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      She had not expected to find herself standing here aboard the largest cruise liner in the world, a Third Class passenger, staring back at the ever shrinking dock of her native Southampton, wondering where she was headed, how she would get there, and whom she would become upon the other side.

      Yet, here she was at midday on a cold, windy April 10, staring out at a myriad of faces she, thankfully, did not recognize, wearing someone else’s dress, her hair down and billowing in the breeze, leaving everything behind, starting anew.

      Well, perhaps not everything. The fresh wounds mingled with old scars, both figuratively and literally, and she couldn’t help but think about the baggage she carried with her, despite the one small carpetbag she had stowed below deck earlier before coming aboard to fake a smile and wave at strangers. It would take some time to let the lingering memories fade, let the wounds heal, let the scars dissipate. At least now, on this new journey, she was compelled to breathe a small sigh of relief, knowing there was little chance that anyone with knowledge of her former existence, with the exception of the woman standing next to her and her young family, would likely be within a thousand miles of her location in just a few days’ time. The acceptance of this information was enough to coax the forced smile to meet her eyes. Perhaps she would have some semblance of peace at last and the opportunity to start again.

      That was her initial thought, anyway, until she felt the piercing sting of a penetrating gaze from over her right shoulder and glanced up to realize at least one of her problems had followed her after all.

      Gasping in recognition, she turned quickly, directing her stare back at the crisp blue water below her. Though she had not intended to cause a stir, she caught the attention of her companion at her side. With an annoyed smirk, Kelly gave her only partial attention, continuing to wave with one hand as she held her baby against her shoulder. “Meg? What could possibly be the matter now?” she asked through clenched teeth, in her thick Irish accent, bouncing the impatient babe as she did so. “We’re launchin’. You can’t possibly still be worried that we’ve been followed.”

      She was very much aware of the fact that Kelly was no longer obligated to tolerate her paranoia and that the shift in their relationship would allow her a looser tongue were she so inclined to begin to vocalize her disposition, not that their previous arrangement had ever been much of a hindrance to Kelly’s self-expression. Nevertheless, Meg’s current state of being unsettled was not at all unwarranted, and the weight of those green eyes still bore through the back of her skull; she could feel it. “He’s here!” she replied, gesturing only slightly for her friend to look up at the deck above them.

      The annoyance was still very detectable in Kelly’s tone. She did not even bother to turn her head. “What do you mean he’s here?” she asked, the lilt of her brogue accent coming through even more with the perturbed nature of the statement.

      Meg sighed. “Up there. On the First Class Deck. He’s on the boat!”

      Kelly’s smile was completely gone now. Her youngest daughter fussed a bit, and she shifted her to the other shoulder. “How can he possibly be here?” she asked. “He had an appointment with your uncle just this afternoon. He wouldn’t cancel. He wasn’t scheduled to be aboard. Are you sure?”

      “Look!” Meg insisted. As Kelly began to turn around, Meg’s small, well-groomed hand sprang out to catch her shoulder. “Be more discreet!” she implored. “I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself! He’s already looking at us!”

      It was Kelly’s turn to sigh now. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” she mumbled. “Here, take the baby,” she insisted, shoving the child over to her friend, who opened her arms just in time. Kelly pretended to be looking for someone along the lower deck promenade where they stood. By now, her curious behavior had drawn the attention of her husband and older daughter who stood next to them, but neither were yet inclined to ask exactly what was going on. Instead, Daniel turned back to his four-year-old daughter, Ruth, whose fiery red hair, the same shade as her mother’s, wafted in the wind, as she made endless inquiries about the other boats moored at the White Star Dock, one of which, The New Yorker, had gone a bit rogue only a few moments ago.

      Kelly, eventually, turned her attention to the deck above them as instructed, and after surveying the situation much longer than Meg was comfortable with, she finally turned back around. “You’re hallucinatin’, darlin’. I see plenty of handsome rich men, but I don’t think your betrothed is among them.”

      “What?” Meg replied, eyes crinkled in disbelief. “Yes, he is. I saw him with my own eyes.” Without giving it much thought, she turned and looked directly back at the spot where he had been standing. Kelly was right. He wasn’t there, or if he was, he was obscured by the hundreds of other passengers attempting to gain a view of The New Yorker being towed back to dock. “He was right there, I swear!” Meg insisted, her shawl flipping about as she swirled back to face her friend.

