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CHAPTER ONE



Once upon a time, her mother would begin, and Carson Weatherell to this day retained a strong memory of being a very young girl in a canopy bed curling up tighter, closer. The stories were always the same: a beautiful princess marries a handsome if fairly shallow prince, and spends her entire married life living in the same kind of splendor to which she’s always been accustomed. “Someday,” her mother would assure Carson when the story was over, “you will be that princess.” Then she would kiss her daughter on the forehead and turn to leave the room.

The Weatherells were by far the wealthiest family in their town of Marlowe, Connecticut, a fortune made generations earlier in nautical supplies. Each generation of Weatherell men tended to the fortune as though it were a fire, stoking it worriedly and religiously, and eventually passing on to the next generation the responsibility for keeping the flame alive. And each generation of Weatherell women enjoyed spending that fortune, fashioning homes for their families that were at once comfortable and luxurious, and inevitably the envy of all the neighbors. In 1936, among the expansive homes of Marlowe with low stone walls and endless lawns, the Weatherells’ was the most gracious. It would be unfair to say that Carson took her circumstances for granted; there was, after all, a depression on, and the papers were full of stories about bank runs and breadlines. Still, that outside world could seem distant indeed, if you had just turned eighteen, possessed blond hair, hazel eyes, and very pale skin, and understood that your wealth and your unambiguous beauty gave you a certain power, especially over boys.

All of which made Carson no different from any of her friends at school—or “school,” for what the Miss Purslane Academy for Girls offered the haughty, daydreamy girls enrolled there tended to fall under the category of either etiquette or horsemanship. Mostly, what these girls were taught was to be just like their mothers. To the extent that any one of them had a responsibility or an ambition, it was this, and this, in Carson’s view, was a perfectly fine goal to set for oneself. After all, what else was there for a princess-in-waiting to do?


In the late spring of that year, however, Philippa Weatherell received a letter from London. The return address was Claridge’s Hotel, and the letter was from Philippa’s younger sister, Jane. Jane had always been a bit of a renegade, running off to London to marry a man no one in the family really understood. Though Lawrence Emmett was impeccably bred, an Englishman with starched cuffs and collar who’d been to Eton and Cambridge, he had a stern and sarcastic manner that put most people off. But Jane seemed genuinely in love with him, and the couple, childless, had stayed on in London, where Lawrence now worked for the Ministry of Defence, and where they lived in a beautifully appointed suite at Claridge’s.

“My dear Pippa,” the letter began:


I know it’s been a while since I’ve written, and please let me offer my apologies, for there’s really no excuse. But Lawrence’s work keeps us quite busy, sending us off to weekend house parties and the like. It’s really a bit of a bore (how many poor little foxes can these men chase, for God’s sake?), and I’ve been pestering good old Lawrence to take me away somewhere exciting, and FINALLY he’s agreed to take me to the Continent in June: first Paris, and then Portugal, to which I haven’t been in years, though I have happy memories of swimming off the coast there with Lawrence years ago, drinking local, fruity sangria, and eating those delicious fried almonds that they always used to serve. (I wonder if they still do?)

Why am I telling you all of this? you may wonder. Well, Pippa dear, I would very much like to do something special for my niece, Carson, who I have not seen since she was…oh, twelve or thirteen, I believe, and who has now just graduated from high school, so you tell me. As her aunt and godmother, I would like to offer her a special gift. Lawrence and I have talked it over and we wonder if Carson would care to join us in London next month, to travel first to Paris with me for a week or so, and then accompany Lawrence and me on our sojourn to Portugal. It should prove to be a delightful trip; we’ll be traveling by train—first-class carriage from Paris to Lisbon—and we’ve already booked two sleeping compartments, one for Lawrence, and one for Carson and myself. (So you see? You CAN’T say no! We would lose our entire deposit on the second sleeping compartment!) Once in Portugal, Lawrence and I have rented a lovely, not-too-pretentious villa on the coast in Sintra, not too far from Lisbon, complete with small staff.

