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            March 31

         
         Mrs. Blossom had never been upgraded in her life.

         
         To be fair, until this moment—the last day of March, a Baltimore March that was going out full lion, all blustery winds and
            horizontal sleet—it had not been a life that offered many opportunities for upgrades. A good life, yes, even an excellent
            one while her husband was alive, but also a rooted-to-the-ground kind of existence. It wasn’t a matter of never getting past
            the velvet ropes, more an issue of never getting to them.
         

         
         For one thing, she seldom flew, averaging only a trip or two a year between her native Baltimore and her recent hometown of
            Phoenix. She always chose Southwest, a no-frills airlines, because she was a no-frills kind of person. Once, just once, she
            bought a Business Select ticket because circumstances had forced her to book last-minute. The only real advantage was boarding
            in the first group, a novelty to her. Oh, and there was a drink coupon, but it was 6:30 a.m. She gave it to the nervous flier
            next to her, who ordered a screwdriver, downed it in three gulps, then fell asleep, his head lolling on her shoulder. Mrs.
            Blossom had the kind of shoulder that even strangers found inviting.
         

         
         Meanwhile, when it came to hotels—well, she hadn’t stayed in one of those since Mr. Blossom died. Even during the marriage, it had just been the occasional Hampton Inn here and there. Harold Blossom was a homebody, which meant Mrs. Blossom had been a homebody, too. If the person you love likes to stay put, you stay put with them. 

         
         Planes, hotels—what other situations offered upgrades? Mrs. Blossom couldn’t think of any. Probably because she had never
            been upgraded.
         

         
         Which explained her tongue-tied confusion when the young woman at the British Airways ticket counter asked if she wanted to
            be “bumped up” to business class for her flight to London.
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom lowered her voice. “How much would that cost?”

         
         She immediately regretted the question. She had vowed she would not ask the price of anything over the next fourteen days.
            The point was to pretend that money was no object. But who was she fooling? Money, if not the object, was always an object. It wended its way through almost every human transaction, even those we consider pure. You can marry for love, bring
            children into the world for your own express joy—and it’s still part of the US tax code. People thought money was rational
            because it could be quantified, but Mrs. Blossom found money stranger than love.
         

         
         And more shameful than sex.

         
         “The upgrade won’t cost you anything,” the ticket agent said. “The economy cabin is oversold on this flight while business
            has several open seats. I’m going to have to upgrade two or three people, and you’re the first to check in. Besides, you would
            be so much more comfortable in business. The seats are much wi—” She paused, stopped, started over. “The seats are much more
            comfortable.”
         

         
         She was probably going to say “wider,” Mrs. Blossom realized. Mrs. Blossom was a big woman. Mrs. Blossom was a large woman.
            OK, fine, she was a fat woman. Her grandchildren kept telling her that the word fat was okay now, even preferable, that it was a factual term that should not be stigmatized. Fat was a fact, fat was neutral,
            or should be.
         

         
         Bless their hearts.

         
         Mrs. Blossom loved her three granddaughters, but those three petite tweens had no idea what it was like, FWF: flying while
            fat. Internet savvy as they were, they probably didn’t even realize there was an entire subreddit devoted to the topic.
         

         
         Because as little as Mrs. Blossom may have flown, the experience was depressingly, consistently humiliating. She usually boarded
            in the last group, when only middle seats were available because of Southwest’s open-seating policy. People would avoid her
            eyes as she made her way down the aisle, like little children thinking they were invisible if they couldn’t see you. When she finally chose a seat, the passengers on either side would sigh, no matter how much she tried to
            shrink herself. And if she dared to use the armrest, the only perk of a middle seat, they would sigh even more.
         

         
         She glanced at her British Airways ticket: She was in 36-D, an aisle, but toward the rear of the plane. If an upgrade could
            spare her those affronted sighs, those worried glances as she walked toward her seat—oh god I hope she’s not next to me—then it would be quite the upgrade.
         

         
         “And it’s—free?”

         
         “Yes. Plus, you would be welcome to wait in the Chesapeake Lounge before boarding, which is nice given that you’re here”—the
            young woman checked her wristwatch—“three hours before departure.”
         

         
         “I thought you were supposed to build in a lot of time for—” Mrs. Blossom stopped herself from saying “foreign,” a tic her
            family had been teasing her about as she planned this trip—“international travel.”
         

         
         “I wish more of our fliers were like you,” the ticket agent said, her eyes fixed on her screen, her fingers making all those mysterious clicks and clacks that ticket agents apparently require to produce a new paper ticket. “I’m going to put you in 2-F, Mrs. Blossom.” Everyone called her “Mrs. Blossom,” always had, even when she was a twenty-year-old newlywed, possibly because it was an amusing name to say: Mrs. Blossom. She hadn’t liked this when she was young; she felt it aged her. But as she had grown older and the world had become more
            casual, she found she enjoyed the implicit fealty.
         

