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      April 29, 1915

      

      Carrie Boxhall sat on the floor of the nursery in the home of her employers, Charles and Meg Ashton, keeping the children company while Meg and her good friend Kelly O’Connell visited in a nearby parlor. Even though Henry, Meg’s son, had a governess, Carrie didn’t mind. She often found herself spending time with Henry, Ruth, and Lizzie while Mrs. Pendleton took her tea in the same room as their mistress. It gave the governess a chance to visit with other adults, and it gave Carrie a chance to dream of having her own children, something she’d very much like to experience one day.

      Henry, who had just turned two a couple of weeks ago, grabbed for the toy train Ruth was holding in her hand. Ruth, who was seven, told him, “You can’t just take things away from other people, Henry. Even if it is your train.”

      “He’s so little,” Carrie said with a smile. “He doesn’t quite know how to share yet, Miss Ruth.”

      “Someone should probably teach him,” the oldest child of the three replied in no uncertain terms. Her sister, Lizzie, who was three, was busy banging a toy pot with a spoon. Earlier, Carrie had been showing her how to stir it up and taste it, which had Lizzie in a fit of giggles. Now, she was more concerned about making sure Henry didn’t start to cry.

      “Would you like this train instead, Master Henry?” She pulled a different locomotive out of a large basket full of toys and waved it in front of him. He laughed and bounced up and down a few times before taking it and doing his best to say train.

      “He doesn’t even know how to talk properly,” Ruth said with a sigh.

      “I bet you didn’t either when you were only two.” Carrie smiled at the girl.

      “My mother says I was born speaking like a twenty-year-old woman.” Ruth pursed her lips together and straightened a lock of her red hair. “I’ve always been quite intelligent.”

      Biting back a laugh, Carrie said, “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      Just then, Lizzie wandered over to where Ruth had deposited a couple of her dolls earlier. As her sister’s hand came down to touch a pink frock, Ruth bolted over to stop her.

      “No, Lizzie! Those are mine.” Ruth stood between her sister and the dolls.

      Lizzie’s eyes narrowed, and she jutted out her bottom lip. “Me play whiff them.”

      “No!” Ruth insisted, gathering them up. “No one touches them but me.”

      “Would you like for me to put them up on top of the shelf in the bureau so she can’t reach them?” Carrie asked, standing to join the girls next to the rocking chair where they were still glaring at one another.

      Ruth’s eyes trailed up to the highest shelf. “I don’t know,” she said, rearranging the three dolls in her arms. “Lilac and Charlotte would probably be fine, but Dolly New-Eyes doesn’t like to be so far away from me.”

      “Dolly New-Eyes?” Carrie repeated. She’d seen Ruth carrying around the dolls before but couldn’t remember ever hearing their names.

      “This one.” Ruth held the doll in question out for her to see. The eyes were shiny blue marbles. “It used to be Aunty Meg’s when she was a little girl, but the eyes fell out. Daddy put marbles in for me. Uncle Charlie said he could take her to a doll store to get her fixed up good, but she likes her pretty eyes.”

      “I see.” Carrie smiled and bit back a laugh. “Well, perhaps we can put the other two up there, and you can keep a hold of Dolly.”

      “Dolly New Eyes,” Ruth corrected.

      “Yes, of course.” She reached out for the other two dolls, and Ruth handed them to her with a reluctant sigh. Carrie thanked her and situated the other two dolls out of Lizzie’s reach. “That one must be awfully special to you then, since your aunt gave it to you.”

      “She is special to me, but not because of that.” Ruth sat down on the rocking chair and began to rock while Lizzie went back to the toys to find a different doll.

      “Oh? Why is she so special then, Miss Ruth?” Carrie sat back down on the floor near Henry and handed him the train Ruth had been playing with earlier. He grinned and took it from her, running it over the wooden floor, making a sound like a motorcoach.

