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          BY BELLAMY DRYDEN

        

      

    

    
      What if you and your friends could get together to make things happen just by thinking about them?

      Our practical, magical writing group of nine—“Writing Success Now”—has done just that almost weekly for five years, because we yearned to be more creative, to vanquish mental and emotional roadblocks, and to exceed our writing goals. A simple meditation practice of sending our intentions into the quantum field has inspired and encouraged us, dramatically improved our productivity, and amplified our happiness.

      You don’t have to be a writer to use this technique for your own pursuits and interests, your own health and happiness. Miracles and delightful surprises await you in the quantum field, too.

      In our atypical writing group, we have no manuscript critiques or reading assignments. We are traditionally published, self-published, and pre-published authors from all over the world who meet regularly online. We’re award winners, best-selling authors, and complete publishing novices. In this anthology, we write in different genres, for different audiences.

      Our focus, week after week, is the writing practice, deepening and enriching our writing, and increasing productivity through a meditation technique anyone can do with ease. We were originally inspired by Lynne McTaggart’s Power of Eight: Harnessing the Miraculous Energies of a Small Group to Heal Others, Your Life, and the World (2017, Atria Books) and have adapted her technique to our needs as writers.

      
        
        What our members say

      

      

      
        
          	
        “This fabulous group intended for me to land an agent who would help me take my picture book to a level I couldn't even imagine. . .and I signed with a wonderful agent who helped me revise my story multiple times!”
      

      	
        “When I joined the group, I had not been writing for a long time, and I honestly did not think I would be able to overcome that difficulty of mine. Yet, by attending the meetings every Monday, slowly writing came back into my life. And since then, thanks to the group and the intentions we made, I have published two more books.”
      

      	
        “The most surprising success was an intention done for me in absentia. When I returned with news of a new writing job, I was reminded that the group had intended a new job for me weeks earlier, and the recruiter has since found me four consecutive work assignments!”
      

      	
        “I requested intentions for letting go of fear of speaking during appearances, talks, and interviews. All those events went well.”
      

      	
        “I worked intently with an intention to attract a life partner. In October 2023, I fell in love with a man who was all that plus a successful writer! We began a local writing group, and we are currently collaborating on a book together. We’re married now, and I couldn't be happier!”
      

      	
        “This group has been responsible for dreams coming true. When everyone intended for me to understand a screenwriting class, the teacher chose my script for a demonstration and illuminated the whole process the very next day. That intention also led to another wonderful class and a fantastic mentor. All of that has resulted in 6 completed scripts and more underway. And even to winning an Emerging Screenwriters competition. I truly believe that without the intention, I'd still be struggling to figure out some of those concepts.”
      

      	
        “Our group intended for me to successfully meet a rush editing deadline for a script and, in the process, delight my client. The client not only loved what I did with the script but asked me to take over as lead writer!”
      

      	
        “Since we intended for my book career, I've had one amazing opportunity after another, and I've moved in several different directions. I feel like all of you are there supporting me and intending good things—as I am for all of you! We have a bond that goes far beyond the one-hour meeting every week.”
      

      

      

      Many of us, writers or not, give up too soon on our dreams. With regular doses of inspiration and encouragement from your own intention practice and your own intention group, you can use this powerful tool to draw more satisfaction and happiness into your life. Our intention with this anthology is to encourage your success, now.
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      Annie O’Brien hurried along the gangplank, hunger and fear clawing at her belly. A solid wall of wood towered before her, gleaming in the sunlight. How could such a huge ship stay afloat, especially once the crowd, shuffling behind her, boarded?

      Yesterday, this long-awaited trip to America, the land of endless possibilities, had seemed an exciting dream. Had she, of all her siblings, been chosen to go? Annie had no need to pinch herself to be sure of reality. Before she’d left for the dock, her younger brother Seamus had administered a swift kick to her ankle, and it still smarted. Now, this morning’s tiny ration of cornmeal mush curdled in her stomach, and thoughts of Seamus filled her with homesickness.

      Suddenly, being a housemaid in America did not seem to be a wonderful future. Annie longed to lay her head on Mam’s aproned lap, to feel work-roughened hands stroking her hair. To hear Da’s hearty laugh. To dance and sing to his fiddle after the hard workdays ended. Although, truth be told, the famine had silenced all music and laughter.

      Annie’s steps slowed at the top of the gangplank, where a uniformed man held out his hand for her papers. She shifted from foot to foot while he examined her ticket. Part of her prayed he’d turn her away, but her devotion to duty made her hope he’d let her board. With a nod, he returned her documents and motioned for her to move along.

      On deck, the freshening wind stung her cheeks and snapped canvas against the poles overhead, jingling iron rings on the ropes holding the sails aloft. The clanging metal reminded her of gaol gates slamming shut, caging her inside a prison. Once this ship set sail, she’d be trapped aboard for months. America was so far.

      Would she ever see Mam and Da again?

      Despite the press of people milling hemming her in, Annie had never been so alone. A chill iced her heart. She wrapped her shawl tightly around herself to stave off the brisk breeze that raised the hairs on her arms. Blinking back the moisture stinging her eyes, she comforted herself that the money she earned would keep her family alive. Shriveled, blackened potatoes could not.