         
         Besides, it was her husband’s legacy to her, and every time someone used her surname, it was as if Harold, dead for ten years,
            lived again for a nanosecond. There could be no Mrs. Blossom without a Mr. Blossom.
         

         
         Except, it turned out—there could be.

         
         “Here’s your ticket, Mrs. Blossom. Don’t forget, the Chesapeake Lounge is close to the security checkpoint in Concourse E,
            but it’s a little behind you when you enter. You have to loop back for it.”
         

         
         “I’m worried I’ll miss my plane if I’m not sitting at the gate,” Mrs. Blossom confessed. She quoted her ticket: “The flight
            closes thirty minutes before departure.”
         

         
         “Oh, the staff in the lounge won’t let you be stranded.” It was a man’s voice, rich and resonant, coming from behind her.
            “There will be ample notice and multiple announcements.”
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom turned and saw a silver-haired man waiting patiently for his turn at the counter, a man who also had to be headed
            to London, as there was only one daily BA flight out of Baltimore. She wasn’t the only person to arrive at the recommended
            three hours before, after all. So there, she said in her head to the ticket agent. (Mrs. Blossom said a lot of So theres! in her head, very few out loud.)
         

         
         “They announce the flight well in advance,” the man continued. “And because you’re flying business, you’ll be among the first
            passengers summoned to the gate.” He approached the counter and showed the agent his boarding pass, placed his suitcase on
            the scale, where it registered only ten pounds. Oh, wait, it was probably kilos at British Airways. After all, the ticket
            agent had a British accent. “I’m already traveling business, as it happens, but if you can seat me close to this kind lady,
            I’ll take good care of her here and at Heathrow.”
         

         
         The man was her age, give or take, although Mrs. Blossom had trouble judging people’s ages. The silver hair—quite thick—might
            be premature. She had let her hair go gray after Mr. Blossom died, then been convinced by her granddaughters to have the gray
            changed to a subtle platinum. A silly expense, $175 every six weeks, not including tip—but here she was, thinking about money
            again when, if she were judicious, she could live the rest of her life with any hair color she wanted.
         

         
         “If you’ll wait for me to check in,” the man said, “I’ll show you the lounge. You don’t have to stay there, but I think you’ll
            prefer it to the gate. The international terminal here is pretty bare bones.”
         

         
         She gave a slight, imperious nod, as if she were familiar with the amenities offered in various airports. She had been to
            exactly three in her life—Baltimore, Phoenix, and Louisville.
         

         
         He did more than show her the lounge. He narrated Mrs. Blossom’s journey through security, a process she found unnerving,
            despite having flown only last week. He even threw their passports and boarding passes into the same little bowl, as if they
            were traveling together, then reminded her to take off her charm bracelet, saying it might ping the metal detector. Lovely
            manners. He reminded her of Mr. Blossom, who had lived to put others at ease.
         

         
         “Brand-new passport?” he asked, handing it back to her. “The photo is quite nice. But maybe you’re one of those people who can’t take a bad photo.” 

         
         “I’ve never left the country before,” she admitted, blushing. “I’m embarrassed that I’ve waited so long to travel”—she stopped
            to consider the best word—“abroad.”
         

         
         “The important thing is that you’re starting,” he said. “It’s never too late to see the world. And solo travelers are a special breed, the best and the bravest in my
            experience. ‘Down to Gehenna, up to the Throne. He travels the fastest who travels alone.’ ”
         

         
         “Kipling?”

         
         “Right! ‘The Winners.’ I’ve never met anyone else who knew the reference.”

         
         Buoyed by his praise, she decided not to admit that she recognized the poem only because it was quoted in a favorite children’s
            book that she still reread from time to time. A story, as it happened, about a young woman embarking on her first European
            trip. She also did not clarify that she would be alone for less than a week—and she found the idea borderline terrifying.
            Her best friend, Elinor, would be joining her in Paris for a cruise up the Seine. But she was doing Paris by herself, so she
            wasn’t being completely deceitful.
         

         
         In the lounge, her new companion seemed to anticipate Mrs. Blossom’s questions at every turn, whispering that the food and
            drinks were free, but it was always nice to tip the woman restocking the buffet. He instructed her to take one of two overstuffed
            armchairs in a dimly lit corner, then fixed her a plate of crackers and cheese and brought her a glass of red wine. She had
            never been much of a drinker, but it seemed suitable to the occasion. This was supposed to be a celebratory trip, after all,
            the start of a new life—whether she wanted one or not.
         