      Ruth muttered under her breath about how that wasn’t right before she answered. “Well, she was on the big boat with me, the one that sank,” she explained as if it wasn’t anything at all that she almost drowned aboard Titanic. “Thanks to Uncle Charlie, we both survived. Now, I keep her with me all the time.”

      “I see.” Carrie now remembered hearing stories about how Ruth had slipped away and gone looking for her doll. She hadn’t put two-and-two together to realize this was that doll—until now. “That must’ve been very scary. For both of you.”

      “It was,” Ruth said with a nod. “But we had two hours to get off our boat. You’ll only have eighteen minutes.”

      Carrie’s eyebrows furrowed as she tried to understand what the child was saying to her, but just then, Ms. Meg, Ms. Kelly, and Mrs. Pendleton came into the room, followed closely by Jonathan Lane, Mr. Ashton’s liegeman who was a favorite of Ruth’s in particular. She darted out of the chair to rush over and hug him. Jonathan scooped her up and tossed her into the air as she giggled.

      “Don’t you dare drop my daughter on her crown, now, Mr. Jonathan,” Kelly said in her thick Irish accent as she crept toward Lizzie. “That one is the brains of the family. You knock the sense out of her, we’re all in trouble.”

      Jonathan stopped tossing Ruth and set her down. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he assured the mother who was clearly only teasing.

      Carrie smiled at the lot of them as they settled in the room, but it seemed clear there was something amiss. Ms. Meg sat on the edge of her seat rubbing her baby bump, a letter in her other hand. Her brows were furrowed as she looked at her son playing at her feet, almost as if she were seeing him, but none of it was registering.

      “Is everything all right, Ms. Meg?” Carrie asked, handing Lizzie a toy she’d dropped.

      It took Meg a moment to answer. She blinked a few times and then said, “What’s that? Oh, yes. Everything is fine, Carrie,” with the same easy smile she often wore on her face, though it was strained more than usual.

      “Hardly.” Kelly shook her head, sitting on the rug by the children and Carrie. “Of all the times for your mother to raise her ugly, selfish head.”

      Immediately, Carrie’s interest perked as her eyebrows shot up. It had been ages since anyone had mentioned Mrs. Mildred Westmoreland in the Ashton home. For Kelly to do so now, Carrie knew something drastic must have transpired. “What is it?” she asked.

      Ms. Meg drew in a deep breath through her nose and slowly let it out. “She’s dying.” She shrugged, flipping the letter around a bit before lying it down on a table next to her.

      “The nerve of some people,” Jonathan joked, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

      Ms. Meg narrowed her eyes at him but then continued. “She’s dying, and she wants me to come to Southampton to retrieve a package.”

      Carrie let that set in. When Ms. Meg had traveled back to Southampton last, not too long after the Titanic disaster, Carrie had accompanied her. It had been her first, and only, trip across the sea—not counting the return trip, of course. She’d enjoyed her time aboard the Mauritania, but she wished her mistress had been more keen on getting out to explore the ship. She understood why Meg preferred to stay inside, but it hadn’t been quite the adventure she wished to have enjoyed.

      The idea of going back across now intrigued her. For a moment, she imagined herself sailing across the wide blue ocean, the sun setting off in the distance, the promise of a star-filled sky above her on the horizon.

      But, it was evident that Ms. Meg wouldn’t be going anywhere in her current state. It wouldn’t be safe to sail across the ocean in her condition. Carrie let the disappointment wash over her slowly, trying to contain her expression.

      “I would go for you,” Kelly began, “but Daniel would have my head. And these two little ones don’t need another voyage like the last one.”

      “It won’t be like the last one,” Ruth chimed in, though no one was paying her much mind. She picked up the train from earlier and made an exploding sound. Carrie stared at her a moment, but when Ms. Meg began to speak again, her attention was averted.

      “I would never ask you to do that,” Ms. Meg said to Kelly. “You either, Jonathan.”

