down some leads. He’ll find something.”

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Kate, but short of finding Cinderella’s missing slippers, I don’t know how your brother will find anything new. It’s been—”

      Kate held up her hand to stop him. “It’s been too long. That’s what everyone keeps saying. But Mom and I can’t quite believe it. She still won’t look through Dad’s things that the army returned. She’s still hoping… Wait. Why would you mention the slippers?”

      Johnny looked sheepish. “That’s what those Burgosov men said. I know they were trying to trick you, but why would they come up with that particular lie? They didn’t seem like the brightest fellows, so maybe they let the truth slip out.”

      Kate leaned back and stared at the ceiling. That was exactly what she had been thinking. “Did I make a mistake? Turning the Burgosovs in?”

      “You followed your intuition, and it paid off. They didn’t have the slippers, and they didn’t know about your dad. Doesn’t mean the shoes aren’t real.”

      “I wish I could talk to them again.”

      “The guys in jail? You’re kidding, right? Why don’t you just ask Princess Kolodenko?”

      “I did, but she told me the shoes were lost to the family. The Burgosovs are the only ones who can help.”

      Johnny gaped at her. “Do you hear what you’re saying? You want to risk talking to those criminal brothers to get information on a pair of fairy-tale shoes that don’t belong to you, and whose owner seems to be satisfied that they’re gone. I bet she’s not even looking for them, is she?”

      Princess Kolodenko didn’t have the need that Kate did. One of her granddaughters had died in the war, but they knew what happened to her. There was no mystery for them to solve. No need to risk anything. Kate raised her eyebrows in a look that she hoped said, Yes, it sounds foolish, but I’m going to do it anyway.

      Johnny laughed. “Anyone hearing us outside this room would think we were loony.”

      Kate smiled, and soon began laughing herself.

      Johnny sobered. He leaned forward and searched Kate’s eyes. “How do you think the shoes will help you find your dad? Didn’t the prince have to go door to door until he found Cinderella?”

      The last of the laughter floated out of Kate. “I don’t know. I thought maybe if I wore them, they would guide me to him.” She cringed. “Silly, right? But the dress is powerful. What if the shoes are, too? What if they do find people? I have this crazy connection to a fairy-tale family; I should be able to use it when I need help.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m in. Whatever you need me to do.”

      Kate reached out for his hand, relieved he was going to be supportive. “First, I need to talk to the Burgosovs.” She shuddered when she said their name. She never thought she’d have to see them again, and she couldn’t believe she was initiating a meeting. “Do you think they’re still here?”

      “I know how to find out.” Johnny pulled a card from his wallet. Agent Gillespie’s business card.

      “You keep that with you?” Kate asked.

      He grinned. “It’s not every day you get an FBI card. Makes me feel like a spy.” He tucked the card back in his wallet. “I’ll call him after work.” He handed her the notebook and pen. “Ready for another box?”

      Kate flipped to a new page, ready to start recording inventory again. After they zipped through a few boxes, Johnny sat down beside her.

      “Dad and I aren’t taking the ship with the rest of the film crew,” he said. “We’re flying out ahead of them this week. We’ll be at the Kolodenkos’ estate the same day we leave. Sure was nice of them to offer their place to us. Flying beats almost a week on the ocean, don’t you think?”

      What is it with boys and airplanes?

      “Floyd says there’s nothing like flying.” Kate refrained from voicing her thoughts about Johnny leaving early to work on his dad’s movie in Italy. And about the Italian girls so interested in the foreign American soldiers who helped liberate their country. Her brother, Floyd, had written several of his “sugar reports” about the girls he had met while serving over there. “And going early will give you lots of time to tell your dad about school.”

      “Hmm. Right.”

      “You’ve got to talk to him soon. Our semester will be starting when you get back.”

      “I know, I know. I’ve tried bringing it up, but then the conversation goes another direction. He’s got big plans for me and my brother, and I don’t want to spoil it for him.”

      “He’s going to find out eventually. Like in September.”

      Johnny pulled out another box. “You know what should happen? You and Josie should audition for the movie in Italy. It’d be a snap for you.”

