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        When Esmé Rogers meets Luke Carlisle in 1987, she never expected to end up on board the Titanic for its maiden voyage from Southampton to New York in 1912. But what started with confusion and questions turns into the greatest love of her life.

      

        

      
        As the date of the ill-fated sinking of the ocean liner approaches, Esmé questions whether or not she should try and change history. However, one question keeps coming back to haunt her: Does she survive?

      

        

      
        With frigid waters and a predestined collision on the horizon, can she change the fate of those she loves?
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        My Mother Kept a Garden by Anon

      

        

      
        My Mother kept a garden.

        A garden of the heart;

        She planted all the good things,

        That gave my life it's start.

      

        

      
        She turned me to the sunshine,

        And encouraged me to dream:

        Fostering and nurturing

        The seeds of self-esteem.

      

        

      
        And when the winds and rains came,

        She protected me enough;

        But not too much, she knew I'd need

        To stand up strong and tough.

      

        

      
        Her constant good example,

        Always taught me right from wrong;

        Markers for my pathway

        To last my whole life long.

      

        

      
        I am my Mother's garden,

        I am her legacy.

        And I hope today she feels the love,

        Reflected back from me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      The throb behind my temples caused me to flinch. Because of how sensitive I’d become, the sound of people murmuring and talking, as well as loud laughter, silverware clinking, and even a dish breaking, was exacerbating the pain. I desperately needed some peace and quiet to calm my racing mind. The crowded restaurant felt suffocating, and I longed for a tranquil setting where I could find solace and relief from the escalating pain. I couldn't take it any longer.

      Jake, my fiancé, was aware of my distress, but instead of pitying me, he insisted we continue on our path. The business dinner could result in him becoming the new partner at the law firm where he currently worked full-time. Despite my deteriorating condition, I mustered the courage to put on a brave face, knowing how important this opportunity was for Jake's career. However, as the pain became more intense, I silently hoped that Jake would recognize the gravity of my situation and prioritize my well-being over his professional ambitions.

      My fiancé had changed in New York, and I no longer felt like I was a part of a couple. His long hours at the firm had created a schism between us, to the point where I no longer knew him. I yearned for the days when we could spend quality time together, laughing and dreaming. It was disheartening to see how his work had taken precedence over our relationship, leaving me feeling isolated and disconnected.

      The idea of ending our relationship had crossed my mind a few times. Jake, on the other hand, would do something romantic, and I would forget about leaving. But I knew that these fleeting moments of romance couldn't solve the underlying problem. I wished for a partner who cared about our relationship and made me feel valued, rather than someone to bring out to business dinners. My heart was troubled by the uncertainty of our future together, leaving me conflicted and torn. I wondered if I was settling for less than I deserved, and if staying in the relationship would eventually stifle my personal growth and happiness. I desired clarity and the courage to make a decision that was truly in line with my own needs and desires.

      I rubbed my temples once more as I surveyed the dimly lit room. The shelves of the small, family-run Italian restaurant were adorned with jars of decorative oils, dried pastas, and hot peppers. The restaurant's bustling atmosphere gave me a sense of familiarity and comfort. It brought back memories of the vibrant energy I had always felt in my own Italian American family gatherings. I felt lonely as I watched the chaotic yet harmonious dance of the staff.

      My gaze was drawn across the restaurant to an elderly gentleman in a wheelchair. I wondered about his story because he had a warm smile on his face. Perhaps he, too, felt nostalgic in this bustling Italian setting, longing for the days when he could join in the lively conversations and laughter. He looked at me from beneath lowered lids. He'd once been a strong man, but his build and height had deteriorated with age. Something about him made me feel at ease. Had we ever met?

      Although the pain in my temples had begun to fade, when I shook my head to clear the fog, pain shot down into my neck. I flinched and returned my gaze to my dinner companions, who continued to ignore me.

      I returned my gaze to the elderly man, who whispered something to his companion—a granddaughter, perhaps, or even a great granddaughter? The woman was young and appeared to be around my age—twenty-five. Her long, graceful curls hung over her shoulders in her thick blonde hair. She was small and flowery.

      While her companion continued to speak with her, the woman glanced over, holding my confused gaze. I sensed the man's urgency as he pushed the young woman in my direction.

      "Esmé honey, Bill just asked you a question," Jake prompted.

      I ignored him and waited, knowing I was the young woman's final destination.

