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              CHERBOURG, FRANCE 
APRIL 10, 1912
            

          

        

      

      Tess pulled at the corners of the sheets she had taken straight from the line and tried to tuck them tight under the mattress, stepping back to check her work. Still a bit bunchy and wrinkled. The overseer who ran this house was sure to inspect and sniff and scold, but it didn’t matter anymore.

      She glanced out the window. A woman was walking by, wearing a splendid hat topped with a rich, deep-green ribbon, twirling a bright-red parasol, her face lively, her demeanor confident and sunny. Tess tried to imagine herself stepping forward so confidently without someone accusing her of behaving above her station. She could almost feel her fingers curling around the smooth, polished handle of that parasol. Where was the woman going?

      She gazed back at the half-made bed. No more fantasizing, not one more minute of it.

      She walked out into the central hall and stopped, held in place by the sight of her reflection in the full-length gilded mirror at the end of the hall. Her long dark hair, as always, had pulled out of a carelessly pinned bun, even as the upward tilt of her chin, which had so often registered boldness, remained in place. But there was no denying the shameful crux of what she saw: a skinny young girl wearing a black dress and a white apron and carrying a pile of dirty linens, with a servant’s cap sitting squarely and stupidly on the top of her head. An image of servitude. She yanked the cap off her head and hurled it at the glass. She was not a servant. She was a seamstress, a good one, and she should be paid for her work. She had been tricked into this job.

      Tess dumped the soiled linens down the laundry chute and climbed the stairs to her third-floor room, untying her apron as she went. Today, yes. No further hesitation. There were jobs available, the dockworkers had said, on that huge ship sailing for New York today. She scanned the small room. No valise – the mistress would stop her cold at the door if she knew she was leaving. The picture of her mother, yes. The money. Her sketchbook, with all her designs. She took off her uniform, put on her best dress, and stuffed some undergarments, stockings, and her only other dress into a canvas sack. She stared at the half-finished ball gown draped over the sewing machine, at the tiny bows of crushed white velvet she had so painstakingly stitched onto the ballooning blue silk. Someone else would have to finish it, someone who actually got paid. What else? Nothing.

      She took a deep breath, trying to resist the echo of her father’s voice in her head: Don’t put on airs, he always scolded. You’re a farm girl, do your job, keep your head down. You get decent enough pay; mind you don’t wreck your life with defiance.

      ‘I won’t wreck it,’ she whispered out loud. ‘I’ll make it better.’

      But, even as she turned and left her room for the last time, she could almost hear his voice following her, as raspy and angry as ever: ‘Watch out, foolish girl.’
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      The rotting wood planks beneath Lucile’s feet were spongy, catching her boot heels as she made her way through the crowd on the Cherbourg dock. She pulled her silver-fox stole snugly around her neck, luxuriating in the plush softness of the thick fur, and lifted her head high, attracting many glances, some triggered by the sight of her brilliantly red hair, others by the knowledge of who she was.

      She glanced at her sister walking quickly toward her, humming some new song, twirling a red parasol as she walked. ‘You do enjoy playing the blithe spirit, don’t you?’ she said.

      ‘I try to be an agreeable person,’ her sister murmured.

      ‘I have no need to compete; you may have the attention,’ Lucile said in her huskiest, haughtiest voice.

      ‘Oh, stop it, Lucy. Neither of us is impoverished on that score. Really, you are cranky lately.’

      ‘If you were presenting a spring collection in New York in a few weeks, you’d be cranky, too. I have too much to worry about with all this talk of women hiking their skirts and flattening their breasts. All you have to do is write another novel about them.’

      The two of them started squeezing past the dozens of valises and trunks, brass hinges glowing in the waning light, their skirts of fine wool picking up layers of damp dust turned to grime.

      ‘It’s true, the tools of my trade are much more portable than yours,’ Elinor said airily.

      ‘They certainly are. I’m forced to make this crossing because I don’t have anyone competent enough to be in charge of the show, so I must be there. So please don’t be frivolous.’

      Elinor closed her parasol with a snap and stared at her sister, one perfect eyebrow arched. ‘Lucy, how can you have no sense of humor? I’m only here to wish you bon voyage and cheer you on when the ship departs. Shall I leave now?’

      Lucile sighed and took a deep breath, allowing a timed pause. ‘No, please,’ she said. ‘I only wish you were sailing with me. I will miss you.’

      ‘I would like nothing better than to go with you, but my editor wants those corrected galleys back by the end of the week.’ Elinor’s voice turned sunny again. ‘Anyway, you have Cosmo – such a sweetheart, even if he doesn’t appreciate poetry.’

      ‘A small defect.’

      ‘He’s a dear, and his best gift to you has been a title. Is that too crass? But it is true that he has no literary appreciation.’ Elinor sighed. ‘And he can be boring.’

      ‘Nonsense.’

      ‘You know it as well as I do. Where is he?’

      Lucile was scanning the crowd, searching for the tall, angular figure of Sir Cosmo Duff Gordon. ‘This delay is maddening. If anybody can get things operating efficiently and on time, Cosmo can.’

      ‘Of course. That’s his job.’

      Lucile glanced sharply at Elinor, but she was looking elsewhere, an innocent expression on her face.
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      Up the hill, away from the shipyard, amid the sprawling brick mansions on the bluffs of the Normandy coast, Tess was marching downstairs to the parlor. Waiting for her was the mistress, a prim Englishwoman with lips so thin they seemed stitched together.

      ‘I want my pay, please,’ Tess said, hiding the canvas sack in the folds of her skirt. She could see the envelope waiting for her on the corner table by the door, and began edging toward it.

      ‘You haven’t finished my gown for the party, Tess,’ the woman said in a more querulous tone than usual. ‘And my son could hardly find a towel in the hall closet this morning.’

      ‘He’ll find one now.’ She was not going back upstairs. She would never again be backed into that linen closet, fighting off the adolescent son’s eager, spidery fingers. That was her envelope; she could see her name written on it, and she wasn’t standing around to hear the usual complaints before it was doled out. She moved closer to the table.

      ‘You’ve said that before, and I’m going upstairs right now to check.’ The woman stopped as she saw the girl reaching out for the envelope. ‘Tess, I haven’t given that to you yet!’

      ‘Perhaps not, but I have earned it,’ Tess said carefully.

      ‘Rudeness is not admirable, Tess. You’ve been very secretive lately. If you pick that up before I give it to you, you have burned your bridges with me.’

      Tess took a deep breath and, feeling slightly dizzy, picked up the envelope and held it close, as if it might be snatched away.

      ‘Then I have,’ she said. Without waiting for a reply, she opened the heavily ornate front door she would never have to polish again and headed for the docks. After all her dreaming and brooding, the time was now.
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      The dock was slippery with seaweed. Heart pounding, she pressed into the bustle and chaos around her and sucked into her lungs the sharp, salty air of the sea. But where were the signs advertising jobs? She accosted a man in a uniform with large brass buttons and asked in hesitant French and then urgent English who was in charge of hiring staff for cleaning and cooking on that big new ship.

      ‘You’re too late, dear, the servicepeople have all been hired and the passengers will soon be boarding. Bad luck for you, I’m afraid.’ He turned away.

      It didn’t matter how brightly she smiled; her plan was falling apart. Idiot – she should have come down earlier. What now? She gulped back the hollow feeling of not knowing what came next and tried to think. Find families; look for young children. She would be a good nanny. Didn’t having seven younger brothers and sisters count as experience? She was ready to go, no trouble at all; all she had to do was find the right person and say the right things and she could get away. She would not, she would not be trapped; she would get out.

