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      To my dear friend Peggy Darty, a novelist who, several years ago, presented to me the idea of writing a story about the Titanic, enlightening me on Nova Scotia's importance and involvement in the aftermath of the great ship's sinking. She encouraged my present efforts, although it seemed The Titanic had already been written.

      But . . . my story had not been . . . until now.


       


      To my readers, who may want to compare my story with the book and award-winning movie, as I did when beginning this project. There is no comparison, however. That is their story. This is mine, and it is my desire, hope, and prayer that my readers enjoy this book, find it entertaining and filled with events and characters that come alive in their hearts and minds, and know what it means for a heart to survive.
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Part 1
 Before



       


       


      When anyone asks me how I can best describe my experience in nearly forty years at sea, I merely say, uneventful. Of course there have been winter gales, and storms and fog and the like. But in all my experience, I have never been in any accident . . . or any sort worth speaking about. I have seen but one vessel in distress in all my years at sea. I never saw a wreck and never have been wrecked nor was I ever in any predicament that threatened to end in disaster of any sort.


       


      Edward J. Smith, 1907


      Captain, RMS Titanic
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      "Isn't that an iceberg on the horizon, Captain?"

      "Yes, Madam."

      "What if we get in a collision with it?"

      "The iceberg, Madam, will move right along as though

      nothing had happened."


       


      Carl Sandburg, The People, Yes, 1936
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      Friday evening, April 12, 1912


       


       


      Clothed in her shame, Lydia Beaumont stood on the deck of the Titanic, waiting for John. Each evening since they departed two days ago from Southampton, she and John strolled here after dining. Other first-class passengers found their own special spots, like congregants in a church sanctuary.


      Oh, the church analogy brought thoughts of condemnation she'd rather not entertain. The grandeur of the greatest ship ever built had pushed aside her personal feelings, any doubts or guilt that had so beset her in previous weeks. She'd tried to forget her fears by planning the trip, convincing her father to allow her to go, and helping her maid pack the trunks.


      She thought back to the day before sailing while she was staying at the South Western Hotel. She'd made the acquaintance of several passengers, her favorite being Caroline Chadwick, in her mid-twenties. She and her husband, Sir William, had arrived from London and were awaiting the ship's maiden voyage to America.


      Staring out the hotel suite window at the magnificent structure, four city blocks long and ten stories high, had accelerated her heartbeat. However, walking up the gangplank to board the ship and seeing the grand staircase took her breath away. Even Craven Dowd, the president of her father's company and accustomed to the best, commented on the luxury as they were led to their suite rooms.


      John Ancell glanced her way, his deep blue eyes shining with excitement beneath raised eyebrows and lips turning into a mischievous grin. Had Craven not been entering the room between hers and John's, her beloved would likely say aloud what he only mouthed, "This is no toy ship."


      Lydia saw Caroline and Sir William entering their stateroom. Caroline halted at her doorway and called, "Are you going on deck to wave goodbye?"


      "Ah, we must do that," Craven answered for them as if the matter were settled.


      "Yes," Lydia echoed, "I'll be along shortly."


      "Just peek in when you're ready," Caroline said. "The door will be open."


      Stepping from the private promenade deck to explore the sitting room, and then the bedrooms, Lydia was amazed. Her father, Cyril Beaumont, had endowed their home with the finest furnishings, but her personal knowledge and university studies in art and design made her realize she'd stepped into a world of unmatched luxury.


      She entered John's and Craven's rooms. The furnishings represented various countries. "Reminds me of the Ritz in Paris," she said of Craven's bedroom. He gestured to the furnishings around the room. "Chippendale. Adams. French Empire."


      She returned to her bedroom, where Marcella was hanging gowns in the wardrobe. Craven walked through the adjoining door that she must remember to keep locked. "The White Star Line has actually outdone their advertising." He glanced around. "Not only were they correct in saying it's one hundred feet longer than the Mauretania and bigger than the Olympic, but the other ships are like . . . toys."


      His pause was so brief one who didn't know him well wouldn't suspect it was deliberate. But she knew, then reprimanded herself for being overly sensitive. Craven's adding, "toys," could mean the word slipped out before he thought about what he was saying. However, Craven always thought before speaking.


      But there was a certain amount of truth to it. Further exploration could wait. After peeking in for John, then Caroline, the two women walked ahead of Craven, John, and Sir William.


