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In memory of my loving father,
Malcolm Donald Gynther
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Constance Stone
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“George?” Constance rapped lightly on the door to her husband’s study, opening it as she knocked.

He peered over his reading glasses and smiled at his pretty wife. On his crowded desk lay a pile of papers; he was sharpening a red pencil.

“So, how are your parents today, dear?” George asked casually, as if she could answer with a cheerful “fine.”

Constance frowned. Her visit that day had consisted of trying to coax her mother, wide-eyed and filthy, from behind the garden shed. Her mother grunted frantically when she grew near, then hurled a clump of dirt at her, hitting the side of her face.

“About the same, thank you,” she replied curtly, nettled by his indifference. She ran her fingers through her hair—dislodging a bit of sand near her ear—then continued, her voice slow and hesitant. “Father’s had a new idea, though. To make Mother well again.”

George took off his reading glasses and sat back in his chair.

“What’s that?” he asked, expectant.

Was that skepticism in his voice? With her fingertips, she lightly grazed the top of her husband’s collection of rocks and minerals—the smooth agates, glistening metallic pyrite, shards of quartz—as if stones could be read like Braille. She picked up a cluster of amethyst from the long shelf in front of his desk. Weighing it in her hand, she remembered that the Ancient Greeks thought this stone would protect them from drunkenness.

“Faith,” she said. “He wants to bring Faith home.”

“Faith!” George snorted. “Your father, the psychologist, thinks that will cure your mother? Lord knows, it might make her feel worse! Now, I agree that your sister should certainly not be in Paris on her own, living like some kind of gypsy. If she were my child, I’d have never allowed it! But I just don’t see how her wanton daughter’s reappearance is going to help.”

Constance paused, putting the amethyst back in its place as George began packing his pipe. She glanced over at the armchair, hoping to sit down. As usual, it was filled with a tower of scrolled maps. She leaned on his desk, noticing, from that vantage point, that her husband’s bald spot was widening rapidly.

“You’re probably right, George.” Constance let out a long sigh. “I don’t know if Mother even realizes that Faith is gone. But Father wants her home.”

“Well, good luck to him.” He relit his pipe, then inquired through a puff of smoke, “Has he wired her yet?”

“He’s tried. Several times, in fact.” Constance picked up the nautilus fossil, her favorite piece in his collection. Stroking its spiral, she added, “But now he wants to try a more radical approach.”

George’s brow came crashing down against his eyes, forcing his lips out in an exaggerated pout. A caricature of confusion, he stared up at his wife.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

Constance stopped her pacing and stood before her husband.

“He wants me to go to Paris and get her,” she said, trying to make it sound as if this request was on par with a trip to the market. “To put her on a steamer and bring her back to Worcester.”

“You!”

His face burst open, falling to twice the length it had been moments before. When his jaw and eyes came back to their proper places, he began to chuckle.

Constance watched the spectacle of George’s face, trying to recall what about it had attracted her when they’d married eight years earlier. Perhaps it had been his then-graying hair, which promised the inherent security of marrying an older man. Or the serious, academic way he puffed his pipe through his beard. In the beginning, she had also been grateful for his ability to fill awkward silences. Listening now to his bemused laughter, she couldn’t remember why she had undervalued silence.

“Well, you know Father can’t go,” she said, looking down at the nautilus. “He can’t leave Mother.”

“But I can’t go with you, dear. I’m in the middle of term. And I’m behind with my grading as it is,” he said, waving his pipe around his desk to emphasize his point. “And, needless to say, you can’t go on your own.”

“Why not, George?” she asked softly.

He looked up at her in surprise.

“Why, for a dozen reasons! I’d be worried sick about you!” He shook his head. “Anything could happen. You could get lost out there on your own!”

“I think I can board a liner and take a train as well as any other. I don’t see the mystery there.”

“And while you are gallivanting off to Paris, what’s to become of your own children?” George asked, eyeing her sternly, paternalistically. “Who is to take care of them?”

“The servants can manage,” Constance sighed. “And this would be no pleasure cruise, believe me. Oh, George, it would only be a couple of weeks.”

Finally, he stood up from his chair. Looking up at his wife, he felt, was putting him at a disadvantage.

“You sound like you are seriously considering this madness! Off on a fool’s errand, in search of your shameless little sister—who you’ve never even gotten along with!”

Constance put the nautilus back on the shelf. Suddenly exhausted, she went over to the armchair and toppled the maps onto the rug. She let herself fall in, ignoring George’s silent protest.

“The fool sending me on this errand is my father, George.” She closed her eyes, stroking her brow. “You weren’t there when he asked me to go.” She could still see her father’s reddened eyes staring into his empty palms, the faint smell of hard cider on his breath. “I couldn’t . . . I can’t say no. He’s so miserable in that house, so desperate.”

“Constance.” George’s voice nearly chipped as he looked down on his wife. “You are not going to Paris on your own.”

She sighed, raised herself out of the armchair, and looked her husband in the eye.

“Yes, George. I am.”


Vera Sinclair
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Amandine shuffled through the parlor’s open door, slightly out of breath from the trip up the stairs. Vera sat in a brocade chair, her thin legs covered in a throw, a black Scottish terrier lying at her feet. She was turning the pages of a large kidskin journal.

“Yes?” She looked up at her maid, amused by the girlish smile on her lined face.

“It’s Mr. Charles, ma’am.” Amandine beamed. “He’s taking off his galoshes and overcoat in the hall. He’ll be here directly.”

As she quickly removed her reading glasses and the blanket (“Up you go, Bibi!” she whispered to the dog. “You know how a throw ages a woman!”), Vera peeked out the window. The rain was still pouring down. It had been one of the wettest, grayest Paris springs she could remember and her gauzy skin ached for sun.

“Hello, love!” Charles Wood entered the room with his customary panache. A dapper gentleman nearing sixty-five, he had a full head of white hair and bright blue eyes.

A smile spread across Vera’s face in a ripple, until wrinkles flooded every corner.

“Charles!”