      But no one paid her any heed. An elderly English couple shrank back when she asked if they needed a companion for the trip. When she approached a family with children, offering her services, they looked at her askance, politely shook their heads, and edged away. What could she expect? She must look desperate, tangled hair and all.
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      ‘Lucy, look at that girl over there.’ Elinor pointed a delicate, polished finger at the frantic Tess. ‘My goodness, she’s a beauty. Gorgeous, big eyes. Look at her running around talking to people. I think she’s trying to get on the ship. Do you think she’s running away from something? Maybe the police? A man?’

      ‘I wouldn’t know, but I’m sure you’ll weave a good story out of it,’ Lucy said, waving to Cosmo’s approaching figure. He looked, as usual, somewhat detached from his surroundings. Cool eyes, a calm demeanor; always in charge. Following him, at his heels, was a timid-looking messenger.

      ‘Lucile, there is a problem —’ Cosmo began.

      ‘I knew it,’ Lucile said, her jaw tightening. ‘It’s Hetty, isn’t it?’

      ‘She says she is unable to come. Her mother is ill,’ the messenger said. He bent forward almost in nervous homage – as well he might, because Lucile was furious now.

      ‘Tell that girl she can’t back out just before we sail. Who does she think she is? If she doesn’t board with us, she’s fired. Have you told her that?’ She glared at the man.

      ‘I have, Madame,’ he ventured.

      Tess heard the commotion and stopped, arrested by the sight of the two women. Could it be? Yes, one of them wore the same grand hat with the gorgeous green ribbon she had spied from the window; she was right here, idly tapping the ground with that same red parasol.

      The other woman’s sharp voice jolted her attention away.

      ‘A miserable excuse!’ she snapped.

      Someone hadn’t shown up for the trip, some kind of servant, and this small person with the bright-red hair and crimson lipstick was furious. How formidable she looked. Her strong-boned, immobile face admitted no compromise, and her wide-set eyes looked as if they could change from soft to hard in seconds. There was no softness in them now.

      ‘Who is she?’ Tess demanded of a young man attached to the clustered group. Her voice was trembling. Nothing was working out.

      ‘You don’t know?’

      She looked again at the woman, noting how people slowed as they passed, whispering, casting admiring glances. Yes, there was something familiar.

      ‘Oh, my goodness,’ she gasped. ‘That’s Lucile Duff Gordon.’

      ‘Of course. Couture, you know. And the other woman is her sister, Elinor Glyn. She’s from Hollywood, writes novels. Some quite scandalous, actually.’

      Tess barely heard him.This personage bristling with anger was the most famous designer in the world, someone whose beautiful gowns she had seen in the papers, and she was standing only a few feet away. Her chance – this was her chance.

      ‘Lady Duff Gordon, I can’t believe I’m actually seeing you,’ she burst out, pushing forward. ‘I admire you so much – you are so talented. I’ve seen pictures of your gowns that set me dreaming.’ She was babbling, but she didn’t care. All she wanted was Lucile’s attention.

      The designer ignored her.

      ‘I would love to work for you,’ she pleaded. ‘I know goods. I am a dressmaker, I do very good work; I could be a great help to you.’ She thought wildly – what to say next? ‘I’m very good at buttonholes – anything you need done. Please —’

      ‘She’s desperate, I told you so,’ murmured Elinor with a giggle as she straightened her elaborately fashionable hat.

      Lucile turned toward Tess. ‘Do you know what the job is?’ she demanded.

      Tess hesitated.

      ‘It is as my personal maid. Now are you interested?’

      ‘I can do that.’ Anything, anything to get on that ship. To be working for Lady Lucile would be an unbelievable opportunity.

      ‘Where do you work now? What do you do?’

      ‘I – work in a home in Cherbourg. And I do dressmaking. I have very satisfied clients.’

      ‘A servant of some sort – not a surprise,’ Elinor murmured.

      Lucile ignored her. ‘Your name?’

      ‘Tess Collins.’

      ‘Tessie. Ah, I see.’

      ‘No. Tess.’

      ‘As you wish. Can you read and write?’

      ‘Of course!’ Tess was indignant.

      Lady Duff Gordon’s eyes turned appraising at this flash of temper. ‘References?’

      ‘I’ll have them mailed. Anything you need.’

      ‘From the middle of the Atlantic?’

      ‘There’s always a marconigram.’ Tess had read about them and hoped she was saying the right thing.

      Lucile suddenly tired of the back-and-forth. ‘I’m sorry, I know nothing about you,’ she said. ‘It won’t do.’ She turned away to talk to Cosmo.

      Desperate, Tess had an idea. ‘Look, please look,’ she said, pulling open the collar of her dress. ‘I made this. I tried to copy the collar of one of your dresses that I clipped out of the newspaper. It’s a poor copy, of course, but —’

      ‘Not bad,’ murmured Elinor, peering at the collar. It was deftly turned – a crisp linen designed to be worn open or closed, requiring careful stitching. ‘Very intricate. Unusual for a servant girl.’

      Lucile cast another look in Tess’s direction, then fingered the proffered collar. It was one of her best designs. The girl had cut it in perfect proportion to her dress and stitched it by hand; there was not a wrinkle in the fabric. ‘You are saying you made this?’ she demanded.

      ‘Yes, I did.’

      ‘Who taught you to sew?’

      ‘My mother, who is very skilled.’ Tess drew herself up proudly. ‘I’m known throughout the county. And I cut my own patterns.’

      ‘Everyone cuts, my dear. That just requires a pair of scissors. You mean design, I presume.’ Lucile reached out without a by-your-leave and lifted the sleeve of Tess’s dress, noting the skill of the girl’s inset work.

      ‘Yes. I design and I sew. I do everything.’

      ‘Does your employer pay you?’

      ‘Not for dressmaking. But I am good, and I deserve to be paid.’ Maybe this was too boastful. She drew in a deep breath and gave it her all. ‘I want to work for you. You are the best designer in the world, and I can’t believe my good fortune in meeting you. Your gowns are an inspiration – who can design like you? Please give me a chance. You won’t be sorry.’

      Lucile stared at the girl, her expression unreadable. Something stirred in her eyes as the aides around her fell silent, waiting for what would come next.

      ‘She’s probably a bit too independent for you,’ Elinor said quietly in an aside. ‘You never know. She might not be quite what she purports to be.’

      Lucile’s expression didn’t change, even as a small smile curved her lips. ‘Perhaps. But then I could keep my jewellery locked in the ship’s safe, couldn’t I?’ She turned back and addressed herself to Tess. ‘You are content with being a maid? I’m offering nothing else.’

      ‘I will do whatever you wish – I just want a chance to prove myself, and work for you.’ Yes, yes, she would do anything. She wouldn’t daydream or bunch up the sheet corners; she would work and learn and change everything. Tess was having trouble breathing. She felt the hinges of fate creaking, a door opening – or was it closing? Let her like me, she prayed.

      ‘Anything?’

      Tess pulled herself straight. ‘Anything respectable, none other,’ she said.

      Lucile’s appraising eye traveled the length of the girl’s figure, taking in her dark tousled hair, her high, flushed cheekbones and upturned chin, her shabby boots with one broken lace.

      ‘They’re going to board us soon. Are you prepared to leave in the next hour or so?’ she demanded.

      ‘Yes, I can go immediately.’ Tess cut her words sharp and tight. Only one chance, she thought, don’t squander it.

      The little group around Lucile seemed to be holding its collective breath. Lucy hesitated one last second. ‘All right, you’re hired,’ she said. ‘As a maid, you understand.’

      Elinor shot her a surprised glance. ‘Isn’t that a bit impulsive, Lucy?’

      Her sister didn’t answer, just kept gazing at Tess as if she were peering, unfocused, into the middle distance.

      ‘Thank you – you will never regret it,’ Tess said shakily, trying not to wither under Lucile’s steady gaze.

      ‘You will need to be dressed for the job, whether you are educated or not.’ Lucile was on firm ground again. ‘You are to call me Madame. And you’ll need a cap.’ She nodded toward Cosmo. ‘My husband, Sir Cosmo, will take care of the details.’