         
         They exchanged first names—Muriel, Allan—and hometowns. He lived in the suburb of Columbia, Maryland, and she decided to say she was from Baltimore because it was too complicated to explain that she was a Baltimorean who had moved to Arizona to be closer to her grandchildren, but now would be moving back to Baltimore because her son-in-law was being transferred to Tokyo, where she just didn’t feel she would fit in, literally or figuratively. Mrs. Blossom had seen videos of the men hired to tuck and push people into the subway at rush hour, and she feared it would make her terribly self-conscious. She didn’t like strangers touching her. 

         
         Then, of course, there was the simple fact that she had not been invited to relocate with her family to Tokyo. Real estate is expensive in Japan, her son-in-law had said. We can’t afford an extra room for you, much less a casita like we have here.

         
         “Is London your final destination?” Allan asked.

         
         “No, I’m changing planes there and heading to Paris for two weeks. Well, first Paris, then a cruise.”

         
         “Do you speak French?”

         
         “Only the kind of French one learned at Notre Dame Prep back in the day. I can ask where the library is and maybe order some
            sausages.”
         

         
         Allan laughed and Mrs. Blossom blushed, warmed by his—could it be admiration? She did not expect a man like this, a catch
            by almost anyone’s standards, to be interested in her. He must be uncommonly kind, she decided. Which only made her like him
            more.
         

         
         “Where are you headed?” she asked.

         
         “London. I’m traveling for work.”

         
         “What do you do?”

         
         “I’m a lawyer, the most boring kind, the one who’s all about dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s,” he said. “How long is your layover at Heathrow?”
         

         
         “Just under two hours and all the online sources say that’s cutting it a bit close,” she said. “I’m a little nervous. That’s
            why I’m traveling with only a carry-on. I hope the weather doesn’t cause a delay. If we’re even fifteen minutes late —”
         

         
         “I’ll watch over you,” he said. “I know all the tricks. Allan Turner’s rule number one for overnight flights: When we get
            on the plane, it will be very tempting to eat and drink more. They serve a full meal, and it’s not bad, by airline standards.
            But if you can, you should try to go straight to sleep. When we land, it will be four thirty a.m. according to our body clocks.
            If you don’t sleep on the plane, you’ll be fuzzy all day.”
         

         
         “I’ve never been able to sleep sitting up,” she admitted.

         
         Again, he laughed, but—again—in a way that made her feel enchanting instead of ignorant.

         
         “The seats in business transform into beds. Not the most comfortable beds in the world, but far superior to trying to sleep
            sitting up.”
         

         
         “How?” she asked. She imagined a wizard, snapping his fingers.

         
         “Don’t worry, the flight attendant will show you.”

         
         Their flight was called, but Allan put a cautionary hand on her wrist. “We can wait until just before the gate closes, another
            benefit of business class. No reason to be part of the cattle call at the gate.” He looked at her bracelet. “That’s so pretty,”
            he said. “I love how one of the charms is a tiny watch. Does every charm tell a story?”
         

         
         They did. “I have one for each grandchild and a disc for my twenty-fifth wedding anniversary with a sapphire chip.”

         
         “It matches your eyes,” he said, looking into her eyes and paying no attention to the disc.

         
         “It’s my birthstone.”

         
         “And is that a golden fortune cookie?” Allan’s fingers caressed the last charm that had been added to the bracelet.

         
         “It is—and it even has a fortune.”

         
         “What does it say?”

         
         “I’m afraid that’s private.” She had actually never read it, because Harold had given her the charm the Christmas before he
            died, not that either of them had any inkling that he would be gone within the year. But she still wasn’t ready to read his
            final words to her. “As for the watch—I could never wear a wristwatch—I am one of those oddballs who scrambles the works—so
            my late husband came up with this solution.”
         

         
         She felt almost guilty, the way she leaned on that word late. Allan said only: “You’re no oddball. Let me set it to Paris time for you.” His eyes held hers while he turned the tiny stem.
            It felt strangely, thrillingly intimate.
         

         
         Once on the flight, she was pleased to see they were next to each other as he had requested, his seat facing toward the front
            of the plane, hers toward the tail. He showed her the little divider that gave them privacy, then asked if she wanted it up
            or down. She said she didn’t have a preference. She wanted it down, but that seemed too bold.
         

         
         “I’ll keep it down until we’re truly under way,” Allan said.

         
         And, although he had told her that she should go straight to sleep, he helped himself to a glass of champagne, so she did,
            too. Then she required a bathroom, but she wasn’t sure in which direction to go. Allan seemed to intuit what she needed. He
            got up and walked toward the tail. Oh, so civilized, the way each seat had its own individual pathway, no crawling over people
            here in business class. Mrs. Blossom’s bladder had to be bursting before she risked trying to get out of her middle seat on
            a domestic flight.
         