      “Keep your voice down,” Kelly warned, glancing around again. “Or else you really will have unwanted attention.”

      Meg wanted to argue, though she knew Kelly was right. With a huff, she turned back to face the rippling blue surface beneath them. Despite Kelly’s insistence that she was only seeing a manifestation of one of her most prevalent fears, she was quite certain she had, in fact, seen her fiancé staring down at her from above. She would recognize those stunning green eyes anywhere. While the fact that he had been looking directly at her was cause to think he knew who she was and had recognized her, despite the oddness of their prior arrangement and her guise, she could only hope that he had not detected her deception.

      Thankfully, they were aboard the largest passenger ship ever built where there was an understood arrangement that First Class passengers and Steerage were not to interact. The likelihood that she would encounter him again was highly implausible.
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      “The ocean’s out there,” Jonathan Lane probed with a small nudge.

      With a slight blush, Charlie Ashton pulled his attention away from the young lady who had caught his eye and shrugged. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I was lost in thought.”

      Jonathan shook his head knowingly. “I understand this isn’t where you expected to be, but we may as well make the most of it. It isn’t everyday one finds himself on the maiden voyage of the greatest vessel ever to sail the seven seas.”

      Charlie laughed, picking up on the sarcasm in Jonathan’s tone. “God Himself could not sink this ship,” he replied, quoting the often repeated phrase.

      “Aye, but The New Yorker might,” Jonathan stated, gesturing at the wayward steamship floating aimlessly away from the docks. “Come on, let’s go over here where we can get a better look,” he insisted, placing his hand on Charlie’s shoulder and guiding him across the deck.

      With one more glance at the Third Class passengers below, Charlie complied, despite the paradox in the situation; Jonathan was his liegeman after all. However, given his current disposition, he was inclined to acquiesce. Beautiful girls were nothing but trouble, regardless of station. Of that, he was quite certain. Best to leave the woman with the haunting blue eyes and long blond tresses behind, as he had been so recently abandoned, and follow his manservant in the pursuit of adventure.
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      Hours later, lying on an uncomfortable bunk bed in the bowels of the ship, one arm tucked beneath her head, staring up at the unsightly underbelly of the bunk above her, memories invaded Meg’s thoughts. Despite the fact that she should be focused on the future, where they were headed, what she would do next, who she would become, the ghosts of the past clung to her thoughts, and she could not shake them.

      Kelly and Daniel had taken Ruth back to the Third Class promenade deck once their youngest daughter, Lizzy, who was just eight months old, had fallen asleep, and Meg had insisted on staying with her while the rest of the family set out to hopefully catch a glimpse of Cherbourg. Meg had visited France many times, Kelly at her side as her lady-in-waiting, but the young girl and her father had never left England, and though Daniel’s exuberance was somewhat muted, Ruth was bubbling over with excitement. She had been completely wound up all morning, ever since her parents finally revealed their destination to her, and several attempts at rocking Lizzy to sleep had been spoilt by her bigger sister bouncing around the diminutive cabin.

      Meg glanced across the small space to the sleeping baby, whose hair was a slightly lighter shade of red than the fiery hue of the other ladies in her family, her father’s light coloring seeping in a bit to produce strawberry-blonde locks. Lizzy sighed, her mouth instinctively sucking a few times before she swatted at her nose and stuck her thumb between her thin, pale pink lips. How she wanted to stretch a hand across and brush the hair off of the sweet child’s forehead! But she dared not risk awakening the precious darling. Instead, Meg returned her focus back to the underside of the bunk above her, absently twirling a lock of golden-blonde hair as she did so.

      The idea of her own baby had crossed her mind several times, this past year especially. Though at first the idea of becoming a mother had been considered as a malicious testimony to what would be her most scandalous transgressions, once she was certain she would soon have an independent life of her own, she began to let the possibility invade her thoughts frequently and realized just how much she longed for her own child. At twenty, she could have easily been considered past her prime by many members of her class if she had not been engaged to marry for these past three years to one of society’s most elite bachelors. For one reason or another, the wedding was pushed off—as was every planned encounter—until Meg’s mother had put her foot down at last and insisted that the nuptials occur before Meg’s twenty-first birthday in September or else. Meg was never quite sure what her mother’s “or else” would be in this instance. After all, most of the stalling of the years had actually been instigated by Meg herself, and Mildred Westmoreland certainly had no power or control over the Ashtons, but whatever she had told John and Pamela Ashton of New York high society had been sufficient, and Charlie had embarked on a trip across the Atlantic to meet her in person at last.