      Jake tried to capture my attention for a brief moment before giving up and mumbling something to his guests.

      As she approached, the young woman tugged nervously on her slim fingers, her teeth gnawing at her bottom lip. She came to a complete stop right in front of me. I offered an encouraging smile in response to the young woman's nervousness.

      "I know this is an unusual request." The young lady cast a glance at her companion before returning her gaze to me. "My name is Sienna Taylor, and I was hoping you wouldn't mind coming over to my table to meet Luke. I look after him. He's been agitated most of the day. He says he knew you a long time ago."

      Sienna cast another glance behind her. Tears sparkled in her eyes as she focused on me once again. "Please?" she pleaded. “I'm sure he's imagining you." She laughed softly. "I mean you can't be much older than me, except to hear him talk, it's as though he knew you when he was our age."

      As the woman continued, I reached out and squeezed Sienna's hand in comfort.

      Sienna said,  "In his own mind, Luke believes what he's saying, and the thing is, I need him to calm down. He's 102 years old, and...well, his health is failing." Her fingers twisted together. "I know he's done well to get to such an age, and I've grown to love him." She smiled wetly.

      My interest was piqued as I listened. What made this even more intriguing was my inability to shake the feeling that there was more to the story. I wondered if me and the old man had a deeper connection, something that could explain the sense of familiarity I felt. I had a good memory for faces, and his wasn't one that came to mind, but I had a feeling I knew him.

      I stood, suddenly realizing I’d been sat staring, and walked beside Sienna toward the elderly man, as if in a trance. "Can I ask you, his name?"

      "Luke Carlisle."

      Luke Carlisle....How do I know you?

      I drew a chair closer to his side as I approached. I forced myself to lift my gaze to his face. His eyes were cornflower blue and glittered with an unidentified emotion.

      Luke reached out to me with trembling hands, so I quickly covered his with my own. That's when I noticed he was clutching something in his hand and attempting to pass it to me.

      I grasped what turned out to be an aged gold locket on a thin chain. Sienna gasped behind her, causing me to turn toward Sienna.

      "Luke's son, William, once told me that Luke wears a locket around his neck and has done so since the Titanic sank in 1912. William suspected it belonged to a woman his father had met on the ship. When I asked Luke about it, he always had a distant look on his face." Sienna fixed her gaze on the locket. "This is the first time I've seen it from around his neck," she said quietly, looking at Luke in awe.

      I frowned, my gaze fixed on the antique locket, which was encrusted with intricate engravings of orange blossom flowers and swirling scrolls. I was perplexed as to why Luke had given it to me when it clearly meant so much to him.

      My palm was sealed around the locket as old hands closed over mine. "I don't know how," he said quietly, "but I promised I would find you." Luke coughed after swallowing. Sienna assisted him in taking a sip of water, and the coughing stopped.

      "I don't understand." I moved in closer. "How do I know you?"

      "You know Luke?" Sienna inquired, kneeling beside his chair, her gaze fixed on my face.

      "I honestly don't remember," I said as I licked my dry lips, "but everything about him hints at a memory."

      Luke gave a soft smile and nodded. "You need to come back to me."

      "What? Luke?"

      He ignored Sienna and forced me to look him in the eyes. "Come back to me…" His eyes drooped and he fell silent as soon as the words left his mouth.

      In a panic, I looked at Sienna, who shook her head. "Don't be concerned. He's sound asleep." Sienna took the chair next to me and stared at the locket I held in my hands.

      "I don't understand any of this," I admitted, pleadingly looking at Sienna. "What did he mean when he said, ‘come back to me’, I wonder?”

      Sienna nodded her head, as if she'd decided. "Come to his home tomorrow morning." She opened her purse and handed me a gold-embossed business card after rummaging around. "He's more awake first thing in the morning, so hopefully he'll make more sense."

      I trembled inside. "What time?"

      "Any time after seven-thirty."

      I nodded and walked back to where my enraged fiancé waited.
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      Although I despised the silence between Jake and myself, I appreciated it. My head continued to throb behind my temples. But it hadn't stopped since my unexpected encounter with Luke Carlisle.

      Luke Carlisle had been adamant about knowing me. It completely perplexed me. But there was something strange about him. I sensed it in the restaurant. What exactly had it been? His tone of voice? His gaze had been unnervingly clear and focused on my face. As I reflected on our meeting, I couldn't shake the feeling that Luke Carlisle held the key to a long-forgotten part of my past. The intensity in his gaze had triggered a long-forgotten memory, one that remained just out of reach, leaving me with an unsettling curiosity about our relationship.

