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CHAPTER one

“The biggest adventure you can ever take is to live the life of your dreams.” Oprah Winfrey
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Kansas City. June 1949
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“Mother, let me do that!” Cynthia reached across the bed and grabbed a blouse from her mother’s hands. “It must be folded with as few creases as possible.” Cynthia carefully refolded the blouse and gently placed it inside the trunk sitting on the floor at her feet. “I don’t want to arrive and find all my clothes wadded up in a big mess!” 

“I’m just trying to help, dear. You have so much to do before you sail and...”

“Never mind, Mother. I can take care of all this.” She looked around at the pile of clothing laying on the canopied bed. “Mother, where is my cardigan, you know the blue one with the embroidery on the collar?” 

“I’m not sure, dear. It must be in your closet.” Cynthia looked at her mother, a plump, middle-aged woman dressed in a shapeless housedress, with fine brown hair styled in the old-fashioned look of the war years: side hair swept back from her face into a tight sausage roll pinned at the back. Her mother’s classic features might be pretty if she hadn’t let herself go. She was barely forty but looked much older. 

“No, Mother! I gave it to you yesterday. You were going to sew a button back on it, remember?”

Her mother’s hands flew to her face. “Gracious, I completely forgot. I’ll do it right now. You’ll have it in a jiffy.” She scampered out of the small bedroom. 

Cynthia shook her head in disgust. “I knew it,” Cynthia muttered to herself. “Can’t rely on her for anything. I’ll probably have to sew it on myself.” 

As Cynthia continued with her packing, her father entered her room and stood just inside the doorway. A tall, lanky man with graying sandy hair, he looked around at the chaos in the room. “Remember when we painted and papered this room together, Cindy? I remember that you were so picky about the colors and the wallpaper pattern. But we had fun. Remember?”

“Please don’t call me Cindy!” She looked at him closely to see if he’d been drinking. Her father had always liked his whisky, but lately, he’d taken to drinking earlier and earlier in the day. He seemed sober enough for now. She huffed with impatience and said, “Of course, I remember. I also remember this room was painted a sick-looking pink with pink and yellow striped wallpaper. I felt like I was in a circus tent. And those yellow ruffly curtains and canopy were awful. I guess it was fine when I was six, but I never liked it. I don’t know what Mother was thinking.”

“Cynthia! That’s so unkind! She meant well.” Her father’s face took on a pained look. 

Cynthia looked at the white and pale lavender fitted canopy and the white-trimmed lavender classic drapery at the window. The walls above the chair rail were papered in a subtle green and lavender sprigged pattern. She remembered the argument when she insisted on a matching bedspread and the fitted canopy. Her father said everything was too expensive. She looked at that bedspread now and smiled. 

“I also remember how you installed this chair rail. You did a good job, Dad.” She had painted it white, finishing up with lavender painted below the chair rail. For a fourteen-year-old, Cynthia thought she had done a good job. She looked around and said, “I still love this room. I’ll miss it.” 

“Don’t sound so final, Cind...Cynthia. You won’t be gone forever. The study program is what... eighteen, twenty months? You’ll be back home before you know it.” 

Cynthia ignored his comment and said, “Will you hand me that small suitcase there by the closet?”

He picked up the suitcase and said, “I never thought when your mother and I picked out this three-piece luggage set for your high school graduation present that you’d be taking them to France.”

Cynthia looked up at him briefly and asked, “Is everything all set with my travel money?”

“Yes, I called the attorney a few days ago and he confirmed that the trust your grandmother left you last year can be used for your education and related expenses. I have what you need to get over to France and for your tuition at that place in Grenoble. The travel arrangements are all taken care of. You know, you could show some gratitude for what your grandmother did for you.”

Cynthia replied, “Didn’t I tell you it would work out? Just because I don’t get my money until I’m twenty-one doesn’t mean I can’t use some of it for my college education in the meantime.” 

“Don’t forget, young lady, that I’m the trustee and I’m responsible for that money for the next two years. I’m not going to hand over whatever you want anytime you say.” She didn’t respond. “I still think this whole thing is a mistake.”