      Tess smiled warily at the tall, thin man with the large, well-tended mustache who stepped forward to talk to her. After asking Tess a few questions, he held a murmured conversation with a White Star Line official. This was, of course, passage only for a servant, so no passport was required. Surely no problem there? They completed their chat with a firm handshake. Tess exhaled so deeply she was dizzy. Yes, the door was opening.
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      She held on to the rail, following Lady Duff Gordon down slippery steps to a tender that looked grubby and a bit frail. An officious man in a White Star uniform had told them all that the ship was too large for the shallow Cherbourg harbor, so into the tender they were to go. How big was it, that it had caused another vessel to snap its mooring lines on the way from Southampton? Tess peered into the thin gray fog, eager for her first look.

      The fog lifted. And there it was, looming so high, so proud and separate, it seemed to rule the sea, not the other way around. Four huge smokestacks reaching gracefully toward the sky. Nine decks, and Tess felt her neck aching from the effort as she counted them. No wonder it was called Titanic. The people scrambling to hook the tender to the ship were all out of proportion, like busy ants.

      A sailor reached out a hand to Tess, coaxing her onto the gangplank. She stepped up, concentrating now on putting one foot in front of the other. It was happening – no going back now. Goodbye to Sussex, goodbye to the prune-faced mistress and her randy son, goodbye to all. Even to home, to mother, to the brothers and sisters she might never see again. Her heart quivered; she firmly took the next step.

      She was at the top. A couple up ahead, a man with a beautifully sculpted chin and a woman wrapped in a white fur cape, took one step onto the ship and paused to embrace. How nice, how spontaneous. The man – his veined hands showing that he wasn’t as young as he had at first appeared – suddenly twirled the woman in a deft movement that ended in her swooning, laughing, into his arms. The two skipped lightly away to scattered applause. Were they entertainers?

      Right in front of her was a man with a handsome, restless face dominated by a strong, molded chin and a slender aquiline nose. His hands were jammed into the pockets of an immaculate tan cashmere coat. His eyes seemed clouded. By unhappiness? His hair was graying at the temples; probably in his forties, she guessed. A man of business, constantly checking his watch. He seemed enveloped in fog, and did not react to the small performance in front of him, just stood a moment watching the happy pair with what she imagined was a certain wistfulness.

      ‘Hurry along, miss.’ The man behind her had a hard, impatient voice. A quick glance back; he looked very important.

      ‘Welcome, Mr. Ismay,’ said an officer, reaching past her to shake the man’s hand. ‘It’s an honor to have the chairman of White Star on board. I can promise you a speedy trip to New York.’

      Ismay mumbled something; Tess thought he looked like nothing so much as a tall, bony crane. She quickened her step to get out of his way.

      Still on the tender, Lucile and Elinor watched the girl ascend. ‘I don’t think you have servant material there, Lucy,’ said Elinor with a chuckle. ‘She didn’t even wait for the great Lady Duff Gordon to precede her. I love that.’

      ‘I’ll put her to work on hems and buttons. If she doesn’t do a proper job, she’ll be gone the minute we get to New York.’

      ‘You’ve got some ulterior motive – I know you,’ Elinor said, giving her sister a brief hug. ‘Keeps things interesting. I’ll keep writing about illicit passion and you keep designing the clothes a kept woman would wear.’

      ‘Elinor —’

      ‘Oh, I know, they’re for dignified women and stars of all sorts. Wasn’t I good to come out to the ship to see you off?’

      ‘You just wanted to see the Titanic up close.’ Lucile smiled, returning the hug. She frowned. ‘You’re much too thin – I can count the bones in your rib cage. You haven’t had any surgically removed, have you?’

      ‘Such nonsense. You know as well as I do that only a few crazy women have done that, and I’m not among them.’

      ‘You aren’t wearing a corset.’

      ‘Well, there you are. I’ve given up whalebone. Good luck in New York, and hurry back.’ Elinor’s voice went from gentle to teasing. ‘Madame.’

      ‘It gives me the proper respect,’ Lucile retorted.

      ‘Just don’t start believing it.’

      ‘I suppose.’ Slightly abstracted, Lucile gazed up at the hurrying figure of the young housemaid, who was now at the top of the gangplank.

      ‘You’re focusing on that girl, dear. Say goodbye to your loving sister.’

      ‘Oh, hush.’ Lucile laughed and planted a bright-red kiss on Elinor’s cheek, then turned to go.
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      Tess resisted staring too closely at the array of important people moving to their cabins in first class; Mother would be mortified. She had been taught manners, after all. Don’t gape. But oh, what a fantasy this was. Peek sideways at the gloriously attired women – how she wished she could stroke some of the crunchy silks, examine the design of the intricately woven shawls – and at the men in high collars who looked like rulers of the world. Act like this was all nothing new, just life as usual. Pretend to belong.

      ‘Most of the first-class passengers have no reason to be on this particular crossing, other than to be able to boast that they were on the Titanic’s maiden voyage,’ Madame said as Tess helped her unpack. ‘But it gives them a lovely little tidbit to drop at a New York dinner. It hints at a flexible, even adventurous spirit.’ She smiled. ‘As long as the faucets are gold-plated, which they are.’

      Tess started to reply, but Lucile’s finger had flown to her lips. ‘Listen,’ she commanded.

      And Tess heard for the first time the slow rumble, the vibration, of a great ship’s engines gathering momentum far below where she stood. Could they watch the departure? she asked timidly.

      ‘There’s nothing special about it, I’m afraid.’ But Lucile led Tess back outside, where they watched the land recede. One more stop in Ireland, and the Titanic’s first voyage out onto the vast sea would truly begin. Madame pointed out a young woman with careful, tiny curls framing her pale skin and a strikingly handsome man attached to her side, the two of them in a seemingly joyful bubble. A couple due soon to be married; a very important society wedding was planned in Newport Beach, she said.

      ‘But then you have people like that,’ she said, pointing a delicate finger at a cheerful, round woman waving heartily toward the shore. ‘Mrs. Brown. Her money comes from a place called Leadville, in Colorado. Gold-mining interests. No breeding.’ She peered downward at the sound of shouts and cheers from steerage. ‘Poor uneducated souls – they’ve sold everything and are heading for what they think are new lives in America. Not likely, unless they learn to wash up.’

      Later, when Tess took her satchel down into steerage, hunting for the cot that had been assigned to her, she paused, hunching down under the low ceiling, looking around the crowded room. The air was close – a mixture of smells pungent with garlic, sliced tongue, smoke, and even urine. A man in gray pants was shaving, two children watching him. An old woman with thinning hair sat rocking back and forth, moaning about her stomach. Two boys, tossing a ball to each other. Women gossiping, babies crying. The girl on the cot next to hers gave a friendly smile and offered an apple. All this life, and few would see the upper decks. Nor would those on the upper decks ever see them. But they were headed for new lives, just as she was.

      She made her way back upstairs as quickly as she could. If she could, she’d take them all with her, but this was her time now. She would stay down here only to sleep, not one minute more. Only when the voices and sounds of crying children faded into murmurs curling up through the decks and polished brass of this amazing ship did she pause and breathe.
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      Everything was dazzling. Warming to Tess’s eagerness, Lucile continued the next day to point out quite casually the stellar passengers: here, an owner of a railway; there, an aide to the United States’ President Taft; oh, and there, a famous theatrical producer – she knew them all. Together they strolled among the huge reception rooms, with their elaborately carved chairs, rich mahogany tables, and gilded mirrors, until Lucile announced that she was bored and ready for a nap. No need, then, to iron or clean or run errands? Tess asked quickly if she might wander about a little on her own.

      ‘Go ahead, I’ll be on deck at teatime. Good luck with your exploring; even the ship’s stewards don’t seem to know where everything is.’