I think Carson will have the time of her life, and at the end of the summer we shall return her to you, bronzed and happy and ready to begin her adult life back in Connecticut. (No doubt soon to be marrying a young man you’ve probably already got your eye on for her, hmmmm, Pip?)

I know you will worry about Carson, as any mother would while her daughter is in new and unfamiliar circumstances, but we promise to take excellent care of her. Of course there is lots of talk about political unrest in Europe, what with the German situation and all, but Lawrence feels that, for the foreseeable future, Europe is stable (with the exception of Spain, of course), and I do trust him in these matters. Please let Carson come. It will be so much fun, not to mention the fact that, as you well know, an introduction to European ways is de rigueur for any young American lady entering society.

Your loving (and hopeful) sister,
 Jane



In fact, Jane was right; Philippa did have her eye on someone for Carson, though she’d told no one her thoughts on the matter. But then, she didn’t need to. It was obvious. It was assumed. If Carson Weatherell was a princess, then surely Harris Black would be her prince.

The Black family had moved to Connecticut from Minnesota only a few years earlier, and lived in an estate right on the water. Gordon Black owned buildings and hotels, and his wife owned shoes, plenty of them, and their son, Harris, sweet-natured and easygoing, was as good-looking a specimen as Carson. He was tall and muscled, with a cleft in his chin that seemed to have been surgically placed there, so perfect was it. He was the richest boy in town, she was the richest girl, their parents knew one another and got along, and both Carson and Harris seemed to want the same things in life, which were no different from what their parents had wanted before them. Of course the two of them would one day become a couple, eventually to live together ever after, perhaps even happily so. This was more than assumed; it was to be expected. Which was why, on the evening of the Memorial Day dance at the country club, the unofficial opening of the summer social season in Marlowe, Connecticut, Carson found herself experiencing an illicit thrill in watching Harris’s response to her news—or, more accurately, in watching Harris’s attempts to conceal his response to the fact that she would be spending the summer abroad.

“Really?” he said, when Carson’s mother slipped this bit of information into the conversation as if she were merely making an observation about the evening’s fashions, which was in fact what she had been doing—she and Miranda Black both. Harris had been twisted halfway around in his chair, drumming his fingers on the white linen tablecloth in time with the orchestra, distractedly appraising the couples on the dance floor. Now he looked from Carson to Philippa and back again to Carson. “Is that wise?” Harris said. “There’s talk of war, after all.”

It was his mother who answered him, dismissing the thought with a wave of the paper fan she’d been using to cool herself. “There’s always talk of war,” Miranda Black said. “It’s what men talk about. If women waited for talk of war to subside, we should never travel abroad.”

The four of them—Harris and Carson and their mothers—were sitting at a table decorated with a red, white, and blue bunting Liberty Bell centerpiece. Mr. Black and Mr. Weatherell had removed themselves to the other side of the dance floor, where they stood among a group of men at the bar, discussing business perhaps, or—as Miranda Black suggested—war.

“I’m sure you’re right, Mother,” Harris said. “But anyone who’s seen the latest news from Germany—”

“Since when have you taken such an interest in world affairs?” his mother interrupted, giving her son a curious smile. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you reading anything but the sporting news.”

“I merely thought—” Harris began. He looked down at his lime rickey, gave the glass a couple of twirls, then glanced back up at Carson. “What I mean to say is, I suppose I’d assumed that Carson would be here this summer.”

He turned slightly red, as if he hadn’t meant to place quite so much emphasis on the here of the matter. Harris would be going off to college in the fall—Yale, like his father before him, and his father’s father before that. So it only would have made sense if he was planning to spend the summer before college at home, attempting to win the attentions of the elegant and aloof Carson Weatherell. It had made sense to Carson, anyway, when she’d thought about her summer, and now she saw that it had made sense to Harris, too. And to be honest, she couldn’t say that his slightly flustered response to the news of her change in plans displeased her.