      But that never happened, and now here she was in the Steerage quarters of a passenger liner headed for Charlie’s hometown, buried beneath the same socialites and high class ladies her mother so insisted she emulate.

      And she had the stature to do so, despite the fact that the funding for such a parody was written on rubber banknotes, any semblance of cash in the coffers diminishing quickly over the years after her father’s death. In her mother’s eyes, however, none of that would matter once she wed Charlie. Then, there would be money again, and the family name would be restored. Charlie would take over her father’s company as well, as part of the agreement, and her uncle (even the thought of him made Meg shudder) would retire, leaving whatever was left of her father’s empire in much better hands.

      None of that would happen now. The sigh that escaped Meg’s lips was almost as restless as the one Baby Lizzy had released moments ago. The choices she had made, the recent ones as well as the rebellious ones of her former youth, had all compiled, bringing her here. Despite the uncertainty of what lie ahead, she was certain of one thing: if this boat could take her away from those who had imprinted her soul with the black stains that lingered there now, then the hesitations of her journey were well-worth the anxiety she currently felt.

      And yet, she could not help but ponder the inexplicable idea that Charlie Ashton was also aboard the Titanic, which could easily end her entire charade and bring the newly constructed scaffolding of hope crashing down around her.
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      The First Class stateroom Charlie Ashton occupied had come at a considerable price, but when he booked his passage aboard the RMS Titanic on the morning of its maiden voyage, he had been pleasantly surprised that the famous ocean liner even had availability in its most luxurious accommodations. Jonathan had returned from booking the fair stating that J.P. Morgan, the owner of the vessel, had recently cancelled his own reservation (a possible omen that had caused Charlie to raise his eyebrows) which had left one of the finest staterooms available. Despite the fact that the very owner had determined not to make the maiden voyage, Charlie’s desperation to leave England had led him to board the ship, the idea that perhaps the Titanic was not as unsinkable as previously mentioned only a drifting thought in an over-crowded mind.

      Staring at the frothing waters below as the disturbance of the vast hull made her way through otherwise placid seas, he couldn’t help but reflect on the situation that had led him here. He had always gained attention from admiring women, frequently unwanted attention, though occasionally a girl would catch his eye. However, he had known ever since he was a youth that he would eventually wed Mary Margaret Westmoreland. His father had explained the situation to him shortly after Mary Margaret’s own father had died several years ago, how John Ashton had made a promise to his long-time friend and business partner, Henry Westmoreland, that he would watch after his only child. Despite some initial trepidation and a bit of a rebellious stage, Charlie came to understand the value of giving one’s word, of honoring friendship, of upholding obligations. It was a motto his father had instilled in him long ago, one that he had no intention of ever turning his back on. That was why it was so incredibly difficult for him to understand how others could take such commitments so lightly.

      Resting his forearms on the railing that separated him from the bitterly cold abyss below, he ran a hand through his short brown hair and gave an audible sigh. He knew Jonathan would be coming in soon, prepping him for the possibility of friendly business opportunities with other high class members of the First Class elite. The idea of shooting the breeze with the likes of J. J. Astor and Ben Guggenheim seemed incredibly taxing under the present circumstances to say the least. They were both fine gentlemen, as were most of his acquaintances aboard the vessel, but they were also all very much aware that he was not scheduled to be amongst them, which would lead to questions and the inevitable inquiry as to Miss Westmoreland’s location.

      He heard the door behind him open but did not turn in reply to Jonathan’s offered greeting of, “Good morning,” as he was not convinced it was such. After a pause, the slightly older man, dressed in a fine suit for such an ordinary day, inquired, “Will you be having breakfast in your room, or shall we venture out among our fellow passengers this morning?”

      Charlie straightened to his full height. At six-foot-two, he was quite tall, and he had to lower his gaze several inches to meet Jonathan’s eyes. “Coffee—here—will suffice,” he replied.

