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After traveling by plane, with two connections – one in Toronto, Canada, and the other in Frankfurt, Germany – and an hour-long car ride during which we had dozed, tired from our long journey, we saw the famous Medieval wall of Avignon, France, ahead on our left.

On our right, we saw a line-up of moored river cruise ships, each from a different company. Ours was about halfway down, with its gangplanks out in welcome. It was the Longship Sif, and it was long, white, sleek, and modern with lots of beautiful wood paneling inside.

[image: image]

It was ready for the passengers to come on board.

The murderer arrived at 12:34 p.m.

So did we.

So did a about a third of the ship’s passengers, who totaled 182, with a staff of 56 on the Norse company’s longship, which was set to travel for the next week up the Rhône River in France, from Avignon to Lyon.

Of course, murderers don’t introduce themselves as such, so we just enjoyed our lunch and met people, unaware of anything beyond the pleasant anticipation of a pleasant trip through Provence.

It would be a while before we all settled in, rested up enough to take note of each other, and started to relax and enjoy the trip.

The airports had been crowded. Too crowded.

We felt the stress of it as we made our way from Connecticut to Marseilles via Toronto, Canada and Frankfurt, Germany. There were too many people, too close around us, jostling to fit into elevators, onto escalators, and through check-in lines.

On the bright side, however, I had enjoyed the airport bookstores immensely. They tended to be stocked with the sorts of magazines that bookstores didn’t have, and I had gotten a good one: National Geographic History.

The pandemic was over, for the most part, contained by a massive, world-wide, scientific effort that had culminated in a vaccine that worked. We had all – all travelers – at last, been inoculated.

But we still wore masks, which I still made.

There was no reason for complacency about further trouble from yet another pandemic, what with the permafrost layer thawing and releasing pathogens that had been dormant for eons.

My aunt and I were looking forward to a relaxing river cruise in France, planning to get some practice with our long-disused French language skills, and to enjoy the food, wine, sights, scents, and tastes of the place.

But first we had had to get here.

“Traveling used to be easier,” Aunt Eloise had said in Frankfurt, as we waded through crowds of slowing-moving people, hurrying across the long layout of that airport. “When I was in college, and I went on the SS France with my parents, it was a leisurely trip across the Atlantic with nice meals and conversations. Now it’s an exhausting rush.”

I looked at her. “I’ve seen the photographs, heard the stories, and since I can’t experience that, I’ll just tell myself that I won’t experience sea-sickness.”

We laughed, as did a few people around us in line.

“Arielle, you were born too late to enjoy a slow, calm way of travel,” my aunt remarked.

“I know. Welcome to the age of overpopulation.”

We had been waiting to board the plane to Germany during this exchange. Lines snaked around the perimeter of the departure gate, crowding into the common walkways. People squeezed past to get to the restrooms.

At times it felt as though we wouldn’t make it through all of the required hurdles on time, and we almost panicked that we would not have enough time in between flights to do so. Only in Toronto did we have time to sit and relax. Otherwise, it was one tightly-packed flight after another, punctuated by a frantic race to the next one.

At least there were good movies to watch in-flight.

We had barely made it to our destination, what with two connecting flights, long lines of people and their possessions to be inspected, identities checked, passports stamped, and security scans.

We had had to run, my aunt and I, through the last airport we went through, which had been in Germany. Perhaps it was the precision and efficiency of that culture that enabled us to get through just in time to board our last plane before we got to France.

Lavender fields – industrial ones by the shore of the Mediterranean Sea, right next to dockyards – bloomed in a purple perfusion below on the plane’s final approach. As I looked out the window at them, excitedly pointing them out to my aunt, I could almost smell them. Almost.

We had landed at Marseilles after flying on three planes, starting out of New York City. It was a lovely, warm – but not too warm – day. The sun was shining, and it was a beautiful day.

A man from the cruise line met us, put our bags into the trunk of a brand-new, black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows in the back, and drove us to Avignon to meet our ship.

Though we were exhausted, I did my best to make conversation with him in French, as did Aunt Eloise. “Arielle, talk to him!” she urged.