         
         When Allan returned, she waited three discreet minutes then made her way to the bathroom, which was occupied. She lingered in the small galley space that separated the seating areas, feeling self-conscious under the gaze of the travelers in the economy section. I’m one of you! she tried to telegraph, her eyes fixed on her shoes. The only reason I’m in business is because I’m always early. Still, it was a relief when she finally was able to use the bathroom. Was she crazy or was there something intimate about
            using the space that Allan had used only minutes ago?
         

         
         “You are certifiable, Muriel Blossom,” she told her reflection. She recalled Allan saying she probably couldn’t take a bad
            picture. He was wrong about that, but—her skin was smooth and relatively unwrinkled. She wished she had put on a little mascara, but she had foregone makeup because
            she didn’t want to sleep in it. Mascara, some eyeliner, really made her eyes pop. But it would be odd to apply it now.
         

         
         Once she was back at her seat, Allan offered her a pill—a melatonin gummy, he said, a natural sleep aid. When she expressed
            surprise at how good it tasted, he insisted she take the entire vial, tucking it in her handbag. “You’re going to be in Europe
            much longer than I am. I’ll be home by Wednesday. There’s no point in me adjusting to local time, but you should try.”
         

         
         She doubted anything could affect her queasy buzz of anticipation and anxiety. What had seemed like a good idea in Phoenix
            six months ago now seemed foolhardy. What did she think she was doing? Who did she think she was? She could practically hear her mother’s voice asking the same questions, although her mother also had been gone for a decade
            now, dying a month after Harold, almost as if she hoped she could upstage him. Mrs. Blossom’s devotion to her husband had
            always irritated her mother.
         

         
         Who do you think you are, Muriel Hummel? How can you possibly be thinking of marrying a man you met at a bus stop? Even you can do better than that, don’t panic. You’re not going to catch Prince Charles’s eye, but you can do better than that.

         
         (It was the 1970s, and marrying Prince Charles was still seen as somewhat aspirational. Also, not unprecedented for a Baltimore
            girl: look at Wallis Warfield Simpson.)
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom sternly told her mother to pipe down. The trip was beginning propitiously. First the upgrade, now this attentive
            man, Allan, who seemed determined to make sure she had the best experience possible. It had been so long since anyone had
            tended to her. She removed her shoes and snuggled under the thin blanket provided, sure she would never fall asleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            April 1

         
         “Muriel! Muriel! Muriel!”

         
         Mrs. Blossom was a cherub, drifting on pink-tinged clouds. She didn’t want to leave her cloud; it was peaceful and her name
            sounded like a hymn as the other cherubs called out to her over and over. She opened her eyes only when she felt someone’s
            hand clutching her upper arm. Such kind eyes, such nice eyes—oh, it was the man from the plane, Allan.
         

         
         “Muriel, we’ve arrived late because of the weather delay in Baltimore and you won’t be able to make your connection to Paris.
            You’re going to need to rebook your flight, I’m afraid, and I don’t think we can get you out until tomorrow.”
         

         
         “What? How?” As he had warned, she felt fuzzy and disoriented. She looked around—goodness, they were the only passengers left
            on the plane. She checked her watch. “My plane for Paris doesn’t leave for another sixty minutes—”
         

         
         Allan shook his head. “Boarding for international flights closes early at Heathrow. Plus, the line at immigration will take
            forever because the UK is no longer part of the EU.”
         

         
         “But I don’t have luggage to collect, only a carry-on, and I don’t think I have to go through immigration because I’m transferring—””

         
         “But you will have to go through security again,” he said. “You’ll never make it. Trust me. I’ll take care of everything.”

         
         Trust me—Those weren’t exactly the first two words that Mr. Blossom had spoken to her, but they were close. “You can trust me. I don’t bite.” He was holding her shoulders and trying to comfort her because a dog had run into the street and been injured and the two,
            strangers to each other, had run into the street from different sides, trying to save the poor thing.
         

         
         What would Harold have advised her to do in this situation? Let him take care of you, counseled the Harold who lived in her head, the Harold to whom she still spoke every day. You have to learn to let others take care of you. Most people are kind if you give them a chance, although no one is as kind and decent as you, Mur.

         
         That was what he called her, Mur. He knew she hated being named for her mother, who seemed to harbor so much ambivalence toward
            her only child. That’s why she had come to prefer Mrs. Blossom, but obviously, Harold couldn’t call her Mrs. Blossom. He called
            her Mur or, sometimes, Murkat, a play on meerkat, an animal they both loved long before they became famous on that television
            show Meerkat Manor.
         