      Alone now, Tess peeked in the doorway of a large room with mahogany walls and strange machines that looked like mechanical horses. She had heard of them; they were exercise animals, run by electricity. She glanced back and forth. There was no one around. She shouldn’t venture in, but this was all so intriguing. She tiptoed inside, wandering the room, touching the horses sheathed in steel plate, debating whether she had the nerve to pull herself up onto one of them. They looked so shiny and cold. What would it be like? She saw the switches. She could even turn one on if no one was here to see.

      Then she saw the camel. A camel! She had always wondered what it would be like to ride one. Cautiously, she hoisted one foot into a stirrup, grabbed her skirt, and pulled herself onto the machine. She reached for the switch, then froze.

      ‘Well, I see you are ready for a little exercise.’ It was a man’s voice. ‘Women are far too shy about using athletic equipment, which is such nonsense.’ She looked up and saw the handsome man with graying hair she had observed on the gangplank. He seemed more energetic now. He was wearing a blue turtleneck sweater, and although he looked less somber, she suspected that the shadows she saw beneath his eyes never disappeared entirely.

      ‘I hope I’m not doing any harm, but I’ve not seen machines like this,’ she said, flustered as she realised what a sight she presented. Her legs straddled the contraption like those of a simple trollop. Good Lord, what if Madame wandered in here right now. But she wouldn’t, surely. And the man didn’t seem shocked enough to order her out.

      ‘Nor have most of us,’ he said. ‘Now, take this electric camel you’ve become so fond of. What does it need humps for to store water, with the wonders of electricity? Shall I turn it on?’

      Tess stared down at him, saw the amused light in his eyes, and tightened her grip. ‘All right,’ she said a bit breathlessly.

      He flicked the switch. Suddenly she was moving back and forth, then up and down, and she couldn’t help laughing at the absurdity of it all as she tightened her legs against the camel’s sleek flanks of polished oak.

      ‘Is it like riding a real horse?’

      ‘Oh no, nothing like it. I love riding at home.’

      ‘That kind of saddle?’

      ‘Bareback. It makes me feel free.’ A sudden flash of galloping along the back roads at home made this venture suddenly seem silly. ‘How is this exercise?’

      ‘Your heart and lungs benefit from the movement – that’s the theory, anyway.’

      Someone was sure to come in soon. ‘Turn it off now,’ she said.

      ‘It can go faster. Do you want to go faster?’

      ‘No, no.’ She glanced at his face, a little alarmed. ‘Don’t tease me, please.’

      He smiled and turned off the camel, then reached out his arms. ‘May I help you down?’ he asked.

      ‘No, thank you, I can do it myself.’ Quickly, before he could say anything more, she slid off the machine, smoothing her skirts.

      ‘You’re totally proper now, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Would you like a little tour?’ He offered his arm quite naturally, as if it were a perfectly ordinary thing to do. His mood had lightened, and it was infectious. How good it felt to laugh. Here was the squash court; do you play? And here the Turkish baths, and over there – he pointed – the fanciest of swimming pools. ‘A necessity when surrounded by water, wouldn’t you say? Nothing too good for the upper classes.’

      ‘I’ll get there someday,’ she burst out.

      ‘Are you sure you want to?’ he asked with what seemed a hint of true curiosity.

      She felt brave enough to give a true answer. ‘I’ll work hard – it’s easy in America.’ Embarrassed now, she glanced at him and then away. ‘Thank you for this,’ she said.

      ‘You’ve done me the courtesy of being here, and I am delighted to be your guide.’

      The men she knew never talked that way. ‘You know I’m not supposed to be here, don’t you?’

      ‘I’ve seen you with Lady Duff Gordon,’ he said gently. ‘I’m an American, from the very brash city of Chicago, and not as respectful of British social niceties as I should be. I enjoyed it.’

      ‘So did I,’ she said.

      ‘I hope you have a pleasant trip.’

      She glanced quickly at a clock. She was late. ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said and hurried out, scrambling by the machines, almost tripping. The tea, the tea. She mustn’t forget the cream. As she rushed to the ship’s kitchen, she found herself thinking about the man’s strong hands and wished she had let him lift her down. She would have liked to feel them. Idiot, what a thought to have. One of these days, she decided, she would find out what squash was – and learn to play it. Lord, what was his name? How could she not have asked?
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      Lucile watched as the girl moved quickly toward her across the deck, precariously balancing on a silver tray a Limoges teapot, a delicate porcelain cup, a small pitcher of cream, and a white sugar bowl.

      ‘It’s a miracle you made it,’ Lucile said as Tess deposited the tray in front of her. ‘These are the thinnest china cups, as I asked?’

      ‘Yes, Madame. I made sure.’ In truth, she had almost forgotten in the busy ship’s kitchen.

      ‘Tea tastes like dishwater in anything else.’

      Tess poured a cup and handed it to her, still a bit flushed.

      ‘How were your explorations?’

      ‘Oh, very nice. I saw so much. There’s an exercise room.’

      ‘So I heard. No self-respecting woman would indulge in such nonsense.’

      Tess flushed deeper.

      ‘Take all this.’ Lucile waved at the tea service. ‘I’ve had enough. I want you to return to the cabin and iron the blue gown I left out for dinner tonight. Be back in a quarter of an hour, and we’ll walk the promenade again.’

      Tess nodded eagerly, gathering the silver and loading the tray. Strolling the promenade with Lady Duff Gordon was as close as she could get to the designer’s rarefied world, and to see such people as John Jacob Astor – the richest man on board, a multimillionare – smiling and chatting with Lucile was a not-to-be-missed experience. She must hurry. She began making her way across the deck, slightly distracted by the sight of two polished men in knickers pushing wood tiles across a painted board. A game of some sort – what was it? Was it squash?

      A child’s ball rolled in her path. She tripped, tried to right herself, and went crashing, cream flying from the silver pitcher, small cubes of sugar skittering across the deck, still-hot tea burning her fingers. Women seated nearby jumped up, pulling back their skirts from the mess.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, appalled. Somebody tittered.

      Madame was standing now, looking down at her coldly. ‘Get this cleaned up and get back to my cabin. Immediately.’ She turned and walked away.

      Tess took the linen napkins on the tray and started mopping up the cream. She’d done it now.

      ‘Nasty piece, that woman. Never mind, if you’ll let me, I’ll take care of it.’

      She looked up and saw a sailor frowning down at her. He was about her age, with a strong, tanned face and sturdy arms. He was gripping a mop. His eyes were kind, and as blue as the sea.

      She put everything back on the tray, stood and brushed herself off. ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said, holding her head high. She wouldn’t be humiliated – no more of that. She would stop those titters, and none would see tears from her.

      ‘That’s the girl, show them who you are,’ the sailor said gently.

      And who might that be, Tess thought. The way out of this was to put on her mask, achieve some semblance of invisibility. She wanted to glance back at the sailor, to thank him silently, but she resisted the impulse. Yet she felt his respect as she walked away.
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      ‘Your clumsiness was inexcusable.’ Lucile’s voice was like a hammer hitting iron.

      ‘I know it was, Madame, and I am sorry. I picked it all up – nothing was broken, though there was a chip in the cup —’

      ‘If we were on land, I’d fire you on the spot.’

      ‘It will never happen again, I promise.’

      ‘You promised competence, and I’m not seeing any. But I can’t just throw you overboard, can I?’

      ‘I hope not.’

      The side of Lucile’s mouth twitched.

      ‘The truth is, I would’ve done anything to sail with you,’ Tess said. ‘I’ve admired you for a long time, and you’ve done things I only dream about. If you had needed a chimney sweep, I would’ve found a way to be one.’

      ‘I wanted a maid.’

      ‘I’m not a good maid; I don’t want to be a maid.’ Oh God, she could hear her father telling her to shut her mouth, be obedient. But she might as well get on with it and share the plain truth. ‘I went out to service early and I hated it, and all I wanted to do was sew. I’m sorry, I admire you enormously. I just don’t know how —’

      ‘To do your job properly,’ Lucile finished sharply. She stared at Tess. ‘Isn’t that right?’