      With her earnings, Baby Norah would no longer droop, limp and listless, in Mam’s arms. Old folks, like Gran, hands gnarled, bodies hunched, would no longer lie curled on piles of smelly straw in sod cottages awaiting death. Or worse, sleep in ditches and fields. She, Annie, would be their savior.

      She’d work hard, send her pay home to feed first her family and later the village. Perhaps, in time, she’d find places for several siblings to join her. Grandiose dreams, yes, but Annie had a mission. And succeed at it, she would.

      Drawing in a ragged breath, she struggled to still her trembling as the deck creaked and groaned beneath her feet. Her stomach sloshed in rhythm with the waves and the steamship’s vibration. She swallowed down bile and unease as the gulf widened between ship and land.

      The emerald grass of her beloved Ireland hazed into the distance in a blur of tears. Annie imprinted every detail of the coastline on her soul. She gripped the rail and strained to make out the sliver of shoreline on the horizon. When not a speck remained, she wove through the crowd surrounding her and staggered toward the steep, slippery staircase.

      Right before she reached it, her eyes caught those of a well-dressed boy on an upper deck. Annie stiffened at the pity in his gaze. She lifted her chin, straightened her spine, and shot him a dagger-filled glance. His eyes widened, but his snobbery slid into admiration and friendliness. And something she couldn’t define. Recognition, perhaps?

      A quiver rippled through her. Annie broke the connection and grasped the metal banister of the stairwell. As she descended into the dimness below, she sensed they’d met before. Yet she had no idea how or when. His clothes pegged him as American, but she had never been outside her tiny village. Their paths could never have crossed.

      All thoughts of the boy vanished when she entered the shadowy room below deck. Beds stacked one above the other covered most of the floor space. A woman carrying an infant and a large carryall squeezed sideways between the rows. She wriggled her way to the end a long berth with a whining toddler clinging to her skirt.

      The woman hefted the bag onto the bed, then inspected Annie. “Need a place to sleep? Best get it now. Me cousin wrote me what ta do.” One-handed, she spread a sheet over an end of the bare mattress, set the baby down, and tipped her head toward the bunk. “You can sleep with us. Lotta people’ll share this mattress.”

      Shyness and the lump of sorrow in her throat blocked Annie’s words, but she nodded.

      The woman eyed her up and down. “You good with babies?”

      Sure, and didn’t she have six younger siblings? Annie bobbed her head.

      “I’m Hetty Brown.” The mattress sagged as she lowered herself and pulled the toddler into her lap. With a nod in his direction, she said, “Billy.” A quick chinwag indicated the baby. “And Nell.”

      This time Annie managed to croak, “Annie O’Brien.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Fourteen.”

      Hetty frowned. “A bit young to be on your own.”

      Annoyance unleashed Annie’s tongue. “I have a job as a scullery maid in America. Da sent me because he says I’m the sturdiest of the lot.”

      To halt any more uncomfortable questions, she engaged Billy in a game of peekaboo that set him giggling. From Hetty’s tired smile, it seemed Annie had made herself useful and repaid the woman’s kindness.

      The first few women who entered spoke only in whispers, and the absence of voices bothered Annie. The ship shuddering under her and waves slapping at the hull seemed a poor substitute for the laughing and squabbling of her brothers and sisters. Shortly, though, the room filled with scolding mothers, squalling infants, howling toddlers, and quarreling siblings. The growing din reminded Annie of home.

      But that night, tucked under a coarse woolen blanket and squashed on a mattress between a thrashing toddler and a snuffling old woman, Annie yearned for the closeness of mud walls and thatched roof, the jumble of siblings pressed close. She even missed Da’s snores and Seamus’s kicks, the dampness seeping from the dirt floor, and the drafts flowing under the door that chilled them to the bone. She closed her eyes and pretended Norah and Gran hemmed her in on each side, but Annie still drifted off to sleep, head pillowed on a lumpy canvas bag dampened with tears.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph stared after the girl as she descended the stairs. A sense of loss engulfed him after she slipped out of sight. At age eleven, he had little interest in girls, yet he’d been drawn to her from the minute he’d spotted her at the rail. An auburn braid trailed down between shoulders bowed by a heavy weight. Once the land disappeared, she’d turned with a set jaw, making him wonder what she’d determined to conquer. When their eyes met, a strange frisson passed through him. Something about her seemed familiar.

      Perhaps the riot of red curls escaping the confines of her braid reminded him of Bridget, their nanny who’d stayed behind in New York to care for the newborn baby. He brushed off the fanciful notion and concentrated on the raggedly dressed crowd packed into the lowest deck.

      “Daydreaming again?” Papa’s sarcastic tone sliced through Joseph’s musing and jabbed his conscience. “Come.” Papa turned Joseph none too gently. “We have meetings to attend.”

      One hand clamped on Joseph’s shoulder, Papa propelled Joseph along the promenade. Joseph shuffled a brisk two-step to keep up with his father’s determined strides. Turning longing eyes toward the ocean swells that lifted the ship, Joseph wished he could stay outside. Until his queasy stomach grew accustomed to the rocking of the boat, he preferred wind slapping his face and salty breezes stinging his nostrils rather than stale cabin air.