      "I've been to Windsor." Caroline grinned, indicating she wasn't bragging. "But, from what little I've seen already, I feel like the Queen of England without the responsibility."


      Even the men chuckled. Lydia knew John couldn't make comparisons, because he hadn't traveled extensively. But Craven and William talked of the ship's design and of its opulence with no expense spared. She felt rather like a princess as she ascended the grand staircase beneath the glass dome that allowed the noonday sun to anoint them with a golden glow. She glanced back at the staircase as they moved along the deck and to the railing.


      Passengers waved and people on the dock did the same. They must be feeling sheer envy.


      She jumped when a sound like a pistol shot rang out.


      Another.


      And another.


      Happy goodbyes changed to gasps and questioning.


      "Nothing to fear," a man called out. "The lines tying the New York are giving way." That sounded rather fearsome to her.


      Another said the suction from the Titanic's gigantic propellers were pulling the other ship away from its berth.


      The ship headed for the side of the Titanic. However, deckhands stopped the New York's drift and the Titanic steamed out of the harbor.


      A man said playfully, "You don't christen a ship like the Titanic with a bottle of champagne, but with another ship." Several passengers laughed.


      A woman warned, "It's an omen."


      Lydia didn't live by omens. But the word made her think of signs. Robins were a sign of spring. Snow was a sign of winter. There were . . . personal signs. She swallowed hard and shook away the thought.


      That woman was wrong about the New York's breaking away being a sign. It hadn't rammed into the Titanic.


      Maybe she was wrong about her . . . signs.


      For two and a half days, she'd allowed herself the privilege of denial and had enjoyed John, her new friends, and the grandeur all around her. She'd explored the ship's grand shops, the restaurants, the women's library, and the Parisian sidewalk café.


      Now as she stood looking out to sea, visualizing their destination of New York, she had to face reality.


      Her long fur coat covered her silk dress. Her kid-gloved hands held onto the steel railing. The bitter-cold air burned her face, and her warm breath created gray wisps, reminiscent of Craven's cigar smoke, when he wasn't making entertaining smoke circles.


      Only a moment ago she'd said to John, "Finish your dessert. I don't want any tonight. I need a breath of fresh air." That uneasiness in her stomach had nothing to do with seasickness.


      John and Craven slid back their chairs and stood when she pushed away from the table. She felt Craven's gaze but met John's eyes that questioned. Usually after dining, Craven joined other men in the smoking lounge. She and John would walk onto the deck, They would stand shoulder to shoulder. With his arm around her waist, he'd speak of the aesthetic beauty of the ocean and sky. She'd dream of her future life with him.


      She shivered now, looking out to where the sun had sunk into the horizon, analogous of her having sunk into the depth of yielding to temptation. A mistake seemed much worse when one was . . . caught. Only four weeks had passed. But she knew.


      She would be an outcast if others knew. The night they'd expressed their love physically, she'd never felt so fulfilled. But with passion sated, guilt entered. She felt violated. Not by John, but by her own weakness. A decent woman should say no, keep the relationship pure until marriage.


      Oh, she knew they both were at fault. But had she, more deliberately than she wanted to admit, lured him into the physical relationship because she was afraid of losing him? He wanted her father's blessing before marrying her. She doubted he would ever have it.


      It was a wondrous thing to be loved, but a fearsome thing to be tainted.


      For now, only she and John knew about their tainted love.


      She had thought she and John could face anything together.


      But anyone?


      Craven?


      Her father?


      Her father said she was all he had after they were both devastated by her mother's death from a deadly lung disease and a stillbirth. However, Lydia had had the best of tutors and nannies. She had been accompanied to the appropriate outings by Lady Grace Frazier, a middle-aged widow. Her father and Lady Grace became close companions, although he vowed he had neither time nor inclination to marry. His heart attack last year so frightened and weakened him, he'd made it clear that although Lydia would inherit the business, he was grooming Craven to run it.


      She'd surprised him by expressing a desire to learn more about the business and win the respect of the company's American executives. She suggested that John accompany them on the trip, since he could explain his designs better than Craven. Beaumont Company wanted his designs, and John wanted to be sure that he wanted to divulged those secrets to the company. The matter would be discussed and any agreements drawn up in a legal contract.


      "You may have a business head on you after all," her father said at her suggestion about John. He'd meant that as praise, so she smiled and thanked him.