She put her book down and rose to embrace him. He awarded her a brief, stiff half-hug, then bent down to pet the dog. Vera frowned, remembering when, not too long ago, his body used to yield to hers and truly embrace her, despite his Britishness.

His gaze traveled to her journal, which he picked up and thumbed.

“Are you writing today?” he asked, smiling at a doodle in the margin.

“No, I was just skimming through an old entry. The one about the horse races.”

“Ah yes.” He chuckled as he set the book down. “Our great victory at Chantilly. What was the horse’s name again? Naughty Tweed?”

“Nearly.” Vera laughed. “It was Devil’s Fool. But, come. Sit with me.” She took his hand and led him to the sofa. “I haven’t seen you for ages.” Her eyes twinkled from their hollows; her grin was that of an adolescent. “That wouldn’t mean that you have a new friend, would it, my dear?”

“Always prying, aren’t you, love?” he said in mock exasperation, his eyes cast on the floor.

“You know me,” she said with a sweep. “Say, let’s have Cook prepare us something truly exquisite this evening. Do you fancy bouillabaisse? Or perhaps coq au vin?”

“Oh, Vera, I can’t stay for dinner. I’ve got other plans.” He shifted on the sofa, uncomfortable, still avoiding her gaze. “I just wanted to pop round to see how you are.”

“Then look at me,” she ordered.

He dragged his eyes up to hers, forcing himself to look; he was amazed at how much the illness had changed her face since his last visit, too long ago. He managed a weak smile, but was visibly relieved when Amandine walked into the room, stooped with the weight of the silver tea service.

“Let me help with that!” Charles jumped to his feet.

“You can eke out a few minutes for a cup of tea, I hope,” Vera said drily, arching an eyebrow.

“Of course. That is, if some of Amandine’s chocolate biscuits are on offer.” He winked at the old servant, who gave him a look usually reserved for mischievous boys—that is, mischievous boys who are clever and good-looking.

Vera shot a glance at Charles while stirring her tea.

“I’ve been thinking lately,” she began, then paused, awaiting his full attention. She looked out the window; the Jardin du Luxembourg was empty and unappetizing in the rain. When Charles finally responded (“Yes?”), she finished her sentence. “About returning to New York.”

Charles raised his brow in mild surprise.

“Have you, then?” he asked.

“Yes.” She nodded. “I think perhaps it’s time. After thirty-odd years here in Paris, maybe it’s time to go home.”

“Permanently?” he asked.

“Well, at this age, what does that mean?”

He nodded silently and they both took a sip of tea.

Vera stole another glance at Charles, an easy feat considering he seemed to be studying the weave of her rug. What a pathetic reaction he’d had to her news! He should have shot out of his chair, burst out laughing, or thrown a biscuit at her! The idea that she should leave Paris!

“When might you go?” His voice was steady, unemotional.

“Soon,” she said. “Summer? Perhaps earlier, if this bloody rain keeps up.”

“Paris won’t be the same without you, Vera.”

He managed a swift glance up at her eyes, attempted another smile, then turned back to the floor.

“I need to run, darling,” he murmured. Indeed, he looked ready to bolt, to flee. “Amandine, get my coat, please.”

Amandine looked at Vera, who was sitting properly with her hands folded in her lap.

“Au revoir, Charles,” she said. Now it was she who could not look up.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said, his hand glancing off her shoulder, the warmest touch he could muster.

After he left, she sat motionless. She could not believe it. Usually, Vera considered herself lucky with odds. Horses, backgammon, roulette. But, that day, she had wagered that her oldest, dearest friend would talk her out of leaving Paris. That he would argue that her place was there, near him; that returning to Manhattan was absurd, a terrible mistake. She would have agreed rather quickly, even if he had only reasoned that he selfishly wanted her by his side. She had gambled and lost.

The next morning, Vera Sinclair, still disappointed, wrote a handful of letters to America, to cousins and friends, then booked passage for June.

“Amandine,” she announced at noon, “we are moving to New York.”


Julie Vernet
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Julie blinked repeatedly as she walked into the house; the poorly lit corridor seemed dark after the glare of the milky Le Havre sky. She listened for her mother but heard nothing. After a brief search, she found her propped in a kitchen chair, looking out the window at the ships docked at port.

“Bonjour, maman,” she whispered.

They had become a nearly silent family since the Great War, as if their losses had included their voices as well.

Mme. Vernet turned slightly toward her daughter, her only surviving child. As a form of greeting, she let out a small sigh.

“Is Papa here?” she asked.

Her mother shook her head. Julie supposed her father was out on one of his long walks by the shore. Or perhaps he’d gone to the bar for a solitary round of pastis. She debated a moment whether she should wait for him to share her news, but decided it didn’t really matter. Her father had been even more absent than her mother these last three years.

“I’ve brought in the mail,” Julie said, exposing a single envelope in her small hand. “There’s a letter here from the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique. I’ve been given my first assignment.”

Waiting for a reaction from her mother, Julie paused, nervously tapping the birthmark above her lip with the pad of a finger. Had she heard? She knelt down next to the chair to hold her mother’s hands in hers. The fingers were splayed and wavy, twisted from arthritis. As Julie picked up her mother’s hands, meaning to rub some warmth into them, she saw the photograph; her older brothers’ portrait was snuggled among her skirts.

Julie looked down upon her brothers, dressed as soldiers, and called to them in her head: Jean-François, Émile, Didier.

“Pity there’s not a photograph of Loïc in uniform,” she murmured, then chanced a look at her mother’s face. Her chin was shaking, her eyes tearing.

“I know, maman,” Julie said softly. “I miss them too.”

She sat at her mother’s feet in silence. It was nearly impossible to remember now how their house had been before the war, cramped and noisy, filled with the cries and laughter of men. Mme. Vernet wiped her eyes with the cotton handkerchief that she kept tucked into the sleeve of her cardigan, always at the ready.

Julie finally summoned the courage to recall the day’s post. She reached for the envelope and opened it again. She pulled out the letter there at the window, for her mother to see.