My aunt was a retired art teacher, and I an author who studied whatever topic fascinated me at any given time, though I had some favorites. More on that later. We had in common a love of art and all things French, had both studied the language in high school, and had traveled in France before. 

We had also just traveled without much sleep. My mind swam with the movies I had watched on the longest plane ride, Loving Vincent and Mary Shelley, as I took out my pocket French dictionary, a rubber-covered, red, blue, and yellow Larousse one. “I’ll try, but I’m really out of it!” I told my aunt.

I had no intention of attempting to simply remember every French vocabulary word I would need in order to have fun on this trip, and travelers likely wouldn’t be expected to do that, anyway. People in the South of France were nice, patient people anyway, I had found.

Our driver was no exception. We chatted about his life, career, and family for a while, and looked out the windows at the highway signs and landscape as we went along. Soon we were dozing in our seats, but we were safe. We knew it was only an hour to our ship.

Sure enough, after a short catnap, our driver woke us to say that we were in Avignon, and just in time to see the famous Medieval wall and the half-gone Pont Saint Bénézet. Barely a glance at that, and we were alongside our ship, thanking and tipping our driver. Our bags were taken aboard, and we were ushered into the ship’s dining room for lunch. It was just after noon on a Wednesday.

This was a Scandinavian company, with a name that evoked its owners’ ancestors: Longship.

The ship’s design was beautiful. Its décor was simple, sleek, and Scandinavian, with modern wood paneling and floor-to-ceiling glass windows all around. We had entered from the lobby, which contained a stairwell, a giftshop, a concierge desk, and an excursion director’s desk, plus 2 small passenger seating areas, one on each side of the staircase, with deep, cushioned chairs and a small table between each pair, and another with a sofa.
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A lattice-work wall of woodwork separated the lobby from the dining area, and a gorgeous floral arrangement graced the corner of the front desk, towering over it.

[image: image]

At last, I thought, we could enjoy a quiet, luxurious cruise with gourmet meals and other amenities, and, most welcome after a grueling journey, a sane number of human beings to interact with. No more crowds! It should be safe, calm, and a great vacation from human-induced aggravations. My aunt and I smiled at each other as we settled in for a comfortable, stress-free week.

Lunch included soup, salad, three entrée options, and two dessert options, all outlined in leather-bound menus. A choice of one red and one white wine were offered with each lunch and dinner. Aunt Eloise chose white. I chose red. She always looked for Pinot Grigio at home; here, it was Chablis and Chardonnay. I was happy with a Cabernet Sauvignon. Either way, I knew that we would have no trouble with headaches, as the French did not use insecticides on the vines, unlike in America.

The waitstaff were well-trained and friendly.

Waitstaff go to school to learn their skills in Europe, whereas in America, they learn on the job. I had been terrible at it, despite a willingness to do my best for people. These people moved with smoothness and efficiency, and they were used to Americans, unruffled by our friendliness and thank-yous whenever they brought anything.

Most of the passengers were Americans, as I had expected after joining a Facebook chat group for travelers who had been on this cruise line many times before, or who were planning to take a trip on one of its ships.

After a year-and-a-half-long worldwide pandemic, we Americans were free at last to travel. We had waited quietly in our homes for as much of that time as possible, only going out to places such as the post office, the fuel pump, and the grocery store, and wearing masks when we did so.

The pandemic had been caused, explained scientists who published a peer-reviewed article in the journal Nature, by a wet market in China. A wet market involves filth from wild animals that are normally not close to humans being traded as commodities rather than left alone. One zoonotic leap later, and a pathogen that humans’ immune systems were not primed to defend against was infecting us.

I had used the time to make those masks for sale and shipment – out of two layers of cotton, as the Center for Disease Control’s physicians recommended – and to write and publish some books. Three books later, a vaccine had been developed, manufactured and distributed.

Aunt Eloise had waited it out in Newport, Rhode Island, at her retirement community of artists. She had planned to go camping at national parks and put off getting a new cat. Then the pandemic had hit. After four months of that, she had adopted a beautiful black-and-white boy cat. He looked like Edward Gorey’s cat drawings, and she had named him Meneet, which meant “gift” in Mohican.

Her longtime friend and neighbor, Corrine, was taking care of him while we were away.