      Although he and others often complimented her on having inherited her mother's beauty, Lydia thought her looks paled in comparison with her mother's loveliness and grace. She'd inherited her father's ambition and strong-mindedness rather than her mother's submissive attitudes, but he never acknowledged this. He did, however, occasionally admonish her to behave in a more ladylike fashion.


      Her father and Craven cultivated identical goals. One was ensuring that Beaumont Railroad Company continued to be number one in the world. Two was that Lydia become Mrs. Craven Dowd. And in that order.


      At one time she'd felt that marriage to Craven was her destiny. Her friends proclaimed it her good fortune. To be honest, however, rather than sitting in the plush coach of a noisy, smelly, smoke-puffing Beaumont train, she preferred flipping a switch, watching a little Ancell toy train huff and puff, its wheels turn, and its engine chug-chug along, as she laughed delightedly with John.


      Hearing footsteps, Lydia took a deep breath. The cold air in her throat made her feel as though she'd swallowed too large a bite of the French ice cream served at dinner.


      Before feeling his touch on her exposed wrist, she knew this wasn't John, but Craven. Like many women, she liked the aroma of his after-dinner cigars, offset by a slight fragrance of cologne. But she preferred John's light, fresh, faintly musky scent.


      "Lydia?"


      Turning her head, she glanced at him. "Where's John?"


      Craven's deep breath didn't seem to affect his throat. Likely, it was heated, as his face had been when she told him she couldn't see him anymore. "He's sitting at the table." His eyebrows lifted. "Writing."


      "That's what poets do." She glanced beyond his shoulder, hoping John would appear.


      "Lydia, there's something I want to make clear."


      Facing the ocean that reflected the star-spangled night, she was reminded of the spark in Craven's eyes earlier, when he'd kissed the back of her hand and said she looked lovely. John had smiled, as if he agreed.


      She'd requested they not sit with other passengers this night, but at a smaller, more intimate table. She'd planned to tell John after Craven left. But then she'd experienced that queasiness. She felt it now.


      "I want you to know," Craven said. "I understand why you wanted to take this trip."


      He couldn't.


      He mustn't. John would be ruined and in the process they both would face a worse fate than if she'd stayed in London.
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      Lydia faced Craven. "Well, I'm sure you do." She hoped he thought her voice shook from the cold and not from his intimidating manner, particularly since he'd voiced his adamant disapproval of her seeing John, and had kept saying, "What if your father knew?" as if he might tell him.


      "Aren't you the one who's been shouting the praises of this—" she looked out at the vast gray sea rather than into his eyes of the same color, that had a way of piercing her soul, "greatest ship ever built?"


      He lifted his hand and shook his head as if she should hush. She would not. "I told you and Father I need to make this trip. After all, he is ill."


      "I know." His words halted her. "You claimed it's a business matter." His tone was condescending. "But I know you wanted to be with John." He looked around, but unfortunately John wasn't approaching. "I understand that. You're young. He's different."


      "Different?" Her voice squeaked. For a long time she'd been in awe of Craven. Somewhere along the line, she'd grown up. Now he was trying to make her feel young. But, compared to his thirty-five years, twenty-one was young.


      She shifted her gaze to the silver hair at his temples, below the darker brown. He had a handsome face. Mischievous eyes that women said were flirtatious, in a complimentary way. He certainly fit the picture of a distinguished gentleman.


      "What I mean is, he's a nice boy."


      Boy?


      "And likeable. But he's a dreamer."


      Before Lydia could retort that they were on an acclaimed ship of dreams, he added, "And he's a toy-maker."


      Lydia refused to conceal her indignation. "That toy-making is what brought him to your attention, Craven. You brought it to my father and the board and gave John a place in the company so he could learn about it. Have you forgotten that?"


      "Of course not. We all recognize his ingenious designs and hope we can incorporate them into real trains."


      She knew Craven did not hold in high regard those who didn't come from old money, name, and prestige. She'd held some of that attitude before meeting John.


      She sighed. "You're telling me what I already know."


      "I guess what I'm trying to say, Lydia, is that you have every right to find out what and who you want in your life. In case this is just a phase, I want you to know I still care for you. I wish that, by the end of this voyage, you would know who is the better man."


      She gasped and glared at him, open-mouthed. He held up both hands and grinned, as if she were having a childish temper tantrum. He remained calm. "I know I'm not a better man than John in many ways. But keep in mind I'm, what, ten, twelve years older than he is? Who knows what kind of man he might be in ten years? What I'm saying is, I think long term, and I'm the better man for you."