      Jonathan crossed his arms as Charlie sunk back down, hands splayed apart on the rail. “Don’t you think it will do you some good to get out? Talk to some people? Explore the ship?” he probed.

      Despite having served as his valet these past few years, Jonathan had become more of a friend than a servant, and Charlie relied on him for more than just fetching needed items and laying out clothing. Jonathan was as levelheaded and intelligent as most of Charlie’s associates. In fact, Jonathan had even attended college for a few semesters before funding failed him, and he was forced to find employment. It was his sharp eye for detail and his charismatic personality that had caused Charlie to choose him from several applicants, and they had formed a bond almost instantly. Having grown up with only a sister, Charlie had always wished for a brother, and he had found that camaraderie at last with Jonathan, at the age of twenty-one. Now, two years later, Jonathan knew him better than anyone else, and he was generally inclined to listen to his advice.

      But not today. The thought of dancing through the charade of facades was nauseating. “No thank you,” Charlie replied in a quiet, yet decisive voice.

      Jonathan knew the tone well and only nodded in acceptance. After a moment, he simply rested his hand on his friend’s shoulder briefly before walking almost silently back into the stateroom to fetch the requested coffee.
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      “You look pretty pale. Are you sure the rockin’ isn’t gettin’ to you?” Kelly asked, eyeing Meg over breakfast in the Third Class Dining Hall. Daniel had volunteered to get up early with the girls for breakfast and more exploration, leaving Kelly and Meg to have the morning to themselves.

      Meg looked down at the dry toast and banana she had absently placed on her plate a few moments ago from the a la carte choices. Even though the Titanic was the largest passenger vessel ever built, there was still some swaying involved, and Meg was slightly inclined toward seasickness. She could emphatically say, however, that the churning in her stomach had nothing to do with motion sickness. “It’s not that,” she replied quietly. “It’s happening again.”

      Kelly gave a sympathetic sigh and placed her hand on top of her friend’s. “I’m sorry, darlin’,” she said. “The same one?” she probed, glad to have the opportunity to discuss the situation without the distraction of small, sticky fingers.

      Meg nodded, hesitating to speak aloud for fear the authenticity of verbalizing her thoughts would overwhelm her. A clattering of dishes across the crowded room jarred her a bit, and she caught Kelly’s concerned expression. “I guess I thought leaving would make the nightmares stop. And that first night, in the hotel, it did. But now…. I don’t want to think about it,” she replied, her voice trailing off.

      Kelly squeezed her hand, nodding her head, her red, disheveled locks dancing as she did so. “He can’t hurt you now, Meg. He’s in the past. Now, all you have is a bright future to look forward to.”

      Meg nodded, withdrawing her hand and breaking off a small corner of the toast before sliding it across the plate and brushing the crumbs from her fingers. “I’m just… afraid things won’t turn out the way we planned….”

      “They will,” Kelly insisted, cutting her off. “You’ll see. Once we get to America, everything will be wonderful, just liked we talked about.”

      “But what if… what if someone recognizes me? What if they wire my mother and tell her where I am?”

      Kelly shook her head. “That won’t happen. There are only a handful of First Class passengers who’ve even met you, and the chances that you will run into any of them are highly unlikely.”

      Meg knew what she said was true, yet she wasn’t convinced she had nothing to worry about. However, she hadn’t even begun to voice her true concerns. With even more reluctance in her voice, she continued. “What if we get to America, and I can’t find a job. I’m not qualified to do anything. Or worse, I realize I really am a spoiled rich girl who can’t do without the finer things in life.”

      Kelly guffawed. “You know that’s not the case,” she insisted. “You’ve never been one of them, Meg. You’ve always scoffed at their holier-than-thou ways. I know you can find work. Your embroidery is impeccable. You can play the piano beautifully.”

      “Is there high demand for young ladies with those skills in New York City?” Meg snickered, sipping the lukewarm beverage in her mug that was reputedly coffee.

      Kelly glared at her a moment before continuing. “I’m just sayin’ you have skills. We’ll find a way for you to make a living. In the meantime, you know you can stay with Daniel and me for as long as you need to. I’m sure he’ll find work. He has years of experience as a carpenter, and I have every intention of findin’ placement in one of those snooty New York housewife’s service.”