      ‘With all proper respect, it depends on the job.’ Tess prayed that her words didn’t come across as insolent.

      Another twitch of the mouth. ‘You don’t want to be a maid? Here —’ Lucile beckoned Tess over to the desk, where she had laid out the cut pieces for a wool jacket. It wasn’t an important piece; if the girl messed it up, it would not be a significant loss. ‘Prove yourself. Assemble these without a pattern. The stitching must be hand-done. I will be back in an hour to see how you are doing.’

      ‘Yes, Madame.’ Tess picked up a piece of the wool as Lucile left the room. It was loosely woven, a delicate plaid of copper and green – quite fine material, better than she had ever worked with. She must be careful. No, she would be careful; this was no stupid teacup. Her head bent forward; her fingers began their precision work. She was breathing better now.
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      Lucile picked up the completed jacket and held it at arm’s length, a frown on her face. She studied it carefully as Tess nervously bit her lip.

      ‘Well, you’re obviously determined to prove yourself,’ she said finally, fingering the jacket. Tess had tucked the darts perfectly, which wasn’t easy to do on a patterned fabric. ‘This is a reasonably good job. Meticulous stitching.’ She cast a studying glance at Tess, then folded the jacket and tucked it into her trunk. ‘Perhaps you have the makings of a seamstress. You might not be dusting bureaus all your life.’

      Just the hint of a promise, that’s all. But it sent a shiver of relief down deep in her heart. Lord, thank you. If there had been any more talk of dumping her over the side of the ship, she would have jumped on her own.

      Lucile glanced at a small jeweled clock on her dressing table. ‘That’s enough talk about sewing for the moment. Get my dress out, will you, dear? It’s almost time for dinner.’

      Tess flew to obey as Lucile began rummaging in her jewellery box. ‘Did I not bring them?’ she murmured fretfully to herself. ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Can I help, Madame?’ Tess asked.

      ‘Ah, here they are.’ Lucile pulled out a small bag of midnight-blue velvet, opened it, and shook its contents onto the dressing table. Earrings. She picked up one and held it to her ear, facing Tess. ‘Beautiful, aren’t they?’

      ‘Yes, they are.’ Tess was fascinated. She had never seen anything quite like these. Three pale-blue stones, one below the other, all shimmering with inner light, separated by tiny diamonds and what she thought were sapphires. ‘What are they?’ Tess asked shyly.

      ‘Moonstones from Ceylon, very fashionable.’ Lucile fastened the earring in her ear and gently moved her head. The stones danced and glowed. ‘They call this the traveler’s stone,’ she said. ‘It’s supposed to protect against the dangers of travel, which is total nonsense, of course. But it sells jewellery, I suppose.’ She fastened the second earring, then reached for her ever-present lipstick.

      This was her cue to go. ‘Good night, Madame, I hope you have a nice dinner,’ Tess said as she turned to leave, pulling the door closed behind her.
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      That night, back down in the claustrophobic quarters of steerage, amid the whimpers of children and the snores of their parents, she slipped into restless sleep, the kind where memory flowed like water through her dreams.

      
         

        The gravel was crunching under the landlord’s heavy step as he circled her.

        ‘How old?’

        ‘Twelve,’ her father said, twisting his cap in field-weathered hands. The cow had died yesterday. Diseased. No milk now for the younger children.

        ‘Her teeth?’

        ‘They’re good.’

        ‘I can chew with no problem, sir.’

        ‘Don’t speak unless spoken to, girl.’

        ‘Yes, sir.’

        ‘You’ll do housework. Hard work. Ready for that?’

        ‘Yes, sir.’

        Her dream was getting foggy, but her mother’s crying from inside the house had become louder. Her father’s hands were almost tearing the cap apart.

        ‘She’ll do.’

        Then her mother was there, grabbing her by the arm, pulling her back into the house. ‘She’s not a horse,’ she shouted.

        They were together now, in the bedroom. Her mother grabbed a threaded needle by the bedside and folded it into her hand.

        ‘You see this? Maybe you have to go out to service right now, but I have taught you to sew. It will be your way out of here. Stand straight, be proud.’

      

      Tess awoke with a start. In reality, there had been no fog. And how different the messages from her mother and father.
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      ‘I hear your little maid took a tumble on the deck today,’ Cosmo said as he and Lucile prepared for bed after dinner. ‘Caused a dreadful mess. Some sailor came to her rescue?’

      Lucile shrugged. ‘Yes, ridiculous. But I rather like her.’

      ‘May I ask why?’

      ‘I don’t know if you would understand.’

      ‘Try me.’

      ‘It isn’t important. Maybe there’s something there, maybe nothing.’

      ‘You haven’t pushed her wearing a cap.’

      ‘She’s terrible as a maid. I don’t know why I should bother.’

      ‘So you’re applying that famous costuming eye of yours to a new blank canvas?’

      ‘My dear Cosmo, she jumps to do my bidding, whatever it is. If the cost of that is forgetting a servant’s cap, that’s fine with me.’

      ‘Something’s going on in your head. To be continued, I presume.’ He yawned, hoisting himself into bed, his silk pajamas making a swooshing sound as he slid between silk sheets. ‘When you’re ready, of course.’

      Lucile said nothing, leaning closer to the mirror above the vanity, dabbing cold cream onto her lips, removing her crimson lipstick with a steady hand.
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      ‘Tess, find my gold silk in that jumble and press it for dinner, please.’ Lucile pointed to one of her larger trunks when Tess reported for duty the next morning. ‘You can do that without scorching it, I trust?’

      ‘I would never harm your gowns, Madame,’ Tess answered, flushing. She opened the lid of the trunk and gently began pulling out the clothes – the shimmering, beautiful fabrics that filled the massive trunk in Stateroom A-20. She plunged her hands in deeper, shivering at the light silky touch of the fabrics. How could she describe it? They were the consistency of foaming cream. Fabrics she had never seen – delicate as cobwebs, silvery, gold, some as blue as the deepest water, all artfully twisted and looped and draped. This was heaven!

      ‘You seem a bit overcome,’ Lucile said, amused.

      ‘They look so floaty and simple. But the structure is wonderful.’

      ‘I make them to mold to a moving body. You can see that, can you?’

      ‘Oh, yes.’

      ‘So your mother taught you to sew?’

      Tess nodded, and spoke proudly. ‘We worked hard together, cutting, piecing, sewing.’

      ‘What did you make?’

      ‘A shirt for a landowner, a dress for a wedding. A child’s christening gown. All things.’

      ‘Quite admirable. But it didn’t free her, did it?’

      ‘There were many babies.’

      ‘Ah, the universal trap. And how did you avoid it?’

      ‘We were excited about a seamstress job in Cherbourg; we had friends there. Mother wanted me to escape the village boys.’ And her father had known all along it was a servant job; she was sure of it.

      Lucile smiled, and, tentatively, Tess smiled back.

      ‘A smart woman, your mother.’

      ‘I promised her when I got my chance I would make the best of it.’ She was setting up the iron now, testing it. Not too hot; this was familiar work. The gold gown caressed her fingers, slipping gently onto the board.

      ‘And that’s what you’re doing now.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Madame.’

      ‘Yes, Madame.’ Remember this, she warned herself silently. Truly, if Lady Duff Gordon wanted to be called Your Highness, she would happily do so.

      Lucile gazed at her thoughtfully. ‘My dear, here is lesson number one for using opportunity: waste no time on false humility. Tell the world about your achievements; don’t wait for someone else to do it. Did you know I was the first designer to use live models for fashion shows?’

      ‘No, Madame,’ Tess replied. The gown was done. Carefully, she hung it on a silk-covered hanger, a bit dazzled by Lucile’s relaxed, almost confiding tone.