      Right before his father ushered him into the salon, Joseph sent Papa a pleading look. “Please, could I join you later?”

      His father frowned. “Time for you to learn, Son. Some of the world’s most influential financiers are aboard this ship.”

      Suppressing a sigh, Joseph dragged his feet as they entered the dark, wood-paneled room. From the age of eight, Joseph had attended meetings because Papa had insisted his son needed to understand the banking business he’d run someday. As Joseph had in London and Dublin, he shadowed his father, who circled the crowd to shake hands and exchange words with men in black frock coats over crisp, white shirts with starched collars and cuffs gleaming with gold cufflinks.

      Men strutted about, their chests puffed out like peacocks, the deep-Vs of their colorful patterned silk waistcoats at Joseph’s eye level. When he tipped his head to meet their gazes, the floppy bows of their cravats perched like butterflies on their necks. He pinched his lips together to keep from snickering. Their florid faces and rotund bellies spoke of the excesses of food and drink they consumed daily. And when he shook their hands, their fleshy fingers resembled the puffy cigars they lifted to their lips.

      White-coated waiters circulated with trays of canapés. Stewards hovered in the background ready to unlatch humidors of Cabañas, offer a light, or refill whiskey glasses at the flick of a hand. A flurry of finger flutters ensued as the men sank into the tufted burgundy leather armchairs and settees, and waiters scurried to do their bidding.

      Soon, pungent clouds of smoke hung in the air and stung Joseph’s nostrils. His eyes watered and glazed over. Excited chatter buzzed around him. Profit and loss. Stocks rising and falling. Return on investment. The streams of numbers bandied about the room encircled his head, tightening like a vise that made his temples throb. He tuned out the noise until one question caught his attention.

      “Where would you suggest I invest the profit? A ruddy-cheeked man in a plaid vest gestured with his corona. Smoke wafted in his face as he pinned his beady gaze on an merchant banker who’d been pontificating about his expertise.

      A red braid flashed through Joseph’s mind, and with it came visions of the masses huddled on the lower deck, many dressed in threadbare clothes, their faces pinched with hunger.

      “I have an idea,” he blurted.

      Everyone swiveled in his direction, including Papa. At his father’s glower, the words shriveled in Joseph’s throat. He never should have spoken, but the images of the people below deck grew stronger. Joseph had to speak up for them.

      “Maybe you could. . .” He drew in a deep breath to calm his trembling voice. “What if you used that extra money to help the needy people in steerage?”

      “Preposterous.” The investment counselor jumped to his feet, sloshing his drink. “Luddington, what have you been teaching your son? The banking business is no place for bleeding hearts.”

      The man seated beside Papa sniffed and shook his head as if Joseph were too stupid to deserve an answer.

      Another banker’s condescending smile reduced Joseph to a pesky bug he’d like to brush off the same way he swept cigar ash from his lapel. “Most of us already give to charity. But we never donate business or investment profits. We reinvest them so they increase in value.”

      Angry buzzing arose on all sides. Papa, his mouth set in a disapproving line, rose and beckoned Joseph to follow him. “I’ll be back shortly.” His clipped tone left no doubt Joseph would be severely scolded.

      Joseph pledged to endure the tongue-lashing in silence. He deserved it for daring to interrupt and criticize his elders. “I-I’m sorry, Papa.” Joseph hadn’t meant to embarrass his father. What a terrible mistake!

      The disappointment in Papa’s eyes, though, stabbed Joseph. Shame washed over him. He could never be the cutthroat banker and businessman Papa expected. No matter how much Joseph rubbed elbows with those financiers, he’d never measure up. Today had proved it. He’d failed his father. And he always would.
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      After a meagre breakfast, Annie stood on the small steerage deck under metal pipes and beams that crisscrossed overhead, gazing back toward home. Then she strained forward to catch a glimpse of her future. Whitecaps crested and broke across the bow, sending ripples in all directions. Beyond, water stretched to the horizon in dark, glassy sheets. Not the magical gray of the loughs of home, but a threatening blue-black.

      Annie shivered and wrapped her shawl more tightly around her. The edges flapped in the gusts, and cold wind fingered its way underneath to chill her skin. Her braid whipped about, and curls sprang loose despite the wool kerchief tied under her chin.

      A commotion two levels above startled her. A little lad darted along near the handrails. A sturdy young woman, balancing a toddler on her hip, chased him, but the boy eluded her grasp and swiftly outpaced her.

      “Joseph,” she screamed. “Help me.”

      A stateroom door banged open, and the boy Annie had locked eyes with yesterday charged out. By then, though, the little one had entered a stairwell. The door clanged shut behind him, and his footfalls rang out on metal. Another clang indicated Joseph had reached the same stairwell, but the small boy shot out a door of second-class and dashed precariously close to the rails.

      When he stopped to swing on an iron bar, Annie’s heart stuttered. Her curious brother Seamus would squeeze through the rails or clamber over them. Suppose this little lad did the same?