      “I don’t mind so much,” the liegeman said. He perched on the edge of a desk across the room. “It’s only, I might not be able to make my way back across the pond.”

      “What do you mean?” Ms. Pendleton asked with an amused expression. With Jonathan, one could always assume a witty joke was coming.

      “I’d likely kill the old bat and get locked up in a British gaol,” he said with a chuckle.

      The women laughed as well, but Carrie could understand why he’d say such a thing. Mildred Westmoreland had been a horrible person. She’d abused Ms. Meg and allowed her brother-in-law to do even worse. While Carrie hadn’t been privy to every bit of discussion from their last trip, she’d fallen under the impression that perhaps Mrs. Westmoreland had actually been responsible for Ms. Meg’s father’s death. Who would murder their own husband?

      “Ms. Carrie likes boats.” This time, Ruth’s soft voice cut through the silence of the room.

      The other adults in the room turned to look at her.

      Carrie cleared her throat and straightened her gown. “Well, that is true,” she said. “I wouldn’t mind at all going across the ocean to get the box from your mother, Ms. Meg. That is, if you’d trust me to do such a thing. I assume that the box must be quite important that this is even under discussion.”

      “It is,” Ms. Meg confirmed. “In her letter, my mother says that it contains some of my father’s prized possessions, items I assumed she’d destroyed or sold long ago.”

      Carrie nodded. “Well, then, I’d be willing to go.” Once again, images of herself on the boat came to mind, but this time she wasn’t alone—a tall, handsome man stood next to her. Carrie felt her cheeks flame, just thinking about such a possibility. It was silly, but a woman could dream.

      “It’s a bit dangerous right now.” Jonathan’s tone was much more serious this time. “Germans have been seen in the waters between here and there.”

      “Germans?” Carrie’s stomach knotted slightly as she considered what he was saying.

      He nodded, adjusting his lean slightly. “In submersibles.”

      Carrie had some idea what that meant. Germans in boats under the water that were difficult to detect—carrying bombs, no doubt. She cleared her throat. “Well, that does sound a bit dangerous, but then, people get run over by motor coaches here in the city all the time, don’t they?”

      Ms. Meg and Ms. Kelly exchanged a puzzled look before Ms. Meg said, “Yes, I suppose so.”

      “So, it’s possible for anyone to get hurt or killed at any time, isn’t it?” Carrie concluded.

      Meg held a thoughtful look for a moment before she said, “While that is true, I wouldn’t want you to put yourself at risk for me, Carrie.”

      “I don’t feel that it’s a risk,” Carrie concluded quickly. The urge to travel, to have a bit of an adventure, called to her. “I will happily go for you.”

      “You can’t go on your own,” Jonathan reminded her. “It wouldn’t be safe for a lady to travel alone.”

      “I’m no lady,” Carrie reminded him with a snicker.

      “You are a lady,” Jonathan disagreed, “and you cannot go alone.”

      Feeling as if the possibility of adventure was being torn away from her again, Carrie thought up a protest, but before she could speak the words aloud, Jonathan added, “I’ll go with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1, 1915

      

      A cool breeze blew in off the ocean as Charlie Ashton found a place to park his motorcoach near where the Lusitania would be disembarking in just a couple of hours. Carrie took a deep breath as she opened the door, letting the salt air cleanse her lungs. Most of New York City was congested and smelled of smoke from the autos and dung from the horses that were still in service, but here, the air was crisp. It smelled like adventure.

      “I’ll get your bag, Carrie,” Charlie said. “I’ll carry it aboard for you.”

      “Oh, Mr. Ashton, there’s no need for you to do that,” she said, following him around the car. “I can manage.”

      “I know you can, but I want to inspect your quarters and make sure everything is in order before I leave you,” he explained. He took the bag out of the car and waited for Jonathan, who was speaking in hushed tones to his significant other, Edward, to grab his luggage as well.