My black cat, Bagheera, who kept me company while I worked, was home with my husband, Kavi, who would feed and pet him. He would be well taken care of.

We had made it!

Over 2 million people world-wide hadn’t.

During the first half of the pandemic, we had suffered not only from the danger, the horror, and the anxiety of the pandemic, but also from a government that had been heavily drawn from the corporate sector of our economy, and led by a narcissistic television personality.

This personality had not known nor cared how to govern. His agenda had been all about self-aggrandizement, pandering to his base rather than leading all Americans to accept a vaccine as soon as one existed.

Our country was terribly divided between two major groups. There were educated, reasonable people – and by that, I mean people who were educated, people who were reasonable, and people who were a combination of the two, driven by logic, research, and the rule of law.

And then there were people who were driven by emotion, a sense of entitlement, a sense of disenfranchisement whenever they saw anyone else doing okay. Religion was often a factor, and there was serious concern that the crisis of both health and leadership would lead to a breakdown in the firewall between religion and state that our Constitution demanded.

But now we had an empathetic president in his place, one who had a lifetime of experience working with others in government – not just those of his own political party – and the vaccine had been fully distributed.

Not only that, but the police power of the state had been invoked to deal with anti-vaxxers. It was settled law from 1905 that everyone must accept the vaccine, from a U.S. Supreme Court case called Jacobsen v. Massachusetts.

Thanks to that, we Americans were once more welcome in Europe. Travel there and elsewhere was something that we had sorely missed, and I had watched the comments in that chat group from time to time about it. People’s plans to travel for special occasions had been dashed over and over, and I had been morbidly fascinated to watch as they imagined that it would just be a few more months, and then a few more months, and then again, just a few more before they could travel.

The reality of the path to vaccination was a lot longer.

I was sure that this pandemic, which had come after an interlude of a century between it and the previous one, would soon be followed by another. After all, the permafrost layer at the Arctic Circle was melting, and would soon release more viral pathogens that had been dormant for eons – pathogens that humans had no immunity to.

Thus, I had kept my mask-making materials on hand.

Aunt Eloise and I had packed enough masks for every day of the trip, and we would wear them at all times when were outside of our room, and on tour buses.

It was no longer a requirement, but about half of the people on the ship were also doing it.

The other half were not.

I wondered how those halves swung politically.

But...I was on vacation!

I would simply observe people, not fight.

People were fascinating to watch.

Reading them could be difficult for someone like me, on the autism spectrum with Asperger’s, but with the masks, I had been amused to find that it was tough for everyone – neurotypicals and Aspies alike – to read facial expressions. It was a great social equalizer.

Nevertheless, I continued to try to read people.

It was fun to try.

Travel on a Norse longship, with modern luxuries, a small army of gourmet chefs, an expert staff, and few enough passengers to not feel lost in a massive, floating hotel while enjoying the sights, scents, and tastes of the south of France – we could hardly wait.

Well, we could wait long enough to get some sleep.

We badly needed to sleep off the journey to the ship. Having opted to come straight to it nonstop, we were exhausted. We had been up since early the previous morning, and thought that lunch and a few hours’ sleep before dinner would help a lot.

We were going to have fun with food tourism, art, history, and cultural tourism, and enjoy the sights, smells, tastes, sounds, and everything and anything else that we possibly could.

It was quite a change from my usual, solitary life.

All of us, Americans, a few Canadians, and an even fewer Australians, were reveling in being released from the confines of our homes. We had had cabin-fever there...and now we were installed in cabins on the ship.

My aunt and I chatted happily with two venerable older ladies from Pennsylvania during lunch. They were Jewish, they were longtime friends, and they had just boarded the ship after a week in Nice at the apartment owned by one of their sons. It was fully furnished, and they had particularly enjoyed the perfumery in Grasse. One had bought an Herbes de Provence fragrance; the other had gone for the region’s signature lavender one.

I thought of the lavender fields that I had seen out the window of the plane and planned to find some perfume in that scent.

The cruise’s excursion director came by to see how we were enjoying our first meal on board the ship, and she told me to look for a ship called Fragonard in Avignon for that.