      Someone had to catch him. Wasn’t she fleet of foot after chasing her own brothers? Annie flew toward the stairs leading to that deck. Then screeched to a halt. A chest-high gate barred her path. She could have scrambled over it, but a large sign prohibited steerage passengers from accessing second-class.

      “Stop!” Annie yelled. “Get down from there.”

      Though the wind overpowered her words, she’d attracted the boy’s attention. He let go of the rail and stared at her, caged below deck. His eyes lit up, and he charged toward her as Joseph emerged from the stairwell door and glanced around.

      “Over here,” Annie screamed as the small boy barreled in her direction.

      Before she could command him to stop, the lad clambered up the gate and threw a leg over the top. He wobbled as he scrabbled for a foothold on the other side.

      Annie sprinted up the last few to help him, but he teetered and tumbled into her arms. The impact knocked her off balance, and she stumbled down a step. Her back collided with the rail, preventing a fall. Panicked, she shifted her weight and grabbed the railing to steady herself as she clutched the boy to her with one arm.

      When her breathing slowed to almost normal, she lifted her head to the deck above and met concerned brown eyes. Eyes that had haunted her dreams last night. Eyes that called to her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joseph, his pulse still galloping, stared down into sea-green eyes that drew him into their depths, and his senses tingled as if she’d cast a spell on him. He broke their gaze to check on his brother. Joseph’s throat was too dry to reprimand Will, though his younger brother sorely deserved it.

      In seconds, Will’s frightened face flickered back to his usual mischievous expression. Joseph wagged a finger and shot his brother a don’t-you-dare-cause-trouble glare.

      As usual, Will ignored him. He turned pleading puppy-dog eyes to the red-haired girl who held him. “Do it again?”

      Her breath whooshed out in an astonished laugh. The musical sound stirred strange chords in Joseph’s soul. Murky images surfaced of a long-buried memory. Joseph shook himself into the present, where the girl stood at the foot of the stairs, twirling Will like a younger brother. The crowds thronging steerage stepped aside to give them space.

      Her hair flamed as bright as fire as her braid unraveled and russet waves shimmered in the air. Breathless and laughing, she collapsed to the floor, appearing as dizzy as Will, who lay panting and giggling beside her.

      Unease swirled in Joseph’s stomach. After a severe scolding yesterday, Papa had confined Joseph to the stateroom as punishment. It would enrage Papa to know his strict orders had been flouted. But when Frieda had called out, Joseph had no choice but to help. The nanny could never keep up with such an energetic blur.

      Even worse, Will stretched out on the lowest deck surrounded by a circle of the people Papa had labeled “the unwashed masses” during his tirade. He’d warned Joseph to stay away from the “dregs of humanity” who carried filth and diseases. Papa would have a conniption if he discovered his youngest son hobnobbing with steerage passengers.

      Down below, Will recovered his breath first, jumped up, and tugged the girl’s hand to pull her to her feet.

      “Again,” he demanded.

      “William Thomas Luddington.” Joseph’s voice cracked like a whip. “March up here this instant.”

      Will appeared poised to disobey, but the girl leapt up, hefted him into her arms, and mounted the stairs before Will could protest.

      Adopting his father’s imperious manner, Joseph stopped a passing deckhand. “Excuse me. I am Joseph Luddington the Fourth from first class. My brother climbed that gate.” He waved to indicate Will. “Could you please open it so that girl can bring my brother up to our stateroom?”

      “Of course, Master Luddington. Right away, sir.” The deckhand scurried over and fumbled through his keyring. Once he’d unlocked the gate, he held it open for the girl.

      She hesitated and cast an uneasy glance at the sign forbidding her to enter the next level. Will wriggled against her. Joseph had to prevent his brother from getting loose again.

      “Please come,” Joseph encouraged her. “We’d appreciate it if you’d carry Will to our stateroom. If he’s not too heavy.”

      “He’s not.” She bounced Will to stop him from escaping her arms. “B-but I don’t think . . .”

      “It’s all right, miss,” the deckhand assured her. “You may go through the gate if a first-class passenger accompanies you.”

      After a brief hesitation, she stepped onto the second-class deck, and Joseph exhaled a long, relieved breath as she accompanied them to the stairwell. Grateful Will had used the remote staff passageways, Joseph beckoned for Frieda and Annie to precede him up the narrow staircases. If Will squirmed free from Annie, Joseph could block his flight down. And the nanny created a barrier in front of Will. Even better, Joseph wouldn’t run into any of the financiers who’d glared at him yesterday. Or worse yet, Papa.
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      Annie bounced Will and repeated funny rhymes to keep him from squirming out of her arms during the trek up several flights of steps. When they reached the final landing, Frieda opened the door onto an unobstructed view of the sea, and Annie inhaled the salty air.

      Will twisted and thrashed, struggling to break free. Now that they were outside the confined stairwell, Annie had more room to maneuver. She lifted Will into the air, let him go, and caught him before his feet hit the ground. He squealed and begged her to do it again.

      “Let’s get him inside,” Joseph suggested behind her. “We don’t want him to escape a second time.”

      Annie nodded. “We’ll play when we’re in your room,” she told Will.

