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    To my sister Ashley, who always helps me when I get stuck. Even though her suggestion is to blow something up. 
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It could have been the thunder outside or the pounding of his heart in his chest, but something jerked Christian out of his sleep abruptly. It wasn’t the way the ship rocked him back and forth in his hammock; he had grown used to that over the last seven years of working on a ship. It couldn’t be the lightning as it flashed through the tiny window of the cabin; it barely flickered in the depths of the darkness both he and the captain slept in. It was something else vibrating through him, forcing him awake. 

Storms at sea bothered him. Not because he was afraid, but because they tugged at memories tucked too deep into his mind for him to reach. He knew it had stormed the night before he was found by Captain Marks, floating on a single wooden board in the middle of the sea. His life before that moment was lost to him. Only his first name floated to the surface where he could reach it. He couldn’t recall his last name, who his family was, or how he had come to be stranded in the ocean. 

Captain Marks took pity on him, offering him a place on board his ship. He fed Christian and dressed his wounds, then, once he was strong enough, the captain had put him to work. In the beginning it was difficult, but Christian was grateful to have something to distract him from his uncertain situation. Overtime, he adapted nicely to his new life and became one of the ship’s best crewman.  

It took a moment for his breathing to calm and for his heartbeat to become steady again. He listened to the sound of the storm outside compared to the quiet inside. Captain Marks was a heavy sleeper, and Christian could hear his slight snoring from the other end of the small cabin. The captain slept on a built-in bunk, while Christian just threw a hammock up in one corner. It was a privilege to be allowed to sleep in the captain’s quarters. Christian was grateful such a man admired him enough to share the space. 

Sleeping was no longer an option, but he didn’t want his tossing and turning to wake up the captain. Christian decided it would be better to go on deck and weather the storm. He wouldn’t be much of a sailor if he was bothered by getting wet. It was already beginning to calm down with only the heavy rain lingering overhead. The thunder and lightning had moved on across the water as he approached the railing. He stood there and let his mind soak in the dark beauty if the night over the sea until the tension melted away. 

“Am I going to have to fish you out of the water again?” The crackling of Captain Marks’s voice was loud enough to reach him over the sound of the waves crashing against the ship. “I’m not as young as I used to be. Might end badly for us both.” 

The captain was well into his fifties but acted like he was half that age. His blond hair had a bit of gray in the temples and there were some wrinkles around his dark blue eyes, but his teeth were still a bright white in his broad grin. Christian hoped he would be as energetic and agile when he was a similar age. Their coloring was the same and their heights were similar, so the two were often mistaken for father and son. Christian had no recollection of his real father, but he hoped they would be similar. 

“No, the seas are already starting to calm. The storm should be gone soon,” Christian said, sliding his gaze back out over the water. 

“I didn’t think it was that rough to begin with. What are you doing out here at this hour?”

Christian shook his head. He didn’t have a clear answer for that question. “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” said Christian. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Bad dreams?” 

He wouldn’t call what he remembered bad. It had been warm and inviting, but hard to recall. He had the notion of dancing with a woman, but her features were elusive. The only thing that lingered was a pair of hazel eyes twinkling up at him. That image brought a sweet tightness to his chest. 

“I don’t know what woke me up. I just felt . . .” Christian struggled to find the right words. “Anxious.”

“About the storm?” 

“I don’t know if that was all of it or if it was only part of it. I just know that my heart was racing.” 

Christian watched out of the corner of his eye as Marks came up to stand beside him at the railing. The captain was a quiet man who enjoyed life on the ocean. He was married to his ship and had no children that Christian knew of. Christian was aware that he could have a family waiting for him that he knew nothing about.

“We will be in London by tomorrow night,” Marks said, breaking the silence they had fallen into. “Perhaps you might take some time there to ask questions about your past. I suspect you are originally from there.”

“Based on what?”

“Your accent. You are well spoken, like a city gent.” 

“Is that where you are from?” 

Captain Marks chuckled. “No, I’m from Britain, but a different part. A less civilized area.”

Marks seldom talked about his past. He thought it was better to stay in the moment. Christian had been curious about the man; this might be his best chance at learning more. “Tell me about where you are from?” 

There was a moment of silence. Christian hoped he hadn’t gone too far with that question.

“I’m from a small village a few days north of London. I grew up with a large number of siblings in a house without enough room. It was so cramped that it made a cabin bunk feel like a luxury.”

“Do you remember your parents?” 

“Yes, but my mother more than my father. He was a sailor and would often be gone for months at a time. She was the one taking care of all the children and keeping us fed.” 