“Why?” Cynthia laughed as she turned to look at her father.  “I’m nineteen. Remember, when Mother was my age, she was already married. And it’s not like I’ve never been away from home. That school you and Mother sent me to in Quebec for four years was so much fun,” she sneered. “Being cloistered with a bunch of old nuns was a fabulous education. I hated it, especially those insipid girls whose one ambition in life was to get married as soon as possible.” 

“Don’t be disrespectful! I’m sorry you didn’t make any friends, but you learned French, didn’t you?”

Cynthia picked up a pair of black leather pumps, slid them into a cloth bag, and tucked them into a corner of the suitcase. “Yes, I suppose I can be grateful for that, and Quebec is a lovely French city... when I could see it, that is. The nuns didn’t let us out of our cells that often and certainly not without a chaperone.”

“Your mother and I feel you would be better off if you went to college here in the states and found a good man to marry instead of cavorting off to France and who knows what.” Her father scowled as he put his hands in his pants pockets.

She turned to look at him. “You must be joking! I’m not going to waste my time at some jerkwater college with a bunch of Kansas City hicks. This is serious to me, Dad. I’m going to the university in Grenoble and that’s final!” She turned back to her packing. “And I don’t want to get married. I want to do more with my life than just being a housewife and having babies.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that, Cynthia. What makes you so high and mighty, anyway? And what have you done with your hair? It’s so pretty when you wear it down.”

“It’s what they call a chignon. Don’t you like it?” Cynthia smiled as she patted the sleek coil at the nape of her long neck. 

“I don’t care what they call it, it’s too old for you.” He sighed. “Cynthia, you’re going to find out one day that life has a lot of ups and downs. It can be hard and disappointing. Dreams don’t come true without a lot of hard work and a lot of luck.” He sighed again. “And maybe not even then.”

Cynthia’s look softened. “Well, I’m sorry your life didn’t turn out so well, Dad, but I know what I want.” She quickly turned away before she lost her determination. “Nothing is going to stop me from getting it! When I’m finished at Grenoble, I’ll be 21 and I’m taking my money and moving to Paris to get a job there.” She turned back to face her father who was staring at her as if he didn’t know her. “Not just any job, either, but a career! I’m going to work at someplace prestigious, maybe even NATO.” Her father’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m going to do something important with important people. Just you watch!” Cynthia turned away and resumed her packing.

Her father looked at her standing over her half-filled trunk, confident and excited, and he suddenly felt sad and old. He sighed and said, “I guess we need to talk about your allowance sometime.”

“Later, Dad. I’ve got to get this trunk packed. Remember, you need to take it to the shipping office tomorrow so it will arrive in Grenoble by the time I get there.” She turned to face him, smiled, and said, “I do have some ideas about my allowance. I’ve made some notes. We’ll talk after dinner, huh?” She turned back again to her packing, thinking that by the time he’d had a few cocktails, her dad might agree to anything.

Her father looked at her for a minute, sighed again, and walked out of the room. 

“Tell Mother I need my cardigan! Now!” she yelled after him.

CHAPTER two

“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” Jane Austen
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Grenoble France, August 1949

[image: ]




She felt eyes on her and quickly glanced up. The young man immediately looked down. He was standing at one of the tables in the student’s registration hall, a high-ceilinged room where voices echoed among the ancient columns, marbled floors, and room-sized paintings. He was assisting a student who was filling out the required paperwork for entry into the university in Grenoble. 

It was obvious the man was an American, mainly because of his bad French. When she heard him mangle a phrase, she glanced up again and saw him looking at her. This time their eyes met, and he smiled. She shook her head and went back to her paperwork. She had to admit he was attractive. He didn’t seem to be very tall, maybe 5’9” or so, of slight build, but broad through the shoulders. He had a rakish look, with gray eyes, dark, wavy hair, and a smile that ticked up at one corner. Maybe he was one of those arrogant young men she’d heard about, who think they can just smile and get any woman they please. He certainly gave the impression of confidence. But she wasn’t interested. She had plans. 