“It says I’m to ship out on June fifteenth, on a brand-new liner—the Paris.” Julie considered a smile, but decided it would be inappropriate. “Of course, if you need me here, I could refuse or get my assignment postponed for a later ship. Maybe—”

Her mother squeezed her daughter’s hand with her own useless one, then opened her mouth. Her voice came out like a rusty groan from lack of use.

“Go,” it said.
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“I’d better be reporting for duty now,” Julie said softly, though she did not move.

She glanced over at her parents, who had come to see her off. After a lifetime together, sharing heartfelt sorrows and homely meals, they had begun to resemble each other. Strikingly different when young, they now looked like kinfolk, with the same height and girth, the same stoop, the same wrinkles, the same frown.

Julie sighed, passing her small bag from one hand to the other, and looked around her. She reckoned every child from Le Havre was there on the dock that day waiting for the Paris to launch. She watched as they filled their eyes with the rich scene, and occasionally their hands: a fallen bun from one of the bakers’ huge baskets; an overblown rose left after a florist had gathered his freshest wares; light strokes of dress silk from the Parisian ladies, so much taller than their own mothers.

Julie Vernet used to be one of those children. About once every year, a great ship was launched and the local kids loved being part of the festivities. They’d mimic the stuffy first-class travelers with their cigarette holders and walking canes, and the foreigners, speaking funny languages. Clowning around in front of the photographers, they’d goad them into taking their pictures. A few little imps inevitably tried to sneak onto the ship, with the idea of stowing away and making their fortunes in New York.

When she was ten or twelve, Julie enjoyed running around the dock, collecting all the longest, cleanest pieces of streamers she could find. She would tie them like ribbons in her hair or wrap them around her fingers and hands, making multicolored paper gloves.

The first launch Julie could remember, at age five or six, she saw with her oldest brother. Jean-François held her hand so she wouldn’t be lost in the crowd, and when they got close to the bow, he crouched down to help her spell out the name of the vessel. L-A P-R-O-V-E-N-C-E. He explained to her that, like Le Havre, Provence was on the sea. But there, it was sunny and warm all year-round; the flowers, he added, smelled so sweet, the air was like perfume. Years later, when she was a teenager, Julie would still see that ship in the harbor from time to time and think fondly back on that launch. By then, Jean-François had been killed in the war. Who would have thought that an ocean liner, despite its monstrous size, could outlive a big brother?

“Mama, Papa.” She looked at the small couple dressed in black. “I should be going now. I still need to put on my uniform.”

It was her first trip away from home; little Julie Vernet had gotten a job with the French Line and was going off to sea.

“That’s right,” her mother said with a nod. “You don’t want to be late.”

With no more words, they gave each other four light kisses, kissing air, kissing ghosts. She put her bag over her shoulder and headed toward the steerage gangplank. Making her way through the crowd, Julie absently bent down to snatch up a long green streamer and quickly wrapped it around her hand, glad to see there were other crew members who still hadn’t boarded. Weaving through passengers and locals, she was startled by a photographer’s flash. Well, he wouldn’t be taking a picture of her!

As she reached the ship, she saw a group of youngsters from her neighborhood, Saint François. Like tightrope walkers, they were fearlessly balancing on the fat mooring lines running from the ship to the dock, challenging one another to count the ship’s countless portholes, bragging that their fathers had welded this bit or that. They looked up at Julie.

“Au revoir, Julie!” the children shouted, waving from shoulder to fingertip, jumping on the corded hemp. “Bonne chance!”

Now, with her parents behind her, she allowed herself a grin—“Au revoir, mes enfants! Good luck to you too!”—then leapt onto the ramp. As Julie crossed the gangplank, she already felt a bit lighter. She was leaving behind the gray world of her family home, the nonlife of Le Havre, ready to start anew. No more wordlessness, no more emptiness. The water, clapping against the hull of the ship, applauded her arrival.

Once aboard, she went out on the low-ceilinged third-class deck. Julie took advantage of her small frame to pass through the thick crowd, people packed around mooring machinery and cargo hatches. She made her way to the side of the ship and stationed herself on a narrow strip of unoccupied rail. She found her parents below; they had backed away from the crowd, as far from the ship as they could. She nervously began to wind the long streamer around her fingers; she’d been both thrilled and regretful about this day since she’d received her assignment in the mail almost a month ago.

Looking at her parents, she wondered whether, without her there, they would ever speak again.
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In the center of the dock, amid cries and laughter, neighing and clanging, bursts of accordion and fiddle, Constance Stone shook her sister’s hand formally, then gave Faith’s French boyfriend a brief nod.

“Good-bye, then,” she said stiffly, taking a step toward the ship. Unable to contain herself, however, she immediately turned back to her sister.

“You know you should be boarding with me,” Constance said through her teeth, gesturing toward the enormous ship before them. “If you had any sense of duty whatsoever, any feeling of responsibility toward the family—”

“For years you’ve moaned about how lacking I am in notions of moral obligation,” Faith interrupted with a sly smile, stressing the last two words sarcastically. “I suppose you were right.”

Constance stood opposite her little sister, shaking her head in disdain. Faith, still baby-faced at twenty-three, was dressed in flowing, bohemian scarves and skirts, long beads, and a bejeweled turban. She looked ridiculous, a veritable circus performer. Both her hands were loosely wrapped around the arm of her beau, Michel. He was some eight years older, dressed in dark worker’s clothes, though his boots were spattered in paint of every color.

“Indeed!” Constance sniffed, turning again.

“Bon voyage!” Michel, unable to follow their conversation, smiled sweetly.

“Adieu,” Constance said to them both, then walked away with no further hesitation.

As she approached the ship, she heaved a sigh of relief. On the long train ride from Paris she had hardly said a word to Faith, much less Michel. After the tense atmosphere of the last few days, it was refreshing to be alone, to take respite from bitter words, curt replies, and silent glares.

She had gone to Paris at her father’s bidding, to bring her sister home, with hopes that her reappearance would improve their mother’s condition. Faith’s refusal had made the entire expedition a waste of time. Constance thought of her own daughters, crying on the platform as her New York–bound train pulled out of the station in Worcester, and of her husband’s utter vexation.