         
         She pulled her suitcase from the overhead bin and followed Allan, panicky and overwhelmed. Thank god she had such an experienced
            traveler to help her rebook her flight. She should not have risked such a short transfer time for her connection.
         

         
         Yet, beneath her worry and anxiety, she also couldn’t help being pleased that she got to spend a little more time with Allan.

         
         *  *  *

         “My company has an account here,” Allan told Mrs. Blossom as their cab pulled up in front of the St. Pancras Hotel in London. “I’ll cover your room for the night. I can bill it to the firm as a client expense or use my Marriott points. I have more than I could use in a lifetime.” 

         
         “You shouldn’t do that,” Mrs. Blossom protested.

         
         “I insist. It’s the least I can do. I’m afraid that my gummy is what caused you to sleep so soundly.”
         

         
         Allan had been gently insisting on things all morning—and once she had accepted that her plans had been upended, she found
            that she loved it.
         

         
         “Whenever something goes wrong,” Allan said, “I tell myself that I can’t be the first person this has happened to, which means
            there are solutions.” She had filed that nugget of wisdom away, grateful for his kindness.
         

         
         The first thing he did was lead Mrs. Blossom to the “Fast Track” line reserved for business class travelers, then instruct
            her to wait for him after she had cleared customs, as he had checked a bag and would need additional time.
         

         
         She waited awkwardly in arrivals for almost an hour, but she couldn’t imagine not following Allan’s instructions. She tried
            to distract herself by thinking about the Heathrow scenes in Love Actually, although she didn’t care for that movie at all. That girl they called plump, what was she, a size ten?
         

         
         Then Allan appeared. It scared her a little, the way she felt when she saw him, swinging his old-fashioned suitcase by the
            handle like a schoolboy with his bookbag.
         

         
         He had then insisted on buying her a ticket for the Heathrow Express. (“Expensive, but worth it.”) At Paddington station, he had even asked to take a photo of Mrs. Blossom with the statue of Paddington, somehow intuiting the wish she could never have brought herself to say aloud. She and her grandchildren loved the Paddington movies, and while she felt a little silly, a grown woman standing next to a statue of a bear, she was delighted to have the photo. Allan took quite a few photos, fussing with the lighting, insisting she had no bad angles. “Can I text this one to myself?” he asked at one point, and she nodded bashfully. They were in each other’s phones. Even Mrs. Blossom knew that was a milestone of sorts. 

         
         For all this hustle and bustle, she remained in a jet-lagged haze that muted her anxiety, the world unusually soft and fuzzy.
            Twice already she had forgotten to look to the right as she began to step off the curb. Both times, Allan pulled her back,
            literally saving her life.
         

         
         And although it was only 11:00 a.m. in London, Allan sweet-talked the hotel into getting her into a room immediately, arranging
            yet another upgrade—a junior suite for the price of a regular room.
         

         
         “Oh, there’s no need for that, I’m just here for one night—” Mrs. Blossom began.

         
         “I told you, it’s on my firm. Now here’s the thing,” Allan said, handing her a key card. “You will be tempted when you get
            into the room to fall straight onto that big soft, inviting bed. Don’t do it. Power through the day. It’s much the best way
            to get past jet lag. And even if you take the midday train tomorrow, it will be hard to get up if you don’t adjust to the
            time.”
         

         
         “Train? I need to rebook with Air France, then call the cruise company about my change of plans so the driver won’t be left
            waiting for me at the airport there. You told me the concierge could help me do that.”
         

         
         “Yes, but now that I think about it—when you factor in going back to Heathrow tomorrow, how long everything takes there—it’s so much easier to go by train. It’s right here, at St. Pancras. Only a little over two hours and you arrive in the heart of Paris. It’s not quite as convenient since Brexit, but it’s still the best way to go in my opinion. We just need to call your travel company and your hotel and explain why you’ll be delayed for a day.” 

         
         “But the train—how, I mean—does it—I mean I know it does, but—” She worried she would sound ignorant if she finished the question.

         
         “Go under the Channel? There’s the Chunnel.”

         
         “No, I know that. But how long is the train underwater?”
         

         
         “Thirty or forty minutes, I think. Is that a problem?”

         
         It was very much a problem, but Mrs. Blossom didn’t know how to tell this kind, handsome stranger about her peculiar brand
            of claustrophobia. She could endure some small spaces, but she loathed tunnels especially underwater. She had a fear of submarines
            so pronounced that she had never been able to watch Das Boot—and it was one of Mr. Blossom’s favorite movies. A train, inside a tunnel, passing beneath a body of water was even worse
            than a submarine.
         

         
         She simply would have to find a way to get through the Chunnel part of the trip. Mind over matter, she told herself. Mind over matter. Part of the reason she had chosen a cruise was because she wanted to push herself outside her comfort zone; the closeness
            of a ship cabin, even one shared with a good friend, was a test of sorts. But at least she would be on top of the water, not
            under it.
         