      He thrust out his lower lip but didn’t protest, and she swayed and jiggled him as Joseph ushered them toward a nearby door. When he opened it, the nanny strode through, but Annie halted on the threshold, her breath catching in her throat.

      Never had she seen such splendor. The ceiling, festooned with floral bouquets, rose more than twice as high as the thatched roof of her cottage at home. She swiveled her head from side to side, gaping at glittering swirls of leaves and vines on the walls, a dazzling array of intricately carved wooden tables and chairs. Two beds had posts that soared toward the ceiling to hold up swathes of maroon velvet.

      “Go on.” Joseph nudged her gently.

      Still overwhelmed, she hesitated to set foot on the flower-patterned fabric covering the floor. Who walked on such finery? This whole stateroom was much too grand for her to enter. Even her childhood fantasies of living in a palace could not compare with this luxury.

      Will writhed in her arms, and Annie stumbled forward onto the cushioned cloud with her salt-stained boots, praying she wouldn’t mar its beauty.

      Joseph shut the door and clicked the locks in place. “You can let him down. He can’t reach the locks in here.”

      The red-faced girl balancing a toddler on her hip gave Joseph a rueful smile. “You don’t know your brother. He climbed on a chair in the other room while I was dressing Beatrice.” The nanny tipped her chin to the chubby cherub with blonde ringlets, then smiled at Annie.

      “Thank you for catching Will.” The girl, not much older than Annie herself, blew out an exhausted breath. “I’m Frieda, the Luddingtons’ nanny.” The little girl she held stared somberly from one to the other.

      Frieda bent and set Beatrice on her feet. The small girl staggered a few steps and plopped to the floor. Annie marveled at the tiny girl’s dress with its puffed sleeves, embroidery, and full skirt. Mam could have used all that fabric to make clothes for two or three of Annie’s younger sisters. Not that she’d ever choose starched white cotton.

      William muscled his way between Frieda and Annie. “She’s not my nanny,” he informed Annie. “Papa hired her to take care of Beatrice ’til we get back to New York. Bridget couldn’t come on this trip. She had to stay home on Long Island with Mama and the baby.”

      With his hands clasped behind him as if he were a connoisseur studying a painting, Will examined Annie. Then he straightened his shoulders. “I’m William Thomas Luddington, but you can call me Will.” He gestured toward his older brother, who stared at Annie as if trying to place her. “And my brother is Joseph Andrew Luddington the Fourth.”

      Annie’s gaze locked with Joseph’s. She’d sensed him following her on the stairs. With Will flailing against her, she’d had no chance to consider her reaction to him, but his presence had both intrigued and unnerved her.

      Now, she took in his grown-up suit and grave manner. He stood stiff and awkward, but mesmerized. Although she’d never seen him before, a spark of connection burned through her soul.

      Will jiggled her arm, breaking the spell.

      “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “William,” Frieda scolded, “mind your manners.”

      Annie hid her smile at the boy’s aristocratic demeanor and made a mock curtsy. “Annie O’Brien, at your service.”

      “You have red curls like our Bridget.” Will considered Annie with a thoughtful expression. “Maybe Mama would hire you too.”

      Annie smiled. “I already have a job. The Duvalls paid my passage, so I must work for them.” When Will’s brows drew together, she added, “Perhaps later I could come to work for your family.”

      An empty promise. By the time she finished her years of indenture, William would be almost grown. He’d have no need of a nanny.

      Will adopted an imperious air. “My Papa’s very important. He went to England and Ireland to ’stablish new banks. And he⁠—”

      “Will.” Joseph’s low warning tone stopped his brother’s bragging, but did little to dampen Will’s irrepressible nature.

      Will bounded across the room and knelt beside a chest. “Do you play marbles?”

      Annie grinned at him. “Sure, and don’t I play with my brothers.” Not often. Chores usually took up most of the day, but she could shoot with the best of them.

      They sat cross-legged on the parquet foyer floor. Annie, who had only ever played with gray clay pellets, stared open-mouthed as Joseph poured a swirl of rainbow-colored glass from a leather pouch. The smooth, glossy surface of the shooter responded to Annie’s first powerful flick and scattered the nibs. Unlike the uneven or lopsided clay balls, this sleek aggie flew over the wood, so she had to scale back her strength. As she did with her younger brothers, she let Will beat her sometimes.

      Starry-eyed, Annie later returned to the lower level as if in a dream. After the airy, peaceful stateroom, the odors of unwashed bodies and rotting food along with the din of screeching and chattering passengers assaulted her senses. Her heart longed for quiet and companionship. A future she was never destined to have.
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        * * *

      

      Every day, after Papa left for his daily meetings, Joseph sent a steward to accompany Annie to their stateroom. Her calming effect on his brother seemed almost magical. She amused Will with games, distracted him from tantrums, and offered him sisterly affection.

      Though Joseph told himself he invited Annie to keep William occupied, he couldn’t deny his growing interest in the lively redhead. Not only did she bring joy and fun during each visit, she fit into their family group as if they’d been friends all their lives.