She had gone against her husband’s wishes, and to what end? Faith had been unwilling to leave her new life in Paris. Whether her return would have helped their mother was beside the point.

Walking toward the ship, Constance saw a few newspaper men up ahead. Reporters were craning their necks looking for a good story while photographers took pictures; there was a cameraman there as well, capturing the event for a newsreel. Just in case she were caught on camera, she quickly adjusted the big loopy tie at her neck, smoothed her skirt, and, breathing deeply, wiped the last traces of scowl from her face.

She was wearing the same traveling suit she had purchased for the voyage east, to Europe, just a few weeks before. She’d felt so elegant when she’d tried it on: a long black skirt, a white silk blouse, a large red bow around the neck, all set off by an airy gray hat. But when George—by then resigned to the fact that she was traveling to Europe on her own, but still bitter—had seen it, he’d teased her.

“Oh, my dear!” he’d shouted. “How clever you are! You’ll match the ship! Look, black, white, funnel red, topped with a puff of smoke!”

Constance, taken aback by her husband’s nasty tone, not to mention his rare burst of imagination, had tried to find something else, but it was too late. Now, walking toward the Paris, she hoped no one else would make that connection, especially those newspapermen. She could just see the caption: “Provincial Woman Lost When Camouflaged by Liner!”

At that moment, a sandy-haired photographer appeared out of the crowd a few yards in front of her.

“Souriez!” he cried with an explicatory grin, as his flash went off.

The background of the photograph was not the liner itself (thank heaven for small blessings!) but the crowd behind. Looking around, Constance saw the sudden flash had also startled the two women nearest her: a petite, young woman with bright copper hair stopped a few paces in front, while to the side stood an impossibly thin elderly woman firmly wrapped in a long, plum-colored coat. They each paused a moment to blink, then continued toward the ship. Wondering where that photograph might land, she glanced over at the two women, who also appeared to be traveling on their own.

Suddenly, there was a swell in the crowd and she lost sight of them both. It seemed the last crew members were trying to get to their posts before the passengers boarded. From officers in smart uniforms on down to the barmen and bellhops, they all rushed past her. She’d heard the crew on the Paris numbered nearly a thousand, and the passengers—from the top hats and monocles traveling in the elegant cabins at the top, to the tattered emigrants under the waterline—were twice as many.

Before boarding, she stopped to take in the great ship looming ahead. Its length took up the entire pier and, with three brilliant red funnels towering above the highest decks, it dwarfed all the other boats in the harbor. Constance thought the liner must be as long as the Eiffel Tower was tall, but it was massive, solid. She supposed she ought to feel lucky to be a part of the Paris launch, its first tour of the famous French Line: Le Havre, Southampton, New York. Though, really, she was in no mood for celebrations.

She was jostled by a man on the fringe of the crowd. At the foot of the second-class ramp, impatient travelers were trying to get on, as those going up inevitably paused to take in the view. He turned to her, as if to scold her for stopping at such an inopportune place, but when he looked into her face—beautiful, by all accounts—his expression changed.

“Excusez-moi, mademoiselle,” he said, drawing closer to her with a leer.

Not unused to such smiles, Constance nodded crisply in return, then walked straight into the throng to access the second-class decks. After several minutes of being far too close to strangers than she would have liked—the feel of their outer garments, their limbs, their breath upon her—she made her way up the ramps and to the rails nearest her cabin.

Everyone on deck was crying out enthusiastically—Americans returning home or Europeans on holiday, young couples on a first voyage, affluent Jewish emigrants off to New York—all throwing colored streamers and waving their hats. She looked down onto the dock and easily spotted Faith and Michel below. How could you miss them?

Like all the other well-wishers on the dock, they were now smiling at her (what cheek!); with one arm wrapped around the other’s waist, they were cheerfully waving up at the second tier. Constance waved back brusquely, but she soon tired of looking back at them. During her two-week visit, she had been a third wheel, a mere witness to their affection.

In their company, she constantly found herself comparing their giddy happiness to her relationship with George. Although she didn’t understand their French conversations, she envied the frank admiration she saw in Michel’s face when he looked at Faith, the undercurrent of passion in their voices. She knew that Faith found her relationship with George dull, flawed, unacceptable.

Tired of looking down on their self-satisfied faces—Faith clutching Michel and grinning—she was ready to leave the festive crowd on deck, find her accommodations, and get to sea. Nervous as she was about going home empty-handed, Constance was happy to be leaving France. Arranging her puffy gray hat as she came in off the deck, her smile cornered downward. Faith was, without a doubt, the most selfish person on earth.
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Vera slowly let go of Charles’s arm; it was time to board the vessel.

“What am I going to do without you?” she asked him sadly.

“Shall I stow away in that enormous coffer of yours?” he asked, his eyes shining brightly. With the realization that their time was limited, Charles had spent much more time with Vera these last weeks, although it still crushed him to see her decline. “An elephant could travel comfortably in there! A trunk in a trunk, you know.”

Vera smiled at her friend. “How I shall miss you,” she sighed.

“Oh, Vera. This isn’t farewell! We’ll see each other again.”

“Of course.” She nodded.

Charles bent down to kiss her cheek and they held each other, both reluctant to let go. Pressing her cheek against his, she was surprised to feel a tear slide past. She smiled into his watery eyes, brushing the tear away with her thumb.

“Call me sentimental,” he whispered with a shrug. “I’ll miss you too, love.”

Charles took a step away from Vera to say good-bye to her maid, Amandine, then pat the dog’s head.

“Good-bye, you three!” he said with a smile. “Au revoir!”

Walking toward the great ship, Vera could still feel the warmth of Charles’s cheek upon her own. She reached up to touch it, to see if her hand could detect such heat, perhaps store it for later, but merely felt the chill of her own aged skin. Part of her still wanted him to call her back, to beg her not to leave, but their choices had been made.