“Well,” Harris’s mother said, “Carson won’t be here, she’ll be there, and she will be the better woman for it.” Miranda Black was fair-haired and overweight, and she had no trouble speaking with authority. “You know,” she went on, fixing her son with a cautioning look, “this is a splendid opportunity for Carson. It will expand her horizons. She’ll learn how to be a proper hostess. She’ll learn how to dress. She’ll learn to tell a Vermeer from a Veronese. And one day she will be a better wife for having taken the so-called grand tour, just as Philippa and I did in our day, isn’t that right, Philippa dear?” she added, turning to Carson’s mother.

But before Philippa could answer, Harris cut in.

“Well, why don’t we hear from Carson herself?” he said. “Everyone seems to know what’s best for her. Maybe she has an opinion on the subject of her own future?”

His mother drew back slightly in her chair, as if summoning her resources for a response, but before she had a chance to say anything, Philippa spoke.

“Nonsense,” she said. “Your mother is right, Harris. This trip is just what Carson needs. It’s the best thing that could have happened to her. It’s her chance to go and see the world before she comes back here and settles down for good. Isn’t that right, Carson dear?” she said, and then she reached out and closed a hand over her daughter’s, pressing it into the white tablecloth hard enough to make an impression in the soft fabric, as if sealing some sort of unspoken pact.

 

One week later, Carson set sail for London on the Queen Mary. She brought so much luggage with her that to the uninitiated it might have appeared as though she were planning on moving permanently to the continent of Europe. But she was only doing as her mother advised: if you’re going to go abroad, do it in style. There was a bon voyage party in Carson’s stateroom while the ship was docked in New York; her parents were there, as were their friends the Blacks, as was champagne. There were pops and whoops. There were shouts and laughter. There were toasts to Carson’s health, to her good fortune, to upcoming adventures. And there was, in the end, an awkward moment when the parents said farewell and hugged her good-bye and withdrew from the cabin, and Harris lingered behind. He raised his champagne flute to Carson, as if to propose a toast, but he said nothing. Instead, he took one last gulp, placed his glass on the table next to the champagne bucket, and said, “Well, I imagine I’ll see you when you return.”

“You mean if I return,” Carson said.

She regretted it immediately. She didn’t know why she’d said it. Maybe because nobody was listening—nobody but Harris, and he didn’t really count, since they were the same age and had never needed to worry about keeping up appearances around each other. Anyway, Carson hadn’t meant anything by it; of course she would be returning. Where else did she have to go? It was a joke, a gesture, part of the Carson Weatherell come-hither armor, and she supposed she had expected Harris to return the jest in kind: Oh, yes, I’m sure you’ll find everything you’ve ever wanted in some little village in the provinces of Portugal. And who knows? Perhaps you’ll even meet a mysterious stranger. Instead, his face had clouded briefly, at least before he had a chance to recover. But then he did recover, and Carson reassured herself that she hadn’t wounded him, not in the least. Harris raised his chin and smiled, and he gave her a friendly if appropriately hesitant peck on the cheek, and then he stepped outside the stateroom to leave Carson alone on her maiden voyage.

Not entirely alone, of course. That would have been unseemly for a single young woman of her station. A chaperone had been sent with her for the crossing, a little woman named Mrs. Adele, who had worked for the family in one capacity or another for many years, and who would return to Connecticut once she’d safely delivered Carson to Claridge’s. But Mrs. Adele’s dour presence hardly counted as companionship, and when Carson confessed that she really wasn’t much of a conversationalist and would prefer to keep to herself except at meals, the relief seemed mutual. So Carson did just that for much of the crossing: she kept to herself. Often she stayed in her stateroom to sip flat champagne and read one of the romance novels she’d brought with her (the current one, by a Mrs. Lucille Lovett Davies, was called Alice of the Springtime, and was about a young woman of simple circumstance who falls in love with a Scottish laird). Other times, Carson sat by the rail and looked out at the green-black ocean, thinking how far she was from home, and how far she was from her destination, and wondering why, after all, she was going to Europe in the first place. She knew it was “the thing to do.” Some of her friends from school were making similar trips that summer, and everyone had seemed so excited by the prospect of going abroad, talking about the clothing they were going to buy and the landmarks they were going to visit and, yes, the mysterious strangers they were going to meet.