“You take after him, then?”

“In more ways than I care to admit.”

Christian didn’t ask him to elaborate. It felt like he was drawing a line that should be respected. 

“I wish I could remember if I had parents. Were they good to me? Do they miss me? Do I have children waiting for me to come home?”

Marks gave him a hard pat on the shoulder. “I think if you did, you would know. Even without your memory, there would be a feeling that they existed.” 

Christian didn’t share the man’s belief. He worried often about what he might have left behind when he assumed this new life. 

“We have checked in every port to see if a person matching my description was missing. Nothing ever came of it,” Christian said.

“Yes, but this is our first time reaching the London ports. It might prove more fruitful.” Marks took a deep breath, closing his eyes and savoring the scent of the sea. “We will be at port for longer than normal. I’ve decided to go visit my own family. It’s long overdue.”

“What makes you think London will be any different?”

“I think that might be what disturbed your sleep tonight. The city is calling to you, and you have no choice but to answer it.”

“What if I can’t find out who I am?”

“You already know who you are. If you can’t find out who you were, then you just continue on the same path.” 

Christian looked out over the calming water as the storm finally subsided and the rain stopped. In the dark, the water disappeared at the horizon into nothing. His nerves had calmed, but he still felt anxious below the surface. Sleep was not going to be easy for him that night. Captain Marks returned to bed while Christian stayed on deck and watched the sunrise over the horizon. 

The crew was excited about reaching the port in England. Everyone moved with a bit more energy in their step, including Christian. Any time the ship reached land, they would all scatter to the wind like ants in the sunlight for the short period they had. Christian didn’t usually go that far into town, but this time was different. He was on the hunt for his past, so he was one of the first ones ashore. 

Heading from the docks into the city proper, Christian was glad he wore his best suit. It wasn’t made of fine fabrics, but it was clean and well cared for. It seldom got use when he was out at sea, but it had served him well when the occasion came during a trip on land. Now, as he saw all the people rushing from place to place, he felt better than if he had worn the pair of tight breeches with holes in them that he usually wore on board. Captain Marks had been sure to give all the men their pay before they left, so he also had the comfort of knowing there were plenty of coins in his pockets.

Christian wasn’t sure what he was looking for, so he didn’t exactly know which direction to go. He found himself wandering aimlessly, following the crowd of people. Walking down St. James Street in the late afternoon, he found himself hungry and standing in front of a confectioner’s shop. Sweets were a weakness of Christian’s, and on a ship, they were hard to come by. Licking his lips and grinning like a child, Christian went in with enthusiasm.

“Good day, my lord,” the shop owner greeted him with a bow. “What brings you in this fine day?”

Christian hesitated, uncertain how to answer. The man looked at him as if he recognized him, but he had addressed him incorrectly. No one had ever mistaken Christian for a lord before. 

“Excuse me?” Christian asked.

The shopkeeper leaned over the counter and adjusted the spectacles perched on the end of his nose. After a few moments of staring, he shook his head.

“My apologies, I must have mistaken you for someone else. How can I help you today, sir?”

“Do I look like someone you know?”

“Not personally, but you do resemble . . .” the shopkeeper trailed off, tilting his head and then waving his hands. “Never mind. It must have been the way the sunlight came in the windows.”

“No, who did you think I was?”

Now the shopkeeper took a defensive stance. He straightened his spine and stuck out his chin. His wrinkled old hands adjusted the striped apron he wore. Even with the stretching, the man only came up to Christian’s chin, but he didn’t seem bothered by that.

“That’s really not your place to ask. Now did you come in here to purchase anything or just to bother an old man?”

Christian wanted to press him for more, but he didn’t want to be thrown out before he obtained some goodies. With a sigh, Christian turned toward the display case of candy. They all looked so good, he could feel his mouth begin to water. He stopped when he saw the peppermints displayed on a large platter. Something about the scent of them made him ravenous. He indicated that he wanted a bag of them to the shopkeeper.

“Wonderful choice. This is one of the things my shop is well known for.”

The shopkeeper bounced to the counter with the mints and hummed a tune as he shoveled some into a soft canvas bag. 

Christian watched him, wondering how he could let his mood swing back and forth so easily. He gave the man enough coin to cover the candy and left the shop. He didn’t want an audience when he began putting them into his mouth by the handful. 