         
         “Look,” Allan said. “Go to your room, take a shower, change if you like, then meet me here in the lobby. I’m going to make
            sure that you stay up all day. And that you have a wonderful time while doing it.”
         

         
         The room was restful and the bed did call to her, a siren in percale. But Mrs. Blossom did as Allan had told her she must. She showered, delighting in the hotel’s soaps and moisturizers. Even before she had been exposed to the unforgiving sun of Arizona, Mrs. Blossom had taken good care of her skin, part of her mother’s tutelage. If you’re going to insist on having so much skin, you might as well tend to it properly.

         
         Shut up, Mother, Mrs. Blossom instructed her cheerfully.
         

         
         But when she opened her suitcase, she experienced something new and unexpected: a profound dissatisfaction with her wardrobe.
            Mrs. Blossom liked clothes and had tended toward flowery prints even before her marriage to Harold Blossom. They both enjoyed
            the silly joke of it, Mrs. Blossom arrayed in blossoms. And since Harold’s death, her riotous dresses and blouses had felt
            like a connection to him. She clung to his favorites, remembering how much he liked her in green/blue hues—“Nice with your
            eyes.” Harold was not a sweet talker, but sweet talkers were overrated in Mrs. Blossom’s experience.
         

         
         Now, surveying the profusion of flowers and colors in her suitcase, she yearned for—what? Something different? To be someone different? She had always been a relatively contented person, happy in her life and her body. Why would she want to change
            now?
         

         
         It had something to do with the way Allan looked at her and treated her. With a sexless affection, as if she were a child,
            or simple-minded. Appointing himself to be her guardian on this trip. Setting her watch for her, as if she couldn’t do that
            herself. Photographing her with Paddington. His kindness was the type of kindness shown to an incompetent. She wished it was
            something more.
         

         
         Oh my. Had that idea really gone through her head? She wished it was something more. She couldn’t remember ever feeling that way, in all the years since Harold had been gone. Mrs. Blossom believed in soul mates,
            singular, one per lifetime. To expect more would be greedy, and she was anything but greedy. All her life, she had been cautioned—by her mother, by well-meaning friends, even by strangers—that the worst thing she could do was indulge her appetites. She must never be seen as wanting too much, whether it was food, love, or money. 

         
         But certainly there was no harm in a flirtation, not under these circumstances?

         
         She met Allan in the lobby, wearing voluminous pants the color of a perfect pumpkin and a flowery top. He praised her new
            shoes, orange Allbirds slip-ons. “Pretty,” he said, “yet perfect for walking these uneven London streets. Are you up for a
            lot of walking?”
         

         
         “I walk five miles a day,” she said, waiting for the look of disbelief this usually provoked. Mrs. Blossom had always been
            active—her first granddaughter had been enormous, and the twins had quite bulbous heads. It had been like carrying around
            bowling balls. Plus, she had been going to Curves for strength training long before her grandchildren were born. Her mother
            had suffered from early-onset osteoporosis, bones that looked like Queen Anne’s lace in X-rays. But long before her mother’s
            somewhat premature death, Mrs. Blossom had vowed to do whatever it took to be her opposite.
         

         
         Allan registered no surprise at her declaration. “Take my arm,” he said. “These cobblestones can be treacherous.” After a
            second of hesitation, she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm, telling herself that it was no different from walking
            arm in arm with her friend Elinor. If she clung to him a little more tightly when they crossed the Thames, so be it.
         

         
         London was disorienting in every sense of the word, but it was a kind of thrilling discombobulation, like being in a movie montage. She barely knew where she was or what was happening, yet she enjoyed everything immensely. Allan took her to visit something called the Eye, a type of Ferris Wheel where they had mimosas at the lounge. He insisted they visit Harrods, which was much too much; her brief desire to change her style was vanquished by the sheer overload of choices. They went to the Tate Modern, where she showed off a bit, chatting to Allan about the twentieth-century abstract expressionists, pleased to have a modicum of expertise in anything, although she had to fake her way through the Philip Guston exhibit. He took her to high tea at the Savoy, cautioning her not to overindulge because he had a surprise for dinner. 

         
         True, he was on his phone a lot, but who wasn’t these days? In fact, he had two phones, one in each pocket of his trench coat.
            About every hour or so, one buzzed, soon followed by the other. He checked them, quickly thumbed back his responses, then
            returned his attention to Mrs. Blossom. “I have one phone on my US plan, another for when I’m traveling in Europe,” he told
            her at one point. “But not everyone can keep it straight.”
         

