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Chapter 1

	 

	New York, the city of fates, breathed a sigh of relief. The past winter had been especially harsh. For weeks, the cold had been unrelenting, and after countless snowstorms, the filthy streets were buried under mountains of snow. There were still very few cars. Carriages largely dominated the scene, the horses’ droppings freezing instantly on the icy surface. The following spring had brought torrential rain. Life had been a daily struggle.

	 

	Today had been a beautiful, warm day.

	Rhonda Boulanger watched the people from her carriage. Most of them looked pale and hungry. The children moved her the most. Women sat with their babies on the steps in front of their homes. Many were nursing their children. The windows of all the apartments were open, and as she drove past, Rhonda Boulanger could see into the dark basements. What a terrible life it must be, confined with so many people in tiny, damp, underground dwellings!

	Lake Nast sat across from Rhonda in the carriage. He wore his captain’s uniform.

	She cast him a grateful glance. Eighteen years ago, he had saved her from a fate just as grim. Yes, despite all her misfortune, she had been lucky to meet Lake Nast. Who knew what would have become of her without his help? Who knew if she would even still be alive? And what would have happened to Amber?

	Rhonda Boulanger was relieved when they finally reached the harbor.

	Captain Lake Nast's ship lay bathed in the evening sun. Gulls circled the vessel with its two thick smokestacks, from which smoke was already rising. A crowd of onlookers had gathered at the harbor, all eager to see the ship without sails—a sight many still found strange. The gangway for the privileged passengers was lined with a red carpet.

	Rhonda felt her heart pounding wildly. It was the first time she had returned to the harbor since then. For all those long years, she had deliberately avoided the place. She hadn’t wanted to see the sea—the very sea that had washed her ashore like driftwood back then. That’s how she had always seen it. But today, as she took the first steps back into her past, she realized once again that she had been luckier than many young women.

	Captain Lake Nast stepped out. One hand gripped the large leather travel bag tightly, while the other helped Rhonda and then Amber down from the carriage. Mrs. Ockham, Rhonda's housekeeper, and the maid Penny stepped out of the second carriage behind them. Captain Nast had brought four of his most reliable sailors along as an extra precaution, to protect the ladies and the contents of the document case. They had stood like two servants at the back of the carriages. Immediately upon arrival at the harbor, they assisted with the luggage and ensured that any approaching beggars kept their distance.

	Rhonda paid no attention to anyone.

	“Ladies, please follow me! The gangway is safe,” said Nast.

	Rhonda, Amber, Mrs. Ockham, and Penny gathered their skirts a little higher, revealing their clean buckled shoes and a glimpse of their legs, as they ascended the gangway.

	Once they reached the top, Captain Lake Nast turned and said:

	“Welcome aboard! I wish you a pleasant and enjoyable journey!”

	Amber, Mrs. Ockham, and Penny thanked him.

	Rhonda just nodded. Her throat felt constricted. Her mouth was dry. Her heart pounded as if it would tear apart. She longed to pull Amber into her arms and finally tell her everything—how it had been when she first came to New York. But Rhonda had denied herself this all these years, and she forbade herself from doing so now.

	“Well then, show us to our cabins, Captain!” Mrs. Ockham remarked in her characteristic shrill voice.

	Rhonda remained by the railing, watching as the gangway was pulled up. They were the last passengers aboard.

	“Mrs. Boulanger, shall I go ahead with Miss Amber?”

	The housekeeper's words snapped Rhonda out of her thoughts. She cleared her throat.

	“No, Mrs. Ockham, I’ll join you,” Rhonda said.

	The two women's eyes met. They had known each other for many years. Rhonda had taken her on from the Flamsteed sisters, just as she had taken on everything else from the two old ladies—without ever questioning how they had made their money. Rhonda had simply ignored the signs. Rhonda only figured it out later. The sisters had certainly not acquired their fortune in a ladylike manner. But from the very first moment, they had been kind to her and taken her in like a daughter. She also had to thank the captain for that.

	Again and again, moments from her life played out before her. It took all of Rhonda’s strength to push these thoughts away.

	 

	The suite was the finest aboard, situated apart on a deck that also housed Captain Nast’s quarters. It comprised several bedrooms, a ladies’ salon, a gentlemen’s smoking room, and a separate small chamber for personal grooming. Every room was furnished with the utmost opulence, featuring exquisite shipboard furniture with gleaming brass fittings and plush upholstered armchairs. Lace curtains and velvet drapes adorned the windows.

	Penny, Rhonda's maid, fiddled with the large brown overseas trunk.