Everyone but Carson.

Oh, she had seemed excited, all right. She’d gone along with the gushing and the well-wishing and the hushed disclosures of what one really hoped to discover on such a journey. But the fact was, Carson hadn’t been sure she should go. Everyone else, though, had seemed so sure for her—everyone except Harris, of course—that Carson had found herself simply sailing along with the prevailing sentiment, because, well, that’s what one did.

Now, though, alone on board this vast ship full of thousands of people, staring past page 103 of Alice of the Springtime toward the porthole that revealed the same waves she had seen the day before, and the day before that, she wondered what it was she was hoping to find in Europe. Certainly, based on everything she’d heard or read or seen, she found the idea of Europe exciting in some ill-defined way. Yet she felt a kind of anxiety welling up like a crisis within her, and she recognized it as something she couldn’t blame on the rolling of the ocean. It was a feeling of tentativeness that she’d often identified in herself—a tentativeness that anyone who knew her would have been surprised to learn about. It came precisely from having been assigned no responsibilities or ambitions—or so Carson had always told herself. But hadn’t all the girls she knew from Miss Purslane’s been assigned no responsibilities or ambitions, other than to model themselves after their mothers? Yet they suffered no tentativeness. On the contrary. That single responsibility, that sole goal, had quite sufficed. Those girls were just as headstrong and as certain as Harris Black’s mother, and they sailed straight for Europe as if it was their destiny, as if it was their due. So what was it about Carson? Alone on the ship for days at a time, she had no choice but to ask herself what she was afraid of. The threat of war? That was real, but as Amanda Black had said, no more real than it ever was. The food? The weather? The travel? The people?

All of these. All of them and none of them at the same time.


On the fourth day of the voyage, Carson began to grasp what it was. She had settled herself in her usual spot, near the rear of the Queen Mary—the aft, as she now knew to call it. Leaning back in her deck chair, wrapping herself in a thin wool blanket, she stared out at the ship’s wake, that whitish-green churning turbulence billowing backward as far as she could see, narrowing away from the full width of the ship all the way to the infinite nothingness of the horizon. Somewhere out there was home. But not just home. It wasn’t just Marlowe where she longed to be at that moment—had longed to be ever since she felt the first unmistakable jarring in her legs that signaled the ship’s slippage from the mainland. It wasn’t just the Weatherell estate where she wanted to be. It wasn’t even in her own bed. It was in her own bed as a young girl again.

Carson closed her eyes. She wrapped herself tighter. She could see it now, hear it now: her mother telling her that story about the princess and the prince. That was where she longed to be. That was who she longed to be: someone whose future was certain, was unchangeable; whose future held no chance of change, no surprises, no knowledge of a still-distant but nonetheless ever-nearing continent looming larger at her back, with its cities and buildings, its cathedrals and catacombs, its clink of unfamiliar coins, its Babel-like chatter, and—Carson now understood—its endless array of possibilities.

 


Aunt Jane and Uncle Lawrence had festooned their suite at Claridge’s with ribbons and a banner declaring WELCOME, CARSON, and they had even sent for a tray of small, carefully constructed hors d’oeuvres and yet another silver bucket of champagne on ice. They seemed very pleased with themselves, and Carson made an appropriate effort to seem in turn very pleased with them.

“Oh,” she said, “this is so elaborate. You’re treating me as though I’m visiting royalty or something.”

“Believe me,” Aunt Jane replied, taking her by the elbow, “your visit is far more interesting than the one we had recently from a deadly dull Greek prince and his entourage.”

“A prince?” Carson heard herself say. She hadn’t meant to blurt this out, to risk seeming so uncouth. She realized as soon as she said it that her aunt was probably kidding. Aunt Jane had a certain bright, impish spirit about her, a playful manner that Carson wasn’t used to—not, at any rate, from her mother, who was, after all, Jane’s sister. But a prince, it turned out, was precisely what Aunt Jane meant.