         
         Dinner turned out to be Gymkhana, an Indian restaurant—a wildly fancy one. They didn’t sit down to eat until nine, which normally
            would be a shock to Mrs. Blossom’s system, but it wasn’t even dinnertime back in Baltimore. Allan continued his gentle insisting,
            ordering the tasting menu, including paired wines, which was probably more alcohol than Mrs. Blossom had consumed in the last
            year. She also worried it would be too much food. People often assumed she had a huge appetite.
         

         
         But the courses were light and balanced, the wine servings tiny. She didn’t feel stuffed or tipsy at all. And Allan was flatteringly
            focused on her enjoyment.
         

         
         “Tell me about yourself,” he said over the dessert course, a saffron and pistachio dish with a name that made her giggle.
            She thought she had been talking about herself, but maybe not. Still, what was there to tell? The most interesting thing about
            her—the source of the money that had paid for this trip—was a story that those closest to her thought she should not share
            with anyone.
         

         
         “Why are you being so kind to me?” she asked instead.

         
         “You’re the type of person who inspires kindness,” he said. “And because—I feel so awful about this—it’s my fault you missed your connection.” 

         
         “You couldn’t have known that our plane would be late. Or that I would have such a severe reaction to melatonin.”

         
         “That’s the thing, the gummy I gave you—it wasn’t melatonin.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “It was, well, cannabis. THC.” He registered her shock. “All the other gummies in the bottle are melatonin I promise you.
            It’s illegal to travel to the UK with edibles. But I had just the one, nestled among the others, for my personal use. No harm
            in swallowing it over the Atlantic. I was a little anxious about my meetings this week. However, I decided you needed the
            gummy more than I did.”
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom was overwhelmed by this revelation, which seemed like something from a Lifetime movie, far worse than anything
            her friends and family had warned her to be on guard for during this trip. Hold your purse closely, with the strap crossbody, use a special case for your phone so it can’t be cloned, watch for pickpockets
               in crowded spaces. But no one had suggested—her mind, grasping for the right words, could find only the most anachronistic slang—someone might
            slip her a mickey on the plane.
         

         
         “You DRUGGED me?”

         
         “You seemed very nervous.”

         
         There it was again. Not exactly condescension. But something close. She wanted him to see her as a woman, not as some innocent
            abroad, in need of caretaking and oversight.
         

         
         “I’m not incompetent. I can take care of myself.”

         
         “Of course you can. I wanted to be helpful because you have lovely manners. I noticed that right away, when I was behind you in line at the ticket counter. I’ve seen it all day today. You make eye contact, you engage people, you are polite and gracious to everyone. It wasn’t an accident that the ticket agent offered you an upgrade.” 

         
         “But no one ever notices me,” she said. “That’s why I was such a good private detective.”

         
         This surprised him, she could tell. It usually did. “A private detective?” His rich baritone scaled up in wonder.

         
         Shoot, she was gilding the lily a bit. She had worked for a private detective years ago in Baltimore, but her primary responsibility had been surveillance, and while she had considered
            becoming licensed, she had never gotten around to it. She explained as much now, adding: “I’m good at watching people because
            I’m invisible. Like most women my age.”
         

         
         “I have a hunch,” Allan said, “that you’re nothing like most women your age. Do you think—would it be possible—for us to stay
            in touch? We don’t live that far from one another. And we are already in each other’s phones. In fact, let’s make it a date,
            back in Baltimore. May I take you to dinner later this month? There’s a wonderful French bistro on Maryland Avenue that’s
            been written up in Bon Appétit.”
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom nodded, suppressing a grin. Oh, she knew all too well that there were men who made such suggestions and never
            followed through, but there was a specificity to Allan’s invitation that seemed sincere. She risked a joke.
         

         
         “It’s the least you can do,” she said, “after slipping me that gummy.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            April 2

         
         The Chunnel turned out to be less formidable than Mrs. Blossom had feared. Her happy, jumbled thoughts were enough to distract
            her from obsessing over being inside a metal box, inside a tunnel, under a body of water. She was bubbling over with happiness.
            It was all she could do not to hum out loud.
         

         
         Oh dear, she was humming out loud. And the song was “April in Paris.” She had officially lost her mind.
         

         
         She glanced around the train, wondering if anyone had overheard her. A young man one row back seemed to be staring straight
            at her. Well, “young man” was a stretch, but younger than she was by at least twenty years. Had he heard her? He looked French
            to her, with his subtle plaid suit and fashion-forward glasses, tortoiseshell with gold details. Or was he noticing the color
            in her cheeks? They had been blazing pink, in a state of perpetual embarrassment and excitement since last night, when Allan
            had asked if they could have a nightcap in her room.
         