She turned again to smile at him, to give him a slight wave, then began making her way across the dock, her black Scotty leading by just a foot, while Amandine lagged a few steps behind. As this small, single-file parade of three curved around the confusion of horse carts, motorcars, crates, and trunks, she noticed other tangles of people—families, crew members, emigrants, groups of tourists—also twisting like seaweed, eels, through every available space on the waterfront, as if drawn to the ocean liner by the tide. The smell at port, she noted with distaste, which was usually dominated by the salty freshness of the sea, today was overtaken by the pungent odor of humanity.

Vera was already exhausted. Finally approaching the Paris, the enormous steamer that would take her home to Manhattan, she paused, leaning sharply on her cane before beginning the long climb up the ramp. The scene around her was so hectic: the shouting and shoving, the bright sun, the glare. Wait, was that a camera flash? She blinked a time or two, then looked up to find a young blond photographer in front of her. Gesturing to the camera, he gave her a sheepish grin.

“It’s for the steamer paper,” he said in French. “Have a look at the launch article in tomorrow’s edition. You might see yourself!”

She nodded at him politely. At this point in her life, seeing herself was the last thing she wanted to do. Vera watched him scuttle off, startling other people with his flash. Still trying to catch her breath, she listened to the voices around her; a clatter of superlative exclamations and eulogies all honored the ocean liner before them.

“Comme c’est beau!”

“C’est le transatlantique le plus grand de la France!”

“La salle de machines est magnifique!”

Vera, unmoved by the ship, was saddened to think how much she would miss hearing the French language. After having spent nearly half her life in Paris, she realized that from now on, she would have no call to use the beautiful language she loved and had strived to perfect. For whatever time she had left, she would be surrounded by English speakers.

Vera soon reached the first-class entrance, where, upon crossing the threshold, the machine’s steel hull transformed itself into a modern-day palace. Vera tottered in, oblivious to the luxurious wood paneling and plush carpeting, the enormous bouquets of exotic flowers, the fawning smiles of the French Line service crew. She passed the grandiose stairway and took the lift to the top floor, where her cabin was located. Once on deck, she handed the leash to Amandine and went over to the rail to bid Charles good-bye. It took her a minute or two to find him among the large crowd still below—mostly comprised of landborne friends and nautical admirers now that the boat was slowly filling—and waved.

Grasping the handrail, she looked upon her dear old friend, who returned her gaze from what appeared an exaggerated distance. An elderly man—a year or two older than she, although nowadays anyone would guess him to be far younger—he was stately looking and well dressed. With a melancholic smile, Vera noted that, however many years he might live on the Continent, something about him would always betray his nationality. What was it about him? The set of his jaw, his perfect posture? His full head of white hair? Were these things British?

Looking down at the handsome portrait he made—one hand tucked into a pocket, the other casually holding his cane—she could scarcely believe that she would not be seeing him again.

The party at the rail next to her shrieked with laughter as they popped their champagne and got caught in the spray. One of them lifted the bottle to his mouth to catch the gush of bubbles spilling out, dousing his theatrical traveling cloak to everyone’s great amusement.

Ready to quit the decks, Vera lifted her palm to her friend for a final farewell. Before he turned to go, to take the train back to Paris, Charles tipped his hat to Vera and threw her a kiss. She watched him leave the dock, then, before retiring, allowed herself one last glimpse at France (though this port town was not her France), another mournful parting. Back in her cabin, she lay down. Vera had never liked forced gaiety and these big ocean-liner launching celebrations were the epitome of such nonsense.
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Julie stood against the rails of the steerage deck and waved at her parents. She could see them at the farthest end of the dock. So small, in mourning dress, they looked like a pair of blackbirds at the edge of a field. She thought she saw her mother wave back; from this distance it was hard to tell.

She slid her fingers along the sturdy rail. All her life, Julie had seen spectacular ocean liners come in and out of port, right outside their kitchen windows. She watched them as they passed through their surprisingly short life cycles: their feted launches and fashionable youths, their less popular mature years, then their retirement, sometimes terribly scarred by fires or accidents only five or eight years after their maiden voyage. This, however, was the first time she’d ever boarded one.

Julie’s family was from a small working-class neighborhood wedged in among wharfs. A crooked collection of wattle-and-daub houses with canals on all sides, it was a veritable island within the port. She grew up with water all around her, water and great ships. But, up to now, she had never been on anything larger than her father’s fishing boat, a vessel so humble it was too small to accommodate all his sons at once. This ship, the Paris, was even bigger than her quarter, her native Saint François.

She almost looked out at her parents again, but quickly turned her gaze. They had come to see their last surviving child leave home and Julie couldn’t bear to see them so somber and resigned. It was time to go below, to get ready for work, but she could not yet make herself leave the deck, to disappear and abandon her parents completely. Besides, she wanted to see from this new perspective how the great ship would maneuver out of the harbor and, little by little, leave Le Havre behind.

There were still a few sailors and uniformed workers enjoying the festivities, shouting and gesturing to the people onshore. Just then, two young crew members who looked like brothers (except one was almost a full head taller than the other) shouldered into a spot next to her on the rail and waved vigorously at a blond girl holding a pug tightly in her arms. She grinned at them, waving the dog’s paw back. The shorter boy rolled his eyes, then looked straight down the sleek hull of the steamer, down to the water.

“I’ve never been this far off the ground,” he said to his friend.

“You mean, this far off the water!” his friend replied, looking down himself.

Julie peeked too, her neck reaching out farther and farther, her gaze gliding down the side of the ship until it found the sea. It was surprisingly far. She unwound the streamer from her fingers and let it drop, holding her breath until it reached the dark water below. She quickly looked back up and glimpsed out toward her parents. Both waited patiently; they were experienced at this. She shook her head with a sigh, knowing herself a poor substitute for sons.

“Hey,” said the short boy, still hanging over the rail, contemplating the water from that great height, “have you ever wondered where the extra water comes from when the tide rolls in?”

“Yeah,” replied his friend, nodding in mock seriousness, “it’s a mystery . . . like, where does the extra meat come from when your pecker gets hard?”

His friend jerked his head up with a look of surprise, making his tall companion burst into laughter, clapping him on the back. Julie had to look away to hide her smile. Sailors! Had the soldiers in the trenches also joked around and laughed like that?