      “I’m sure Jonathan and I can fend for ourselves.” As much as Carrie appreciated working for such an attentive boss, she did worry about Mr. Ashton climbing aboard the passenger liner. She knew he wasn’t fond of them.

      “Nonsense.” Charlie gave her a tight smile and began to walk toward the docks. It was easy to see Lusitania. While there were several vessels in the port, it was by far the grandest of them all.

      Carrie paused to take it in, noting how the sunlight glistened off the bow. Her heartbeat quickened as she walked light on her feet behind her employer, so thankful to have this opportunity.

      Behind her, she heard Jonathan and Edward talking. To anyone who didn’t know better, they’d sound like good friends talking about how they would miss one another for the time that they’d be separated. Of course, Carrie knew otherwise. While she didn’t envy them the judgment they would most certainly receive if anyone ever became the wiser to their arrangement, she definitely wished she had someone like that—someone to miss her when she was gone. Ms. Meg, little Henry, and the rest of the staff would miss her, but not in the same way Edward and Jonathan would miss one another.

      A sea of passengers and their guests crowded around the deck. Many of them appeared to be other-than First Class passengers waiting their turn to load the boat. Charles Ashton waited for no one, and when the crew members took note of his presence, they immediately hopped into service.

      “Mr. Ashton!” a man dressed in a uniform of the Cunard Line said in a friendly tone as Charlie led them past the others to the First Class Passenger entrance. “We didn’t know you’d be sailing with us, sir.”

      “I won’t be,” Charlie replied, clapping the fellow on the arm like they were old friends. “A couple of my closest friends will be, and I’m here to see them off.” Charlie drew the tickets he’d purchased only the day before from his pocket and showed them to the fellow.

      He didn’t even glance at them. “Yes, sir. Please head straight in. One of my associates will direct you toward your accommodations.”

      Carrie smiled at the older gentleman and thanked him. She’d always wondered what it would be like to be rich like Mr. Ashton. Perhaps while she was on the ship, a First Class Passenger, not in service to anyone for a few days, she’d find out. The bag Charlie carried was stuffed full of gowns, jewelry, and other luxury items she wouldn’t typically have the opportunity to wear. But Ms. Meg had insisted she must look nice and enjoy herself, so they’d made a hasty shopping trip, and now, here she was—a lady boarding the vessel that would carry her across the ocean in style.

      Another worker with just as jovial of an attitude led them to their accommodations. “Here we are!” He made a grand deal of opening the door. “One of your suites, sir. The other is here.” He gestured to the next door. “There is an interior door that joins them which can be locked.” He gave Carrie a nod, as if to say she wouldn’t have to worry about Jonathan slipping into her bedroom at night, and Carrie almost laughed.

      “Thank you kindly.” Charlie slipped the man a few bills and then went inside, Carrie right behind him. Jonathan and Edward went to the next door, but once Carrie was inside her room, she could no longer pay anyone else any mind.

      The sitting room was exquisite, with dark wooden furniture so polished it shone. The floral printed cushions looked inviting, and the view out the large window, just beyond her own private deck, was mesmerizing. Here, the ocean was a blue-gray with glints of sunlight sparkling off the small whitecaps, but she could only imagine the color would become more vibrant as they made it out to sea.

      Charlie stepped into the adjoining room. Carrie could hardly pull her eyes away from the scene out the window but managed. In the bedroom, she had a large four-poster bed in the same wood finish as the furniture in the living room. The room wasn’t as large as she remembered Ms. Meg’s bedroom being on the Mauritania, but it would certainly do. Her room at the Ashton mansion was lovely, but somehow, this space seemed more luxurious. Perhaps because, at least for now, it was her own.

      “What do you think?” Mr. Ashton asked, putting her bag away for her. “Is it satisfactory?”

      “It’s wonderful, Mr. Ashton. Thank you so much.” She wanted to hug him but kept her hands folded in front of her instead.