      “Perhaps your new employer will not be as much the slave driver as your last,” Meg jested, finding some humor at last.

      Kelly chuckled. “It would be difficult to find someone as harsh and ridiculing as you,” she teased. “It’ll be fine,” she assured her friend, resting her calloused hand on the sleeve of her own dress, now worn by her former mistress. “You’re just worried because… it’s not quite how you planned.”

      As Kelly’s voice trailed off, Meg pursed her lips, bracing herself against unwanted tears. She attempted to push thoughts of the one Kelly had alluded to aside, but it did her no good, and she soon felt a familiar sting at the corners of her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Kelly said in the same soothing tone she used to comfort her own children. “I didn’t mean to…”

      “No, it’s okay,” Meg insisted, dabbing at her eyes with her napkin. “You’re right. It just seems harder because I always assumed he’d be with me.”

      “I know,” Kelly replied, smoothing Meg’s hair. “I’m sorry, darlin’.”

      Meg nodded in acknowledgement of her friend’s concern before saying, “It’s just as well, I guess. If he was going to leave, at least he did it before I booked his passage to America.”

      Kelly offered a sympathetic smile. “Well, good riddance is what I say,” she finally declared. “You don’t need the likes of that two-faced, lowly gobshite, I reckon.”

      Despite herself, Meg began to laugh. “The further we sail from home, the more prominent your accent becomes, Kel.”

      Kelly shrugged. “I think it’s more likely due to the fact that I feel I can finally be my own person without the weight of your mum and uncle breathin’ down my neck at every turn,” she explained. After a brief moment, she added, “Maybe you should think on that a bit, love.”

      Meg considered her statement. “Perhaps you’re right,” she agreed. If only I knew how….

      “Now, come on. If you’re done pickin’ at that toast, let’s go up on deck and get some fresh air, see if we can find them wee lasses of mine and my lovin’ husband.”
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      It had taken some probing, but eventually, Charlie had agreed to join Jonathan for some fresh air outside on one of the boat’s many promenades. However, a compromise had been negotiated; rather than sauntering about amidst the over-dressed, overly formal members of First Class, Charlie had insisted on traveling down to one of the lower decks where the pressures of sophistication would be replaced with an air of excitement at the journey. Happy to be leaving the cabin, Jonathan agreed, and they made their way to C Deck where mostly Third Class passengers could leave the cramped quarters of Steerage for some fresh air and a view of the ocean.

      As they ambled about, discussing the various features of the vessel, Charlie was reminded of how fortunate he was to have such a scholarly valet. Jonathan had done quite a bit of research about the boat before they boarded. Likewise, he soaked up information from overheard conversations and discussions with other gentlemen of his position. The result was a virtual encyclopedia of facts on almost every subject, the present topic of the esteemed RMS Titanic notwithstanding.

      “The top speed is about twenty-six knots, or so they say,” he was explaining as they walked along near the railing, dodging overly-jubilant children who occasionally darted by, “though I would be surprised if we ever got it quite up to that speed.”

      “That is rather fast,” Charlie agreed, his hands deep in his trouser pockets. “And how much faster is that than the Majestic?”

      “Oh, much faster. The Majestic only travels about twenty knots, though the Lusitania is just as fast as Titanic. Of course, Ismay was building a ship for luxury, not just speed. I think he got it,” Jonathan continued.

      Charlie nodded, his thoughts elsewhere, though he was listening. Not only was he preoccupied with haunting thoughts of Mary Margaret Westmoreland, the vision of the blonde woman he had seen on the decks below at their initial launch yesterday also began to play across his mind. He pushed all of those thoughts aside, not wanting to waste what small level of concentration he currently had available on unnecessary musings as he refocused on what Jonathan was saying. “Yes, that’s true. Luxury was certainly Mr. Bruce Ismay’s focus. And he and Thomas Andrews did a top-notch job of reaching a new standard, that’s for certain,” he agreed, considering his personal accommodations and the aesthetics of the promenade they were visiting. “By the looks of it, even Third Class passengers are quite comfortable.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Jonathan agreed, smoothing back his dark hair behind his ear. “They even have individual cabins.” Glancing down over the railing at the decks below momentarily, Jonathan looked up, and then back down again. “However,” he muttered, still surveying the area, “I don’t believe there are enough lifeboats for all of these people, and the passages below D Deck are rather confusing. Since most of the Steerage accommodations are below D Deck that could be problematic in an emergency.”

