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“AUNT BEA, I CAN’T BREATHE if you tighten my corset anymore. I’m already pink in the face.”

“But dear, you need to look your best for the wedding,” Beatrice Clark said, tugging even more. “Though I’ll guess that Robert will have you out of it soon enough,” she giggled.

“You are over fifty,” Shelly Clark smiled. “You should be past such inappropriate suggestions.”

“True. But I’m not dead either,” Aunt Bea said. “I hope you enjoy your honeymoon night as much as I did.”

“Enough already,” Shelly blushed. “I need you to finish my hair without more commentary.”

The age of corsets would soon end, but not in 1908. Aunt Beatrice was the twin sister of Shelly’s father, Allen Clark, who, along with his wife, Agatha, died in 1902 during a deadly outbreak of the flu. This deprived Shelly of her parents at the age of twelve.

Made a widow from the same epidemic that claimed her brother, Aunt Bea, adopted Shelly. The aunt and Shelly were a great solace to one another.

Despite it all, the villagers knew Aunt Bea for her irreverent wit, staunch support of the royals, and being the life of the party. Anyone fortunate enough to be in her inner circle could count on her as a steadfast friend. She was particularly fond of the king, Edward VII, whom she irreverently called Bertie when with Martha. 

No one was more a friend than Martha Chumley. Though Martha was more conservative in her views and more cautious, she and Beatrice were joined at the hip since birth. Their mothers gave birth to the two girls within weeks of one another. Their homes were only spitting distance apart. She stayed at Aunt Bea’s home much of the time. 

However, Martha was no stick-in-the-mud. At Bea’s encouragement, the girls were often in trouble. Not for unkind behavior, but for imaginative ideas, sometimes with unintended consequences. This included the time they set the barn hay on fire, trying to warm up a piglet with an oil lamp. It didn’t occur to them the piglet’s mother was fully capable of keeping her litter warm in the winter. Fortunately, Bea’s father happened by in time to put out the blaze.

While not extravagantly wealthy, Beatrice and Martha were well-to-do. After her parents died, Bea inherited a fine manor house and an income that gave her the freedom to live as she pleased.

Martha never married, but inherited her parent’s substantial home in 1897 upon their death. Shelly considered Martha to be a foster parent, besides Aunt Bea. They were together almost as much. 

In fact, Martha was at the church making sure the flower arrangements were perfect for Shelly’s big day. 

Shelly was taller than most women of time, standing five-feet-seven-inches. Her raven black hair was naturally wavy and made soft ringlets at the ends. Her eyes were bright blue, an anomaly in her family. 

“We only have an hour,” Aunt Bea noted. “Your hair is now perfect. The carriage will be here shortly, so don’t muss your dress.”

“Why ever not? According to you, I won’t be wearing it much longer,” Shelly teased. “I can’t wait to see Robert as I walk down the aisle. He’s a dream come true.” Then Shelly’s countenance changed. 

“Is something wrong?” Aunt Bea asked.

“It’s probably nothing. The last week or two, Robert has been out of sorts. I see his mind wandering when we are talking. We’ve had two arguments, really over nothing, but I’ve never seen him upset before,” Shelly admitted. 

“Have you asked him what the matter is?” Bea said. 

“I tried, but he just won’t talk about it. There is a lot for him to do before the wedding, so I just leave him alone.”

“Probably for the best,” Aunt Bea said. “How is he getting along with his father?”

“Until lately, very well. Maybe they had a disagreement I don’t know about,” Shelly offered. “Once we are on our honeymoon, I’m sure he will be back to his perfect self.”

Robert Baxter was indeed the love of Shelly’s life. Only three years apart, they met as teenagers and were inseparable ever since. Robert’s father, Walter, was a banker of considerable means. His mother was a source of pain for both Walter and Robert. She died by her own hand when Robert was ten. Walter never discussed the reason with his son. It sometimes affected their relationship, but most of the time they got along well. 

The boy was wonderful with people. He never had an enemy, at least as far as he knew. Robert didn’t find the prospect of following in his father’s footsteps thrilling, despite his father’s urging. He was a talented artist and had hopes of making a living painting. 

Shelly and Robert shared his love of literature, and often read adventure novels together, each one reading parts of the book out loud. His impressions of various characters often left Shelly in stitches. “You should be in the theater,” Shelly often said. 

Aunt Bea dabbed the perspiration from Shelly’s forehead. “Don’t be nervous,” she encouraged. “Robert’s a fine young man. You two will go far in this world. I promise.”

“It’s not nerves, Aunt Bea. It’s this blessed corset.” 

“You will be the envy of every girl in the village,” Bea smiled.

“Not if I break a rib.”

Both women heard the carriage pull into the drive. Shelly gathered her gloves while Aunt Bea scooped up the train of Shelly’s gown and headed out for the front door. 

The driver was a family friend of Bea’s. He whistled his approval the minute he saw Shelly come outside. “Don’t you dare do that at the wedding, or I’ll box your ears,” Aunt Bea smiled. “You’re to be on your best behavior, Clarence.” 
There were rumors that she and the man were once an item, but Aunt Bea wouldn’t talk about it.