      “Of course. We are so grateful that you and Jonathan are willing to make this journey on Meg’s behalf, we want to make sure you are more than comfortable.” His grateful smile confirmed how much he meant every word.

      “I’m honored that Ms. Meg has entrusted me with such a responsibility.” While the idea of facing Ms. Meg’s mother at the end of the journey wasn’t all that appealing, Carrie couldn’t think about that at the moment. She was too caught up in the notion that she was about to set sail on an enchanting voyage that held all the promise of adventure she’d been seeking. Adventure—and romance.

      “You have the money I gave you?” Charlie asked.

      Carrie nodded, patting the handbag she had slung over her shoulder. “I do.”

      “Good. Be sure to lock most of it in the safe. You don’t want to be carrying it all on you. But you’ll need some for tipping and the like.”

      “Yes, of course.” While she’d never been the one responsible for such activities before, she’d observed Mr. Ashton and Ms. Meg in action hundreds of times and knew when to tip and how generous to be. “It was very kind of you to pay for everything.”

      “You’re only here because my wife requires it,” he reminded her. “That makes it my responsibility, and my pleasure.” He smiled and patted her arm.

      The door behind them in the sitting area opened, and Jonathan and Edward came through. “You’d better keep this locked,” Edward joked. “You don’t want this one coming into your bedchambers in the middle of the night.” He gave Jonathan a playful jab.

      Laughing, Carrie said, “For some reason, I’m not the least bit concerned.”

      “What do you think of your rooms?” Charlie asked Jonathan.

      “Well, they’re not quite as grand as Titanic,” the liegeman began, shoving his hands in his pockets and rocking slightly, “but then, these rooms are on top of the ocean, so I prefer them.”

      For now.

      The thought caught Carrie off-guard. Where had that come from? Perhaps it was the silly comments Ruth had made that had her thinking such morbid thoughts. She shook her head slightly, trying to clear her mind of such ugliness. Of course, they would be fine and make it safely to Liverpool to catch a train to Southampton. Then, they’d do it all in reverse. Easy as pie.

      “I suppose Edward and I should get off the boat before it sets sail.” Charlie’s tone seemed easy-going, but Carrie didn’t miss the way he turned to look out the window at the ocean, a stormy look in his eyes. He’d almost died when Titanic sank. Did those memories still haunt him? She didn’t know how they couldn’t.

      And yet, Jonathan, who’d also survived the sinking, would be setting sail with her. It seemed odd how the same experience could affect two people in different ways. But then, Charlie had practically died in the cold Atlantic water, and Jonathan had been aboard a lifeboat, thanks to Meg.

      Cold Atlantic water.

      “Carrie?” Mr. Ashton said her name in a manner that made her suppose it wasn’t the first time he’d spoken. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine.” She forced a smile. She really needed to get those silly thoughts out of her head and enjoy this trip. After all, she’d done this before aboard the Mauretania , and she’d been fine. There hadn’t been the threat of U-boats in the water then, but she had to trust that they’d be safe. Otherwise, why would anyone set sail at a time like this?

      “I’ll walk you up,” Jonathan told Edward.

      “I think I’ll stay here, if you don’t mind,” Carrie added as the gentlemen moved toward the door.

      “Of course. But don’t miss the disembarking. It’s the best part,” Charlie told her. He leaned over to give her a quick hug. “Take care, Carrie.”

      She hugged him back, waved at Edward, and watched the three of them disappear.

      With a deep breath, Carrie turned around slowly, taking in her room. It was a lovely place, and for the next few days, it was hers—and hers alone.

      Exhaling, she sank down on the couch and stared out at the sea. The furniture was just as comfortable as it looked, and as she gazed around her accommodations, she was certain she could get used to this.

      Once she’d let it sink in that she was a First Class passenger, that she would be the lady of the manor for almost a week, she pulled herself up off the couch with a satisfied smile and set about making herself at home, putting her items in drawers and hanging her gowns. She was finished and perched on the edge of her bed when Jonathan knocked on the door that separated their quarters.