Suddenly, a boater hat, perched carelessly on a man’s head down on the bow, was taken up by the wind. As it flew by, Julie stretched out her hand and caught it so effortlessly that the boys next to her stopped laughing at once and stared at her, as if she too had just come out of the sky.

Julie was so small that people generally didn’t notice her at all, but when they did, they usually stared. Her hair was a remarkable shade of copper and, in sunshine such as this, had the metallic sheen of a well-polished kettle. Her skin, pale and delicate, had the translucent gleam of a pearl, decorated by nearly imperceptible swirls of blue and pink. Her brother Loïc used to say she looked otherworldly, like an angel or a nymph, or like Pygmalion’s statue at the very moment it came to life. But Julie was fully aware that what people were really staring at was the large birthmark that was wedged between her nose and her lip, perfectly outlining that tear-shaped groove in the middle.

She watched as the boys’ gaze immediately found it, then bobbed back up to her eyes, embarrassed, yet unable to hide their distaste. This is how strangers had looked at her as long as she could remember; she was used to it.

“Great catch!” the shorter boy said, a few seconds too late.

She turned the hat around in her hands, shrugging off her skill. “I grew up with four brothers,” she explained.

Already, the owner of the hat had made his way to where she was standing, brushing it off as if the air had made it dirty.

“Thank you so much!” he cried. Though he spoke to her in French, his deep voice had a musical accent.

He accepted his hat back with a small bow, then looked into her face. She noticed that his eyes did not dip down to her birthmark; they had not yet seemed to find it.

“I bought this hat just this morning. A ridiculous purchase for an engine man.” He smiled and put out his hand. “I am Nikolai Grumov.”

He was big and tall, reminding Julie of those strapping American soldiers she’d seen during the war who all looked as if they’d grown up on dairy farms, raised on milk and beef. Although he was probably just a few years older than she—maybe twenty-four?—his shaggy brown hair was beginning to recede. His tanned face, she saw, was lightly pocked. All in all, he had a ruggedness she found appealing. She shook his large, warm hand with a smile.

“Julie Vernet. Pleased to meet you,” she said, stumbling slightly over her words. “I’m also working here on the ship.”

“You must be in the service crew. We don’t get pretty girls down in the engine room.” Nikolai grinned.

Julie, unused to attention from men, blushed and looked down. Suddenly, a loud honk blasted out, the first warning that the ship would soon be leaving the harbor.

“That reminds me! I have to report for duty!” Julie said.

She picked up her bag and, as she pushed away from the rail, looked back at Nikolai.

“Maybe we’ll run into each other again?” she suggested shyly.

“I sure hope so!” He winked, saluting with his boater.

She scooted past him and went inside, feeling his eyes on her still. Inside the door, she paused and smiled to herself. This voyage might be a new beginning indeed. Julie then realized she had forgotten to wave a last good-bye to her parents. She took a deep breath—it was too late now; she would feel silly going back out on deck with that boy still there—and promised herself to write to them as soon as she had some free time. She put her bag over her shoulder and headed toward the female workers’ dormitory.

Even though the ocean liner was huge, she knew where to go and made her way for the lower level. During her training classes—her weeks spent at the Centre d’Apprentissage Hôtelier—she had nearly memorized the layout of the entire ship. She had not learned much more, however, as the women on board did the same jobs they did on land: laundry, cleaning, child care, or working in shops and salons. The English lessons, a mandatory course for people working the French Line, weren’t so difficult for the people from Le Havre, which had been overrun with Allied soldiers during the war.

Julie went down various stairways, the air getting warmer and warmer, the drumming noise from the engines louder and louder, until she arrived at the tip of the bow. This area, which felt the ship’s roll more than any other, was used for storage, equipment, and housing women workers.

She peeked into the female dormitory and saw a low-ceilinged room filled with bunk beds, lockers, and benches, all riveted to the checkerboard floor. Next to the dormitory, there was a dining room. Dim lightbulbs dangled over long tables and benches, from one slanted metal side to the other. A cheerless place for the female crew to spend their free time, eating, sewing, playing cards.

As she walked toward her bunk, a few heads popped up and murmured greetings, which were barely audible over the dull drone from the engines below. Most of the women, however, were busily tying aprons and arranging caps, trying to get to their stations without delay.

Julie smiled at the women she passed. At a glance, she could guess the jobs they’d been hired to do. The pretty girls, with stylish hairdos and delicate hands, obviously worked in the public eye, in the concessions, selling tobacco or flowers. Others, attractive still, but in a more practical way, were probably hairdressers or manicurists, or maybe maids or nannies for the second-class passengers who weren’t traveling with their own. The big, strong women were most likely washerwomen; their faces looked watery and worn, as if they too had been left to soak.

Julie, considered too unsightly to work with the genteel passengers and too small to wash clothes, was put on maid service for the steerage class. Just as well. We are neighbors down here under the waterline, no need to go rushing about, all over the ship.

She sat on her bed and opened her bag, thankful she’d been assigned a lower bunk. She brought out an intricate piece of white lace with a stylized V in the center and put it gently on her pillow, smoothing it with her hands. It was from her mother, a lace maker, and dated back from when Julie was a little girl. She could still see her younger mother tatting at the window and hear the sounds of the bone bobbins—click, click, clack—as she wove, plaited, and looped the strands together. That was before she’d gotten the arthritis.

Almost everything—the collars, cuffs, coifs, the linens of all kinds—had been sold. Of course, that was the whole point! Though her work was done for the wealthy families of Le Havre, her mother managed to save a few pieces for her children. This one she’d intended for the future bride of her eldest son. Then came the Great War.

Mme. Vernet lost her four sons, a boy each year, in chronological order. Jean François, the eldest, was killed immediately, in Lorraine, the very first week of the war. Émile fell at Ypres, then Didier at Verdun. They lost Loïc in 1918, right before the armistice. Although the war was won, the Vernet family had been defeated. Without a proper owner, this piece of lace was given, without ceremony, to her youngest, her daughter.