      ‘Well, now you do,’ Lucile said. ‘You gain confidence by doing what no one else has done. Or what no one else wants to do.’

      Tess couldn’t help it; the words slipped out. ‘Like dropping teapots?’

      Lucile laughed. ‘I think you and I will get along fine. Now I’d like you to write a letter for me so I can check out your penmanship.’

      ‘It’s very good,’ Tess said with a cautious smile.

      ‘Good girl. You’ve absorbed today’s lesson.’

      
         

        
          [image: Cherbourg, France April 10, 1912]
        

      

       

      By noon, Tess was free to seek out the fresh air of the deck. A fine morning all around. She found herself making a mental report to her Mother: I got past yesterday’s disaster, Mother, and Madame and I are actually talking. Surely that’s a positive sign. Her reverie was interrupted by shouts from the boys playing tag on the deck and the girls giggling nearby, jumping rope.

      ‘Miss?’

      Startled, she realised that a sad-faced man in a rumpled black suit was addressing her. Holding each of his hands was a small, wiggling boy.

      ‘My son, here’ – he pushed forward one child – ‘has something to say to you. Edmond, speak up.’

      The child looked at Tess with imploring eyes. ‘Je suis désolé,’ he whispered.

      ‘My sons don’t speak English,’ the man said apologetically. ‘But Edmond knows his ball was what made you stumble yesterday, and he is sorry. His favorite toy, his spinning top, was lost over the side of the ship and he was trying something new. You do speak French, I hope?’

      Tess nodded, touched by his courteous formality. This was Mr. Hoffman, someone had said. A widower with two small boys. He kept to himself but was devoted to his children.

      ‘Ce n’est pas grave,’ she said to the child, and saw the look of relief in his eyes. Edmond smiled at her as his brother wrapped himself around his father’s pants leg, peeking at her. Mr. Hoffman nodded approvingly, and seemed at a loss for what to say next. ‘Edmond and Michel, they are usually good boys,’ he said. ‘Again, please, we are sorry.’ And then he turned on his heel, the children hurrying at his side, vanishing into the ship.
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      Teatime, again.

      ‘The tea isn’t quite hot enough, Tess.’ Madame’s voice held a touch of testiness. ‘And the cake is dry.’

      Tess instantly reached for the cup. ‘I’ll get that fixed right now,’ she said.

      ‘Also, tell the kitchen crew to send out some fresh cakes.’

      ‘Yes, Madame.’

      ‘And if there aren’t any, what will you do?’

      Tess hardly missed a beat. ‘Bake them myself,’ she said.

      Lucile smiled. ‘That’s the spirit. Forget the tea. Let’s walk the promenade.’
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      ‘I see you watching me, Tess,’ she said casually as they strolled. ‘What do you see?’

      Tess flushed. ‘You seem regal sometimes.’

      Lucile laughed and started to respond, but abruptly stopped walking. Advancing toward them was a small group of chattering men and women, all focused on a small, slender brunette in their midst, a striking young woman wearing a casually cut shirtwaist of white linen and a bright-red jersey skirt that swung briskly back and forth. On her head was a small cloche hat. People turned and stared, some whispering.

      ‘What is she doing on this ship?’ Lucile muttered.

      ‘Who is she?’ Tess asked as they walked by. She did not miss the frozen smiles the two women exchanged.

      ‘Another one of those milliners who design ridiculous costumes and think they know couture. She’s trying to get attention for something she calls sportswear, which is just slapping together mismatched outfits like the one she was wearing.’ Lucile was walking more rapidly now, heading back to her stateroom. Tess rushed to keep up.

      Lucile pushed open the stateroom door, letting it slam against the wall, startling Cosmo, who had been sitting peacefully in a chair, smoking his pipe.

      ‘That woman upstart from Manchester who steals my ideas is on the ship,’ she said.

      ‘No need to get upset,’ Cosmo replied. ‘She hasn’t even a crown at her disposal to open a shop. She’s no competition —’

      ‘No competition? She’s working this crowd for all the attention and contacts she can get. Just like that other upstart, the one they call Chanel.’ Lucile pulled off her bracelet and threw it onto the dressing table, barely missing the mirror. The diamonds hit with a clatter that made Tess wince.

      Cosmo remained calm. He took a long puff on his pipe. ‘Lucy, you are top quality,’ he said. ‘You are the Lady Duff Gordon, and everyone on this ship knows no other designer can touch you. Now calm down.’

      Only then did Lucile seem to remember Tess’s presence. ‘Sorry for this peek behind the veil, my dear,’ she said. ‘Even the regal can get blindsided. There are always people out to get you in my business, something you might as well learn now as later. I’ve fought for what I have —’ She glanced at Cosmo. ‘With the support of my dear husband, of course.’

      ‘My wife, as usual, is being a bit flamboyant,’ he said evenly. ‘Really, dear, you are much too agitated.’

      It was as if they were exchanging familiar lines, like actors in a play, and Tess was their audience.

      ‘Of course. I’m a successful woman, with everything I’ve ever wanted. And I intend it to stay that way.’

      ‘Nicely said.’ Cosmo put his pipe down in the ashtray. ‘Now I’m going to check and see if we are at the captain’s table tonight. That would please you, I’m sure.’

      Lucile gave him a bright smile. ‘Lovely, dear.’

      The tense atmosphere in the room was easing, and Tess felt that she could breathe again. She stood silently as Cosmo smiled in that serene, detached way of his, pecked his wife on the cheek, picked up his glasses, and left the room.

      ‘You have to humor them, you know.’ Lucile sighed lightly as the door closed. ‘Men can be boring, but they are necessary. One needs to learn to work around them. Don’t you think so?’

      There was no casual answer, not with the gap between their stations. Tess stayed quiet.

      Lucile walked over to the dressing table, picked up her bracelet, and casually tossed it into her jewellery box. ‘You didn’t answer me,’ she said.

      ‘I wouldn’t know, Madame,’ Tess finally said.

      ‘Why not? Are you saying you’ve had no experience with men?’

      ‘Not much.’

      ‘Oh, come now, Tess. What about those village boys your mother warned you away from?’ Lucile was opening a gold compact filled with powder, and Tess could see her hand shaking slightly.

      ‘I’m sorry about the other designer,’ she said. ‘Surely she’s no threat to you.’

      ‘Everybody, at some point or another, is a threat,’ Lucile said, patting powder lightly across her nose and cheekbones. ‘That’s why I must keep them all on their toes. It’s an act, Tess. And it has worked so far.’ She looked up, her eyes suddenly almost watery. ‘I know what you want, and I’m going to try to help you get there. But it takes more than talent.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Tess said.

      ‘So when will I get those references you promised?’ Lucile asked abruptly, turning back to her dressing table, reaching now for a bottle of crimson nail polish.

      ‘References?’ Tess could only imagine the anger of the mistress of the house she had fled in Cherbourg, who would certainly have nothing good to say about her. References? There were none. Surely Madame had sensed that.

      Lucile looked up from dabbing lacquer onto her nails and laughed. ‘You should see your face, Tess. Don’t worry, I’m not interested in references – I was just playing with you. Tell me more about your life. I’m curious – not many a young woman would have jumped to leave her country on a minute’s notice as fast as you did. Why?’

      ‘I actually planned it. For a long time.’

      ‘Were you running away from something?’ Lucile asked lightly.

      ‘Just cleaning closets and toilets. And not getting paid for my real work.’

      ‘Any regrets?’

      ‘Absolutely none.’ Tess said this with such fervor that Lucile laughed again.

      ‘Well, that’s good, because my brain is busy cutting you into pattern pieces. What do you think of that? We’re going to stitch a new Tess Collins together. Maybe we’ll find a way to hone those sewing skills of yours.’

      ‘I will do my best, truly.’