	“Oh, Aunt Rhonda, how splendid! This is going to be a marvelous voyage,” Amber exclaimed, twirling excitedly from one room to the next.

	 Captain Nast watched her, smiling as he twirled his mustache.

	“May I invite the ladies to join me for the captain's dinner in my quarters? An officer will come to fetch you. We’re setting sail shortly, and dinner will be served as we leave the harbor. For now, I must take my leave and wish you all a most pleasant journey!”

	“Thank you, Captain Nast! And thank you so much for your help and this wonderful suite.”

	The captain bowed. Rhonda extended her hand. He took it, kissed it as a sign of his respect, and whispered softly:

	“I will always be there for you!”

	Rhonda squeezed his hand a little tighter and then let go.

	 

	A short time later, the ship's sirens wailed, and a gentle vibration ran through the ship, signaling that the engines were pounding deep in the ship's belly.

	“The ship is moving, Auntie! Let's go outside and watch it leave the harbor!”

	Instead of answering, Rhonda reached for her large shawl and made for the door. Amber, Mrs. Ockham, and Penny followed her. Moments later, they stood at the railing, the wind from the sea growing stronger around them. Gulls still wheeled and cried above the ship.

	“Why are you so quiet, Aunt Rhonda? You’re hardly saying anything. Are you feeling all right? Are you worried about getting seasick?” Amber asked.

	Amber tenderly touched Rhonda's arm. Rhonda summoned all her strength, smiled, and met Amber’s eyes.

	“Don't worry, Amber! I'm just a bit tired. The travel preparations were a lot of work, but we made it in time. That’s what matters. We’ll all rest during the crossing to England. It’s going to be wonderful, Amber. This is your first big trip—enjoy it!”

	Amber hesitated and lowered her gaze.

	“Auntie, may I ask you something?”

	“Of course, Amber! I've noticed for a while that something has been bothering you.”

	“I don’t understand why we packed up everything in the house and put it all in storage. We’re only gone for the summer. Or—do you not want to go back to New York?”

	Amber had almost whispered the last sentence.

	Rhonda put her arm around Amber's shoulders.

	“It's simply safer this way. I wanted to do it. That way our things are protected. Besides, was it not rather practical to thoroughly sort through the house from top to bottom, left to right? There were still so many things belonging to the Flamsteed sisters. We may acquire many new items in Europe, and for that, we shall need the space. Still anxious, Amber?”

	“A little! I'm ashamed to admit it. I'm not a child anymore. It's bad, isn't it, Auntie?”

	Rhonda smiled kindly and lovingly.

	“That is perfectly understandable, my dear. You have known only New York. Now you're going to Europe, to England. I am certain you will love it. England is beautiful, with its rolling hills and endless green meadows. I'm sure you'll feel right at home.”

	“I wonder what it will be like! You told me I was born in England. Auntie, are we going to the place where I was born? Maybe there are still people there who remember my parents? You never told me anything about them. Is that why we're making this trip, Auntie? Do you want to show me everything?”

	Rhonda stroked Amber's cheek tenderly and lovingly.

	“Slowly, slowly, Amber! One thing at a time. Right now, we say goodbye to New York. Look forward to the beautiful voyage and life in London. We'll settle into our house in London and then, yes, then everything else will follow. Amber, take one last look at the coast. We must change out of our traveling clothes; it would not be proper to dine with Captain Nast in these. Let's hurry. We want to be ready when his officer comes to fetch us. It’s a great honor to be invited to his quarters on our first night at sea.”

	Rhonda turned and walked back to the quarters. Amber, Mrs. Ockham, and Penny followed her.

	Rhonda looked through Amber’s dresses and picked out a soft-green evening gown with a low neckline. The color complemented Amber’s green eyes and red-gold hair beautifully, accentuating her spirited nature. Rhonda had originally commissioned the dress for another occasion, but knowing how much Amber adored it, she decided to let her wear it tonight. It was a gift, and indeed, Amber’s face lit up with joy.

	Rhonda wore black, as always. Since her arrival in New York, she had never chosen any color other than black. Rhonda mourned deeply in her heart. It was a wistful sorrow, intertwined with a longing for the lost pages of her life. As a young woman, she had dreamed of a life at the side of a loving husband, of a family with children, of a household she would preside over, of soirées she would host, and of receptions where she would be welcomed as a respected member of high society.

	All these dreams she had buried on her journey to America. Rhonda was a master at concealing her emotions—she had never spoken of them to anyone. There were nights when she longed for love, for the warmth of a familiar body, for strong arms that would hold her close with loyalty, tenderness, and complete devotion. The brief romantic season of her youth had come at a steep price. It was always the women who paid, Rhonda knew that now.