The handsome carriage with its open top seemed fit for a coronation to Shelly. The gentle sun helped her relax as they made their way to the church. As they neared, people lined the side of the road, waving at one of the village’s finest young women. Despite one or two embarrassing comments about her wedding night, Shelly soaked in the well wishes of her many friends in the village.

Flowers festooned down the aisle of St. Andrew’s Church, and Martha Chumley’s arrangements at the altar were spectacular. Aunt Bea and Shelly went into a waiting room at the front of the chapel. Martha was there to greet them.

“You look like an angel,” she said, hugging Shelly. “Robert is a fortunate young man. I will haunt his days if he doesn’t treat you well.”

“No need for that, Martha,” Shelly said. “He’s one in a million.”

Shelly’s maid of honor, Claire Stone, and three other friends walked down the aisle and took their place in front. Robert’s best man, Bartlett Chambers, and three others were there waiting for them.   

Aunt Bea, Martha, and Shelly made their way to the top of the aisle and waited for the wedding march to begin. At present, a string quartet was playing Bach for those in attendance. 

The organ began Mendelsohn’s wedding march with a flourish. Panic set in on Bartlett Chambers’ face. The cause was simple. The groom was nowhere to be found. He turned to the organist and signaled for her to stop. A jarring moment for everyone present. “I apologize to you all. It seems the groom, Robert, is delayed. He mentioned that one of his lead horses was having difficulty. Perhaps that explains his tardiness. He will arrive shortly, I am sure.”

The only problem with that explanation is that it wasn’t true. Bartlett made it up to cover his alarm. The string quartet played once more while Shelly tried to keep her wits about her. He’s never been late for anything, she thought in a panic. 

After ten minutes passed. Shelly and her minders, Bea and Martha, sat down in the back row of the church and waited anxiously. “If that boy has lost his courage, I will sit on him until he repents.” Not an incidental threat, considering Aunt Bea’s matronly girth.

Another twenty minutes passed. Bartlett Chambers looked at Robert’s father. “I don’t have an explanation,” he said. “Robert would never miss his wedding. Something terrible must have happened.”

Mr. Truman Baxter rose and spoke to the congregation. “I apologize for my son’s absence. This is not like him. Thank you for coming. We will let you know what has happened as soon as possible. I’m so sorry.” Apologizing was not a habit for the banker.

At the other end of the chapel, Bea and Martha held a sobbing Shelly Clark. Her body shook. Between breaths, she said. “How could this happen? He must be in terrible trouble to miss our wedding.” Shelly wouldn’t admit that the love of her life could have had doubts.

Robert's father comforted Shelly at the back of the chapel. “I can’t imagine how difficult this is for you, Shelly. Robert loves you to death. I’m headed to the police department and we will begin a search. I’m so sorry.” His second apology within minutes.

It was getting late in the day when Truman Baxter arrived at the local police headquarters. The department was small, comprising only seven constables. Its chief, Percy Stout, saw the alarm on Mr. Baxter’s face. They were well acquainted. “Truman, what is the matter?”

“My boy didn’t show up for his wedding. There must be something wrong. It’s not something he would do voluntarily. Can you organize a search?” 

“Two men are on rounds, while the rest are here finishing paperwork. I’ll notify them immediately,” Percy said. “Where should we start?”

“There are two roads leading from our home to the church. Perhaps you can start there. Find his carriage or other signs of the incident.”

“We will start right away. It will be dark in an hour, so we will need lamps to make a search possible. We will find him, however long it takes,” Percy promised.

Alfriston, in East Sussex, was a scenic village in the beautiful Cuckmere River valley. It was the first town placed on the National historic registry just a few years earlier in 1896. 

With a population of a few hundred souls, the search shouldn’t have taken long. But by midnight, they found no sign of Robert. To make matters more confounding, someone spotted his carriage near the banks of the Cuckmere River. It was half in the water and the horse was missing. 

The search continued early the next morning. Despite the involvement of numerous citizens, the result remained unchanged. Robert Baxter had simply vanished. While not spoken aloud, the police suspected foul play as opposed to a groom who got cold feet. The carriage in the water was proof enough for them. 

That afternoon, Shelly arrived at Robert’s home. Walter was out, but the housemaid welcomed her inside. “I’m so sorry for you, Miss Shelly. How can I help?”

“Thank you, Camilla. May I see Robert’s room?”

The woman led Shelly upstairs and opened the door. The bedroom seemed undisturbed. “May I have a moment alone?” Shelly asked.

Camilla left immediately. The room next to Robert’s was his art studio. When she stepped inside, she gave out a cry. The room was a mess, with all of Robert's paintings smashed to pieces and angry splashes of paint covering the walls. Shelly stood shaking her head at a loss for words. What would possess him to do such a thing? I wonder if his father knows about this? 