At the first crisp taste of the mint in his mouth, Christian felt he was looking at the street he was on differently. There was a niggling in the back of his mind that this was somehow familiar. That he had been to this place before. His feet followed his instincts, and they propelled him to where the shops were replaced with homes, and he knew was in Mayfair. He finally stopped in front of a house that felt strangely comfortable to him. It was elegant and expensive looking, not the kind of place for a sailor to be, but he wasn’t intimidated by the wealth. He stood there for a long time, watching the sunlight play against the cream-colored walls and shine off the highly polished wood door. 

The sound of the door as it opened jolted him out of his thoughts, and he moved to the other side of a nearby tree. 

Three women stepped out of the door into the warm sunlight. Two of them were older, most likely in their fifties, while the girl in the center was close to his age. All of them were dressed in fancy walking gowns and wore elaborate hats. The decorations on the hats bobbed as they spoke to each other in an animated way. Christian watched from behind the tree. As they began moving down the pavement, he followed them from a distance. 

The young girl’s face was hidden by her hat and she was turned away from him, but he felt there was something about her he knew. He just needed to see her face so he could remember who she was. As he got closer, their conversation could be faintly heard, and he ignored the guilt of eavesdropping on them. 

“I wish you would have accepted the invitation,” said the older woman on the right, who was wearing a dark burgundy gown with black trim and large black feathers in her hat. 

“I’m just not ready for an evening of dancing and conversing with strangers,” the younger woman said. 

“You have been in town for close to two weeks, and so far the only things you have done are sit in the garden, walk in the park, and visit my friends.” Now it was the other older woman, this one dressed in green and black but with much less adornment and a thinner figure. “You are still a young woman. You should be enjoying the entertainment offered by society and making friends of your own.”

“I don’t understand most people my own age.” 

“Only because you don’t spend enough time around them. I wish your mother hadn’t whisked you away to Devon at the first sign of difficulty.” 

The younger woman laughed, and as the sound of it floated through the air to him, Christian felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. It was like a melody that he knew but couldn’t remember the words to. 

“It was much more than a simple difficulty; my season was a disaster. There was no recovering from it, so she took me away to protect me.”

“I just wish you would have returned the next year. Faced the embarrassment with a raised chin.”

“By then, Mother had begun to have health problems.” 

Her tone changed from joyful to chilly. 

“I know, dear.” 

Both of the older women reached over to hug her between them. The girl turned her head, and he was finally able to get a good look at her face. It was soft and round, with a tiny nose and a curved chin. He could see her thick, dusty lashes and the speckle of freckles across the tops of her cheeks, but not the color of her eyes. 

“Trudy.”

He didn’t know where the name had come from, but as soon as it slipped from his lips, he knew it was right. 

She must have heard him say her name; she turned around, looking for the person who had said it. Quickly, he pulled back out of sight before she could catch him. As he looked around the trunk of the tree, he was able to see her face again in the bright sunlight. 

Christian felt his chest tighten at the sight of her soft caramel-colored eyes speckled with green. They were looking for him, and his body reacted without thought, moving to go across the road. He didn’t know why he felt such a fear of being recognized, but he was too far away by the time he stopped to think about it.

At this distance, he could no longer see the details of her face, but he felt comfortable to walk slightly ahead of her. That name, Trudy, played over and over in his mind, pulling a sweet feeling along with it. He wanted to remember more than just a name before approaching her.

“Flower for the pretty girl?” An old, ragged voice broke into his thoughts.

Beside him was a flower woman with a basket of wildflowers tucked under her arm, watching him.

“None for me,” he said quickly, swiveling his head to keep Trudy in view.

“Not for you; for her.”

“I don’t know if she likes flowers.” He didn’t even know if she liked him.

“Women like flowers.” The older woman plucked a handful of red and blue blossoms from her basket and held them out to him. “These might help you with your introduction.”

Talking to women wasn’t something Christian had practiced much in the last few years. There were none on the ship, and those he had met while in port didn’t care what you said as long as you had coin. He didn’t think that would be the case here. Perhaps having some kind of offering would help him gather the courage to approach her.

He exchanged money for the flowers and turned around, only to find that the young woman was gone from his sight. He had only looked away for a moment, but now she was no longer across the street. A brief panic seized him before he saw that she had only moved a few blocks down. Without concern over being noticed, Christian rushed to catch up with her.

From across the bustling street, he could see that she was looking across the crowd, searching for someone. Then those sparkling eyes settled on him again. For a moment, the world felt like it fell away. The two of them stared at each other, neither saying anything. He watched as she began to step out onto the street toward him, ignoring the oncoming carriage.