After lunch, Aunt Eloise and I retired to our cabin for the afternoon – to sleep.

Our cabin was at the end of the main floor, on the right, with a French balcony. It had a huge bed, all outfitted in white, with an interwoven basket pattern on the duvet cover. The effect was a very chic, Scandinavian décor.

I took the side by the sliding-glass door.
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We found towels in the bathroom that were sculpted into swan shapes, and plenty of soaps, lotions, shampoos, and conditioners in tubes, both in the shower and on the sink counter.

The bathroom was a gorgeous, sleek, yet compact facility.

[image: image][image: image]

There was a safe for my camera, if I chose to use it.

I unpacked it now: battery charger, camera, and lens, all packed in separate, large, zip-lock bags. The ship had a fascinating array of battery chargers and outlets, each labeled to show that the array accommodated devices from all over the planet. That was because each region of the planet has its electrical grid set up for a different voltage.

We wanted to check everything out before we completely ran out of energy.

I laid out my alarm clock, eyeglass case, cosmetics bag, hairbrush, and whatever else I might want as soon as I woke up from the nap I was about to take.

Aunt Eloise did the same on the other side of the large bed, which was well-appointed in plain white.

We both really, really needed naps...

But first, I couldn’t resist checking out the television.

The Longship brochures had promised a detailed system of options, and we weren’t disappointed.

The screen lit up with an array of icons to select.

We could watch the news: the BBC News, CNN, MSNBC, and even that travesty of a channel called Fox News, were all offered.

We could watch movies: A Good Year, a movie about a winery in Provence, France and a stockbroker from London who inherits it, plus a few others, were loaded on another icon.

We were required to watch the Longship company orientation program, and we had the option of viewing the daily menus there as well.

And so on.

We were too tired to do that assignment right now, but would definitely take care of it after dinner.

We checked MSNBC and BBC News first.

There was a report about a scientist from the French counterpart of the American CDC, which was called P4. P4 was in Lyon. He had fallen ill, and was not coherent. No diagnosis had yet been reached, so the hospital was isolating him.

“I hope that nothing is missing from P4,” I remarked to my aunt.

“Yeah, me too,” she said. “We’ll have to watch that orientation video after dinner, I guess.”

With that, we went to sleep.

––––––––
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The murderer wasn’t tired.

He settled into a cabin on the level above Arielle and her Aunt Eloise’s cabin.

All of the cabins were full, which meant that everyone who had booked this trip had a traveling companion.

When he was alone for a few minutes, he started to unpack his carry-on bag – the one that he had insisted upon carrying personally, refusing the assistance of the Sif’s crew.

Quickly, before his colleague was finished in the bathroom, he removed a metal cannister with a tapered top. It was about the size of a water bottle, and not heavy.

He added a box that he had had made just for this purpose, to cover it up.

His companion would recognize the box as something just for him, which he always traveled with, and ignore it.

That was just fine.
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A Life-Jacket Drill
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A Life-Jacket Drill
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A few hours later, a female voice came over the ship’s loudspeaker, exhorting us to get up, put on our life jackets, and meet in the upstairs lounge.

“Attention passengers,” said a female voice with a pretty French accent. “Please report to the lounge in fifteen minutes with your life-jackets for a mandatory life-jacket drill. You will find your life-jackets under your beds. Thank you, and see you soon.”

That was it.

Aunt Eloise and I got out of bed immediately, dazed but rested enough that our headaches and nausea were gone. We would be okay for the rest of the evening, having slept off the worst of the wear and tear of travel.

This was a drill, required as part of the orientation.

We used the bathroom first, brushed and arranged our hair, and got dressed. I put fresh makeup on – fast. We got dressed, barely focusing on how we looked, just assuming that we would be sufficiently presentable to appear for this drill.

Now, where were those life jackets?!

Under the bed, fastened to straps.

Aunt Eloise was at a loss to get them.

Her knees bothered her.

“You know, if this were an actual emergency, we wouldn’t have done all that personal grooming,” my aunt remarked.

I paused from feeling around under my half of the bed to look at her.

“But it’s not, and we know it,” I said, “so we can.”

She nodded and smiled, and I ducked under the bed again, feeling around until I encountered a flat, padded thing. I pulled on it, but it was stuck.