Certain that he was watching her, she self-consciously ran her hand over her lap, smoothing her skirt. She uncrossed her long legs and tucked her feet underneath her chair, crossing them at the ankle, like the nuns taught her, and tried to ignore him. She had no idea how striking her looks were. She wasn’t beautiful in the typical Hollywood style, but with a subtle quality that drew attention. She was slender, and her golden-brown hair was smoothed back from her oval face into a classic chignon with a short curl escaping from her brow.  Her eyes were a startling blue, large and almond-shaped. She gave an appearance of serene elegance. 

She forced herself to think about why she was here. Although she had never been to France before, after spending four years in Quebec, she was a confirmed Francophile. She was also determined to be completely independent. She didn’t want anyone telling her how to live her life. To have a stimulating career living in France would be the ultimate adventure! Here at the university, she would improve her reading, writing, and translation skills, take some international business courses and then move to Paris! 

Her thoughts turned to the handsome young man and she glanced his way. His head was bent over the other student, explaining something in the paperwork. He had a calm, mature demeanor about him. Was he a student? She didn’t think he worked here. His French was too awful. Why was he here? 

Suddenly he walked over. He bowed slightly, and in what was probably his best French, he haltingly spoke, “Bonjour, mademoiselle. Comment ca va? Je suis Geoffrey Stuart from l’Amerique.” He looked into her eyes, smiling. 

Cynthia smothered the urge to laugh. His accent was atrocious. His grammar could use some work, too. She responded kindly, her French impeccable. “Bonjour, Monsieur. Ah, êtes-vous d’Amérique? Quelle état?” She smiled and extended her hand. This was fun. He grasped her hand and shook it once. Cynthia noticed he failed to kiss her hand, according to custom.

He took a breath as if trying to figure out what to say. “Est ce que vou... connair les Etas Unis? Je suis... pour Virginia. Et quelle et votre nom?” 

She switched to English. “Yes, I am quite familiar with Virginia and my name is Cynthia Jones.” She laughed out loud at his incredulous look. “I am also from America, Kansas City, to be exact, by way of Quebec.” He smiled broadly with relief and they both laughed. 

Geoffrey asked if he could sit down at her table and, without waiting for an answer, quickly made himself at home. Cynthia, noticing the southern drawl, was unaccustomed to such behavior and was a little uncomfortable. But Geoff’s polite, friendly manner soon put her at ease.

“Do you work here? I saw you helping that student.” Cynthia asked. 

“Oh no, I’m a student, too. I just graduated from college in Virginia after service in the Navy during the war, so I guess I’m a little older than some of the others.”

“What did you major in? And why are you here now?” Cynthia was intrigued. 

“I graduated with a double major in Economics and Foreign Affairs.” Cynthia’s eyes lit up with interest. He continued, “You heard how horrible my French is. I plan to enter the US Foreign Service with a posting to a French-speaking country, so I need to improve my French.” 

“The Foreign Service! That is so fascinating!” Cynthia exclaimed. 

Geoff smiled and asked, “Yes, well...What about you? Why are you here?” 

“Oh, I just love France, at least what I’ve seen so far. And I want to live here! I’m sure you know that the university is famous for its international studies programs. After I finish here, I’m hoping to move to Paris and a get job, maybe with NATO.” Cynthia’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

He smiled and responded, “My, that is quite ambitious for a young lady from Kansas City!” Cynthia frowned at the obvious condescension. Not noticing, Geoff drawled, “But the way you speak French, I’m sure you’ll have no trouble at all.” 

She smiled and said, “Well, it looks like we both have exciting futures with French!” She stood up and gathered her things to leave. Geoff stood up immediately, too.

“You don’t have to go now, do you?”

“Yes, I still have some unpacking to do. It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Stuart.” She extended her hand. 

Geoff took her hand with both his and said, “The pleasure is all mine! I’m sure we’ll meet again soon. The Universite Grenoble-Alpes has been here for centuries but it’s known for its intimate quality. And please, call me Geoff.” 

They stood there a moment looking at each other before Cynthia, looking down, gently pulled her hand away as she said, “Until then, Geoff, au revoir, a bientot.” She looked up briefly, then gathered up her paperwork and her purse and without another glance, walked quickly to the registrar’s desk, dropped off her paperwork, and after a brief exchange with the registrar, left the room. 