      Lydia turned from him and looked down at her gloved hands grasping the railing, needing to hold onto something. "Thank you," she said softly. She'd enjoyed being escorted by Craven the last two years. They'd been noted in the society pages, the heiress and the president of the Beaumont Railroad Company. He'd been married and divorced and had had many women friends before her. But she could not condemn or judge, considering . . .


      And she knew he cared for her. But he'd never said "love" the way John had.


      "You will think about what I said?"


      Alienating a powerful man like Craven wouldn't be wise. She was the heiress, but he ran the business. She smiled at him. "I was just doing that."


      He gave a quick nod, lifted his regal chin, straightened his shoulders, turned, and strolled off in his confident way. Her father thought Craven the better man too. But the two of them judged a person more by his financial holdings than by his heart.


      She'd never known a dreamer before, nor a man who made her dream about just being near him. John had done well to come from so-called nothing to designing a popular line of toy trains. But she didn't care if he hadn't a penny to his name.


      Looking around, she nodded and spoke to those who strolled by. But where was John? Had he lost some of his eagerness to be with her?


      As much as she dreaded it, she must tell John about the lie, and the truth.


      Would he still love her?


      Instantly everything changed. She heard his steps, sensed his presence, breathed in his essence. Felt his warmth when his fingertips touched her cold cheek.


      John.


      Before she could find the words, he spoke in that delightfully excited, energetic way of his. Probably the way a child would react upon playing with the train John had designed. John was delighted with her.


      She'd loved it when she and John, along with her friends Elsie and Edward, had dressed like commoners and acted young and free. But being on this ship was life too. Although she had fallen in love with John when he wasn't dressed in a formal suit and white tie, her heart beat faster at the picture of male perfection. He was tall, dark-haired, lean, and quite elegant. She, in her silk and fur, felt they went right well together.


      "I'm sorry I took so long," he said. "I got caught up in writing a poem to you. May I read the beginning to see if you like it?"


      She nodded but dared not look into his deep blue eyes that made her feel as if the rest of the world had receded and only the two of them mattered.


      He read:


       


      As sunflowers turn to contemplate the sun,
 I turned to view your golden loveliness
 And loved, desired to care for, not possess:
 To cherish till our earthly days are done.


       


      His words halted. His hands moved to her shoulders as he turned her to face him. "Lydia. You're crying? Please forgive me."


      She could hardly see him through her tears. How could she respond to something as beautiful as having a poem written to her? Not now. Not this way.


      "I was so caught up in wanting you to know how much I love you. I know things haven't been right since—"


      She could stand it no longer.


      "John. I lied about making this trip for business reasons." She didn't know if it was only her head that shook or if she was trembling all over. "I am," her voice became a frigid whisper, "with child."


      His mouth opened, but no warm breath came out. His eyes stared. His hands fastened like a vise on her shoulders. John looked frozen.
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      John could hardly believe what Lydia had just said. He'd been thinking about the words he'd penned on paper. He'd begun the poem that first night after they boarded the Titanic, and had worked long and hard on the quatrain. Four lines.


      Now he tried to decipher the four words she spoke. I am with child.


      Nothing he might say or write could match that. There could be no higher honor for a man than to have the woman he loved carrying their baby.


      He looked at the paper he held in his hand. He might as well toss that so-called poem into the ocean. She held inside her . . . the world. A life. His offspring.


      He needed to say something. But he was not adept at speaking his deepest thoughts. They came from his mind to his fingers holding a pencil or pen, and onto paper. Orally, his sentences were like the tip of an iceberg, while in writing they expressed his depth. Even then, he felt lacking.


      She was turning from him. Physically, emotionally.


      What did she need from him? Joy? Apology? Should he blurt out he'd marry her now when he'd already said he wanted to win her father's blessing first?


      He must find a way to make her believe her father's blessing was now a concept that might as well be buried at the bottom of the sea. He and Lydia needed the blessing of their heavenly Father. And he needed to be a blessing to Lydia and their child.


      He grasped the cold, hard steel railing. "You know I love you."


      "Yes, John."


      His beloved stood as calm as the sea's surface. But beneath she teemed with life. The life of his child. His intake of breath was audible and brought her head around to look at him. He could hardly bear the wonder of it.