“I found it, but it’s stuck. Hang on...”

I felt up toward the top of it, moving up against the bedside table, practically at the wall. A long, flat, seat-belt-like material held the thing just above the floor on the underside of the mattress. I eased it out, it dropped to the floor, and I pulled it out from under the bed and stood up to look at it.

“Huh...it’s all flat, with the part that goes over your head flapping over. That was how they anchored it through that strap.” Speaking of which, straps hung off of the thing, which I didn’t bother to work on. I was already going around to my aunt’s side of the bed to get hers out.

I handed it to her and we hurried down the hall, out into the lobby, and upstairs to the lounge, past the huge, attractive, modern painting that featured Norse patterns with a lot of gold and a Norse god staring back at us. It was square-shaped, and it presided over the grand staircase. That, of course was the idea: publicity shots!

I got them loose, dragged them out from under the bed, and handed one of them to her.

We put them on, and went out into the hall.

We had hastily gotten ready to leave the cabin, and decided that we were sufficiently presentable to go out.

We would come back after the orientation to leave these life jackets and worry about more of that later. We wanted to wear something else to dinner. Dress codes were casual, but we had been sleeping, so we had a few doubts about our appearances.

Okay, it was just me! Aunt Eloise didn’t wear makeup. I did. I just like the colors too much to stop!

Also, I wanted my camera. I intended to photograph the fabulous gourmet meals to show Kavi and the rest of the family when we got home.

For now, it was time to meet more of the crew and some of our shipmates.

We went down the hall, out to the lobby, and glanced at the front desk. It was a modern, sleek design made of wood, and had a gorgeous, tall, showy flower arrangement in the corner by the office.

Straight ahead was a grand staircase with a painting at the top, and a balcony that ran open all around it, overlooking the lobby. The painting was of the Norse goddess Sif, for whom our ship was named.

The ship had glass entrances on either side of the staircase, and I realized that these were for boarding and disembarking on whichever side we were moored. It was later that we found out that Longships could sometimes be double-moored, which was another reason for the openings on either side. The rule was to pass through the strangers’ ship and go directly to one’s own.

We climbed the staircase, went past the painting of the Lady Sif, and turned to the left. Actually, we could have turned to the right; it was the same on both sides. We passed a coffee nook where passengers could get pastries and use a coffee/tea machine at random times all day, and a little portrait gallery of the crew. I would have to come back later and look at that.
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Into the lounge we went, however, without spending much time browsing, because everyone was heading in there like we were late for an important meeting.

It was an important meeting, and we were pretty much on time.

Inside the lounge were the 182 passengers, including us. Everyone had a life-jacket on, some with the straps in place, some not.

The lounge had a large bar area that extended into the center of the room from the wall by the staircase. Along the windows, which had long curtains and gave floor-to-ceiling views of the river and land outside, were groups of four cushy lounge chairs in pairs that face each other. It looked like eight of these nooks fit on each side of the room, complete with tables that held little trays of nuts. Other chairs filled out the rest of the room, except for the wall of windows that faced out the front of the ship.

We found a spot just past the bar, by the windows, with a view of the rest of the room. I could see the prow of the ship, with its indoor lounge extending almost across this deck, and a small outdoor deck beyond that.

They were mostly older people like my aunt. Was I the only one in my forties? Well, I would find out later, but I looked forward to meeting some of these people. Older people had the best stories.

I looked around the room and noted that a square-shaped bar took up the back center of the room, just as one entered on either side. Glasses hung from the sides, and behind the bartenders were rows of backlit bottles of all kinds.

The staff seemed very friendly as well as efficient. I smiled at them, and they smiled back. Each wore a name plate, too.

A few more people trickled in.

Up by the front windows was where Jonathan, the cruise director, and Clotilde, the, stood as they spoke. Clotilde was the woman whose voice we had just heard over the loudspeaker. She introduced herself and told us that she would be in charge of our daily schedules.

The cruise director was a middle-aged British guy named Jonathan. He had a full head of short hair and a big grin, and as he spoke, it occurred to me that he could have had a side career as a stand-up comedian.