Geoff stood still, staring after her.

CHAPTER three

“Your hearing is just fine. It’s your listening that seems to be the problem.”  Julie Johnson
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Grenoble. Fall 1949
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As time went by Geoff actively pursued her; he showered her with attention and affection. He planned picnics at the elegant Jardin de Ville, with its spacious grassy areas, wooded walkways, and abundant flowers, all within easy walking distance of the University.  They enjoyed twilight strolls in Grenoble’s main town square, the Place Grenette, with its historic houses, elegant restaurants, and intimate cafes. 

“This is such a lovely place, isn’t it, Geoff?” Cynthia and Geoff sat at an outdoor café, enjoying a glass of mulled wine and some freshly baked bread. Cynthia tilted her head toward the sky as the moon rose over the snow-covered Alps to the East. The smells of the nearby restaurants as well as the woodsy, musky fragrance of the last of the fall flowers permeated the air. She loved the pungent, strong coffees and the unmistakable smokiness of rotisserie meats. Over it all was the ashy smell of cigarette smoke. It seemed to Cynthia that she and Geoff were the only ones without a cigarette in their hand.

“Are you warm enough, Cynthia? It’s turned a little chilly, hasn’t it?” Geoff reached across the little table and pulled Cynthia’s woolen scarf up around her neck.

“Oh, I’m fine, Geoff.” Dragging the scarf back down to her shoulders, she snapped, “Thank you, but I’m perfectly comfortable.” Seeing his face, she quickly pivoted. “Oh, look Geoff, someone must be roasting chestnuts over there.” She pointed across the square to where a vendor had set up a small grill with a couple of large, metal pans into which was placed a quantity of the nuts. “I used to get them in Quebec. I love them in cold weather. Have you ever had any?”

“No, I haven’t. But I’d love to try some.” Geoff smiled at her enthusiasm. 

“When we finish our wine, shall we go over and buy some chestnuts?” Geoff agreed. Cynthia had noticed that he generally went along with whatever she wanted to do. “Maybe we can get some more wine, too, okay?”

One Saturday morning, Geoff met Cynthia in the small courtyard in front of the women’s hostel where she lived. He had two bicycles.

“My goodness, Geoff! How did you get those two bicycles over here by yourself?”

“I got one of my roommates to ride one over here with me. And before you ask, yes, he’s fine with walking back.” Geoff laughed. 

“Well, this is a treat! I haven’t ridden a bike since I was twelve. I hope I still remember how.” She looked at the bicycles. Each had a basket up front and each was loaded with goodies of some kind. She looked up at the cloudless, blue sky and the trees with their leaves just beginning to turn shades of gold and red. The snowy Alps showed brilliantly in the warming sun. “It’s a beautiful day for a ride and a picnic, but I think I need to change out of this skirt into something a little more appropriate. I want to get my Brownie camera, too. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

Geoff had researched the many historic paths throughout Grenoble, and he enjoyed guiding Cynthia on their journey. They rode through the old city, crossed the winding Isere River and headed northeast. When they reached the fabulous Jardin des Dauphines under the historic Bastille, they parked their bikes near the Porte de France and hiked up to the large garden laid out amid the old fortifications high above the city. Walking paths wound through trees, flowering plants, and an equestrian statue of Philis de La Charce, known as the Joan of Arc of the Dauphine. They paused at lookout points and took pictures of the city below where the Drac and Isere Rivers glimmered like ribbons thrown out through the heart of the old city.

“Geoff, I have to say I am dazzled by this lovely garden. Thank you for bringing me here.”

Geoff smiled. “I read about this place. The entire garden was planted in honor of the royal Dauphins. The fortifications, the old Bastille, were built during the 16th century. See that stone tower over there? That was part of the old fort.” 

“This is so fantastic, Geoff! To think that Cynthia Jones, born in Oklahoma, is sitting in a place so rich in history. The States have so little in comparison. It’s hard to take in.”

Geoff exclaimed, “You were born in Oklahoma? So was I!”

“Isn’t that a coincidence! Just think, Geoff, how crazy it is that two Okies like us could meet in a place like this.”