      ‘I’m quite sure you will.’ Lucile covered a yawn with her hand. ‘Now if you don’t mind, as soon as this polish dries I’m going to take a short nap.’
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      Tess couldn’t stop thinking about their exchange afterward, examining her memory for holes. Had she read Madame correctly? It seemed a promise had been made; surely she hadn’t let her own hopes read too much into Lucile’s words. But she felt it; it was there, a benevolent mood. And when Madame informed the purser that she wanted Tess’s room moved up from the E deck to the A deck? It was to keep her available for longer hours, of course, but what a thrill it was to hear the news. She ran down the stairs to steerage, to the narrow bunk – only one of many crammed together – where she had tucked her few possessions under the mattress. She squeezed past a man coughing thickly into a dirty handkerchief and shut her ears to the high-pitched bickering of two women fighting over a blanket. She inhaled deeply, defiantly. She was breathing in the rank odors of this dark, windowless place for the last time.

      ‘You’re leaving us?’ the girl in the next cot said, a hint of disappointment in her tone. ‘Didn’t see much of you, but you’re my age and I thought we could talk every now and then. I’m going to my uncle’s in a place called the Bowery. Know anything about it? I’ll work in his saloon, but he says it’s respectable in America. I’ve still got some apples. Share one?’

      Tess shook her head and smiled. ‘I can’t now, but maybe later.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t think once you go upstairs you’ll ever come back down here.’

      It was true, of course. Tess felt warm colour in her cheeks. ‘Goodbye,’ she said. ‘Maybe we’ll meet in New York.’

      
APRIL 14, 1912

      The day was glorious. Madame was napping again in the late afternoon, and Tess luxuriated in her new access to the first-class deck. She was allowed to sit on Madame’s deck chair and watch the promenade of privileged people as they strolled by, laughing and chatting, people whose names she should learn. She had never been in a place where everyone seemed on holiday, and if she wanted to stay in their world she had to educate herself.

      And then, strolling toward her, she saw John Jacob Astor and his wife. Such an elegant pair! The long, tapered fingers of Mrs. Astor’s left hand rested gently in the crook of her husband’s arm and her face was tipped toward the lowering sun, as if basking in its light. Tess couldn’t take her eyes off them, mesmerised by this first look at what shipboard clothing was for the very, very rich. He wore immaculately creased trousers and a mohair cardigan over a crisp shirt and tie. She, on the other hand, gave little quarter to such casualness – her pale-green gown of cord silk, so perfect with her glowing skin and soft chocolate-brown hair, drew envious glances from other women strollers. The men passing by nodded greetings, some casting equally envious glances at Mr. Astor. ‘He bagged quite a trophy out of that messy divorce scandal,’ one murmured to another.

      Some time later, in the first glow of what was clearly going to be a spectacular sunset, she copied their stroll across the deck, trying to imitate Mrs. Astor’s swanlike glide. The other passengers had all disappeared back into their staterooms to prepare for the evening. How had that lucky woman floated so effortlessly? Tess tried, but couldn’t quite rein in her own hurried stride.

      She heard a chuckle and glanced over her shoulder. A sailor was watching. And, yes, he was the same one who had quietly mopped up when she spilled the tea. Tall, about her own age, somewhat thin, even with those sturdy shoulders. His hair was unruly, but swept aside with careless confidence. And his eyes were just as warm and alert as she remembered – the kind of eyes that didn’t miss much. They were indeed as blue as the sea.

      ‘Not bad, but you’d do best walking your own way,’ he said. ‘Don’t want to fall on your nose, do you?’

      Tess lifted her chin high. ‘No chance of that,’ she said, adding, ‘I do thank you for cleaning up the mess I made the other day.’

      ‘You handled it well. Walked away quite proper, and no giggles in your wake.’

      ‘My mother’s advice was always to hold my head up.’

      He nodded. ‘First time you let it hang, somebody hammers it down further. Don’t be fooled by these people; they’re just rich show-offs.’

      ‘Mrs. Astor has true grace,’ Tess countered.

      ‘Maybe she does, but so do you,’ he said gently, studying her face. ‘You just don’t know it.’ He stepped forward and crooked his arm. ‘Shall we stroll?’ he asked, half teasingly.

      With only an instant of hesitation, she accepted the invitation. They walked a few paces, alone on that deck as the brilliant sky turned orange and gold, and then, laughing, he coaxed her into a skip. A bubble of pleasure filled her throat. She could release herself for this, for just a few seconds, couldn’t she?

      Only a moment, a quick moment. When they stopped, he put a finger to his lips. ‘Good day, ma’am,’ he said, his voice lively with humor. ‘See? You can play, too. And I’ll never tell.’ He headed back to work, whistling as he bent to pick up a heavy coil of rope, then throwing it over his shoulder.

      He’s a village boy, Tess told herself as she leaned against the railing and watched the dance of light on the water. A seagoing version, with a more jaunty spirit than most. And quite beautiful eyes.

      She stood there for a long time, mesmerised by the expanse of limitless water reaching to a fiery red horizon. She was filled with yearning – for what, she wasn’t sure. But if she listened she could still hear the seductive, melancholy whistle of the trains that had wound their way out of the valley and off to the larger world when she was a child. She had always wanted to be on one of them. Most people had pursed their lips, either disapprovingly or angrily, when she talked about going away. Thank goodness she realised early, somehow, that they were mostly afraid. And never, never was she going to let herself be afraid.

      Tess ate dinner alone in her cabin, listening to the faint music of the ship’s orchestra as the musicians played in the first-class dining saloon. Around ten, she went out on deck for a stroll under the stars, enjoying the solitude, although unable to resist peeking into the dining room. How huge it was, the width of the entire ship, she had been told. The walls and the graceful pillars were a creamy white; the dining chairs covered in a sumptuous emerald-green velvet. Wineglasses sparkled in the glow of the slender white lamps on each table, their light reflected back again through the tall, arched windows that opened onto D deck. How beautiful it was. All those confident, wealthy men and women, most of them in evening dress, laughing, lifting glasses filled with brandy. She found herself trying to piece together their stories.

      There was that couple that had boarded ahead of her, sitting by themselves, heads close, murmuring. They were dancers, Madame had told her – Jean and Jordan Darling – yes, lithe, beautiful, coming home to New York for a Broadway play and, everyone said, genuinely in love. ‘A little past their prime,’ Madame declared matter-of-factly. ‘I’ve dressed her for several shows, but I suspect she can’t afford me anymore.’ And there was that handsome man in the tan coat she had met in the gymnasium. In evening dress, he was just leaving the captain’s table, which meant that he, too, must be important. His name, Madame had told her when describing the more important personages on board, was Jack Bremerton. ‘A Chicago millionaire. No one quite knows how he made his fortune,’ she said. ‘In banking, or something equally shady. Several wives; rumor is, he’s leaving the current one.’

      A dining-room steward carrying a tray of glasses suddenly shoved past Tess, pushing her off balance. He stumbled, the tray falling from his hands with a tremendous clatter. At that moment the chairman of the White Star Line strode around the deck corner, head turned to talk to one of the ship’s officers. In evening dress, he looked more like a bony crane than ever. The tray crashed to the floor, splattering brandy onto Bruce Ismay’s clothes as the glasses smashed into fragments on the deck.

      ‘It was her fault, sir,’ the steward said, thinking fast, pointing to Tess. ‘She splatted a whole tea service on deck the other day.’

      ‘That was clumsy of you, young woman,’ snapped the officer. ‘Good Lord, you are the one who made that mess. Why weren’t you looking where you were going?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Tess said in surprise.

      ‘You need to apologise to Mr. Ismay, who is, in case you don’t know, the chairman of this shipping company,’ the officer said. ‘You’re Lady Duff Gordon’s maid, aren’t you? Surely you’ve been trained better than that.’

      ‘I’m not apologizing, sir, for I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m sorry the accident happened, but I wasn’t the cause.’