      Charlie raised his eyebrows, considering Jonathan’s words carefully. Despite the assurances of the White Star Line, he was, by nature, a cautious person. Nevertheless, he had other things on his mind. Laughing he patted Jonathan on the arm and said, “Don’t worry. This boat is unsinkable, right?”

      Jonathan returned the chuckle. “Right,” he agreed. “Why bother with lifeboats at all?”

      As they continued, however, Charlie eyed the frigid water below, and it wasn’t just thoughts of freezing temperatures that sent a slight chill up his spine. Something about Jonathan’s words seemed too familiar to him, almost like de ja vu, and he began to realize every time someone mentioned the implausible idea that the Titanic might sink, he couldn’t help but wonder if they were tempting their fate.
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      She was gone! She had been here one moment, giggling at her mother’s scarf as it floated above her in the breeze, the next she had vanished. Frantic, Meg looked up and down the promenade, attempting to catch a glimpse of that flame of hair somewhere one direction or the other; she did not see Ruth anywhere.

      Daniel and Kelly had decided to return to the cabin to lay Lizzy down for a nap and take a little break themselves, and Meg had insisted she could keep an eye on Ruth, who wasn’t done playing just yet, while they did so. Even though Daniel and Kelly had been married for almost five years now, they seldom spent any time alone. He worked long hours as a carpenter, and she was on call twenty-four hours a day, six days a week, taking care of Meg’s needs and anything else her mother assigned her. Once the girls were born, Mrs. Westmoreland had agreed to let Daniel move into Kelly’s quarters, but before that time, she only lived with her husband on her day off, which made it very difficult to start a family. Now that Meg was in a situation where she could make some of that up to her friend, she was inclined to do so. However, now that their daughter was missing, and Meg was certain she had somehow managed to tumble into the Atlantic Ocean, she had no idea how she could ever face her friends again.

      In desperation, she picked a direction, and shot off, hoping she chose correctly and that she would find the missing four-year-old safe and sound. In a rush, with a panicked expression on her face, she parted strolling families and couples, who leapt out of her way as if she had the plague. “Ruth!” she shouted, peering between knees and behind benches. “RUTH! Where are you?” she shouted.

      It wasn’t until she rounded a corner that she saw the child, and it was hardly at knee level either. Meg gasped in horror when she realized precisely whom the small child had befriended. There, across the promenade, leaning against the railing, having quite the animated discussion with her little charge, was none other than Charles J. Ashton, his strong arms holding the tot up where she could see out across the sea.

      Taking a deep breath, Meg proceeded, knowing she had no choice but to retrieve Ruth, though she was ashamed to admit thoughts of slowly backing away crossed her mind. The crew would determine who her parents were eventually, wouldn’t they? Charlie would keep her safe until Kelly and Daniel could come and get her, no doubt. Pushing those thoughts aside, and praying that he did not recognize her or ask any questions, she marched onward, trying to focus on the child and avoid those green eyes at all cost.

      “Ruth!” she admonished, “there you are! Aunt Meg has been looking everywhere for you, sweetheart.”

      Ruth hung her head only slightly before meeting Meg’s eyes and saying, in her angelic baby voice, “The scarf blew away!”

      “Oh, my,” Meg said, shaking her head. “Next time, wait for Aunty Meg, darling.” She opened her arms and Ruth came to her, still clutching the scarf in her balled up fist.

      “I’m sorry, Aunty Meg,” she replied with a slobbery kiss on the cheek.

      “It’s okay, baby,” Meg assured her. “You’re safe. We should get you back to your mummy. Let’s thank the nice man first, all right?”

      As Ruth turned to face Charlie, her arms opened again, and she shot back to him, much to his surprise. “Thank you, Uncle Charlie!” she gushed, wrapping her arms around his neck.”

      Laughing at her spontaneity, Charlie replied, “You’re welcome, Ruth. I’m glad your aunt found you. Now, here you go, back to Aunt Meg, and then off to see Mummy.”

      Without looking directly at him, Meg took Ruth back and said, “Thank you. She just disappeared.”

      “Not a problem,” Charlie offered, patting Ruth gently on the back. “We were just looking for some dolphins, and then we were going to go see if one of the stewards could help us find her parents.”