      He was a puzzle that I had to figure out. I wouldn't be able to settle until I knew more about Luke and how I was connected to him. I was certain there was a link. When he touched my hand, it was there. Luke had pleaded with his eyes, and I had been disappointed in myself—I hadn't fully comprehended what he had asked of me. His words 'come back to me' stayed with me.

      My attention was drawn to the lovely locket in my hand, but I was startled when Jake stormed out of the bathroom, showered, and was ready for bed. He was tall and medium-built, with tawny-gold hair on his head. His square jaw was visibly tense right now. He looked at me, angry and frustrated, his eyes searching for answers. I wondered if he’d noticed my brief moment of connection with Luke. I quickly hid the locket behind my back as I approached, hoping to avoid any questions about its significance.

      After closing his side of the closet with another thump, he sighed. He turned to me, his hazel eyes brimming with rage. "Would it hurt you to show your support for my career once in a while?" He shifted his weight to the bed. "Instead of being indifferent," he hissed.

      He yanked the large throw pillows off the bed and crawled between the sheets. "I know you despise business dinners, but tonight was crucial," he continued.

      "I apologize, Jake. My migraine interfered, and then the elderly man diverted my attention." I rubbed my brow and frowned. "He claims to know who I am, but I don't see how. I don't recall him. But there's something about him..." I began to stutter.

      I looked at Jake as I took my nightgown from the armchair by the bed. "I really am sorry." I was. Regardless of how our lives had diverged, I'd let him down.

      I entered the bathroom, locked the door, and looked in the mirror while resting my hands on the vanity. My body was slim, and my auburn hair fell to my waist. My emerald-green eyes shone brightly from my delicate face. Despite my tiredness and headache, my face shone with peach undertones.

      My gaze returned to the chain and locket, my fingers caressing the engraved design. I picked it up with my delicate fingers and slipped it around my neck. I attempted to open the locket, but it refused to budge. Perhaps it had become stuck with age. I gently yanked on the locket, hoping to loosen it, but it remained firmly closed.

      Wondering about the locket, I quickly changed into my nightgown, the locket hung delightfully between my breasts.

      The weight of the locket against my skin provided a comforting presence as I lay in bed five minutes later. What secrets and stories did the locket hold from generations past? I fell asleep, intrigued, and determined to solve the mystery of the stubbornly closed locket in the morning.
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      As I stood on the stoop of the townhouse where Luke Carlisle lived with his caregiver, my stomach rolled. I pressed my palm against the black front door, my head bowed as I summoned the courage to knock.

      The brass door knocker called to me, but before I could reach for it, the door swung open. Sienna stood there, her eyes red and watery. "I wasn't sure if you planned on knocking or not," Sienna said.

      Sienna backed up into the house, leaving me no choice but to follow, albeit cautiously.

      The chandelier that dropped three floors was the first thing I noticed when I stepped inside the spacious entryway. My gaze was drawn to the curved staircase leading to the ground floor and the dark hardwood flooring beneath my booted feet. I took in the decor as I followed Sienna upstairs. The paintings were all classic portraits and landscapes, lending an old-world feel to the home. As I walked through the hallways, I felt a sense of nostalgia, admiring the intricate details of each piece. It was as if I had stepped back in time, surrounded by the splendor of another era.

      The further we walked, I had a feeling something had happened after I left the restaurant because the woman beside me appeared pale and sad. I reached out and touched Sienna's arm. "What's happened?"

      Sienna turned slowly, but she couldn't stop a tear from falling down her cheek. "I had to contact the doctor. He doesn't have much time left."

      I snatched my hand back and clutched my chest, stunned.

      "Old age," Sienna added, a sad smile on her face. "He's waiting for you."

      I followed her down a short hallway lined with more antique paintings until we came to a halt outside a dark-paneled door.

      "I'll let you go in alone." Sienna stepped back and, without another word, returned the way we'd come, leaving me to ponder my appearance.

      I paused for a moment, my heart racing with excitement. I took a deep breath and reached for the door, unsure of what to expect.

      When I stepped into the room, I discovered Luke propped up in the middle of a king-sized bed. Dark furniture dominated the room. A machine beeped next to the bed, and another hissed with oxygen.