      He said it with a straight face, but the longer she studied his expression, the harder it was for him to contain his laughter. Finally, he caved with a loud guffaw.

      Kate looked around for something to throw at him, settling on a mound of beanbags. She pelted him with one after another. “Nice, Johnny Day.”

      He protected his face with his arm, laughing.

      They had first met at an audition for one of his dad’s movies, and she had ended up sprawled on the floor, almost taking him down with her. She’d tried very hard to forget that day. Well, at least the embarrassing parts of that day. She met his gaze and it reminded her of looking into his eyes that first time. The connection was so striking she had felt like she was staring into Frank Sinatra’s baby blues. At first, she hadn’t known he was the son of Wallace Day, owner of both the film production company and the Harmon-Craig department store where she and her mother worked.

      “But Josie found out this week she is interning with a costume designer for the summer. Not even Miss I-Want-to-be-a-Star herself would give that up for a bit role in your dad’s latest film.”

      Johnny stopped laughing. “I’m serious. Then you could come with me.” He grinned. “You’re kind of growing on me.” He started repacking the box. “At least see me off at the airstrip? Then when no one is looking, I’ll sneak you aboard.”

      A summer in Italy? Kate was glad Johnny wasn’t looking at her as she struggled to keep a happy face for him. She didn’t know if she could visit the place where her father had gone missing in the war.

      “Besides, that way you won’t get too far ahead of me in your window design training,” Johnny added.

      “Ah!” Kate flung more beanbags at him. “You’re never serious.”

      He lunged for her, capturing both her hands in his strong grip while he pummeled her with beanbags.

      The door opened and in walked a pretty blonde, Fran Marshall, one of the store models. She quickly took in the scene of Kate and Johnny fighting over the beanbags. Her eyes narrowed at Kate before fixing on Johnny. “There you are. Your dad wants you in the meeting about our trip to Italy.” She smiled at him like he was the only one in the room.

      Fran Marshall was going? Kate raised her eyebrows, silently asking Johnny. He let go of her hands.

      “We’re in the conference room upstairs.” Fran crossed her arms and waited.

      “Don’t finish without me, Sparky,” Johnny said to Kate as he walked out the door with Fran.

      Despite Johnny’s using his nickname for her, which he only did when he was flirting, the insecure, jealous corner of Kate’s brain woke. She let the last beanbag fall. Why hadn’t he told her Fran was going? She must have a role in the movie. The last big thing Fran had done was a baking soda commercial. Out of sympathy, Kate’s mother had kept her in the store’s fashion shows. Not that Kate was jealous. Or worried. It was just Fran. She had bigger issues to worry about.

      But if she did go to Italy, she could spend her summer with Johnny and do her own research into Dad’s disappearance. It was unlikely she’d find anything the others hadn’t turned up, but at least she could say she tried everything to find him. And if she were able to find the glass slippers, she could do what no one else could.
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      Johnny never did come back to the prop closet after his meeting. Kate waited past her scheduled work hours, but eventually gave up and went upstairs to let her mom, assistant manager in Women’s Wear, know that she was going home.

      “Did Neil find you?” she asked, studying her mom’s face for her reaction. She is wearing more makeup than usual. A new shade of red lipstick. Did that mean anything?

      “Yes, he did. I’ll see you at home,” Mom answered, not giving anything away. She was holding several empty hangers and started for the back.

      “What did he want?” Kate followed her. And is that a new perfume, too?

      Mom waved her hand flippantly and kept walking. “To talk to me, not you. Quit being so nosy. I’ll see you at home.”

      Honestly. I only want to know for your own good.

      Back at home, she called Josie, who immediately came down from her own apartment upstairs.

      “Tell me again. Exactly what did Fran say, and how did Johnny look?” Josie tucked her feet under her on the sofa, balancing her plate of sliced peaches and toast on her lap. Her dark eyes focused on Kate.

      “She came in and snatched him up like she was his boss. He barely looked at me before toddling after her.”

      “And she said ‘our’ trip to Italy? As in, Fran Marshall is going with the movie crew?”

      “She must be one of the actresses.”