      “We’re about to set sail,” he announced with a warm smile. “Do you want to come up to the promenade and wave goodbye to everyone?”

      “Are Mr. Ashton and Edward still here?” she asked, standing and walking toward him.

      “No, they left, but that doesn’t mean we can’t pretend we know someone in the crowd.” He grinned at her, and Carrie laughed.

      “That sounds like a fabulous idea.”

      Jonathan offered his arm, and the two of them went up to the First Class promenade where a crowd of finely dressed people pressed against the railings, hands raised as they said goodbye to friends and family or perfect strangers.

      A giggle of glee escaped Carrie’s lips as she waved at the people on shore. “Goodbye!” she shouted. “We’ll see you in a few weeks!”

      The passenger liner began to move beneath her as the ocean currents laid claim to Lusitania, taking her out to see. As New York Harbor grew smaller and smaller, Carrie’s excitement bubbled over.

      This was going to be the adventure of a lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The sensation of being out on the open water was thrilling. Carrie could stand on the balcony in her first class accommodations and stare out at the water all day. Unfortunately, she heard the sound of bugles blowing announcing it was almost time for dinner and had to pull herself away.

      Jonathan knocked on the door that separated their two rooms. “Yes?” she called, turning and walking back into the living room.

      “Are you about ready, my lady?” he asked with a cordial smile.

      “I am,” she said, her arms spread slightly to show her new gown. “Do you think I can pass as a lady? Or will I stick out like a sore thumb?”

      “Well,” Jonathan began, scratching his chin, “you’re not exactly my type.” That made her giggle. “But I think you look pretty… amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Carrie felt her face heat, even though Jonathan’s admiration was strictly of the friendly variety. She did like the blue dress Ms. Meg had helped her pick out. With jeweled fringe, the gown hung down to the new strappy blue shoes she’d also purchased. With earrings she’d borrowed from Meg, in a silver that complimented the dark blue, she felt like she could truly pass for a lady, not someone’s servant.

      “Shall we?” Jonathan stepped forward and offered his arm.

      “Yes, let’s.” Carrie wrapped her arm through Jonathan’s, and the two of them headed out of her room. He looked debonair in a suit that could’ve just as easily come from Charlie’s closet. Though it was strange to see Jonathan without his signature bowler hat. Carrie assumed he wasn’t wearing it that evening because he thought it was inappropriate for dinner. His dark hair looked nice slicked back. “You know,” she began, keeping her voice low, “you could pass for a gentleman.”

      Snickering, Jonathan replied, “Don’t let Edward hear you say such things. He’ll expect far too much of me.”

      Again, Carrie found herself giggling gleefully. But she had to wonder–would Jonathan ever step out on his own? He’d most certainly obtained a bit of wealth over the years working for such a generous employer. She decided now wasn’t the time to ask since they were approaching the grand dining room.

      Carrie sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She had seen the First Class dining room on the Mauretania, but she hadn’t walked into it as her own person, unattached to anyone else. Now, she’d have to stand on her own two feet. Thank goodness Jonathan was there with her. He certainly knew how to convince everyone that he belonged there.

      “Mr. Lane, Ms. Boxhall,” the well-dressed man at the door greeted them. “Right this way.”

      Carrie turned and lifted her eyebrows to Jonathan, wondering how in the world he knew who they were, but when Jonathan flashed her that dazzling smile of his, she understood. He must’ve made sure they had satisfactory dinner accommodations while she’d been standing on the balcony staring out at the sea.

      Jonathan pulled Carrie’s chair out for her, and she thanked him before sitting. He sat on her left, leaving a few empty chairs on her right for guests who hadn’t arrived yet. As they waited for dinner to begin, Carrie looked around the room. She didn’t see anyone she recognized, but the stunning outfits, the jewels and furs, and the demeanor with which everyone handled themselves assured her she was in the midst of high society.