      "You came," Luke said, his voice tired but hopeful.

      Luke patted the bed with a frail hand, so I moved to sit close beside him. My gaze was drawn to his, and I asked him the question on my mind. "Why are you familiar to me?"

      For a few minutes, he closed his eyes and focused on his breathing. "We met," he said, with a whimsical smile on his lips, "a very long time ago." Paused. "You were everything to me, and then you disappeared."

      My confusion must have been visible on my face. "You think I'm insane. I'm just an elderly man with a wandering mind."

      "No." I dropped my purse to the floor and reached for his hand. I was overcome with emotion the moment we touched. My mind searched for something - something related to this man - but I didn't have time to grasp it before it was gone. "I believe you, but I'm not sure why? Or how?" In awe, I shook my head.

      "I've spent a long time waiting for this moment, and now, I can finally rest in peace."

      "But—" I trailed off, overwhelmed with emotion.

      "Right now, nothing makes sense to you. I know." Sadness seeped from him before he caught his breath. "I know because when you left me, I was heartbroken and out of my mind - and then I realized⁠—"

      "Realized what?" I bent closer that I could see every wrinkle on a face I recognized but couldn't put my finger on. It was his gaze and the way he looked at me.

      "I knew I had to wait to see you again - to give you this." He lifted his other hand, which was too weak to move very far, so I leaned over and took an old plated photograph from his grasp.

      It was much heavier than a photographic print today. It was brown in color and featured an image of a couple in evening attire. I looked closely, my surprise visible as I mumbled words that made no sense, finally meeting Luke's damp eyes. "That can't be me. How is this even possible? It has to be a family member?"

      My gaze returned to the image. This time, I took notice of the man in the photograph, who was dressed for the occasion. While I had no way of knowing, his clothing appeared to be expensive. They were a good fit for his tall, muscular frame. His short dark hair was neatly swept back from his face, but it was his eyes that drew my attention—like now. He was attractive, with full lips and a secret expression. His affection for the woman on his arm was visible even on the old photographic plate.

      "I'm tired now," mumbled Luke.

      I felt my heart crack as I blinked at the man in the bed. I had no idea what was going on or why I experienced so much emotion. How could I? After all, I'd only met the man the night before - I couldn't recall ever meeting him before. Luke opened his eyes ten minutes later and looked me in the eyes. "Would you please put my hand to your face? I'd like to touch you one last time."

      When I moved his hand until his palm covered my cheek, I caught my breath and tears slid down my lashes.

      His palm remained steady as he brushed his thumb over my skin. "Just as I remember."

      When his arm began to tremble, I gently repositioned it on the bed while keeping his hand in mine.

      "I'm not going to wake up again," he said quietly, clutching my hand. Then he said the words I was certain would haunt me for the rest of my life, "I never stopped loving you. It was always you. Come back to me, Esmé."

      Luke Carlisle breathed his last.
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      "You need to snap out of this," Jake hissed, his anger evident in every word. "You've been acting like a ghost since that old man died two weeks ago. You're supposed to be here with me, but are you? You don't care if I get the promotion or not. You're uninterested in anything!" In his rage, he paced back and forth like a sentry.

      I only paid him half attention as I counted down the minutes until he left for work. I was curious about what Luke had given me and Jake wasted precious minutes of my time with his ranting. I knew he had every right to be angry. I’d let him down. He hadn’t stopped going on about that night and it grated on my nerves.

      The last few weeks had been a blur for me as I grieved the loss of Luke. I'd felt his love for me and, though I didn't understand it, my heart had shattered when Luke died while I held his hand. I couldn't understand the melancholy that had gripped me - it wouldn't let go. It was as if I had lost my parents all over again, making me feel guilty. I couldn't figure out why my grief over Luke's death was so intense.

      I hadn't been able to concentrate on anything else since Luke gave me the picture of him and the woman who had to be a relative of mine. I needed answers because the image couldn't possibly be of me. It was unthinkable. Except Luke thought it was me. I couldn't get rid of the nagging feeling that there was more to this mysterious connection than I realized. The weight of uncertainty and confusion only fueled my desire to discover the truth, propelling me into a never-ending search for answers that consumed my every waking moment.