      “I don’t believe it.” Josie jutted her arm in the air. “For one, I’m Italian and I’ve never been to Italy. Two, I should be in the movie. After all, now I’ve got connections, right? With you and Johnny. Could he get me on the movie?”

      Kate gave Josie a horrified look. “He teased me about auditioning, but I can’t ask him that. Remember when I found out he worked for his dad? He accused me of trying to use him to get into that movie I auditioned for.”

      Josie slumped back into the cushions. “It’s not like my parents would let me anyway. I’m lucky Mom convinced Dad I could switch schools to study fashion design. Interning with Bonnie Cashin this fall is good enough for me. I don’t need to be in a movie—I’m going to help design costumes. Though I’d do a better acting job than that Fran. Aargh. I can’t believe it.”

      Kate smiled. Good ol’ Josie. Voicing the exact thoughts Kate was thinking but too proper to say.

      “You’re not worried Fran is going to try to break up you and Johnny, are you?”

      “No.” Kate answered a little too quickly. Sitting alone in the prop room, that had been exactly what she was thinking. Fran had a way of claiming things that didn’t belong to her.

      Josie took her plate into the kitchen. “I’d better go. Mom wants me to help with dinner tonight.”

      As Kate stood in the doorway waving good-bye, a telegram boy was looking at the numbers on each door as he walked down the hallway. Goose bumps flecked her skin as she remembered the telegram they got during the war telling them that her father had gone missing while working with the Monuments Men in Italy.

      Her father, an art professor, had joined the army so he could help them avoid bombing any historically or artistically important sites. If he hadn’t gone missing, he might be part of the group her brother was with now, finding the proper homes for all the stolen artwork uncovered in salt mines and castles and ordinary people’s homes.

      Josie raised her eyebrows as the boy passed her and stopped in front of Kate.

      For a brief moment, Kate’s breath caught. Not Floyd. The war was over. He wasn’t involved in any fighting. He’d flown planes at the end of the war, but now he was mostly grounded, as there was a glut of pilots.

      “Kate Allen?” the boy said.

      “Uh, that’s me.” Kate took the telegram.

      Josie followed her back into the apartment. “What is it?” she asked.

      Before Kate had closed the door, she had torn into the envelope:

      
        
        
        ROME, ITALY

        KATE ALLEN

        NEW YORK CITY, NY

        DADS BOX. FIND DIAMOND.

        -F

      

        

      

      Kate read the telegram twice. The first time in relief. Floyd was okay. The second time in confusion. She shook her head. “I don’t know what he’s talking about. A real diamond?” She showed it to Josie. “Sometimes my brother can be so irritating.”

      “Do you think it’s code?”

      “Maybe. But the war’s over; their letters aren’t getting censored like they used to.”

      “Well, it’s got to be important. Your brother is too cheap to waste money on a telegram just to bug you.”

      “You’d be surprised what a brother would do. But okay. Let’s say it’s for real.” Kate marched into her mother’s room and then started digging through the hope chest. “Maybe he’s talking about the box my mom’s engagement ring came in? If she still has it, it would be in here, but that’s still not Dad’s box. Look, she did keep it.” Kate showed the small ring box to Josie. Empty. “And if I find a diamond, what am I supposed to do with it?”

      Josie pored over the telegram. “The initials spell DBFD. Read it backward, it would say…nothing. If we took every second letter: DDBX, okay, not that. I give up,” Josie said. “I’d have made a terrible spy in the war.”

      “And why send me the telegram instead of Mom? She would know more than I would.”

      “Maybe it’s a gift for your mom. Your dad might have bought it ahead of time and told your brother to give it to her on their anniversary, not knowing when he’d be back from the war. How romantic,” Josie said, passing back the note. “Check his toolbox.”

      “Hmm. Maybe. It would be like Floyd to forget something like that.” Kate sighed. “You know I think Neil at the store asked my mom out?”

      “He’s one of the nice ones, isn’t he? Didn’t give you a hard time about helping in Windows like some of the other guys did.” Josie frowned. “I bet that feels weird for her. Did she say yes?”