“Oh yes,” said Uncle Lawrence. “Since I’ve been with the government—even in my rather low position, mind you—we’ve gotten to know quite a few dignitaries.”

“Lawrie, your position isn’t low,” said Aunt Jane. “It’s perfectly important.”

“Yes, yes, Janie, I’m chief bottle washer and paper filer, is that it?” Lawrence said with a slight smile, and again Carson wasn’t sure whether or not he was teasing. In truth, she knew little of substance about her aunt and uncle.

“Stick with us, Carson,” said Aunt Jane, “and over the summer you’ll meet all sorts of people.”

“Quite right. All the wrong sorts,” said Uncle Lawrence, and his wife pushed him gently.

“Now, don’t say that, Lawrie,” said Aunt Jane. “You’ll scare the girl off. Now, let me get a good look at you, Carson. I haven’t seen you in so long. Too long.”

And with that, Aunt Jane reached out and took Carson’s hands in her own. Carson felt herself smile shyly, and then she looked back at her aunt and uncle. They hadn’t seen her in six years, since a brief swing through Connecticut during some diplomatic trip that had brought Uncle Lawrence to New York City. All that Carson remembered of that meeting was wondering, as she entered the library where her parents and aunt and uncle had gathered for the cocktail hour, whether she should curtsy; these guests were from England, after all. Carson felt herself smiling now at the memory. Back then, she imagined, she must have seemed an awkward girl, tall and thin and, probably, a little dull, at least from the perspective of a worldly couple such as her aunt and uncle.

“You’ve changed, no surprise,” her aunt announced now. “You’re all grown up.”

“I should say so,” Uncle Lawrence echoed. “She’s eighteen, Jane, an age at which, if I remember the recesses of my own distant past correctly, nobody wants an aunt hanging on to their limbs for too long.”

“Oh, you,” Aunt Jane said to her husband, but she let go of Carson’s hands.

Carson couldn’t help herself. She smiled shyly again at all this attention. She, of course, had no idea how much they’d changed in the past six years. It wasn’t in the nature of a typically self-involved twelve-year-old to give a visiting aunt and uncle much thought. Now, though, Carson returned their steady, studying gaze, and realized that she was seeing them—really seeing them—for the first time.

They were a smart-looking couple in their midthirties. Jane was tall and lively, her husband pale and balding, but made more attractive by his wry smile. Carson knew that her mother didn’t really like Uncle Lawrence very much, but for some reason, she herself did. He’s fun, she thought to herself. She’d never known that. Or, perhaps, she’d never been allowed to know that.

“So tell us, Carson,” said Uncle Lawrence, indicating that Carson should sit on the chair opposite the couch, “what you expect to get out of this trip of ours.”

“Oh, well, you know,” Carson began vaguely, and then she parroted back the words that her mother and father had used when they were encouraging her to accept the offer, and that she’d heard her friends use when they’d talked about their own opportunities to go abroad. “It will give me a real education, the kind I’ve never had before. It will teach me a few things about how people live in other parts of the world—”

“Oh, enough,” Uncle Lawrence cut in brusquely. “Don’t tell us what you think we want to hear. Tell us what you really think.”

“What I really think?”

“Yes,” encouraged Aunt Jane. “Go on.”

What she really thought. Carson wasn’t quite sure how to comply with this request. It surely wasn’t one she was used to fielding. But she was tired. She’d been on a ship for days, and then when she’d gotten off the ship, she felt as if she were still on the ship, and in all honesty the train ride from the docks in Southampton to London had done nothing to dispel the notion that she hadn’t quite landed on solid ground, what with the rhythmic rocking of the railway carriage, and then there was the time difference between London and Connecticut, so that even though it had crept up on her gradually on board the Queen Mary, she couldn’t quite shake the conviction that five in the afternoon, when she joined her aunt and uncle in their drawing room for the kinds of drinks that got served in glass decanters and usually signaled a tipping over into the evening hours, was nonetheless noon at home—well, when the request came for her to say what she really thought, Carson actually did.