      “She’s been looking for dolphins most of the morning,” Meg explained, looking at Ruth instead of the man she was speaking to. It occurred to her that, if Charlie had recognized her, he likely would have said something by now. Since he hadn’t, chances were he had no idea that he was talking to the woman he had been engaged to for three years. Though she was relieved that her ruse had not been discovered, she dare not tarry and continue to push her luck. “Well, thank you again, sir,” she said, not sure whether she should offer her hand, curtsy, or simply nod. She was not yet used to being a Third Class citizen.

      If he picked up on her awkwardness, it didn’t show. “Oh, please, call me Charlie,” he said, though he didn’t offer his hand. “And this is my friend Jonathan,” he continued.

      Meg hadn’t even noticed the other man until that second when he stepped to Charlie’s side and said, “How do you do, Miss…?”

      She froze. She met this stranger’s dark brown eyes and noticed the inquisitive stare immediately. The expression on his face reminded her that he had asked a question—one for which she had no answer. She stammered, pondering how to reply.

      “She’s Aunty Meg,” Ruth reminded them, bringing a laugh from everyone, even Meg who was still panicking.

      “That’s right. I’m Aunty Meg,” she confirmed. “And I’m afraid we must be going. Thanks again for your assistance,” she repeated, and then, just as she was about to walk away, so close to an escape, she glanced up, as if her eyes were no longer under her control, and she looked straight into those penetrating green eyes. She gasped, turned, and pulled a struggling Ruth away. What she saw there was not recognition and disdain as she had feared, but kindness and intrigue. She began to realize she didn’t really know Charlie Ashton at all—and perhaps she wanted to.

      Charlie watched as Meg and a waving Ruth disappeared into the crowd, a small smile creeping up at the corners of his mouth. He knew that Jonathan was staring at him in anticipation of an explanation, but he let him wait a bit longer before he finally said, “That was her.”

      Jonathan’s arms were open, his hands palm up in a questioning gesture. “Her who?” he asked, clearly lost.

      Charlie rested his elbows on the boat railing behind him. “Her,” he replied. “The girl. From yesterday.” Jonathan was still clueless, and Charlie was a bit amused at watching his friend attempt to connect the pieces. “Don’t you remember yesterday when the boat launched, and you were trying to get my attention? I was staring at her.”

      Recognition finally washed over Jonathan’s face. “Oh, I see,” he replied, stepping forward to rest his forearms on the railing. “I guess I didn’t realize you were staring at someone in particular. Now I know why…” he muttered.

      “Yes, she’s pretty amazing,” Charlie agreed.

      Jonathan looked at him, eyebrows raised in bewilderment. “Since when does Charles Ashton actually admit when he finds a woman attractive?” he inquired.

      Charlie shrugged. “That was… before. Now… it doesn’t matter so much.”

      “You never know,” Jonathan reminded him, “Miss Westmoreland might show up. She might deposit herself right back into your life. No one called anything off.”

      “I know,” Charlie assured him, turning to face him. “She’s not… whatever is going on with Mary Margaret, she made her intentions clear—three times. Even my father can understand that. I appreciate how he values keeping promises, but there’s something to be said for family pride as well, you understand?”

      “Of course I do,” Jonathan agreed. “And I have no doubt Mr. Ashton will be appalled at her behavior once you give him the full story. But in the meantime, I’m just saying, don’t start thinking of yourself as being an officially eligible bachelor.”

      Charlie nodded, but he disagreed with what Jonathan was saying. If his father couldn’t see through her actions that Mary Margaret Westmoreland certainly wanted nothing to do with him, then Charlie would explain it in no uncertain terms. Under no circumstances would he ever give Mary Margaret another chance to become his wife, not after what she had just put him through.

      “However,” Jonathan continued, glancing in the direction where Meg had just disappeared, “that doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun.”

      “Jonathan…” Charlie began.

      “Hear me out,” Jonathan interrupted. “She’s a Third Class passenger. You couldn’t possibly consider a relationship with her anyway. She’s probably a mail order bride…”

      “Really?”

      “But, you deserve to live a little, too, you know? How many years has it been since you gave another woman a chance? For as long as I can remember you’ve been telling every beautiful woman that comes your way that you’re engaged, and you can’t even offer them a dance. Why not take a chance? She’s beautiful—and if she’s not married, why not?” Jonathan pressed.