“I don’t think it’s crazy at all.” Geoff reached for her hand and gazed into her eyes. “It was meant to be.”

“Don’t be silly, Geoff. You can be such a flirt. I just bet the girls you met in Hawaii and Singapore all thought you were a real ladies’ man.” 

He smiled and shook his head. “Not exactly. Now, I admit I may have done my share of flirting in the past, but you’re different from anyone I’ve ever met.” 

“Yes, I’ll just bet.” Cynthia laughed and turned her head to take in the view.

CHAPTER four

“Ambition is like love, impatient both of delays and rivals.” Buddha
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Grenoble. October 1950
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Whatever Geoff thought of Cynthia, it didn’t matter much to her. She only cared that they got along and enjoyed many of the same things. Exploring with an agreeable person was always more fun than being alone. 

Cynthia was fascinated by the history that surrounded them and loved being in the outdoors.  Like Geoff, she was naturally athletic and had no trouble keeping up with him. They skied in the winter and rode their bikes everywhere in the spring and summer. He was a good sport when she teased him about his French, and she was fascinated with his tales of exotic Pacific locales during the last months of the war.

“I’ve been to so few places. I guess you saw a lot when you were in the Pacific. How exciting that must have been, being the captain of your own ship!”

“Well, it was not a large boat, just an LST, you know, a Landing Ship Tank.”

“Oh, I saw pictures in Life Magazine of LSTs landing troops on the Pacific islands during the war. It must have been incredibly dangerous with all the gunfire.” 

“Ah...yes, it was. But the war in the Pacific was pretty much over by the time I got my orders. I spent most of my time running all over the place trying to catch up with my LST.”

“Oh, so you didn’t see any action? You must have been disappointed.” 

“A little. But I did get to hop on a surveillance plane that flew over Nagasaki right after Japan surrendered. The devastation was horrendous. It was hard to believe that one bomb could level an entire city like that. It was awful.” They sat silently for a couple of moments.

Conversation was never lacking. Sometimes they talked about their backgrounds and their dreams for the future. Geoff told Cynthia a little about his parents and his brother, Edward, and how they were raised in a traditional home. His father worked for the Agriculture Department in Washington, and they lived in Arlington, where he and his brother went to school. He and his brother usually spent summers with their grandparents at the old home place in Georgia where he learned firsthand about agriculture and raising pigs. It was hard, sweltering work and they loved every minute. 

“I’m proud to say that my Southern roots run deep. The first Stuarts braved coming to the colonies with nothing. They landed in the Carolinas and drifted south from there. They fought in the Revolution and the War Between the States. They endured hard times and loss, but they were hard-working, determined people. Nothing defeated them.”

“It’s so wonderful that you know that history, Geoff, Cynthia responded. “I know so little about my family.” 

“Yes, my grandfather built the home place in Georgia, attended medical school, and made the rounds of his patients by horseback... why, it’s inspirational!” Cynthia looked at Geoff’s beaming face as he talked about a heritage that he was so proud of. 

Geoff went on to tell her about how all his uncles attended college and had gone on to important careers, many in government service. He was proud of a family that had worked hard, achieved much, and been successful in whatever they tried. Cynthia could see how driven Geoff was to achieve success. 

Cynthia didn’t share much about her family. There wasn’t much to tell. “My father is in the insurance business. I’m an only child and, except for my grandmother, who died a couple of years ago, we don’t see other relations very often.” She told Geoff, “My dad is kind of a gruff man sometimes, but he has his soft side. My mother is quiet and doesn’t do much.” 

She fell silent as she remembered how her parents rarely talked about events of the day, or for that matter, much of anything at all. Except that sometimes her father would shout at her mother if dinner wasn’t ready on time and if the shirt he wanted to wear hadn’t been ironed. Her mother never said anything, except to meekly whisper, “I’m sorry, dear.” She remembered when her dad kissed her goodbye at the dock he smelled of liquor. After years of loneliness and disappointment, any respect she had for her parents was long gone. Cynthia was desperate to have a different kind of life. Thank goodness her grandmother had left her that Trust!

“Cynthia! Are you okay?” Geoff was peering at her with concern. 