“I’ve kind of been dreading the whole thing.”

She raised a hand to her mouth. Her uncle’s laughter, however, offered her all the reassurance she needed. Then her aunt’s as well. And not just reassurance. Encouragement.


“No offense, please,” she began.

“None taken!” her uncle said.

“But I’m really not one for travel,” Carson went on. “Oh, I know Europe is supposed to be splendid and all, and that in fact it’s an exciting place—for some good reasons and some less-than-good reasons—but I just wanted to stay home this summer and lie around a lot and read, and see my friends, that sort of thing, same as I’ve always done.”

“I see,” said Aunt Jane, wiping a tear. “You wanted to loaf, and we’re making you soak up culture. Is that it?”

“Something like it,” admitted Carson. She was tearing up now, too, though not from laughter. She hadn’t been laughing at all, in fact. Her uncle and aunt, she supposed, had found her confusion comical, and Carson herself could appreciate the comic potential of a time-lagged niece blurting out to an aunt and uncle the unholy truth regarding her visit to the Continent. And maybe she was indeed loopy from lack of sleep. But what touched her now, she realized, what really moved her, was the opportunity she’d been given to reveal the feelings she’d been holding inside, and the release that accompanied her finally doing so.

“I promise,” said Aunt Jane, “that there won’t be too much soaking up. You’re not a sponge, you’re a young woman.”

“And a good-looking one,” said Uncle Lawrence. “There will be men here in Europe who will want to get to know you, Carson, even if you don’t particularly want to get to know them. They can be quite forward, you know. It’s another thing that the Continent is famous for, even more than its food and its paintings.”

Men. Carson was taken aback by the reference. Yes, her friends had mentioned men when they talked about going abroad this summer, but that, Carson knew, was just so much girl talk—girls talking about boys but straining to sound grown up and sophisticated. Boys, Carson and her friends knew well how to handle. They’d been doing so for years: receiving the quiet flirtations of a Harris Black, rebuffing them, and receiving still more flirtatious advances in turn. It was a game, one for which she and her friends all understood the rules.

But in Europe? What game of flirtation was played here? Her uncle was right. The men here seemed much more reckless, dressed differently, were more experienced. They called out to women on the street, they whistled, they signaled with their hands. They played a different game, and they played by different rules.

“You don’t have to worry,” Carson assured her uncle. “I’m not going to pay any attention to the men here.”

“Good,” he said. “It’s one less thing for us to concern ourselves with.”

“Yes,” she said, “one less thing”—as if she were counting down the duties she would have to perform before being allowed to return home.

 


Over the following week, Carson fulfilled some of those duties. On a whirlwind tour of London, she was taken by her aunt to the Tower of London, Hyde Park, Westminster Abbey. She was then ferried across the English Channel to Paris, where the two women shared a room at the Ritz, shopped in intimate, luxurious boutiques, strolled along the Champs Élysées, outfitted themselves in Chanel suits and wide picture hats, and every evening ate meals that relied heavily on goose fat and truffles.

It was at one of these meals that Carson ate something that would sicken her hours later. She was never exactly sure what it had been: an escargot baked in garlicky butter, maybe, or an oyster sitting cool and gelatinous inside the saucer of its elaborate shell. In the middle of the night, Carson bolted from her bed and went into the marble bathroom she shared with her aunt. She spent the rest of the night in that bathroom, alternately sitting and lying on the cold floor. Her aunt did all she could, stroking Carson’s hair, having ice delivered to the room and feeding her niece crushed chips of it, but Carson was desperately ill with the kind of food poisoning that is unrelenting until it has completely run its course.