         
         Mrs. Blossom wasn’t naive. She knew what such a question usually implied. She just hadn’t believed he could be interested
            in her that way, despite the suggestion of a dinner in Baltimore. But she was open to being wrong and—oh, how glorious—she
            was.
         

         
         They had kissed, nothing more, but it was terribly exciting. Saffron- and anise-flavored kisses, deep and soulful, his hands moving over her body but remaining outside her clothes. Mrs. Blossom hadn’t been kissed for ten years, and if someone had asked her yesterday morning how she felt about that, she would have said it was fine, that it wasn’t kissing and sex she missed since Harold had died, but his first-rate company.
            Someone to eat dinner with, to talk to about the news and family. Someone to watch television or listen to the Orioles on
            the radio with. She often imagined Harold joking to her that if she had to be a de facto snowbird, couldn’t she have ended
            up in Florida, where the Orioles had spring training, instead of Arizona, home to teams they didn’t follow. Conversation,
            that’s what she believed she missed most of all, and she wasn’t wrong. She could take care of her sexual needs with the same
            brisk efficiency she brought to much of her life, setting aside five to ten minutes a few times a week with an excellent appliance
            that she hadn’t dared pack for this trip. (What if her suitcase was searched and she was asked what it was?)
         

         
         But, as it turned out, she had been missing kisses. Kisses, a man’s hands caressing her, the wonderful inefficiency of it all. At one point, Allan had kissed her on the right side of the neck, and she had almost swooned, having forgotten
            this particular pleasure point.
         

         
         Then, he had done the most romantic thing possible: told her that she must get a good night’s sleep. “Do you still have the
            melatonin?” Adding swiftly, at her look: “I swear to you, all the others are melatonin. I would never have risked bringing
            THC gummies into the UK, much less exposing you to that risk.”
         

         
         “I put them in my dopp kit when I unpacked,” she said. “I’ll go take one.”

         
         She went into the bathroom to change. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or all the kisses that had gone to her head. She definitely wouldn’t need a pill to sleep tonight. She opened the bottle, looked inside. She was sure Allan wouldn’t lie to her, yet the memory of how groggy she had been just fourteen hours ago unnerved her. What if he had included even one extra THC pill among the melatonin, if only by accident? As he had said, they were illegal in the UK, and who knew about France? Some of them looked a bit, well, crustier than the rest. She should probably throw the entire bottle away, but—it had been a gift. From Allan! Besides, if he used her bathroom before leaving, he would see the vial in the wastebasket and that might hurt his feelings. 

         
         Also, whatever they were, they clearly helped with sleep. Maybe there was a way she could keep them without risking detection?

         
         She looked at her traveling pill case, in which her daily doses of hormones and calcium were segmented. Nervous about theft
            while traveling, she
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1878 to 1881, where he created some of his most
impressive impressionist works. The MS Solitaire sets sail
from Paris at sunset.

April 10: Cruise up the Seine to visit Giverny, the setting
for Monet’s beloved water lily paintings, and then sail a
bit farther to Les Andelys to enjoy a spectacular view and
quaint shops.

April 11: Visit fascinating Rouen, home to world-famous
cathedrals, the burial site of Richard the Lionheart, and

execution site of Joan of Arc.! I I
W ’

April 12: Travel farther upriver to Normandy, to visit the
historic beaches that were home to the battles of D-Day.

April 13: Return- i

in-this magical-city. Don’t forget to join us for a special
farewell dinner on board!
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-

April 14: Depart the MS Solitaire for Charles de Gaulle
Airport for your Air France flight to Heathrow, where you
will connect to your British Airways flight to Baltimore.
Bon voyage, you are now part of the Hart Family, and we
hope to “sea” you again on another one of our cruises.
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PREPARED BY HART TOURS

March 31: Depart Baltimore-Washington International
(overnight flight).

X

April 1: Arrive at Heathrow, transfer to Air France flight
to Charles de Gaulle in Paris. You will be met by a driver
from Hart Tours, who will take you to your hotel, Le Bristol.

April 1—April 7: Enjoy several days in the City of Lights
on your own, visiting world-class artistic, culinary, and
cultural attractions.

April 7: Welcome aboard the MS Solitaire, your home
for the duration of our cruise! The Solitaire is one of
the more intimate ships in our fleet, with a maximum
capacity of ninety-eight guests, a restaurant, a lounge,
and a bistro that serves food from 7:00 to 22:00 hours.

Please call Hart Tours for the ship’s docking |occ1fiogj
8 Pue do Cheitlil

April 8: The MS Solitaire remains docked in Paris, with
opportunities to explore independently or participate

in one of our group excursions, including a trip to the
Musée d’'Orsay.

April 9: Travel north as part of a private excursion to
charming Vétheuil, the home of Claude Monet from
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