      Once Annie had been escorted to his family’s suite, they all passed many pleasant days together crossing the ocean, and Joseph gradually relaxed enough to join the childish games and enjoy himself. Annie’s bell-like laughter touched a deep place in his soul. He wanted to listen to it forever.

      One night while Papa had an evening meeting, Annie, eyes sparkling, tempted them with an exciting adventure. “You should come below deck for fiddling and dancing. It’s noisy and crowded, but Will would have fun.”

      Joseph longed to take her up on her invitation, but Papa would be furious if he found out. “I don’t think. . .”

      Will had no hesitation. “I’m going.” He stuck his chin out in the stubborn way he did when he wheedled and connived to get his own way. Or, worse yet, he might sneak out again.

      “Maybe for an hour.” As soon as Joseph agreed, he regretted it, and his worries only increased as they made their way down the staff staircase to steerage.

      Lively fiddle music penetrated the stairwell. Will, bursting with excitement, galloped ahead and dashed into the crowd below. Joseph chased after his brother but failed to catch him before a mass of bodies swirled around him, blocking him from sight.

      The stench and cacophony sickened Joseph, and he shrank against a wall, wishing to disappear. Viewing the throng through Papa’s eyes, Joseph cringed at the dirty, scarecrow-like children with broomstick-thin arms and ragged clothes dancing near his brother.

      Annie whirled Will until he collapsed into giggles. Then, like a sprite, she launched into a lively jig, her feet barely touching the floor. Joseph stood entranced until she stopped and reached out to pull Will into a dance. A sense of duty overtook Joseph. He strode through the dancers to retrieve his brother.

      Before Joseph could drag Will off, Annie clasped Joseph’s hand and drew him into the next number. Her touch sent a shock coursing through him. The music seeped into his bones and body, setting his toes tapping. His stiffness vanished, and his feet flew in rhythm to the tunes. They melded together as if they’d been dancing partners forever. For the first time since he boarded the boat, Joseph wished this voyage would never end.
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      That night, as Annie crawled into bed, her mind drifted to the fun she’d had with the Luddingtons. Each one of them had become special to her. During the day, her friendships filled the chasm of missing her family.

      But in the darkness, squashed between the squirming toddler and snoring granny, the loneliness returned. Annie slipped her hand inside the canvas sack that served as her pillow and closed her fingers around the stiff card with Mam’s printing. Two addresses—one in Ireland and one in New York. Annie’s old home and her new one.

      With that tenuous connection between her worlds, she slipped into dreams about Joseph, their friendship weaving a bond that would endure long after they went their separate ways. And perhaps someday, they’d meet again . . .

      BOOM! CRUNCH!

      A jolt tumbled Annie from the bed, still gripping the card. The ground under her juddered. Objects rained down on her head. All over the room, items smashed and splintered. The lurching knocked people from their beds. Some thudded beside her. Others banged into her.

      Scraping and groaning came from the hull. Metal screeched and tore. The engine ground to a stop, but still the ship tossed. Annie’s stomach heaved. She clutched the card to her chest and prayed she wouldn’t spew.

      A clanging bell assaulted her ears. On the other side of the wall, feet pounded up the stairs. Doors slammed. Screams and shouts echoed in the metal passageway.

      Clad only in her sleep shift, Annie struggled to drag herself upright as the deck pitched first one way, then the other. Annie wriggled through the panicked pack of bodies struggling toward the door.

      Only one thought hammered in her brain. Find Joseph. And Will. An elbow jammed into her ribs. Someone tromped on her toe. She yelped, but pushed forward. Desperate, determined.

      Hanging tightly to the handrail, she pulled herself up the stairs through the stampeding crowd. People yelled and shrieked, fighting their way outside. Babies wailed. Children bawled.

      They reached the locked gate. Men yanked and pounded on it, roaring curses. Annie slipped between them. Will had climbed that gate. She could too. Annie scaled it and flopped down on the other side.

      Following her example, the men lifted others over the gate as Annie flew along the deck. Throngs gathered at the opposite end. A door clanged open. Will eeled his way through the swarms.

      Annie dodged and darted after him. She’d almost reached him when a florid-faced man with a Santa-Claus belly lifted Will off his feet. Annie shrieked and grabbed for him, but the man dangled Will and a life vest over the railing to a sailor who seized the small boy around the waist and scurried down the rope ladder. Will kicked and screamed.

      A man seized Annie as she rushed toward the rail where Will had disappeared. Burly arms shoved her through the crowd. “Here’s another young one.”

      Will’s screams rent the air. “Joseph! Joseph!”

      Deep voices roared at Will to stop rocking the boat. He ignored them. His wails competed with the gusty winds.

      Rough hands grabbed Annie’s right arm and pushed it into a boxy cork vest. Her card almost dropped to the deck when another man yanked her left arm through the life vest’s other hole. Annie’s stomach roiled, and she shivered in the wintery air.

      She sucked in a breath so she wouldn’t cry out as a deckhand lifted her into the air. Waves lapped against the hull, sending the lifeboat below bobbing. What if she fell and plunged into the ocean?

      A baby’s cry startled her. Annie twisted her head.