​
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“Trudy!”

At the sound of her name being yelled out, Gertrude Martin blinked in time to see a carriage coming close to running her over. She stepped back onto the sidewalk, letting it rush past her. Aunt April and Aunt Amy rushed around her, clucking like old hens.

“What were you thinking?” Aunt April asked, brushing a stray brown curl away from Trudy’s face. “You must get better at watching where you are going.”

The truth was that Trudy hadn’t been thinking of anything in particular. At least not anything worth risking her life over. Her mind had just sort of wandered away, as it often did. Daydreaming was a skill Trudy had finely tuned to perfection.

“I’m sorry, Aunt April,” Trudy apologized again for another one of her lapses in focus. “I don’t know where my mind was.”

“I swear, girl, one of these days you are going to wander off a cliff.” Aunt April tucked Trudy’s hand into the crook of her elbow, and the group began walking again. “What is it that so easily distracts you?”

Trudy didn’t know how to explain it to her aunt. She hadn’t figured out how to explain it to anyone. Sometimes she just began to think about things that had nothing to do with where she was. It could be a memory, a thought, or even just a stranger that caught her eye. Next thing she knew, she had stumbled into someone or tripped over her own feet. As hard as she tried, Trudy couldn’t seem to stay in the present when she needed to.

“Were you thinking of your mother?” Aunt Amy asked.

Trudy nodded, accepting the easy excuse offered by that question.

“That’s understandable. It’s close to the one-year anniversary of her passing, and I’m having a hard time of it as well. I’m glad you took us up on our offer to move to London instead of staying in Devon.”

“It’s kind of you to allow me to stay with you both until I find a place of my own.”

“That’s utter nonsense. Why do you need a place of your own when you can stay with Stanhope and me as long as you like?” asked Aunt April.

Aunt April had found love late in life. She had married Lord Stanhope when they were both in their late forties. Her twin sister, still unwed, had moved in with them after that. It had been a bit of a touchy subject that their youngest sister, Trudy’s mother, had married before them. Lord Stanhope was an avid horticulturalist known for his spectacular garden and was decent company, but Trudy didn’t feel at home as a guest in his house.

“I know that I’m welcome, but it doesn’t feel like home.” Having three elderly relatives watching your every move wouldn’t allow anyone to relax. “I think I would be happier in a space of my own. Perhaps one with a small garden I can claim to myself.”

“Stanhope offered you a place in his.”

“I know, but I want one that belongs to me.”

After her mother had passed, Trudy had discovered that she had a hidden independent streak. When a single woman was left without a parent, people came out of the woodwork to give unsolicited advice. Normally Trudy accepted the wisdom of others and did as she was told, but in her grief, she found them irritating. She didn’t need someone telling her where to live or how to live. That had been her mother’s job, and now Trudy was determined to make those decisions for herself.

“Perhaps if you attend a few functions, you might be able to meet a nice gentleman,” Aunt Amy said.

The snort was involuntary and impossible to stop.

“Auntie, I am well past the age to be looking for a husband.”

“You are never too old to find love.” Aunt April’s cheeks turned red. “Some of us just need a little more time to mature.”

Trudy hadn’t meant to hurt either of her aunts’ feelings, she just didn’t think it was wise to let them start matchmaking.

“I found love once, and I found it . . . unpleasant. I am in no hurry to find it again.”

“You are such a pretty girl. You could do so much better this time.” Aunt Amy smiled at her sister, who nodded vigorously.

There was no way to explain to the two women that there wasn’t likely to be anyone better. Christian Powell had been the man of her dreams for as long as she could remember. As children they had played together, and he was her best friend. Then, as they grew older, that turned into a deep burning devotion on her part. Only the cruelty of his breaking her heart had been able to diminish those feelings toward him.

“I doubt I have changed so much in the years I have been away. My inheritance is a comfortable amount for me to live on but hardly enough to attract suitors.”

“You don’t want a man who is after your money. You want one who admires you for the wonderful woman you are.”

“Most men don’t think independent-minded spinsters are that wonderful.”

“There are always exceptions.” Aunt April tapped her finger on Trudy’s nose. “You just need to find the right man.”

Trudy didn’t even know what that meant. The only man she had ever wanted had turned out to be a lying scoundrel and then disappeared. She still couldn’t imagine herself with any man but Christian. As if thinking about him could summon the dead, Trudy looked across the street and saw him again, standing among the crowd of people near the corner. She tripped over her own feet and was only saved from a fall by her aunt’s firm grip on her arm.

“Is
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