      Jonathan leaned over and whispered into her ear, “That gentleman there is Lindon Bates, the politician,” he whispered. “And over there, that woman in the red dress is Frances Stephens, the socialite.”

      “Oh, my,” Carrie said, trying not to stare as Mrs. Stephens turned in their direction. Jonathan continued to point out several ladies and gentlemen of note until the people at their table introduced themselves.

      The gentleman across from her offered his hand. “Frederick Pearson.”

      “Delighted to meet you.” She shook his hand, noting the firm grip of a businessman, though she had no idea who he was. “Carrie Boxhall.”

      “The pleasure is all mine. This is my wife, Mabel.”

      The woman nodded with a smile but didn’t extend her hand. Carrie returned the smile, but then her eyes were drawn away to the two empty seats beside them as two people walked toward them. The attractive couple was clearly not a couple at all, though it seemed they knew one another. The woman, who appeared to be a couple of years younger than Carrie, was strikingly beautiful, and Carrie thought she recognized her from somewhere.

      The gentleman wore one of the finest suits she’d ever seen. His dark eyes met her gaze, and a wry smile pulled up the corners of his mouth. Again, there was something familiar about him, but she wasn’t quite sure what it was that made her feel that way.

      “Well, look here, Emily,” the newest arrival said to his companion as they reached their seats, “you’re not the only gorgeous woman at our table tonight.”

      As if on cue, Mabel Pearson said, “Why, thank you, Victor.”

      His eyes widened slightly, and everyone shared a chuckle. “Naturally, I meant you as well, Mrs. Pearson,” he said, his cheeks turning a bit pink. He pulled the seat out for the woman who would be sitting beside him, Emily, and the two of them joined their little group.

      “I’m just teasing you, Victor.” Mrs. Pearson’s tone was a bit flirtatious, and Carrie could hardly blame her. The man was awfully attractive. “I’m certain you meant Ms. Boxhall.”

      “Ms. Boxhall?” Once again, those dark eyes were on her. “Oh, yes. I most certainly did. It’s a delight to meet you.” He offered his hand, but it was clear from the way he was holding it out that he didn’t mean to shake hers. Rather, he intended to place a kiss on the back of her fingers.

      Carrie’s breath caught in her throat as she obliged. His lips, warm and soft, lingered a bit too long, making her uncomfortable for reasons she couldn’t quite understand. This attractive, obviously wealthy, man was paying more attention to her than any man had in a number of years, and yet, she heard alarm bells going off in the back of her head the same way she would if there was a structure fire downtown in New York City.

      “Oh, Victor, stop.” Emily swatted at him until he released Carrie’s hand, but Victor’s eyebrows danced with mirth. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “What? She’s a gorgeous woman, and you’ve already turned down my every advance, Miss Harris.”

      “I may be Miss Harris to the masses, but you and I both know I’m Mrs. Stein now, Victor, and I’d prefer it if you kept that in mind.” She gave him another look that could only be described as annoyed before turning to Carrie. “It’s lovely to meet you, Ms. Boxhall.”

      “Carrie, please,” she found herself correcting. With their exchange, she’d finally realized who she was looking at. “I just loved your last picture show. You were absolutely mesmerizing in it.”

      Emily’s cheeks pinked. “Oh, thank you, dear. That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “It’s true.” Carrie found herself suddenly in a situation where she might lose her composure over the woman sitting across from her. She took a deep breath and tried to rein it in, but it was difficult. She’d been around plenty of socialites, but Emily Harris was a movie star.

      “What about me?”

      The man to her right, the one who’d escorted Emily in, Victor something-or-other, suddenly needed her attention. “Pardon?”

      “Oh, come on, sweetheart. Don’t pretend you didn’t recognize me.”