“You might as well have this, Julie,” her mother had sighed, handing over the lacework, folded up in a tiny square. “Seeing as you’re leaving home.”

Julie stored her other things in her locker—toiletries, undergarments, a book stuffed with letters—then pulled out the brand-new black uniform, so starched it smelled scorched. She thought again of her parents, also in black, standing silently on the dock, not touching each other. This is how it had been since they’d lost Loïc, their final sacrifice to the war.

“Mademoiselle Vernet?”

Julie looked up to see the frowning face of a thin, lined woman of perhaps fifty. She looked from Julie to her clipboard and back again. They were alone in the dormitory; all the other women had reported for duty.

“Yes?” Julie gave her a hesitant smile, causing the woman’s brow to furrow. She decided on a solemn look.

“Yes, ma’am. I am your superior here,” she said, standing straighter. “Madame Tremblay, head of housekeeping.”

“Sorry, ma’am.”

“What are you still doing in here?” Mme. Tremblay tapped her foot impatiently. “Come now! Get your uniform on! You should already be in the steerage common room.”

“Yes, of course. Ma’am,” Julie added quickly, as the head housekeeper whisked out of the dormitory.

Angry with herself for having caused a bad first impression, she quickly buttoned her uniform, then began to put on her crisp white cap. Within seconds, Mme. Tremblay popped back into the dormitory.

“Get a mop out of the utility closet. There’s some vomit here in the corridor,” she said, her sharp chin pointing toward the right.

“Yes, ma’am,” Julie murmured with a slight frown. Having been hired to work in steerage dining, she hadn’t realized mopping vomit would be part of her job.

“The ship hasn’t even left yet and someone’s already thrown up!” Mme. Tremblay rolled her eyes, then disappeared again.

As she was tying her apron, Julie thought she could sympathize. The heavy, unsavory air smelled as if it had already been breathed in by others, by people with tooth decay or head colds.

Suddenly she heard a muffled cheer from the decks. The Paris was pulling away from the pier, leaving the harbor. She felt a sudden lurching, as if the tide were tugging at her center of gravity; as big as it was, she could feel the ship moving, especially from there at the bow, right above the engines. Even as an island girl, she was unprepared for this motion, this roll, and held fast to the metal bedpost. Already too warm, Julie began breathing hard.
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Vera lay nearly motionless on the bed with her dog at her feet, her eyes closed, trying to ignore the racket from the deck. Suddenly, it was amplified to its highest possible pitch, with firecrackers, hoots of laughter, and some three or four cheers repeated manically:

Bon voyage! Vive la France! Vive l’Amérique!

She understood what this meant and tried to feel, through all the liner’s layers, the gentle motion of a ship leaving port. Vera thought she could detect it—like once in Crete when she felt the smallest shimmer of an earthquake—and was relieved when, little by little, the excited crowd drifted away from the decks, looking for the next bit of adventure.

This was her tenth crossing, her tenth great transatlantic ship. Sitting up on the bed, she opened her eyes and looked around her room, her lodgings for the next five days. She raised her eyebrows in surprise at the sight of a telephone on the table, then sighed. This was not nearly as majestic as the France had been on her last crossing, eight years before. Inspired by the palace at Versailles, that elegant old steamer, with its gilt fireplaces, beautiful beveled mirrors, and carved dressers was a floating piece of art. This ship was much more modern; the lines were sleek, simple, and certainly not Vera’s idea of sophistication. Another sign of the times. Or the fact that she was getting old.

She bent over and scratched her sleeping dog under her graying chin. They had gone through a similar evolution, she thought, the same aging process: passionate in their youth, haughty and irascible in middle age; now they were both prone to sighing and lethargy. A black Scottish terrier, she had started her life with the dignified name of Bête Noire. Charles thought it a pretentious name for such a little trollop, and she was soon demoted to Bibi.

She thought again of Charles, and how pleased she had been when he had insisted on taking the train to see her off in Le Havre. After all the years she had lived in Paris—thirty-one to be exact—Vera had scores of acquaintances, was a member of various circles, and had many loyal devotees. But Charles was the only person she would miss.

She’d met Charles Wood when she first arrived to Paris. A cousin with British in-laws had given her a letter of introduction and he’d invited her round for tea. Fashionable and attractive, they were both just over thirty, single, independent, and sparkling with joie de vivre. That same day, they went from having tea to dining out, then off to the cabarets for champagne and dancing. They spoke honestly about their lives—the very first time they met! She told him about her absent parents and poorly chosen husband; he told her about his aristocratic but emotionally crippled family. When he took her home at dawn, he whispered in her ear: “My dear Vera. I suppose you could call this love at first sight. Ah, if only you were a man!” provoking a fit of laughter that left them both with aching sides.

For decades, Left Bank society considered them a couple—at least on seating charts for dinner parties—and they were a highly sought pair. During the war, they had even lived together. Too old to serve Britain, Charles had served Vera, foraging good cuts of meat and coffee from his black market sources, keeping her in firewood, holding her close during zeppelin air raids over Paris, and always, always making her laugh with his dry, unpredictable wit.

After all her experience with the opposite sex—an absent father, a temporary husband, a dozen or so lovers—it was Charles who held uncontested claim to her heart, in spite of the fact that he wasn’t attracted to women. It was not an unrequited love; it was mutual, rich and true. Of course, like Vera, Charles had his lovers. Sometimes he would disappear for weeks at a time, only to return with a devilish grin and occasionally, depending on whom he had been with, booty to share: an ancient bottle of Bordeaux; a crate of pomegranate; chocolate truffles, handmade in Bruges. Unlike Vera, who enjoyed discussing her male friends with him, examining their failings and virtues, Charles never spoke about his secret companions. Both of them understood, however, that lovers were transient. The solid, lasting relationship had always belonged to them. Vera thought of him standing on the dock, his last sweeping kiss, and bit her lip. What in the world was she going to do in New York?