She shook her head and said, “Oh, I was just thinking about home. I guess I drifted away for a minute.” She smiled.

“You must miss your folks a lot.”

“Sometimes... but I’m fine. I love it here.” She patted his hand while thinking just how little she missed her parents. 

Here in Grenoble, Cynthia was determined to make the most of her time: study hard, have fun, and take advantage of every opportunity to see and do as much as she could. Even with all the attention Geoff gave her, it never crossed her mind that he might be falling in love with her. She thought of Geoff as a sweet, nice person to spend spare time with, but nothing else. She had let him put his arms around her and kiss her, but she never took it seriously. She thought it was fun, but that was all. It didn’t mean anything. 

She believed that romance and marriage were transitory at best. Love was a fleeting fantasy, leading to a life of drab days and regret.  If she allowed the romance to pull her in, she was sure she would never realize her dream of personal significance, real happiness, and independence. 

After returning from one of her excursions with Geoff, she was confronted by one of the women who lived in the hostel. Cynthia had a private room, one of a handful in the hostel, and Mila had a habit of stopping by to chat, much to Cynthia’s despair. She bluntly asked her, “What’s going on with you and Geoff? Is a wedding being planned?”

Cynthia laughed, “What silliness are you talking about?”

“I’m telling you, Cynthia, he is crazy about you! Everyone knows it.” Cynthia had opened her door only a crack to prevent Mila from coming into her room and taking up residence.

Cynthia rolled her eyes at the idea. “You think so? Just because we’ve gone out a few times doesn’t mean anything. We’re only good friends.” 

“Mon Dieu, Cynthia, you and Geoff have been an item for over a year. And good friends don’t neck on the park benches at the Fontaine aux Dauphins!” Cynthia, suddenly embarrassed, looked down but said nothing. 

Mila continued, “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He is head over heels in love with you!” Mila tried to edge her way through the open door. Cynthia didn’t budge. 

“Oh, really? Mila, you’re making something out of nothing. He’s a nice, intelligent man and I enjoy spending time with him, but you are very much mistaken. It’s just harmless fun. Excuse me, but I have to study.” Cynthia gently pushed Mila out of the way as she closed the door. 

One Saturday evening, Geoff met Cynthia for what had become their weekly dinner date. He had flowers.

“My goodness, Geoff! Why the flowers?”

“Cynthia, I saw these and they were so beautiful... they reminded me of you. So..” he extended the flowers to Cynthia, who hesitantly took them. She felt silly and self-conscious as she briefly held them up to her nose. 

“They’re beautiful, Geoff. Thank you.” 

He leaned in and kissed her gently on her lips. “You are very welcome.” He gazed into her eyes, pulled her close, and kissed her again. “Shall we go to dinner?”

“Let me take these back to my room and put them in water. I’ll be right back.” Cynthia briefly considered not coming back. After their dinner, she wished she had followed her first impulse.

He chose a better-than-usual restaurant and ordered champagne. After dinner, they left the restaurant and walked to a little town square with a central fountain they liked, found a wrought iron bench, and sat down. Geoff put his arm around her and pulled her close, grasping her hand. They looked up at the twinkling lights of the square and listened to the water splashing from the mouths of the cupid-riding dolphins at the base of the fountain. The waxing crescent moon seemed brighter tonight than usual. The quiet was broken by the splashing of the fountain and soft voices from other couples walking through the square.

“Cynthia, we’ve been seeing each other for quite some time now, but I’ve never told you just how much you mean to me. I hope you feel the same.” He looked so earnest and sincere as he gazed into her eyes and held her hand. She said nothing but smiled weakly. Mila’s words suddenly popped into Cynthia’s mind. She pushed the thought away. 

Geoff pulled her closer and said, “You know my plans to enter the Foreign Service.” She nodded silently. “I have to say I never thought I would meet anyone like you, perfect in every way for that kind of life!”

“Geoff...” Cynthia saw what was coming. This was wrong.

Geoff hurried on. “Not only are you beautiful, talented, and smart, but fluent in French, too. Like me, you love to travel to foreign places, and you assimilate like a native. I’ve never heard you complain once about missing home and the States.” 