      That wasn’t the reaction Kate was expecting from Josie. Her best friend was supposed to share her hope of Dad returning. Kate shrugged, masking her frustration. “She told me I was nosy.” “Concerned,” “worried,” or “angry” are better words.

      A lump formed in Kate’s throat as she dragged the rusted green toolbox out from behind the piles of shoes and forgotten mittens in the closet. Dad was the last person to have touched the box. Many of his other belongings had been packed up and taken down to storage. Mom must have thought they’d need the tools even though the super took care of the minor repairs in the apartment.

      She snapped the silver latch open and when she lifted the lid, the sliders on the corners squeaked in protest.

      Looking at the contents, Kate laughed. Nestled in with the hammer, various screwdrivers, and wrenches were artist’s brushes and tubes of paint. Anything could be in there.

      She poked around but didn’t see a jewelry case. At the bottom of the box were screws and bits of wire and various mechanical pieces whose function Kate could only guess at. “No diamonds.” She reread the telegram, as if new words could have formed.

      “Let me know what you find,” Josie said, retracing her earlier steps out the door. “My mom’ll be calling soon if I don’t get up there fast-veloce.”

      “Bye.” Kate dumped everything out of the toolbox. She took a cloth and wiped the inside clean, even stopping to examine the cloth to see if anything sparkly got swept up. Nothing.

      She carefully returned all the contents, organizing as she went. The tube of burnt umber had at one time spilled over the top, and her dad’s fingerprint was forever imprinted on the side. How strange to think he could be dead—going by what the army said—when here was his fingerprint. His identity. She slowly sucked in a breath, and then let it out. It was the little things that caught her heart by surprise.

      After removing the paint tube, Kate shoved the toolbox back into the closet. She padded softly to her room and went immediately to her hope chest, the one Aunt Elsie and Uncle Adalbert had given her.

      The mere hint of a new mystery made her want to check on the Kopciuszek dresses. She wished she could shrink them down and carry them with her wherever she went so she would always know where they were and that they were safe. Perhaps all the Keepers of the Wardrobe had felt this heavy weight.

      She placed the paint tube onto one of the top trays, wondering again what her brother’s message meant. Then she located the secret panels that locked the hidden compartment in place. They slid easily, evidence they were made by a master craftsman. Next, she removed the blankets and tablecloths and sheets she had started collecting for her future home. Then she pressed firmly on the bottom until it gave way and the wood pressed back against her fingertips. She removed the panel and confirmed the packages were still neatly lined up together like three best friends at a sleepover.

      Her hand hovered over the middle package. The ball gown. The most important dress of the three and the one that the Burgosov family would do anything to get. Though the two Burgosov men who tried to steal it were in jail, their mother, Ludmilla, was still out there plotting. Kate could almost feel it, that sense when someone is watching you. Knowing she was alone in the apartment, she resisted the urge to look over her shoulder.

      The amber necklace around her neck began to warm.

      It always did when the ball gown was near. The pine scent floated up, making her room smell like the forest where the amber originated. She wondered what Poland was like, especially now, after the devastation of war. Was anything left from the days of Kopciuszek? How many other treasures of theirs had been lost?

      Floyd had been amazed at all the stolen artwork the Monuments Men uncovered. He said it was proving difficult to find the proper owners for so many of the pieces. It was especially hard when an owner had been killed, and they had to track down the next of kin. Too many families were receiving boxes of trinkets instead of seeing their precious loved ones walk through the door.

      Like the box the army had sent Mom, which lay untouched on her dresser.

      Kate had asked her once, “Why don’t you open it?”

      “Lots of reasons,” Mom had said. “If I look at the mementos he took from home, along with the items he collected on his travels, it would be like I know all there is to know about your dad. And that would be the end. No more mystery. At least, not that we could ever learn. I would be holding the last items he had touched, maybe learn the last bit of fun he had. See the last words he had written. I can’t handle that. It would be overwhelmingly sad.”

      “It might also be healing,” Kate had countered. Yet the box still sat, sealed and unopened. Dad’s box…that’s it! Dad’s box.