The authorities continued their efforts for another month until they finally gave up. Percy, the police chief, concluded that if he entered the river, his body could drift far downstream. 

Aunt Bea and Martha Chumley did their best to console Shelly, who insisted on continuing the search by herself after the police ceased. That went on for several more weeks. Not wishing for Shelly to be alone in her efforts, Aunt Bea joined the distraught girl every morning. Finally, Shelly realized she would never find Robert. “I give up,” she declared one afternoon over the tea and sweets Martha prepared.  

“Someday,” Aunt Bea said, “we may find out what happened to Robert. But until then, you need to live again. Spend time with friends, paint, explore London, and watch a play. If you want company in the city, I’ll go with you. Whatever you decide, you are too young and beautiful to stay cooped up in the house reading all day.”

Shelly knew her aunt was right. “I’ll do what I can.”

The circumstances of Robert’s disappearance would have shocked Shelly and her aunt. A letter found in his father’s desk changed Robert’s destiny.

Over the next several months, Shelly came out of her shell. Her maid of honor, Claire Stone, who was a friend of Robert, started visiting Shelly along with some other friends. Eventually, they planned a weekly picnic together. To Shelly’s surprise, another visitor dropped in every few weeks. His name was Lieutenant David Carlyle, from the local police. 

David was in charge of the search teams trying to find her fiancé, Robert. There was something about him that calmed her nerves. He came by to see how Shelly was coping, but that wasn’t his only motive. That became clear one afternoon.

The doorbell jolted her in the middle of a novel she was reading. Shelly opened the door. “Hello Lieutenant,” Shelly smiled. “It’s nice to see you. Can I assist you in any way?”

“Actually, there is. Would you mind if I came in?”

“That would be lovely. I can make us some tea to go with Martha’s fresh-baked biscuits.”

After they were served, David’s hands fidgeted. He almost lost his nerve. “These past few months since your fiancé vanished, I have tried to be as professional as possible. Your welfare means a great deal to me. Truth be told, perhaps too much.”

Shelly looked blankly at the lieutenant. It's kind of you to say that. Is there more?”

“Yes,” David gulped. “Forgive me, but I want to ask if you would have dinner sometime? It's a lot to request, but I must be honest and ask.”

It was Shelly’s turn to be nervous. “Frankly, I have considered nothing like that. You have caught me unprepared, I’m afraid. Will it offend you if I need time to consider your invitation? It is very kind of you.”

“Certainly,” David said. “I felt that on our many visits, we might become friends.”

“I’m sure that is true,” Shelly responded. “Come by tomorrow and I will give you an answer.”

David’s smile lit up the room. “Thank you, Shelly. You’ve made my day.”

After the lieutenant left, Shelly sat by the window and stared into the garden. That was certainly unexpected, she thought. I need to speak with Aunt Bea.

“I think that’s exactly what the doctor ordered,” Bea said when told of David’s invitation. “It’s not a proposal, dear girl. He looks quite dashing in that uniform,” she smiled. “Say ‘yes.’ You have my blessing.” 

“It seems like a betrayal,” Shelly countered.

“If only Robert was alive. The police and everyone else know that isn’t true. If he were, he would have reached out to you by now,” Aunt Bea said. “Go have fun with a nice man. You don’t have to fall in love with him. Just order prime rib. We don’t cook it here often enough,” Bea laughed.

Shelly was nervous. But she understood Aunt Bea’s thinking. When David arrived the next day, she invited him in. “I can’t stay long. I’m on duty, but I hope your answer is ‘yes.’”

“It is,” Shelly smiled. “You have been so kind to me for months. Having dinner with you is my ‘thank you,’ but nothing more,” she added. “I don’t mean to be blunt, but my heart is still aching over the loss of Robert.”

“I fully understand. That you would do me this honor is all I can ask. Thank you. If you agree, I’ll pick you up here on Friday about six o’clock. I will make reservations at The Star Inn.”

“I’m impressed,” Shelly said. “That is very generous of you. I will see you on Friday.” Lieutenant David Carlyle left a happy man.

Friday came all too soon for Shelly. “What should I wear?” Aunt Bea.

“You’re not a nun,” Bea smiled. “Wear your satin blue dress with the alluring neckline,” she encouraged. “He’s a man, after all.”

“You’re insufferable,” Shelly complained. “I only wore that for Robert. You know that.”

“And I’m sure he enjoyed it,” Bea said. “But Robert is gone, dear. It’s time you start living again.”

Despite Aunt Bea’s encouragement, Shelly chose a different dress. It featured silver brocade and a beautiful shawl with embordered roses. While it was the style of the day, Shelly abhorred hats. Instead, she put her hair up, intertwined with pearls. 

Fashion aside, David Carlyle was smitten when she came to the door. “You look lovely,” he smiled. “I hope I won’t have to duel someone at the inn who wants to take you for himself.”

“Duels are so dreary,” Shelly laughed. “A proper sword fight is much more entertaining.”

Of course, Shelly had noticed how handsome the lieutenant was, but out of uniform, she
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