Clotilde was the excursions director. She was an elegant, businesslike woman from Provence, and her outfit was a company uniform with a red vest, a white blouse, a dark blue skirt, and black stockings and solid-looking yet fashionable heels finishing out her uniform.

I looked at Clotilde as she spoke.

She was French, that much was obvious. I would have been disappointed if she hadn’t been; I wanted to observe a French person, hear them talk in both English and French, and be able to ask her questions as to where to find particular things – things that only a native of France could be counted upon to know.

Clotilde was very chic, businesslike, and brisk in her manner. Her blond hair was parted on the side and twisted up in a chignon, with her bangs also twisted and pinned to stay out of her eyes. She wore minimal makeup.

The two of them immediately looked at each one of us to make sure that we all had found our life jackets and put them on over our heads. We had. Then they showed us how to fasten them.

Once that was done, it was acknowledged that it was unlikely that we actually need them, but it was the law that we go through this orientation.

The other passengers were listening to Clotilde and starting to take off their life-jackets, so we did that, too. I looked around at them.

Most of them were couples of husbands and wives, and I looked at them, imagining that they had been married for decades to the same person.

Then I laughed inwardly. They could be on second or third marriages, for all I knew. They could be widowed or divorced and traveling with boyfriends and girlfriends.

I noticed some pairs of women traveling together, one older, one younger, and wondered if, like my aunt and myself, they were family members. Probably.

The next item on the orientation agenda was to tell us that passengers were permitted to walk on the upper deck for exercise, which could be done in a long oval pattern for those who really wanted to move around. But...not before 8 a.m., please! Footsteps on the roofs of the upper cabins would prevent sleep for the people in them.

I wondered about Aunt Eloise’s thoughts about this.

At home in Rhode Island, she liked to go out walking three times a day, and she was an early person.

I liked to go with her for the late morning and afternoon walks, but never the early ones, and I would stay up late and read after she went to bed at around 9 o’clock at the very latest.

She looked at me, understanding right away, and said, “Don’t worry. I know I’ll get to do enough walking on this trip. And you likely won’t have the energy to stay up as late as you do, getting up a bit earlier for all these excursions.”

“You’re right. I’ll be up for breakfast every day, and off with you.”

We nodded and turned to watch the rest of the presentation.
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After briefly taking us through the procedure for assembling our life-jackets, she talked about how this ship was now our home for the next week, said that she and the crew were happy to have us aboard, and that we were to meet in this lounge every day at 7 p.m. for a briefing.

These briefings would serve to go over the next day’s planned excursions, complete with departure and return times.

Wine was served in the lounge with the nuts every evening, we were told, one red and one white, as it was during lunches and dinners. This was part of the cruise package. We had some white wine as we sat there, listening.

People at the bar were having fancy cocktails, and I realized that they must have paid for the extra alcoholic beverages package on top of the cruise fee. I wondered how they could possibly have room for it all and still enjoy the food, but didn’t concern myself with it beyond that. I just knew that we already had a feast, and that that was enough.

We were informed that if, at any time, there were two of the company’s longships at a time at any one quai, they would be double-moored. That meant that passengers from another ship would be crossing through ours if we were closest to the shore, and vice versa if ours were to be the outermost longship. No lingering aboard a ship that is not ours! Just get to your own ship and stay on it, was the rule.

That seemed reasonable. One didn’t want to get stuck on the wrong ship, heading back the way we had come down the Rhône River!

This briefing was fairly short.

That was where every lecture or presentation would be, and whatever was required for it – a projection screen, a cooking table with heating elements, whatever – would be there as the week’s activities continued.

Clotilde explained the equipment we would be using for tours – an earpiece and a receiver that clipped to our waists or went in our pockets, all in our rooms, one for each occupant. It was our responsibility to put them back and recharge them each day, and turn them in to the front desk if they didn’t work perfectly. (Spoiler alert: they worked perfectly throughout our trip!)

The only other thing that Clotilde had to tell us was that, when we returned to our rooms from dinner, we would find a printed, 4-page itinerary on our beds. She held one up to show it to us: it had gray artwork in a Norse design at the top, and opened out like a book.