      His eyes closed for a long moment. When he opened them, he barely saw her.


      "John?" she whispered.


      "I'm so full of feeling. I must think."


      A sound, seeming to express displeasure, escaped her throat. "Can't you say anything about this? Something?" Her words were strangled. "You hate it? It's all right? Say . . . anything?"


      After a moment, he shook his head, dissatisfied with himself. "There's so much to say. In my own thoughts I'm a blundering idiot. Please. Will you give me time?"


      She turned from him again. "This takes time, you know."


      "Just tonight. Let's talk in the morning. We might breakfast together on our promenade deck."


      She nodded.


      "And, Lydia. Will you do something for me? Will you read Psalm 51 tonight?"


      "I can't."


      He groaned. Apparently that wasn't an acceptable request when the woman you love has just told you she's carrying your child.


      She glanced over. A hint of a grin tugged at her mouth. "I don't have a Bible with me."


      He dared a smile. "After we retire to our cabins, I'll knock on the door of your suite and lend you my Bible."


      She shook her head. "I'll have Marcella retrieve it from you."


      So much was said in a simple sentence. Their eyes met for less than an instant before they looked away, as if having to confirm that neither would behave improperly. They were careful with their words, with their actions. They planned their moves. That other night, they had not planned, otherwise it wouldn't have happened.


      "Shall we retire for the night?" It was early. But they had played at life too long, pretended all was well.


      She nodded and they strolled along the polished teak deck. He did not put his arm around her waist. They spoke casually to others standing by the railing or walking past them.


      Upon reaching their private promenade deck, neither offered the usual tender kiss. She opened the door to her sitting room. Marcella, in her white cap and apron over a black dress, walked into the sitting room and gave a brief nod.


      John said, "Good night." He went to his bedroom on the other side of Craven's. He hoped Craven would follow his normal routine and not seek him out. Since he'd locked his door it had remained so and he supposed Craven had locked it on the other side to ensure privacy. He picked up his Bible from the nightstand. When the light tap-tap sounded, he opened the door and handed the book to Marcella.


      Marcella took it, then made a small gesture of a curtsey. She turned away and John's focus fell upon the steward, who served several of the nearby suites.


      "Anything I can get for you, sir?" the steward asked.


      "No, thank you, George. I'm fine." John had not been accustomed to having anyone curtsey, nod, or constantly refer to him as "sir" before coming into the good graces of Cyril Beaumont. Such gestures made him uncomfortable. That was Lydia's world. The company's interest lay in the design of his toy trains. He could manage without the deference, and without first-class accommodations, fine as they were, but could not imagine life without Lydia.


      Reminding himself he had other matters to think about, he closed the door and sat at the desk. He took his notebook from the top drawer of the nightstand, and the fountain pen and poem from his pocket.


      He prefaced his intentions with closed eyes and a prayer. At the "amen" his eyes opened and his gaze moved to the window that would have been a porthole in a lesser ship. All ships were lesser to this hotel on water. Or perhaps a better description was a palace afloat.


      John could imagine how one might become overwhelmed by such luxury. He shook aside those thoughts. Despite the lighted cabin, the medium blue sky was visibly aglow with brilliant starlight. That disappeared as he stared into the distance where his creativity existed.


      His fountain pen became an instrument of emotion and feeling. Words poured from his heart and soul. He prayed for God to give him the proper way to make his poem a work of skill and beauty, not just idle thoughts, so that it would express exactly what he meant. He continued with the English adaptation of the Italian sonnet form. This too would be a quatrain to attest the genuineness of his love for Lydia and their child.


      After a couple hours spent composing several drafts, he had the next four lines. He opened the desk drawer and took out a piece of White Star stationery and meticulously copied the first quatrain he'd read to Lydia on the promenade deck and added the second quatrain.


      Perhaps morning would bring fresh thoughts, but this was his best for the moment. He tucked the sonnet into the notebook and closed it. He couldn't follow his routine of reading the scripture before turning off the light. His intent to lie in the dark and think of Psalm 51 was halted by an unbidden verse.


      "Faith without works is dead."


      Words too, without works, were dead.


      A burden swept through him. He needed to bring this work of poetry to life. He must not only tell Lydia about the depth of his love.


      He must not only avow his love, he must show it.