      Joseph, clutching Beatrice to her chest, hustled toward them. “Please,” he pleaded, “let us through.”

      Will’s sharp cry came again. “Joseph!”

      A sailor warned, “That young’un’s flopping about’ll capsize the lifeboat.”

      “I’m coming, Will,” Joseph shouted over the din. “Sit down and be quiet.”

      “It’s too late,” the sailor said. “This boat is full. One more person could sink it.”

      A woman nearby shrilled in fear, “The next one then.”

      “That’s the last one, miss,” the cabin boy’s tone was somber. “Ain’t no more.”

      Will’s screams pierced through Annie. What if it were Seamus and Norah?

      “Wait!” Annie struggled with the strings holding the vest together.

      Joseph needed a vest, and this was the only one. Every second counted, yet her fingers fumbled. Still, she couldn’t let go of her precious card.

      “Stop!” The man lifting her aloft shook her hard. “What are you doing?”

      “Give it to him.” Annie pointed to Joseph. “He and the baby can take my place. They don’t weigh as much as I do. And that’s his brother—” Annie waved toward Will, who’d dissolved into a tantrum.

      The stern of the steamer tilted deeper into the water. Passengers stumbled. Some fell. The man holding Annie slammed against the railing. Her feet dangled over the edge, her body swaying. The contents of her stomach crested and sank with each wave that battered the ship. She tore at the fastenings.

      “Hurry!” The man set her down and snatched at her loosened vest.

      Joseph shook his head. “No, Annie.”

      But the man shoved Joseph’s arms into the vest, jostling Beatrice from side to side as he did so. Joseph was still shaking his head and staring over his shoulder into Annie’s eyes as they hoisted him and Beatrice up and over the rail.

      Annie scrambled toward him and thrust her precious card into his hand. He crushed the edge tightly between his fingers.

      “Tell my mam, my family. . .” She choked down a sob as a gust of wind flapped the card, almost tearing it from his grasp. Praying her words would not be lost in the wind, she cried, “Give them my love.”

      She bent over the railing as a sailor shinnied partway down the rope, Beatrice tucked into the crook of one arm. He helped Joseph down and dropped the toddler into Joseph’s lap. Then the sailor let go of the rope and plunged into the sea. He reappeared, head bobbing, as he stroked through the waves toward a fallen mast.

      Joseph gazed up, and his eyes met Annie’s. He mouthed something. She couldn’t make out the words, but she understood his meaning. He’d carry on her mission and help her family.

      In that moment, their hearts entwined forever.

      Tears slid down Annie’s cheeks. She’d never take the job in America. Never see her family again. But Mam had the second sight. She’d know and understand.

      “Bless you, miss.” Frieda joined Annie at the rail until the small lifeboat disappeared into the night.

      The nanny clasped Annie’s fingers, and they remained hand in hand as the liner groaned and creaked under them. The stern tilted. The ship sank deeper into the waves.
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      Joseph tucked Annie’s card into his pocket. All through the night, he wrapped one arm around Will, holding him close as he slept. With the other, he cradled Beatrice close to his chest. Water splashed into the lifeboat, soaking his clothes, dissolving the edges of the thin cardboard.

      Whenever he awoke, Annie’s sorrow-filled eyes stared at him. When he slept, he dreamed of her.

      For two days, the boat drifted on calm seas. The chilly winds bit through his soggy suit. People in the lifeboat huddled together in small groups for warmth and comfort, careful not to tip the boat. His lips cracked and swollen, Joseph cupped his hands to sip from the puddle on the floor.

      A woman smacked his fingers, causing the precious water to dribble down the front of his shirt. “It’ll kill ye, lad, for sure.”

      How could water kill him? Perhaps she only wanted to save it for herself. No, she’d told the truth. His muddled mind dredged up one’s of Papa’s lectures. Once, long ago, his father had warned him not to drink salt water.

      Papa? Where was he?

      Thirst clawed at Joseph’s throat. The sky and waves blended into one shimmering mass that stung his eyes and made him dizzy. Some people sprawled on the floor of the boat, others slumped against the raft’s side, eyes closed, their sunken eyes corpselike. Even shouts of a rescue ship barely shook Joseph from his stupor. He didn’t rouse until someone pried Beatrice from him. Will lay listless in another sailor’s arms. Joseph felt for Annie’s soggy card before he stood, wobbled a few steps, and collapsed into the waiting arms of a rescuer.
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      The lowering clouds dripped raindrops onto the black umbrellas sheltering Joseph and his mother as they stood, unblinking and expressionless, while they lowered his father’s casket into the ground. Joseph’s eyes stung, but he struggled to follow his father’s directive to keep a stiff upper lip in public. Mama’s red-rimmed eyes, obscured by the black veil of her hat, revealed she’d mourned in private, but Joseph had yet to give in to his sorrow. Though guilt gnawed at him, he grieved more for the loss of Annie than for the cold, stern parent who’d lectured and berated him.