I could hear low voices in conversation, and realized, with no great feeling of surprise, that most of the people traveling with us were Americans or Canadians. Their accents gave them away. So did their use of the English language; these were educated people.

Well, so were we. I would introduce myself as a lawyer and an author of books on a variety of topics, and my aunt as an art teacher, and hope that that would elicit similar sharing of background information.

I looked forward to it.

Clotilde concluded the briefing, told us to put our life-jackets back under our beds, and to proceed to the dining room, which was below this lounge, right after that.

The meeting then broke up, and we exited the lounge. I made sure to go back out the way we had come, because I wanted to look at the staff portraits on the way.

“Don’t you want to go out the other way?” my aunt asked, trying to detour around to the right.

“No, I want to see the portraits, remember?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, turning around. “Me too.”

We stopped to look. There were four rows of them, with the ship’s captain, first officer, and engineer on top, followed by the cruise director, the concierge, the excursion director, and the maître d’. So that was her name: Clotilde Charbonneau. Her hair was down in this picture, but she still looked very remote and businesslike. We saw the chef among the group, and that his name was Ronne Van Rompaey. He was from Belgium.

We then walked out the way we had come, and glanced straight across the balcony.

[image: image]

There was a beautiful wood-paneled library there, with two laptop computers for the passengers’ use on one side. Large coffee-table books made up most of the collection. We had been told that we could borrow them in our cabins as well as look at them in the cushy lounge chairs (there were four of them there).

But I had some reading material in our cabin, and I was not really expecting to have a lot of time to look at it. We were supposed to be going out a lot, and expending most of our energy in other ways.

It was just as well; at home, I lived in books and on the computer, constantly reading, editing, writing, publishing...and I was glad that this trip was going to force me to go out and see the things that I read about, and to taste, smell, hear, and maybe even touch them.

Aunt Eloise and I went right back to our cabin, put away the life jackets, and freshened ourselves up for dinner.

Time to meet some of our shipmates!
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After the drill and welcome in the Sif’s upstairs lounge, we were ready to meet more of the passengers and eat dinner. We felt okay, but not fully rested yet. We figured that the coming night’s sleep would solve that problem, and for now, were comfortable enough to visit and meet new people.

We looked forward to a whole week of that, plus the food.

Lunch and dinner had some mundane options for those who did not care for food adventures, listed on the right side of the menu. I wondered why people would travel to places where they didn’t want to eat the local cuisine. I had wanted France specifically for the cuisine, plus its sights and scents and sounds!

The left side of the menu, contained the food adventures, and I went for them repeatedly. So did my aunt. So did most of the passengers. Most. Not all. Sigh. If I travel, I want delicious food from the region. That’s part of the experience!
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At the end of the week, I would wonder again who would not want garlic soup, butternut squash soup, pea soup, scallops with soft radishes, asparagus, and potato purée, coq au vin, rack of lamb with herb butter, chocolate lava cake, chocolate mousse, or pears poached in wine, but I didn’t ask. I just enjoyed the food.

Upon further reflection, I mused that the adventures of the left side of the menu, with that side’s openness to new experiences, and the staid, narrow repertoire of the right side of the menu mirrored the political climate back home in the United States.

Perhaps I like metaphor too much, but so what?

The people we met were from the United States (most of them), Canada, and Australia. That is in order from most to least. There were 182 passengers plus 56 crewmembers. I intended to get know as many of both as possible, because that’s the fun of traveling (among other things).

Most passengers were retired, which I had been expecting (older people have the best stories, though!). The age demographic was one aspect to note. Another was race: we were almost all white, except for one Asian-American woman who was traveling with her husband.

I thought of Kavi, my husband, back at home, feeding the cat, going to his lab to work, and playing games on the computer at night. He had work that he couldn’t leave, and insisted that I go on a trip with my aunt, whom I had missed visiting with during the long pandemic. I had e-mailed him from my phone to say that we had arrived safely.

Aunt Eloise had e-mailed a friend in Newport, Rhode Island, who was feeding her cat, a large black-and-white male named Meneet, which meant “Gift” in Mohican. My aunt loves all things Native American.

She lived in a large, rambling, Victorian building that had been moved in two parts to merge with the beautiful chapel of a
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