      Kate dashed into the bedroom. The box was at its usual place on her parents’ dresser between Mom’s jewelry stand and Dad’s catchall tray. It wasn’t very large. About the same size as a shoebox. Mom had told them to give away Dad’s clothing, just save whatever he had in his duffel bag. It had to be the box Floyd meant, and why he’d sent Kate the telegram, not their mother.

      Kate wrestled with her conscience. She felt like she needed permission to cut through the tape, but the one person she ought to get permission from would say no.

      Without stopping to talk herself out of it, Kate brought the box to the kitchen, grabbed a knife, and sliced through the four sides.

      With shaking hands, she opened the box. Sorry, Mom.

      At first glance, the items inside could have belonged to any soldier. Shaving kit. A postcard of some city in Italy. A few Italian coins. But upon closer inspection, she found items specific to her dad. Three small books of art prints. A leather-bound sketch journal. A small stack of V-mail with Mom’s handwriting.

      Kate sat down hard on a kitchen chair. There was no jewelry. No diamond. If this was the box Floyd was talking about in the telegram, he was wrong. And Kate had opened it for nothing.

      Curious about what she had written her dad, she flipped through the V-mail sheets to see if he had kept any of her letters. To save space on transport, letters were first censored, then transferred to microfilm before being sent overseas. There, they were printed out before going to the soldier, but at only 60 percent of the original size.

      She found one of her letters:

      
        
        Hi Dad,

      

        

      
        Hope everything is all right where you are. We are doing fine here.

      

        

      
        Floyd is being a little overprotective but Josie has figured out a way to get past him. Don’t worry. It’s not like we are trying to do anything wrong, we just don’t want him along.

      

        

      
        Mom gets to organize the Spring Fashion show next year. I bet she’s already told you. Holy Toledo, but it’s all she talks about.

      

        

      
        School is good. We’re going to a movie tonight—Above Suspicion.

      

        

      
        Wish you could go with us.

        Kate

      

      

      She couldn’t read any more. The tightness forming in her throat threatened to choke her if she did. To think—the everyday things she’d written to him when in a few short months he would go missing. She should have said more. Told him she loved him and was proud of him for what he was doing for the world.

      As she was putting the letters back, her hand nudged the journal and she noticed a piece of paper sticking out. It was the drawing she had sent him of the amber necklace so he could have a copy made for Mom. Names and numbers were scrawled in the corner. She turned the page over and read the words: diamond and Elsie. A shiver traveled up her arms. Whenever Elsie was involved, the trail inevitably led to Kopciuszek. It was possible Dad stumbled upon a connection when he was looking for a matching amber necklace.

      She flipped through the journal, sketch after sketch of the Italian countryside, some houses, some people. No drawings or other mention of a diamond. She closed the book and stroked her hand over the leather. It was Dad’s favorite brand of journal, but expensive. He liked to go outside, find a comfortable place to sit, and sketch with the 2B pencil that he always carried tucked into his shirt pocket. Her fingers traced over a bump sticking out of the spine near the binding. A rock must have gotten in. She ought to dig it out so it wouldn’t leave a dent in his sketches.

      It was slow going, as she didn’t want to puncture the leather. But there was a small hole in the seam, and she worked and worked the small rock down until she could pick it out.

      When she held it up to the window it sparked with golden light like the sun glittering off ice crystals on a snowy bank. She gasped. That was some rock, all right.

      It was the diamond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “You girls need anything?” Kate’s mom asked as she breezed through the apartment. “Josie? Anything you want me to tell your mom?”

      “No, Mrs. Allen. Just that I’ll see her later.”

      “All right. And Nessa, thanks for taking Kate to the airport later today. Josie’s mom had me committed to this fund-raiser weeks ago. You girls enjoy.”

      The door shut, and Josie jumped up to turn on the radio. She danced a little jitterbug back to the sofa where the girls were working. Nessa had come over to help teach Josie how to tat lace. Apparently tatting was also a skill passed down in the Kolodenko family.