Glancing around the room again, she saw her bags had been delivered, neatly placed in the corner. The set of six trunks constructed a pyramid, with a triangular carpetbag forming the apex. Vera was sentimental about these old steamer trunks—over twenty-five years old by now—and would not consider replacing them. Her young secretary, Sylvie, oblivious to their charm, had periodically urged her to buy new ones, but Vera had long resisted. Their beige and brown sides were covered with stickers from journeys past—ports along the Mediterranean and the Scandinavian seas as well as those of the French Line: New York/Le Havre. Most of these stickers were now faded and half-torn, the newest ones already two years old.

In the past, she would have needed most of these trunks just for the social activities on board, where one would change clothes—for meals, strolls, dancing, games—at least five times a day. On this crossing, Vera had no intention of wasting such time on her toilette, but had needed the larger trunks to move some personal items from her Paris home. She did not ship anything back to New York, deciding to limit her packing to the space available in the weather-beaten trunks. These past few years, especially after the war, she had discovered that things—most things, anyway—were not so important after all.

Amandine, already half-asleep in the armchair, suddenly shifted, then licked her dry lips with closed eyes. What a pathetic little threesome we are, Vera thought, listening to Bibi’s snores. Three old ladies, torpid and sluggish, feeble bears in a perpetual winter.

“Amandine,” Vera called softly, rousing her at once. “Pass me the bag, please. Yes, the one with the books. Now, you may go and get yourself settled in. Your room is right next door, none of that running from first to second class on the Paris.”

She smiled to herself, imagining slow Amandine at a full run.

“You’re sure you don’t need my assistance?” the old servant asked. “I could hang your dresses, unpack your shoes . . .”

“No, thank you. I’m not going to worry about clothes for now,” Vera answered. “Just the thought bores me! Why don’t you relax for a while? I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

Amandine went to the conjoining room, giving Bibi a pat on the way out.

Vera began unpacking the carpetbag. First, she took out a small portrait of herself, framed in dark mahogany. Vera gazed at it, remembering the day she’d had it done. She was in her late thirties then, and Charles had suggested—dared her, more like!—she sit for that dwarfish painter with the enormous lips. Quelle aventure! The two of them had climbed the steep hill to Montmartre in the rain to meet the grotesque little man, and they all ended up getting quite tight on anisette (or was it absinthe?!). He had produced, in just an hour or so, an oil pastel likeness of her.

That painter (what was his name again?) later became quite famous and then died young, much younger than she was now. He hadn’t liked them, had sensed they were mocking him, and had overcharged her (at least he reckoned he had). And, at the time, Vera hadn’t liked the drawing. He had exaggerated all her defects—her long nose, angular face, sharp chin—deriding her in return. But now, in the drawing, she saw the woman she used to be—attractive, proud, self-possessed, somewhat mischievous, even—and had a great affection for it.

She leaned the framed picture on the bureau in front of the mirror, then slid it to the side, taking in both images—the drawing and her reflection—at the same time: the woman in her prime alongside the woman in decline. Vera looked at the latter critically; this thinness had exaggerated her wrinkles, leaving her skin with nothing to do but to hang. She tilted her head back slightly and looked at her neck. “You have a lovely neck,” her grandmother had told her once, the only compliment she had ever given her. Now it looked as if a group of tiny adventurers had scaled it and, from the hollow under the chin, had thrown a rope ladder down to their less vigorous companions. What might they do once they all reached the top? Paddle up the ear canal into her brain? She imagined minuscule Verne characters manned with ropes and pickaxes, in search of a center. It certainly felt that way more and more these days.

She took a last sentimental glance at her portrait, at her former self, then looked out the window, which, she noted with approval, was larger than the portholes she was used to. Although they were already surrounded by water, having left the coast behind, to her mind, they were not yet “at sea.” They would still be stopping in Britain before truly beginning the crossing. Le Havre, Southampton . . . how provincial it sounds! Really, it should be called the Paris, London, New York Line, which would be every bit as accurate.

Vera continued unpacking. She pulled out her toiletry kit, opened it, and peered inside. She had half a mind to apply some Ferrol’s Magic Skin Food (“for filling out wasted necks!”) but knew it was pointless. With a slight snort, she stashed the toiletries away in the drawer and looked back inside her bag.

Here was the book Charles had given her for the voyage, a slim volume of poems by a Greek acquaintance of his. She noticed with a smile that he had taken the liberty of turning down a corner to mark a page. Ah, a poem not to be missed. Well, she would save it for the last day, then send Charles a wire saying she had just seen it. Or, perhaps she would use this telephone! Chuckling to herself, she tried to imagine what could possibly be so urgent that one would need to telephone from the middle of the sea.

Finally, Vera took out her journals, three heavy volumes, and lay them neatly on the small writing table. Then, from a pocket in the side of the bag, she brought out her fountain pen, placing it carefully on top of the pile. She had written every word with that pen; in fact, it was the pen itself that had given her the idea of writing her memoirs some seven years ago.

It had happened just a few months before the war. She was on the train returning from a dreary weekend at Deauville, the de rigueur holiday resort on Normandy’s flat, gray coast, which had deviously slipped its way into the itineraries of the fashionable set. That particular weekend had been especially dull, as the horse races had been rained out.

They had settled into their first-class compartment for the six-hour journey back to Paris; a drowsy lot even then, Amandine was asleep on her shoulder, and Bibi on her lap. She herself was feeling very relaxed—an English nanny couldn’t rock one to sleep any better than a French train—when, an hour into their journey, a distinguished-looking gentleman came into their compartment. He sat down on the empty seat in front of them, took off his hat, and smiled, bowing his head politely in her direction. He then rustled in his bag until he found a book, put on his glasses, and began to read.

Feigning sleep, she watched him through half-closed eyes. She could see from his clothes that he was not French and his skin was darker than those pale Europeans of the north. His hair was turning silver, there was a bit of white in his neatly trimmed beard, but over his deep brown eyes, his thick, perfectly arched eyebrows were still black.

Vera liked watching him read, his eyes flickering back and forth under his gold-rimmed glasses, his tapered fingers waiting expectantly for the next page. She glanced down at the cover of the book and read:
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