      “You know that’s not how I operate anymore,” Charlie reminded him, though the thought of pursuing Meg was very tempting. She was definitely one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen, if not the most beautiful. And despite momentarily misplacing her niece, she was also very good with children. She seemed warm and caring, and he could also see intelligence in her eyes.

      “Let’s just see if we run into sweet Meg again and play it by ear. What do you say?” Jonathan offered.

      After a brief moment of pretended thoughtfulness, Charlie agreed. “All right,” he said. “But really, what are the chances that I’ll run into her again?”

      “Right,” Jonathan agreed, placing his hand on Charlie’s shoulder as they began to head back to their own portion of the ship, “unless we continue to frequent the Third Class promenade.”

      “And the Squash Courts are also located below First Class accommodations,” Charlie reminded him.

      “And I hear they serve a mean cup of coffee in the Steerage Dining Hall,” Jonathan laughed.

      “Somehow I doubt that. Let’s not push our luck,” Charlie said. “If it’s meant to be, it will work its way out.”

      “That’s true,” Jonathan agreed. “There’s no way to escape one’s destiny.”
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      “Mummy!” Ruth yelled, rushing into her mother’s arms just as soon as Meg had the door open, despite the fact that Baby Lizzy was sleeping, as were her parents.

      “Shhh!” Kelly scolded, still smiling at her little one as she flung her small body into her arms. “We mustn’t be so loud when Baby Lizzy is asleep,” she reminded.

      “Sorry!” Ruth whispered sharply, almost as loudly as her normal volume. “Guess who I met!”

      Meg took a deep breath and tossed herself onto her bunk. The furniture in the room was sparse, and there wasn’t much space between the five occupants. Daniel was snoring on the top bunk above where Lizzy and Kelly were sleeping, and Ruth had the bunk above Meg. Though she had been tempted to ease back out the door, she knew this conversation was inevitable, and she may as well get it over with.

      “Who did you meet?” Kelly asked as Ruth climbed into the crowded bed atop her mother.

      “Uncle Charlie,” she whispered, her hands on either side of her mouth. “And he helped me look for dawfins. We didn’t see any, though.”

      Kelly looked from Ruth to Meg, puzzled. Meg was staring at the underside of the top bunk again, avoiding eye contact. “Uncle Charlie?” Kelly repeated. “Who is Uncle Charlie?”

      “I told you,” Ruth sighed over-dramatically. “He is my friend. We looked for dawfins. Then, Aunt Meg came, and he gave me back.”

      “What’s that?” Kelly asked, clearly alarmed. “He gave you… back?”

      “I’m sorry,” Meg offered, rolling over to look at her friend, her head propped on her hand. “She just got away from me for a second. She’s fine, though. She’s perfectly fine.”

      Again, Kelly’s eyes darted from Meg to Ruth and back again, finally coming to rest on her daughter’s face. “Now, Ruthy,” she began, taking her small hands in her larger ones, “you know how important it is never to run off, especially in a strange place. You could have gotten lost.”

      “Yes, Mummy,” Ruth replied, her eyes downcast.

      “What if this Charlie person had been a bad man? What if he would have hurt you?”

      “No, Mummy, he isn’t,” Ruth insisted.

      “How would you know?” Kelly questioned.

      “I knew,” Ruth replied. “As soon as I saw Uncle Charlie, I knew he was kind. And he is, Mummy. You’ll see.”

      “And why are you calling this man you just met Uncle Charlie?” Kelly inquired.

      Ruth shrugged and then leaned over to rest her head on her mother’s neck, suddenly very tired from her excursions. “I’m sorry I scared you, Mummy. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, my angel,” Kelly assured her, lovingly stroking her hair. “If anything ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do. You and Lizzy are my everything.”

      Meg felt a tear trickling down her face. “I’m so sorry, Kelly,” she whispered, knowing Ruth was falling asleep.

      Kelly offered a smile, which Meg realized meant she was forgiven, even though the fear of speaking and waking slumbering children prevented the words from being said. Nevertheless, Meg vowed to make sure that Kelly’s daughters were always safe. As long as she was breathing, she would protect those girls.
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