      With a start, he rose from the chair. His mind formed a plan as clear as sunlight. He hastened from the room, praying it wasn't too late.
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      Saturday morning, April 13, 1912


       


       


      Lydia was dressed long before the ship's bugler passed along the deck announcing meal call. She'd had Marcella ask the steward to bring breakfast for two to her private deck.


      John had told the steward to have Lydia order for him. Not knowing what he liked for breakfast, she smiled, thinking of all the things she would learn about him. Looking at the menu gave her a ravenous appetite. She ordered baked apples, grilled sausage, tomato omelets, Vienna rolls, buckwheat cakes, and Narbonne honey. "Oh," she said, "get the grilled ham too. He may not like sausage."


      Feeling a chill, she considered turning on the heater in the sitting room and opening the door. But that would be much too cozy. She longed to return to the carefree days when she and John sneaked away to enjoy each other's company. Everything was light and gay and they laughed at the most minute happening.


      They'd only meant to talk more seriously the night she had pulled the fur-trimmed hood close around her face lest she be seen. She'd reveled in being so naughty as to visit a man's apartment. Since then, she had been a person divided. Now she was a person responsible for another life, and she trembled at the thought.


      Marcella had not been able to keep a sly little smile from her lips ever since Lydia mentioned breakfast for two on the deck. Now, while her maid set the table and the steward placed the food on the sideboard, Lydia looked out the windows and faced another beautiful day.


      "The air is cooler this morning than last, miss, but quite pleasant." The steward's weather report mimicked yesterday's.


      "Marcella," Lydia said, "I need the Bible brought in from the bedroom."


      "Yes, miss." She headed for the bedroom.


      Lydia glanced at George. Was she trying too hard to make others think everything was fine and she was simply going to have a Bible study with someone? My goodness, would she ever be able to think properly again? Marcella and George were the hired help.


      But already John had an influence on her. John was the dearest, smartest, most creative, kindest person she'd ever known. Money and background had not made him so. And what had money and background done for her? She'd begun to see even the hired help as people. Of course, she'd known that, but now she knew it in a different way.


      "Anything else I can do for you, miss?" George said.


      "No, that will be all. Thank you."


      He nodded, put his hands on the handle of the food cart, and rolled it from the room. Marcella brought the Bible, and Lydia placed it on the corner of the breakfast table. When the light tap sounded, Marcella opened the door and John walked in.


      Last night she'd been anxious over what John's reaction might be, so confused by learning that love was not only simple and beautiful but could also be filled with problems. Now all she wanted to do was throw herself into his arms and tell him never to let her go, and to make her believe everything was fine and they would live like the ending of a fairy tale, happily ever after.


      Ach! If she were such a vixen, she would not be so troubled by it all. And John had not shown much of a reaction last night. In fact, he'd been speechless. Now, he looked at her with loving eyes, then walked over to the sideboard. He lifted a couple of silver covers. "My, this is quite a spread."


      Lydia joined him, deciding she could serve herself. "It all looks so good."


      They filled their plates and took them to the table. John sat opposite her. Marcella poured their coffee.


      Lydia glanced up at her. "You may leave, Marcella. Take as long as you like."


      "Thank you, miss." Her glance moved from Lydia to John, and pink tinged her cheeks. She turned, placed the coffeepot on the sidebar, and hastily left, closing the door softly behind her.


      "I hope Craven doesn't pop in," Lydia said.


      John shook his head. "I already informed him we wouldn't be joining him this morning. He said he intended to take a turn in the gym."


      Lydia sat with her back to the windows and the ocean view, but she could see the soft blue of the sky in John's eyes.


      He offered a brief prayer of thanks for the food and asked that it give them health.


      After the "amen" Lydia buttered a Vienna roll, wondering if the uneasiness she felt was a touch of seasickness, or the dreaded morning sickness she'd heard about, or her concern over how John would express what was on his mind. The aroma of the breakfast however, became overwhelmingly appetizing. She had eaten little dinner last night, had no snack later, felt tired after reading Psalm 51, and fell asleep contemplating its meaning. Now she felt quite ravenous. She must try the buckwheat cake with a tad of honey.


      John took a couple gulps of coffee and returned the cup to its saucer. He told her about his past and the events of the Prodigal Son sermon that had caused him to confront his sins of having yielded to a less than exemplary kind of life during his college years. He'd asked the Lord's forgiveness and had learned of God's great love. "Something like that is what I thought you might find in Psalm 51."


