The Face
 

What do you see when you look at this old woman's face? Line after line I should imagine. My eyes haven't changed, they are still the same blue from when I was a girl. And what would you say if I told you this face was famous, iconic even, and symbolised peace between two nations?

It's all true. For you to understand I must return to when I was twenty two. I married Isaac, a fifty two year old business tycoon. Isaac had spent his life building up a fortune in sewing machines. It sounds odd, for a man to spend his life manufacturing such a feminine instrument, but he made millions.

I must admit, when accepting him, the money helped. I was twenty two, I looked around myself and saw suitors everywhere, dying for the chance to marry me, however, they had no money, and no prospects. I needed a future, and a rich American could provide that for me. I grew to love him over time of course. He could be a good man sometimes. 

He also gave me the opportunity of a lifetime; to move to America. You must understand, France is my heart, my home, my soul, but what an adventure! Despite being discovered four hundred years earlier, America was still regarded as the “New World”.

And so, in 1862 I moved to New York, a newlywed, a foreigner, and to Isaac's many important friends, a fairground attraction. They loved me, I was pretty, and most of all, I was French, which instantaneously made me fashionable. Americans love anything fashionable.

We attended parties, ceremonies, balls, I was admired and talked about, Isaac was happy. I was lucky to an extent, I already spoke a little English, my mother was French, my father, from England. However, it was limited. French was my mother tongue, it could never be severed, only harnessed into the sounds of the English language. I generally smiled and joined in where I was able. 

I remember well how large the buildings seemed, so much glass and brick, and all so new. Paris was huge and magnificent, but the scale of New York astounded me. It was delightful and so exciting for the first few months. And then the longing for home began. 

Isaac would have reams of French finery imported for me to wear, but it only made me feel more foreign. The parties began to look the same, and the people became less interested in me. I had no children yet, and so I wandered around our beautiful town house, desperately searching for something to occupy my mind. 

Frustrated one day, I ventured to a fashionable delicatessen. Despite the name, ironically not a single individual was French or spoke French for that matter. I purchased my refreshments and sat alone by a window. It was hot that day, my hat was stifling me. I removed my veil to get some air to my face and as I did, I saw a man I'll never forget. 

He entered the cafe, in a bowler hat and tailored suit, ordered his coffee from the waitress, and then sat near to me. I tried to ignore him, as I knew he was looking at me. And then he spoke. He was a Frenchman. 

“Good morning, Mademoiselle.” He tipped his hat.

“Good morning Monsieur.” I continued drinking my tea.

“I beg your pardon, Mademoiselle, would you mind if I gave you a compliment?”

I looked at him.

“I just wished to say, your features are striking.”

“Thankyou.” I replied awkwardly.

“My name is Bartholdi, I am a designer.”

“How...delightful.” I answered, unable to understand what he wanted from me.

“I have been commissioned to design a great feat in engineering but a man named Laboulaye, perhaps you have heard of him?”

“I'm afraid not.”

He smiled. “Well this shall be the construction of the century, believe me.”

“What exactly is it you will be designing?” I became less wary, and more interested, to my own surprise.

“A statue.” He replied. “I have been searching high and low for inspiration, and I believe I have found most of what I need. However, one aspect is missing.” He looked directly at me. “The face.”

“Forgive my impertinence,” He rose and suddenly sat at my table, such an odd man. “I believe your face could be the answer. May I?” 

He pulled a small sketch pad from his pocket, a stick of charcoal, and sat poised, charcoal to paper, waiting eagerly for a reply from me. I was so bemused, I found myself agreeing almost instantly.

At lightening speed my face began to appear on the paper. Whilst sketching, he distracted me with conversation. He asked which area of France I was from, why I was in America, how I was finding it. Indeed, he was such a curious man, I found it difficult to not answer him.

“I'm actually quite lonely.” I heard myself say.

“Really? I know the feeling Mademoiselle.” He answered whilst my face became more apparent on the paper. “I'm only here for a couple of months to continue design work, then I return home.”

“I miss the language most of all, such an ancient, beautiful language. And the art, America seems to have little fine art to boast of.”

“The reason they have employed Frenchmen to work on this statue. We appreciate beauty in it's first form.” 

And with that, she snapped his sketchbook shut, and smiled broadly. 

“Thankyou madam, for your time and patience. I truly appreciate it.” He tipped his hat and duly left.

I remember seeing him leave, and thinking nothing of this “great construction” with which he seemed so excited. It'll never amount to anything, I told myself. I never saw him again.

How wrong I was was. I was forty five, when I saw my face, my young face on the statue, on Ellis Island, made of copper, holding a torch, and greeting visitors from far and distant lands. 