      Carrie turned to look at Victor with discernment. She had to admit he did look familiar, though she couldn’t remember seeing him in any picture shows. She shook her head slightly, her mouth hanging open.

      Just then, the wait staff came over to their table, pouring wine and offering selections. It was distraction enough that Jonathan was able to whisper in her ear. “Victor Anderson, Carrie. The millionaire.”

      Carrie gaped at him, almost as shocked now as she had been before when she couldn’t place the man. “Are you serious?”

      Jonathan nodded. “Certain.”

      Carrie swallowed down the lump that had begun to form in her throat. Victor Anderson came from one of the wealthiest families in all of New York—all of America, for that matter. His reputation as a playboy preceded him. She’d seen him at plenty of gatherings but hadn’t had the chance to look at him this closely. Most of the time, she’d been relegated to some other room amongst the servants pretty quickly after that.

      Her thoughts immediately went to her last encounter with Mr. Anderson, rather, with his liegeman, and her stomach twisted into a tight knot. That had been several years ago. Surely, he wasn’t here….

      “Is something the matter, Carrie?” Victor asked, that smirk on his face that showed he knew he was the richest man on the ship. “You look unwell.”

      “I’m fine, Mr. Anderson,” she said with as much confidence as she could muster. “Delighted to be in your company.”

      “So you do recognize me?” Somehow, his tone increased in arrogance, something she wouldn’t have thought possible. “What is a lovely little thing like you doing on a big boat like this?”

      Next to her, she felt Jonathan’s leg muscles tighten, despite the fact that there were a few inches between them. She could simply sense his discomfort, most likely because she felt the same way.

      “I’m going to Liverpool, of course,” she said smartly. That got a chuckle out of everyone else at the table.

      It did not deter Victor one bit. Leaning in so close that she could feel his warm breath on her cheek, he asked, “Business… or pleasure?”

      The innuendo wrapped around that last word left Carrie with a sinking feeling as if the boat beneath her had suddenly plummeted to the bottom of the Atlantic. She had seen that look in men’s eyes before, that one that told her he was on the prowl, and Victor Anderson had set his eyes on her as his next prey.

      “Business,” she managed to get out.

      The scent of mint tangled with cigar smoke on his exhale had her leaning away. “There’s always room for a bit of pleasure, isn’t there, darling?”

      Carrie stared, dumbfounded. She’d never had a man of his stature be quite so forward with her, and she wasn’t sure what to say.

      Thankfully, Jonathan didn’t hesitate. “I do believe Ms. Boxhall will be too busy with her work to spend much time with anyone on this trip, Mr. Anderson.”

      Victor’s gaze continued to linger on her face until Carrie pulled her eyes away. Then, he cleared his throat and turned to Jonathan. “Mr. Lane, isn’t it?” he asked. Jonathan nodded. “Aren’t you Charlie Ashton’s man?” Before Jonathan could reply, Victor looked around the large, opulent dining room. “I don’t see Ashton anywhere.”

      “Mr. Ashton is at home. His wife is about to give birth. I am also his business partner,” Jonathan said in a tone that made Carrie believe it as well. Was he?

      Victor nodded, not questioning Jonathan’s stature at the moment, though the implication was there. Why was he in the First Class dining hall when he was nothing more than a servant? A commoner?

      But then, if Anderson knew the truth about her, wouldn’t he say the same thing?

      Or would he assume that she was easy, the kind of girl he could manipulate because she was in want of… everything?

      It was Emily who broke the awkward silence. “Mr. Pearson, you must tell us of your innovations in electrical streetcar designs. Such findings fascinate me.”

      “I’d be happy to tell you what I’m working on,” Mr. Pearson said with a soft smile. He began to discuss the changes he was making as a consultant on several projects across the continent.

      Carrie listened in, tried to enjoy her meal, and did her best to ignore the near constant stare of Victor Anderson. As a millionaire, Mr. Anderson was used to getting what he wanted.

      He was about to be sorely disappointed.
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