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“An engrossing examination of the prisons people create for themselves and the way they accustom themselves to suffering until liberation seems as painful as captivity. This is an ambitious exploration of political and personal struggles…”

—
Publishers Weekly

 

“A heart-wrenching story of loss and love in the lives of people affected by war and political upheaval…[marked with] sharp resonance.”

—
Library Journal

 

“Places an Ayn Rand lens on societal ethics against personal loyalty and safety…deep, thought-provoking philosophical questions on the needs of an individual and a family against the demands of deadly leadership and a nation.”

—
Midwest Book Review

 

The Mask Carver’s Son

 

“Recalls Arthur Golden’s
Memoirs of a Geisha…
Her sense of Japanese culture is subtle and nuanced.”

—
San Francisco Sunday Examiner & Chronicle

 

“This reverent, formal, and ambitious first novel boasts a glossy surface and convincing period detail…”

—
Publishers Weekly

 

“First-time author Richman has successfully drawn upon her historical research and her own experience…Richman’s fluid writing is filled with historical detail and strong characterization.”

—
Library Journal

 

“A meticulous profile of a man struggling against his native culture, his family, and his own sense of responsibility.”

—
The New York Times Book Review
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A Folded Red Poppy

 

I
WAS
the first to see him, small and slight, with several canvases under his arm, a rucksack slung over one shoulder, and a straw hat pulled over his eyes. That was my first secret—from behind the blooming chestnut trees, I saw him first.

I had gone out to do my errands, as I always did in the early afternoon. It was a warm, radiant day in May. The sky was cornflower blue, the sun the color of crushed marigolds. I have to confess that I walked a little slower that day when I passed by the station. I knew approximately which train he would be arriving on. So I walked with smaller steps than usual, carrying my basket of eggs and my loaves of bread.

I heard the sound of the locomotive’s whistle and the screeching of its brakes as the train came to a halt. I walked over and stood behind the trees that bordered the platform.

I remember how he stepped down from the carriage; he was impossible to miss compared to the formal gentlemen in their black suits and top hats. He looked almost peasantlike in his white collarless shirt, broad straw hat, and unbuttoned vest. At first, the brim of his hat prevented me from making out his features. But finally, as he gathered his canvases and slung his satchel over his shoulder, I saw him clearly.

In a strange way he resembled Papa. I was surprised when I first saw him because their likeness was so strong. It was as if I were seeing a glimpse of my father, thirty years younger. Vincent’s head was the same small shape—tapering ever so slightly by the temples. He had the same red hair and small patch of beard as Papa, the identical curved nose and furrowed brow that framed deep-set, blue eyes. He moved like a small bird, with quick, deliberate gestures, the same way my father moved when he was nervous or excited. But, unlike Father, he struck me as handsome.

To be sure, he was not classically beautiful. His complexion was pale. His cheekbones protruded; his red whiskers stood on end. Still, he intrigued me. He seemed so determined as he walked along with his head cocked high and his paintings loaded on his back. As he surveyed his new surroundings, I could see the eagerness and the energy in his eyes. And just by watching him, I could see what subjects he anticipated painting. He seemed to be assessing the rooflines of the village, the spire of our church, the clock tower of our town hall. Yet, as engrossed as Vincent seemed in his new surroundings, he seemed oblivious to the people passing him, hoisting their valises onto trolleys, struggling to make their way to their waiting carriages. He made no effort to move out of the way as he stood in the middle of the platform, his gaze now firmly planted on the river Oise.

He was like a sweep of yellow that afternoon in the rural landscape of Auvers. The sun gravitated toward him and in its warm, soft glow he appeared illuminated. I stood there and waited, watching as my father’s patient began to make his way into the village. I didn’t see him again until later in the day, when he arrived at our front door.

P
APA
had spent much of the day preparing for Vincent’s arrival. He canceled his appointments in Paris and spent the early hours of the morning in the attic, looking over the paintings and prints he had not yet framed. He took his lunch upstairs and, around two o’clock, as I was heading out to do my errands, I saw him descending the stairs.

I tied my favorite kerchief under my chin and walked to the hallway to find my basket. Papa was now at his desk, unrolling one of his prints and flattening it with four paperweights.
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