      Sienna had been taken aback when she discovered the photograph Luke had given me. Especially after she had given the woman in the image her full attention. At Luke’s funeral, Sienna had asked Luke's Grandson, David, but he'd never seen the photograph before. So, I hoped that when I visited Frederick Fitzwilliam later in the day, he'd have answers. The man was the fifth generation of his family to run the photography store. I reasoned that if anyone could date the glass plate, he could.

      "Dammit Esmé!"

      I was taken aback.

      Jake looked at me before the door slammed shut behind him.

      Overcome with sadness, I fingered the locket around my neck with a huge sigh of relief. Nothing had made sense to me since meeting Luke. The man was a complete mystery.

      I checked the time and determined Jake had already left the building, so I turned and dashed for the hall closet. I'd hidden everything I would need for the day while Jake had been in the bathroom. He'd been following me around like a hawk for weeks, and I'd had enough.

      I needed to call it quits with Jake because I didn't think either of us wanted to go through with it any longer. I didn't love him, and I doubted I ever had.

      My thoughts, however, were not for Jake, but for Luke. I didn't think I'd be able to move on with my life until I had answers, whether I stayed with Jake or not.

      Sighing heavily, I exited my apartment and jumped into the cab that the doorman had summoned for me. I gave the driver the address and found myself outside the photography store twenty minutes later.

      I checked the chained sign to make sure I was in the right place. I was.

      The black awning appeared to be well past its sell-by date, and the windows needed a good cleaning.

      As sadness settled into my shoulders, my excitement for receiving answers began to fade. The neglected property didn't appear to have been occupied in a long time, implying that dear Frederick would not be present.

      "Are you looking for me?"

      I stumbled and turned quickly, catching myself on a wrought-iron lamppost.

      The man dashed over and grabbed at my arm. " I apologize for startling you." He let go of me as quickly as he'd touched me and nodded toward the closed store. "It's me. Fitzwilliam Frederick. I assumed you were a customer." He shrugged and took a step back, giving me room.

      "Esmé Rogers." I wrapped an arm around my stomach and said, "I'm attempting to date an old photograph. Maybe find out where it was taken. It's a glass plate."

      "Ah! Please accompany me." Excitedly, the man rubbed his hands together. "I haven't had a challenge in years." He fiddled with his keys until he found the correct one on the fourth try.

      I inhaled deeply and followed him through the squeaky doorway. The musty odor and layers of dust confirmed my suspicions - no one had been in the store in a long time. Disappointment washed over me as I pondered what I could possibly learn from the musty business.

      My gaze returned to Frederick. He was in his thirties, not particularly tall, with pale, receding, overlong hair and a slight paunch. He appeared friendly enough, but only time would tell.

      At the very least, Sienna knew I was at the store in case I suddenly disappeared. The other woman would undoubtedly call for news - I hoped to have something to tell her.

      "Let me get some lights on." The room was filled with light as soon as he finished speaking. It was so bright that Thomas Edison would have been pleased.

      "I require light in order to work. You'll grow accustomed to it." He tossed his satchel to the floor and motioned me over to an old desk.

      I ran my fingers along the edge and, surprisingly, found no dust. "Nice desk," I said, trying to hide my embarrassment at being discovered.

      I cleared my throat and removed the plate from the protective case I'd placed it in. I hesitated as I handed it over, not sure why. I did want answer, didn’t I?

      Frederick exclaimed in delight as he took it from my hands. He slid it onto the light box. "Where did you get this?" he asked, his eyes wide.

      "Someone left it to me.”

      "What?" He jumped out of his chair and approached the photograph so closely that his nose almost touched it. "You have a remarkable resemblance to this woman," he said.

      I hid my unease behind a smile as my stomach quivered. "So, I've been told. Other than the likeness I have for her, is there anything else you notice?" I asked, clearing my throat.

      "Hmm." He held an eyeglass up to his eye and looked at the photograph.  It fell out seconds later. He sank heavily into the chair behind him. "That can't be right."

      "What is it?" I leaned in close.

      "Let me look again." As he took a long look at the photograph, he picked up the eyeglass, his hands shook, and his body tensed.

      "You say someone left you this?" He looked at me with interest.

      I provided him with a brief explanation. "The man who gave me this died only five minutes later. He was over a century old." I blinked back tears. "Please," I begged, "I need to know about this photograph."

      "This photo was taken on the RMS Titanic. I'm not sure of the exact date, but the liner sailed on her maiden voyage on
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