That course ended around daybreak. Carson, weak as a rag doll, went back to bed and pulled the blankets around herself. Apparently, she thought, this trip to Europe had been too much for her after all. A doctor was called in, an imperious Frenchman with spectacles and a pointed beard, who took her pulse and peered down her throat, as if searching for the offending morsel of food, and then shrugged, saying something in an incomprehensible torrent of French, and departed. The next day, when finally she was strong enough to sit up in bed and sip a cup of beef tea that had been ordered from room service, Carson announced to her aunt, “I hope you and Uncle Lawrence won’t mind very much if I call it a day.”

“‘Call it a day’? And what exactly does that mean?” her aunt asked.

“It means that I think I want to go home,” said Carson. “I’ve seen London and Paris. And I’ve seen a great deal of the inside of a Parisian toilet bowl. I think it’s pretty much enough for one summer.”

“But what about Portugal?” said Aunt Jane with rising protest. “We’ve booked the train. And rented the house. We’ve got the entire summer there, Carson. Did you forget about that?”

“No,” said Carson. “But I just don’t want to go. I want to go home.” In an even weaker voice, she added, “You’ve always asked for my honest response. Well, there it is.”

Her aunt stared at her with both pity and, Carson thought, some degree of contempt.

“For God’s sake,” Aunt Jane said quietly. “I thought you were going to be different.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh, nothing,” said her aunt.

“Please. Tell me,” said Carson.

Aunt Jane sighed and turned away, as if considering carefully how to phrase what she wanted to say. She walked over to the window and pushed aside the drapes, then let them drop together again.

“Your mother and I—we were always very different,” she finally said. “Philippa stayed close to home, and I went off exploring. I guess I’ve always had a fantasy that you would take after me instead of your own mother.” Her aunt turned back to her. “Well, I suppose that was just my fantasy, wasn’t it? The niece off in the States who was the spitting image of her aunt. The niece who longed for adventure, just like her aunt once did.”

Though she still felt weak and drained, Carson had enough energy left in her to take umbrage. “I could be like that,” she said, “if I wanted.”

“Well, then show it,” Aunt Jane said, crossing back to the foot of the bed. “Sure, it’s fine to live a life like your mother does, staying in Connecticut and marrying the ‘right’ sort of man. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with that, Carson.”

“Yes, you are,” Carson found herself replying. “You are, Aunt Jane.” She paused, shocked to hear herself standing up to her aunt. “I know my mother hasn’t been very bold in her life. But she’s happy, she really is. Some people want a life that’s already laid out for them.”

Her aunt regarded Carson across the length of the bed.

“Yes, that’s certainly true,” Aunt Jane finally said softly. She came and sat down beside her niece on the blanket, taking Carson’s hand in hers. “Which sort of person are you?” she asked. “Are you the kind who wants things to be a certain, safe way? Or are you the other kind?”

Carson, of course, knew the answer. She’d known it since that afternoon on the ship when she’d sat in the deck chair and stared out at the horizon and sorted out her feelings. But now she was sitting in a different place, with a different view. She looked about the room, at its long gold drapes through which she could just make out the warm light of a Paris afternoon. Those drapes, that window, was another kind of horizon, wasn’t it? What lay beyond it? Carson could catch the sounds of people shouting in French, of horns honking, of horses’ hooves clopping, of life being lived as surely as it was lived on the far quieter streets of Marlowe, Connecticut. And beyond Paris lay the rest of Europe—for Carson, the Continent remained undiscovered, unexplored, unknown.

What sort of person was she? She thought she’d known for sure, back on the ship. But maybe what she thought she’d known for sure was only what she’d always been told about herself. Maybe if she’d always been told something else—maybe if she’d been raised by her aunt instead of her mother—she’d be just as sure she was someone else, someone for whom change and possibilities and adventure were nectar, not poison.

Who was she? Suddenly she understood that all an eighteen-year-old girl in her position could possibly know for certain was that there was no way to know yet. If she was indeed like her mother, there would be no shame in that. In learning this about herself, she would end up going back to Connecticut at the end of summer, ready to return to a life she understood. But if, somehow, she was different, then this, too, she would learn. And at the end of the summer she would return to Connecticut with this knowledge, facing a life that would hold
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