      ‘You’re not getting away with this, young woman. I’m going to have to talk to the Duff Gordons about your manners.’

      ‘I did nothing,’ Tess said, growing dismayed.

      A voice cut through from the dark near the rail. ‘Actually, her manners are far better than yours, and I suspect her sense of balance is, too. I believe the apology is due to her, Officer. Are you in the habit of berating young women – or just those in service?’

      Flustered, the officer turned on the steward. ‘Go get a towel and clean this up,’ he ordered. As the steward scurried away, the officer and Ismay walked on, and Tess heard him say, ‘These last-minute hires, you know…’

      ‘That was a nice scene, wasn’t it?’

      Tess looked behind her and saw the mysterious Mr. Bremerton. He had left the captain’s table and was standing by the teak railing, polished and handsome in his evening clothes.

      ‘Officious little men with power – one of the plagues of the world.’ He shook his head. ‘Good lesson, though – position doesn’t make a gentleman. Or evening clothes, for that matter. But you know that, I hope.’

      She did, but it might not be wise to say that right now. ‘I really don’t want any trouble,’ she said.

      ‘You didn’t cringe. That took some backbone.’

      ‘I needed to defend myself.’

      ‘Or what?’ He looked at her keenly.

      ‘Or it would just happen again.’ And again and again. No use trying to explain.

      He bowed slightly. ‘Very wise. I’m glad to see you – I kept wishing after our time in the exercise room that I had asked your name. May I now?’

      She couldn’t help smiling. He must think she had been undone by riding that camel. ‘My name is Tess Collins.’

      He peered closely. ‘Of course. Since we seem to keep meeting, let me introduce myself. I’m Jack Bremerton, and I have no business judging others, to tell the truth. What do you think of your voyage so far?’

      ‘I’ve loved it, Mr. Bremerton,’ she said, walking over to the rail where he stood. ‘It’s a feast for the eyes and the hands.’

      ‘The hands?’

      ‘I love touching the draperies and the silk tablecloths and all the beautiful fabrics, and thinking about where I would put them, how I would cut and tuck them.’

      ‘You sound like you want to be a designer yourself.’

      ‘I’m going to be, someday.’ Just the fact of saying it to this stranger made her move up a notch in believing it.

      ‘A lady who is willing to stand up for herself has a dignity that will take her a long way. By the way, please call me Jack.’

      ‘I don’t feel comfortable doing that, Mr. Bremerton.’ She tried the word out in her mind. Jack.

      ‘I accept that, Miss Collins.’ He smiled. ‘Hope you change your mind at some point. Isn’t it a great night? Just look at those stars.’

      ‘They are splendid.’ They were standing so close, she could smell the faint musk of his shaving lotion. Was this really happening? Was this impressive, powerful man actually talking to her?

      ‘It’s a pleasure to be watching them with you.’ He glanced back in the direction of the dining room. ‘It’s all very stuffy in there, you know. I left after the duck breasts; don’t like figs. Or oyster martinis. It looks beautiful from out here, but nothing glitters quite as much when you get close up.’

      ‘You know I can’t go in there, don’t you?’

      ‘So they say.’ He seemed to be thinking it over. ‘Do we agree?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘That a coterie of snobs can deny you entry into this stiff-backed saloon?’

      ‘They can make the rules they want to make; it’s not for me to decide.’

      ‘Well, I disagree.’

      She shivered. Was there a way to tell him that in her heart, tucked away quite privately, she had the same rebellious thought?

      He held out his arm, his eyes watchful but revealing nothing. Before she knew it, he was guiding her through the glass doors and right into the magical dining room. With one careless hand, he swept the room. ‘Here you are, Miss Collins. Shall I signal a waiter for two glasses of champagne?’

      Oh, the carpet was soft. And now she could reach out and actually touch one of the velvet chairs. She could inhale the aroma of many perfumes, see the gold-crusted dining plates filled with exotic food, hear the light talk and laughter that rippled across the well-behaved room, laughter as sparkling as the sea. So much, all at once. White-clad waiters moving solicitously among the tables; diamond rings flashing each time a glass was hoisted; men hovering close to women in low-cut gowns. She didn’t recognise the music the orchestra was playing, but she loved it and knew she would never forget it.

      And then she spied Cosmo and Madame. What if they saw her?

      She turned quickly and walked back toward the door. ‘I can’t stay here,’ she said, a flush burning deep into her cheeks.

      Bremerton made no objection, just followed her back out to the deck. ‘I’m a betting man, Miss Collins,’ he said quietly as they stood again beneath the stars. ‘After watching you stand up to that oaf tonight, may I make a prediction? Once you get to America, you won’t be closed out of any dining rooms again. And you won’t be carrying a serving tray for very long.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll be busy learning how to play squash,’ she said, suddenly encouraged.

      He laughed. ‘Well, it’s not so popular in my country. I’m certainly glad to be going back. No offense, but I get tired of Europe. Too stodgy. Moves too slow.’

      ‘What sort of work do you do?’ she ventured tentatively.

      ‘Right now I’m setting up branches to sell the Model T.’

      He saw her puzzlement. A motor car, he explained. But, more than that, it was the automobile in America. A masterpiece for the masses, actually, and Henry Ford, the man who thought of it, was a genius. He had plans for an assembly line, and soon he would be producing an automobile every ninety minutes.

      ‘Amazing.’ She knew she should leave soon, but she didn’t want to go.

      ‘You’ve got me talking tonight,’ he said reflectively, looking into the black sea. ‘Maybe it’s the stars. Is there a young man waiting for you in New York?’

      She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t need that. Madame will help me get work.’

      ‘My money is on you. By the way, I don’t play squash, either. Have a nice evening, and I think we should find the opportunity to chat again.’ He reached out a hand and touched hers lightly, briefly. Then he gave her a salute and walked off.

      She headed back to her cabin, stopping, turning, looking back. Jack had also stopped.

      ‘Good night again,’ he said.

      ‘Good night.’ She could think of nothing else to say. Taking one more deep breath of the crisp night air, she headed for her cabin. She had actually carried off a conversation with a gentleman who wasn’t snapping his fingers for service or groping up her skirts. Someone with polish and manners who treated her as if she were an equal. Surely rich. What would it be like to be rich? Oh yes, she hoped they would talk again. He was obviously cultured; he would know so much more than she about books and music and plays. Still, she would have been tempted to linger longer with him just now if it hadn’t felt faintly improper. And why did she have the excited thought that he felt the same?

      She hurried down the stairs, consoling herself with the anticipation of a singular pleasure ahead – for in her cabin was one of the most beautiful gowns she had ever imagined, let alone owned.

      Just before leaving for dinner, Lady Duff Gordon had lifted a beautiful silk dressing gown wrapped carefully in tissue paper from her trunk and handed it to Tess. It was made of fabric as billowy as smoke, an artful weaving of one deepening colour, starting from a bodice of palest lavender to a skirt of regal purple. ‘Here, dear, something elegant and pretty for you,’ she had said.

      Tess was stunned. ‘For me?’

      Lady Duff Gordon, looking pleased with herself, was already heading out the door, leaving behind a rich aura of perfume. ‘Why not?’ she sang out over her shoulder.

      Tess took the gown to the light, examining its worksmanship with awe. Such artful seaming. Then she wrapped herself in her fairy tale. She put on her lovely gown and twirled to the music, pretending that she, too, was on the dance floor, with Jack Bremerton, wishing only that her mother could see her now, this minute, here on the cusp of a new life filled with immense possibility. She must write home as soon as they arrived in New York. She had scribbled down her family address at the Cherbourg dock for one of Madame’s employees, asking him to tell her parents where she was going, but his attitude had been slightly disdainful and Tess, drifting off into sleep shortly before midnight, wondered if the message had ever been sent… Her eyes closed. Time enough to think about that in the morning.
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Torn between her dreams and the truth,
she was faced with an impossible choice . . .
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