      She nodded, now trying the tomato omelet. Surely she had heard the psalm read before. She supposed it hadn't concerned her, because she had never before felt she had sinned or gone against her upbringing or dishonored her father or herself.


      "We need to get this behind us, Lydia. Get rid of the negative and focus on the positive."


      Get rid? Oh, what did he mean? They could not change what was. Or is. Closing her eyes, she shook her head and swallowed her bite of food.


      "Lydia." His voice was soft. "Give me your hands."


      She opened her eyes and looked at the outstretched palms of his hands on the table. "Let's ask God's forgiveness."


      "Let me take a sip of coffee first."


      He sighed. "Maybe my idea of combining breakfast and talk wasn't a good idea."


      "Oh, yes," she said. "Otherwise, I would faint from starvation."


      His gaze turned thoughtful but patient while she took a couple sips of coffee. "I'm ready now. I really am." She set down her cup and placed her hands in his.


      His gentle pressure was like a sweet caress. "Forgive me, Lydia, for disrespecting you."


      "You didn't disrespect me, John. There was no coercion."


      He appeared to accept that. "But I did disrespect God's law." He bowed his head. "Almighty God, who sees our hearts, who knows our every thought, our every breath. We have brought a blight upon our love. Forgive us." He paused.


      "Thank you that you forgive us the moment we ask. You really forgave us when Jesus died on the cross. We only need to repent and ask. We are starting over now, with you as our guide, and we ask Thy blessing upon our lives. Amen."


      "Amen," Lydia said tentatively and barely managed not to grab her fork and behave like some hungry little urchin who'd never had a speck of learning.


      "Look out there," he said. "The ocean and sky have met and the horizon reaches into infinity. That's where our sin is now."


      She turned, squinted, and put her hands over her eyes as if she couldn't see that far.


      "That's right. We'll never be able to see it again. God said he would cast our sins into the deepest sea and remember them no more. We're clean, Lydia. We start anew now."


      She nodded. She wanted to believe that. If she did not have every indication a child was growing in her, if she hadn't missed her monthly time, if she didn't have that churning in her stomach even before shipping out to sea, then guilt likely would not have lain upon her so heavily. "I don't want you to think we have to get married."


      They were talking about this so calmly. And how could she be eating at a time like this? But the aroma beckoned and that's what breakfast was for, even if John hadn't touched his.


      As if reading her mind, he laid his napkin on his lap, lifted his fork and took a bite of eggs. Oh, the aroma wafted right to her. If he didn't hurry and eat his wonderfully seasoned sausage, she would.


      He swallowed and shook his head. That loving look came into his eyes, bluer than the ocean, bluer than the sky. "I don't want you to think I'd marry you because I have to." He glanced toward the deck beyond the private one. "I'm well aware there's a man out there who wants you as his wife. He's made that clear to you, me, your father, and possibly anyone with whom he comes in contact."


      A terrible dread settled over her. "Are you saying—?"


      "Oh, my, no," he almost shouted. His eyes and voice held distress. "Maybe this will speak for me." He reached into his pocket and brought out the poem. "I need to read it myself because—"


      "Quit explaining and read it, John."


      She let her teeth toy with her lower lip to keep from smiling—maybe laughing. In showing his trains, he became an excited child and confident man. When showing his poetry, which was his heart, he became self-conscious. She loved that about him.


      He took a deep breath. "You remember the first lines?"


      She'd been so concerned about how to tell him she hadn't really absorbed the poem but thought it was something about her hair being like sunshine.


      "Of course you don't." Color rose to his face.


      "Read it all, John."


      He read:


       


      As sunflowers turn to contemplate the sun,


      I turned to view your golden loveliness


      And loved, desired to care for, not possess:


      To cherish 'til our earthly days are done.


       


      He glanced at her and she nodded for him to continue. "It isn't finished, but these are the new lines."


       


      But then desire for pleasure we should shun


      Crept in: Brief bliss brought shame with each caress.


      Though we have sinned, I love you none the less,


      But more, yet more, 'til life's last thread is spun.


       


      She could only whisper through her closed throat, "Again."


      With shaky breath he read it again.


      Finally she found her voice. "I've never heard anything so beautiful. I don't know of anything you could ever give me that would mean more."


      "Except . . ." He held up a finger, and his lips turned into a grin.


      She did not feel the guilt—she felt the joy. She nodded and placed her hand on her stomach. "Yes, except."
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