      Like Annie, Papa had chosen his own destiny. Annie had sacrificed her life for the three of them, and her unselfish act had prevented the lifeboat from capsizing, saving many more lives. So unlike Papa. Instead of heeding the warnings, his father had insisted on remaining in the salon to conclude a major business deal. Joseph’s teeth and fists clenched at his father’s shortsightedness. The deal Papa had been so eager to enact had sunk to the ocean depths along with one of the signers. Papa’s body had been recovered, but not the merchant banker’s. Nor had Annie’s.

      At her memory, Joseph’s stomach twisted into knots, and he fingered the card she’d given him, now buckled, curled, and blurry. He’d kept it close to him in the hospital bed and secreted it in the pocket of his mourning clothes today. Annie’s family had no idea she’d been lost at sea. He had to mail a letter to her family, but he and his siblings had been hospitalized, fighting dehydration the past few days. And now that they’d regained their strength, they had to face Papa’s funeral . . .

      Uncle Clyde supported his mother to the carriage, where the coachman opened the door. When she reached for Joseph’s hand, he quickly transferred the scrap of paper to his other fist. Then he clasped his mother’s hand and, with a boost from the coachman, climbed onto the padded leather seat beside her.

      In the trees at the edge of the cemetery, a girl stood watch, her red hair the brightest memory of that night. Joseph uncurled his hand slightly so she could see the tattered card before the coachman shut the door.

      He was still fingering the card when they entered their house.

      “What is that?” His mother’s sharp voice startled him. “Throw away that filthy paper.” She tried to snatch it from his hand, but Joseph squeezed it into his palm.

      “You have no idea what kind of diseases it may carry.”

      Mama called for Bridget, who pried his fingers open. Bridget tossed the scrap into the fireplace. The card fluttered to the back of the stack of crumpled papers on the hearth.

      Across the room, her body as transparent as smoke, the girl hovered over the hearth, glancing first at the scrap and then at him. Joseph squirmed. Surely, she could see he had no choice.

      Despite Will’s protests to Annie that a nanny didn’t look after him, Bridget still checked on all of them at bedtime. At least Joseph had his own room and no longer had to endure the nursery. After Bridget tucked Will into bed, Joseph lay still, pretending to sleep when she peeked in on him. He forced his chest into a slow up-and-down motion. After she retired to her room, Joseph tiptoed to the hearth and tried to spear the cardboard with the poker, but only succeeded in burying it under the ashes.

      A breath on his cheek made him jump. The girl caught the poker before it clattered onto the brick and returned it to its place. Then she bent and scooped up the card. She blew the dust off it and handed it to him. He padded to his room and secreted the cardboard in his toy box. He’d made a promise then, and he’d keep it.

      That card was the only thing he had left from the ship. Everything else was gone. They’d forced him to leave it all behind. His clothes, his books, his toys. Even his Papa.

      The girl’s eyes haunted him. Night after night, she came to him, begging him to help her family.

      Several months later, when his mother had gone to take the waters and Bridget had her half day, Joseph told the cook, who’d been charged with watching him, that he would join the coachman in the carriage house. In one fist, he clutched his pocket money, in the other, the paper he had unearthed from his toy box.

      Inside the cavernous building, Joseph cleared his throat. He tried to imitate his father’s commanding tone. “I must go to Papa’s bank today. I have some business to attend to.”

      The coachman gave a half bow and hooked up the horses. On the way to town, Joseph sat stiff and straight beside the coachman as they plodded along the streets.

      Again, he used Papa as an example when they pulled outside the bank. “I won’t be long.”

      Joseph entered the building where he had often accompanied his father, and several tellers greeted him. He went to the cage and reached up to set his pocket money on the counter.

      “So sorry for your loss, son. Your Papa was a good man and is greatly missed.” The teller counted the money. “Did you wish to deposit this in your account, Master Luddington?”

      Tears stung Joseph’s eyes as he stood on tiptoe to push the tattered cardboard across the marble shelf. “Send it to that address.” Then remembering his manners, he added, “please.”

      The teller pursed his lips as he picked up the worn scrap. A frown creased his brow. “And shall I discard this then?” He pinched the cardboard between the tips of his fingers as if it might soil his hands.

      Joseph gasped. “Oh, no. I need it.”

      That night, the girl smiled at him, and the constant weight crushing his chest lifted. From then on, he made regular trips to the bank with his pocket money whenever Mama was gone. Sometimes the girl floated along beside him while he walked, but he had to take care not to speak with her when others were watching.

      If he was alone, she told him tales of her family. Her da’s hearty laugh and the smoke curling from his pipe, her mam stooped over the heavy soup pot that bubbled over the fire. Her younger brothers tumbling together like a den of cubs, the older ones exhausted and sooty with coal dust. Her mam and married sisters hunched in the garden, digging up one shriveled blackened potato after another, cutting out the few useable bits to toss in the soup pot. Most evenings, the watery broth contained less than a handful of greens, and potatoes. Sometimes only grass floated on its surface. Eight people sat down to a meal that would barely feed a small child, with little but charity cornmeal to plug the hollowness the rest of the day.

      Each night as Joseph drifted off to sleep, lines of people with bloated bellies and sunken eyes, bones poking sharp angles into parchment-thin skin, empty bowls outstretched, crowded his dreams. They disappeared only on the nights he sent his pocket money to the address on the card.
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