“Geoff, remember I have dreams...”

Geoff broke in quickly. “I couldn’t ask for a better partner. With you by my side, what adventures we will have!” His face was suffused with rapture and expectation.

“What are you saying, Geoff?” Cynthia felt blindsided. Yes, they had gotten close and she’d certainly enjoyed his kisses and... but not this! 

“Cynthia, I’m asking you to be my wife! I’m in love with you and I want to marry you!” Stunned, Cynthia pulled her hand away from his and leaned against the bench backrest. Geoff’s look of joy quickly faded. 

Later, after she convinced him that she had simply been surprised by his declaration, she promised to consider his proposal. Outside the hostel, he kissed her goodnight and promised again to give her time to think about his proposal. Cynthia almost felt sorry for him. 

The next morning on her way to the laundry, Cynthia ran into Mila. Cynthia put her head down, hoping to avoid any conversation. But as she passed, Mila grabbed her arm.

“How was your date last night? I heard it was quite special.”

Cynthia was aghast. “What did you hear? Who else knows?”

“Oh, you know how things get around. Marguerite saw you bring in the flowers and Ricard and I saw you and Geoff go into that fancy restaurant. Did he propose? I bet he did, am I right?” Mila smiled.

Cynthia shifted the bag of laundry slung over her shoulder. “So, what if he did? I told him I need more time to think about it.”

“Cynthia, don’t tell me you’re thinking of rejecting him. A man like that?”

“I have my own plans.” Cynthia felt herself getting annoyed. She started to walk on by, but Mila stood in her way.

“Don’t you think Geoff deserves to know how you really feel?” 

“I’ll tell him in my own time. Now, excuse me, Mila!”

Mila shook her head and looked into Cynthia’s eyes. “Yes, you are right to carefully consider your answer. A good marriage requires not only love but trust and a giving heart. Hearts are easily broken.”

Cynthia laughed and snapped back, “You see too many movies.” Mila’s mouth dropped open. “Besides, I never promised him anything. And love... I’m not sure I know what that means. Do you? Now, get out of my way, Mila, and mind your own business!”

Mila threw up her hands as she watched Cynthia walk away.

CHAPTER five

“Grow a thick skin - a very thick skin. And watch your back. For every back, there is a knife.”  Lily Chatterjee
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In the final months before everyone went their separate ways, Geoff continued to pressure Cynthia for her answer. She kept putting him off, saying “Why can’t we go on as we are for now? Let’s wait until we complete our education here and then we’ll talk about it.” Time was running out.

Cynthia’s focus was not on Geoff and marriage, or even on what she would finally say to him. Instead, she was focused on her 21st birthday when she would become a woman of independent means. She expected a telegram from her father any day about her inheritance. He had been chintzy with her allowance, sending only half of what she had asked for. Thanks to Geoff’s generosity, she had managed, and now she was happy that she would have even more money for Paris! It was almost a month now since her last allowance and it had been a smaller amount than usual. Her money better come soon.

Geoff behaved as if he didn’t have a worry in the world. He told her that his father had set up a job interview for him at some government agency in Washington. Whenever she mentioned her dream to live and work in Paris, he brushed it aside and talked about his career goals instead. It annoyed her that he didn’t take her plans seriously, but he’d see, just like everyone else. 

One day after lunch he reminded her that it was only two weeks before they received their certificates. Cynthia’s mind turned to her life in Paris and her eyes lit up with happiness and excitement that she would be there soon. 

But Geoff’s mind was on something else. “Aren’t you excited, Cynthia? Although I’ll be sorry to leave here, this has been only one chapter of our life together! There is so much to look forward to, isn’t there?” Geoff gave her an embrace and kissed her cheek.

“I’ll be sorry to leave Grenoble, too, Geoff.” She turned her head away and pulled back slightly. “And you’re right, there is so much to look forward to. You, with the Foreign Service and me...”

Geoff interrupted, “You as my wife and making a home for the two of us, and someday... maybe children?” He gazed into her eyes expectantly.

Cynthia’s eyes darted skyward and she laughed nervously. “Children? Oh my, I can’t think about that now! Geoff, I have so much to do... you know, final exams and packing... but I’ll see you later... OK?” Geoff reluctantly released her and watched as she ran up the steps and disappeared into the library. 