      Aunt Elsie had taught Kate the art of lace-making as part of her education to be the Keeper. The ball gown was trimmed in lace, as was the matching shawl. Kate needed to know how to fix any holes that might develop and teach the next Keeper how to make the complicated pattern. Despite being all thumbs at first, Kate had developed quite a talent for it. The rhythm of the shuttle and the thread felt comforting. But Josie was having as much trouble getting started as she had.

      “It won’t flip,” Josie complained. She was firmly planted between the two of them, which was appropriate, since she liked being in the middle of the action.

      Kate held back her giggle. She knew exactly how frustrating it was to try to get the thread from the shuttle hand to flip onto the ball thread as you gently pulled. “Loosen your left hand. You’re holding it too tight.”

      “Honestly. If I loosen it, it falls off my fingers.”

      Nessa held out her hands to demonstrate. “You’ll get the hang of it with practice. Are you nervous, Kate? I know I’d be, meeting my boyfriend’s mother for the first time as he flies off in a plane, leaving you there, having to…what is the word?” She leaned over and asked Josie.

      “Chitchat.”

      “Yes, chitchat.”

      “I wasn’t very nervous until you brought it up.”

      “Nah, it works out perfectly, since we’re coming along,” Josie piped up. “You get to say good-bye, and meet the mom, with the support of your good friends to back you up. Then later we all get to help Nessa do more shopping.”

      Nessa and her grandmother were returning to Italy via ship later in the week so Nessa could finish getting ready to move to America for college. Their current trip to New York had been unexpected, as they left straight from a vacation in France when they’d seen a photo of the famous Cinderella Window in the fashion papers. They had thought they’d lost the dress forever until that photo appeared. Nessa wasn’t prepared to stay in New York. She wanted to go home for the summer and finish her packing.

      And before they left, they wanted to get in a few more purchases. Apparently certain goods were still hard to come by in Europe.

      “Girls, that reminds me,” Nessa said. “Did you hear the news? Princess Elizabeth is engaged. There have been rumors about it for ages, but now it is official. I must find something to wear to the wedding.”

      Josie’s mouth gaped. “You got an invitation to the wedding of the future queen of England?”

      “Not yet, but we go to all the royal weddings. I’m sure we’ll get one.” Nessa said it without any guile as she continued to study her tatting pattern. Being used to such events, she couldn’t relate to how that would sound to two average girls living average lives in an average apartment building in New York.

      Looking bug-eyed at Kate, Josie grinned. “I hate when I don’t have the right dress to wear. You don’t want to overshadow the bride, but with all the royals, you can’t be demure either.”

      Nessa looked up and smiled at Josie. “Exactly. You understand my problem.”

      Josie winked at Kate. “Why don’t you wear the ball gown from the Cinderella windows?” she suggested.

      Kate pulled too tightly on her thread and made a knot. The Cinderella dress wasn’t a dress to be worn willy-nilly. She picked out the knot, listening for Nessa’s response.

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Nessa said. “What a great idea. I’ll have to ask Babcia what she thinks.”

      No, not a great idea. Nessa didn’t know enough about the dress to wear it in public yet. What if something happened to it? The princess would have to take it to England all by herself and get it back to Kate in one piece.

      “Isn’t a ball gown too fancy for a wedding?” Kate asked.

      “A royal wedding,” corrected Josie.

      “I’ll see what the other girls are planning to wear before I decide.”

      The knot in the lace Kate had been working on fell out, and with it the little bit of tension she had been feeling. She was being overly protective. Nessa always dressed immaculately and was driven around by a chauffeur. Surely the girl could manage a ball gown. Or Kate could travel with her. She would hobnob with the other servants in the back halls of Buckingham Palace while they waited for the dancing to be over. Kate hadn’t realized how much she still didn’t know about the Kolodenkos’ expectations of her until now. Since she hadn’t grown up knowing the secret, she had a lot to learn. It seemed everyone assumed she knew what she was doing. They forget that Elsie’s explanations were spotty at best.

      “That’s one problem solved,” Josie said. “Kate, did you ever figure out what Floyd’s strange message was about?” Josie returned her focus to her tatting, but Nessa looked up sharply.

      “What strange message?”

      Kate kept her eyes on her shuttle and thread. She hadn’t planned on
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