	Rhonda looked at herself in the large mirror. She liked what she saw. Despite her years, she still looked remarkably youthful. Her skin was smooth, without a single wrinkle. Only her blonde hair had lost the luminous glow it used to have. Would she go gray early? The women in the factories did. Apart from this minor detail, the almost eighteen-year age difference between her and Amber was hardly noticeable. They could have passed for sisters.

	There was a knock at the door. An officer arrived to escort the ladies the short distance to the captain’s quarters. Captain Lake Nast was dressed in his full gala uniform.

	The table was lavishly set with English food, each course stirring Rhonda’s memories of her childhood in England. Throughout the meal, she steered the conversation back to England, urging Captain Nast to tell Amber about London and the gentle beauty of the English countryside.

	Amber sensed that the captain was comparing her to Rhonda. He made a few remarks to that effect, but Rhonda seemed not to hear them. Amber realized that it was probably a forbidden topic.

	After dinner, drinks were served. Amber was then allowed to retire to her quarters, with Mrs. Ockham and Penny escorting her. The captain had invited them, despite their status as staff, aware of their role as something like family to Rhonda and Amber.

	Rhonda waited until the door was shut. Then she sighed, fanning herself with a slow, deliberate motion.

	“Hot, Mrs. Boulanger?”

	Captain Nast opened a window. The sun had set, and a cool night breeze carried the scent of the sea into the room. “You look well, Mrs. Boulanger!”

	“Thank you, Captain! I certainly look better than I did back on the ship eighteen years ago. And thank you again for those wonderful rooms—they're a far cry from the passenger decks. If I may ask, who normally stays there?”

	The captain smiled.

	“The ship is new, as you know. The rooms have never been occupied. They are intended for the owners—should they ever take to the sea. Reserved for His Grace and Her Grace, the Duke and Duchess of Mullgrove. They are the principal shareholders of the Dutch-British Company, which owns this vessel. The Dukes of Mullgrove have always been devoted to Christian seafaring—warships, merchantmen, whatever the Crown required. They also conduct their own trade in the Far East and the South Seas. I have commanded many of their ships. This one is the crowning achievement of my career. A beautiful finale before I retire to a quiet country house just outside London.”

	“Why do you want to retire?” Rhonda asked, surprised. “You're still young.”

	Rhonda immediately apologized for her curiosity.

	Captain Nast forgave her at once. He explained that he had seen the whole world, but nowhere was as beautiful as England. He wanted to spend the rest of his days in the English countryside.

	“Ah, chambers worthy of a prince! And yet we, simple citizens, find ourselves within them,” Rhonda remarked, steering the conversation elsewhere.

	Captain Nast looked at Rhonda Boulanger seriously.

	“You are already entitled to such rooms by virtue of your ancestry, aren't you?”

	Rhonda flushed, her gaze falling. She fanned herself with her black lace fan, then rose abruptly and began to pace the room. As she stood, the captain, ever polite, rose as well. He approached her, took her hand, and gently guided her back to the cushioned seats.

	“Mrs. Boulanger, if you would rather not speak of your secret, permit me this observation: Even then, I knew you did not belong among the common laborers who usually boarded a ship like mine in those days. Mine was a cargo vessel, and the passengers I carried earned their passage by working aboard—bound for the New World, yet offering no names, no stories. And now, you return to England. I am a man of wide travels and long experience. There may come a time when you require advocacy, protection—both of which I would gladly provide. Will you not tell me how life has treated you? I heard nothing of you again until your letter reached me. Had my voyages taken me to America, I would have sought you out. But for many years, my routes lay eastward: to India, the Far East, Australia. I never sailed the New World.”

	Rhonda Boulanger hesitated.

	She let out an audible sigh and met his gaze.

	“You helped me greatly back then, Captain Nast. I am forever in your debt. Perhaps that gives you the right to know something about me.”

	“Well, my dear Mrs. Boulanger, I cannot say whether I have any right to know. I noticed that Amber calls you Aunt Rhonda. That seems a little odd to me and raises questions. I’ve always felt somewhat like a godfather to Amber.”

	Rhonda began to speak:

	“You have keen powers of observation, Captain Nast.”

	“I have to. I often have very little time. When I hire a sailor, I must judge in an instant whether he’s fit for the job—whether he’ll fit in with the crew. You develop a sixth sense for people. When you’re weeks or months at sea, bound for the Far East with the same faces around you, knowledge of human nature becomes essential.”
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