A week later, Cynthia had not yet heard from her father. She should have gotten the telegram by now and nervously wondered at the delay. One afternoon upon entering the foyer of the hostel, the concierge called out to her and handed over the telegram. Cynthia ran up to her room, sat down on the bed, and ripped it open. She glanced at the closing and saw that her mother had sent it! All at once, she felt a chill. The telegram was brief.

The telegram read: “Your father invested all the Trust in his business. No further funds are available. $25 in the mail with more information...” Cynthia crushed the telegram in her hand without reading the rest. She screamed in pain, “No! This can’t be true!” Surely there must be some explanation, something she missed. After a moment, she smoothed out the telegram and read it to the end.

But it was no use. Her inheritance was gone, plain and simple. Cynthia read and reread the telegram as the tears flowed. “That drunken bastard! How could he do this to me?” She crumpled up the telegram again and threw it against the wall. “He didn’t invest it, he stole it! I had over $8,000 and now I have nothing. What am I going to do now?” As Cynthia ranted and wailed, a few women stood outside her closed door, not willing to interrupt.

“What do you think happened?” they asked each other. “It must be horrible. I’ve never heard Cynthia so angry. I don’t know about you, but I’m not going in there.” One by one they went back to their rooms. 

After a while, Cynthia dried her tears. She knew she needed to decide what she was going to do. Any legal recourse she had was out of the question. She had no money to hire an attorney to sue her father. Even if she succeeded in suing her father, he had no money with which to repay her. His business had eaten up her Trust so there was very little there. He’d have to sell the house and he and her mother would be homeless. As much as she wanted to hurt her father, she couldn’t do such a thing to her mother, a hapless bystander to his swindle. She wanted to be logical and not let her emotions rule her. She’d seen her mother let her emotions take over, usually with disastrous results.

Once her mother had gone shopping for shoes for her father but had come home with a new hat and some pearl earrings for herself. Her father blew up and called her mother ‘stupid’ and other terrible names, and even implied she stole the money from his billfold. Cynthia tried to find out why her mother did such a thing. 

“You know dear, I hardly ever buy anything for myself. I make most of my dresses and...” she held the handkerchief up to her nose, wiped her eyes again, and said, “your father forgot our anniversary last month and I can’t remember the last time he brought me flowers or anything for my birthday. I guess I was feeling a little blue and forgotten. I don’t know what caused me to buy those things.” She looked up at her daughter with red-rimmed eyes. “But that hat and the earrings were so beautiful. I felt young and pretty when I tried them on.” She lowered her head and whispered, “I’ll have to take them back, of course.” She started to cry again.  

Cynthia had to admit, that she didn’t feel very sorry for her mother at the time. She should have known better. Cynthia would never be like her mother, silly and thoughtless. Cynthia had to be clear-headed and smart. 

She sat down at her desk and pulled out notebook paper. She wrote ‘Paris’ at the top of one piece of paper and drew a line down the middle, making two columns. At the head of the first column, she wrote ‘Pro’, and at the top of the second column she wrote ‘Con’. On the second piece of paper, she did the same, but with ‘Geoff’ at the top. She sat back in her chair and stared at the blank pages, her thoughts a jumble of anger, hurt, and crushing disappointment. She felt as if her life was suddenly meaningless. As she slowly stood up, she felt weighed down as if she had an anchor tied around her waist. She briefly looked down at the papers on her desk and then shuffled over to the window and stared out at the snow-covered Alps. When someone knocked on her door, she shouted back, “Go away!” 

She stood there, silently weeping until the room was dark and only the far away peaks could be seen in the final rays of the setting sun. She dried her tears, walked back to her desk, turned on the small lamp, and sat down. Then she picked up her pen and began to write.

After a couple of hours of agony, hope, second-guessing, and a dose of brutal reality, she reviewed her work. The ‘Paris’ paper had some wonderful pros: the culmination of her career dreams of accomplishment and significance, independence, and living among the French in a culture that she loved so much. But when she looked at the ‘Con’ column, her heart sank. 
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