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In memory of Jeff Zahn and Holz Vanderhuetten

You shall never truly die.





One




After a long trip by coach, the Winters family arrived at their regular lodgings in Shoreham-by-Sea. For Emilia, the youngest daughter of the family, this meant watching familiar houses pass by during the last few miles. Since her early childhood, the family had spent every year in Shoreham, and she was looking forward to a delightful summer of meeting old friends anew and new friends for the first time.

Emilia stepped into the house last. Her mother needed to rest after the long coach ride on this day and her father was anxious to make sure all of his papers would be taken to his study in the house, not to another room — the year before, they’d ended up in Caroline’s room and had been lying there for three days while the servants and even the family had frantically searched for them all around the house. This year, Matthew, her oldest brother, and Caroline, his wife, were going to accompany Caroline’s parents to the resort where her family spent the summer every year for a change. Emilia was the only child taken along, therefore — all her siblings were married already and had flown the coop.

For most of her life, as she remembered it, she’d shared the room on the first floor with a sister, but this year, she was going to have the whole room to herself. Perhaps her parents should rent a smaller house next year. Even if Emilia were still with them, which wasn’t impossible, and Matthew and Caroline should come along, they were not going to be as many inhabitants as they used to be.

In her room, she found a small letter on the writing desk. Happily, she hurried over there and checked it. The handwriting on the letter, much better than her own, belonged to her best friend Florence. Florence’s family had left for Shoreham two weeks earlier, which meant that Florence must already have heard all the good gossip and reacquainted herself with the town. It would be good to have someone who could tell her all she needed to know about this year’s society in town, who had come back and who had not, what interesting new families there were, what eligible bachelors. Emilia herself was more than prepared to fly the coop and found a family of her own, yet she’d had no suitor so far.

While the maids were unpacking her luggage, Emilia sat down on the chaise by the window to rest some. Coaches were very uncomfortable and they’d been on the road for almost a week to get to Shoreham. Her father had insisted on taking their own coach, which at least meant regular rests for the horses and, thus, for the passengers as well. It had been good to be able to walk around a little at regular intervals during the day. One year, they’d rented a post-chaise and it had been horrid — no breaks, because the chaise simply exchanged horses regularly. The trip had been faster, no doubt, but also much more strenuous.

Emilia found herself unable to rest, though. Sitting in the coach had been tiring, the rattling of the wheels over the roads had rattled her bones something fierce. How did older people suffer through it for any length of time? Yet, while her body was weary, her mind was brimming with energy. Florence’s letter had been short, not more than a short welcome and an invitation for a walk as soon as she felt up to it, but, as typical for her best friend, it had been devoid of gossip. Emilia certainly was going to take the invitation, but she didn’t want to wait for the first walk on the beach until the next day. At least the way from the house to the nearest beach wasn’t long. Some bracing sea air was exactly what she needed now, after the dusty roads and the rattling coach.

She called in a maid to help her exchange her travel dress for something else and left the house in a summer dress with merely a thin shawl around her shoulders and a bonnet on her head. For a short walk down to the beach and along it, this was certainly acceptable.

The weather was pleasantly mild, the sun warm, but not overly hot. As always, there was a pleasant breeze from the sea. Emilia passed several groups of people on the way to the beach, but none of them was familiar to her. She walked as close to the water as she could dare without getting her shoes wet and then she went down the beach westwards, enjoying the sound of the sea, the calls of the seagulls, the smell of the brine on the breeze. She rarely had the chance to be by the sea for the rest of the year and looked forward to it anew every time — it was worth suffering through the coach ride for.

Her eyes scanned the beach for known faces, but most of the people she knew lived eastwards from her own house. Should she turn around and walk in the other direction? No, as much as she was looking forward to renewing the acquaintances in town, simply walking along the beach was enough for today. Now that the welcome sea air and the rush of the waves were calming her mind, she became very aware of how weary and tired her body was. She’d walk to the curve of the beach and back again, then back to the house.

Slowly, her feet grew used to the sand again and her step adapted. She enjoyed walking in the soft sand for a while every day and took the chance during the summer whenever she could. Caroline had been more fond of bathing — and everyone knew one could overdo that —, but for Emilia, the soft sand under her feet and a nice stretch of beach were good enough.




* * *




Emilia arrived back home in time for a late dinner. As the family had just arrived, there were no guests and so the dinner was only one course, but this one with delicious fish — nowhere was sea fish fresher and cheaper than at the seaside, of course. There would be many dinners with guests in the future now — as well as many dinners as guests. This made summer such a wonderful time! Back home, those whom one would want to invite lived far apart. Here in Shoreham, many lived within walking distance of each other and visiting in the evening for dinner or tea or a supper was not challenging. Neither was visiting a party or attending a full-fledged ball.

“Sarah mentioned you had a letter already?” Emilia’s mother asked during the meal.

“Yes, mama … Florence has sent me a short ‘welcome note’ with an invitation for a walk. I sent a footman over with the answer already, telling her that we have arrived and that I would love to go on a walk with her tomorrow.”

“You already did walk a little, though.”

“Only down to the beach. I could not rest properly, my body was weary, but my mind was not tired. I took some fresh air at the beach.”

“Well,” her father threw in, “the air is what we are here for, after all. You will sleep well tonight after the walk on the beach and the coach trip.”

“No doubt, yes.” Emilia smiled. “I’m sure I shall sleep very well. The sea air always makes me sleep a little deeper, so I wake up even more refreshed.”

“Yes, it does that.” Her mother nodded. “That is one reason why I prefer the seaside to the country during the summer. The country is lovely, too, but the beach resorts bring more interesting people together and the sea air is so much more healthy.”

“It is,” her father agreed.

They fell silent again, since there was not much gossip to exchange, nor were there other daily news, not with them only having arrived three hours earlier. Emilia excused herself soon after dinner, going to her room with a cup of tea to sit by the window for a little while before bed. She found herself drawn to the chaise — her sister Charlotte had claimed it for herself every year they’d spent together in the room, but Charlotte was now married to a fetching army captain and lived in Scotland. They certainly wouldn’t travel through most of Britain to spend a summer in Shoreham, which lay on the southern coast.

Emilia picked up The Necromancer of the Black Forest and settled to read by the light still filtering in from the outside. Her parents didn’t approve of books like this one, but she was old enough to decide on her marriage on her own, so she was certainly also old enough to choose her reading material. The sun sank late in summer, which made it an altogether wonderful season for evening’s entertainments. Once she had found the marked page on which she had stopped the night before, she continued reading, diving into the stories within stories, each of them horrifying in the best possible way.




* * *




Florence came early the next morning to pick Emilia up and the friends embraced warmly for a first greeting. Even a week or two apart were hard for the two young women. As soon as they had left the house, they fell into easy chatting, having been best friends since their childhood.

They steered towards the beach together, as they both enjoyed walking there and there would be many weeks for walks around town and visits to the many shops the resort town offered. The beach was a much better choice for a first talk in peace, as many were walking there and, thus, nobody paid special attention to two young ladies.

“It’s been boring, all alone,” Florence said as they stepped onto the beach proper. “I have had the pleasure of walking on the beach every day and meeting quite some acquaintances again … Clarissa and Amanda are here already, Lillian has arrived just two days ago … but it is not much fun without you. You are the one who enjoys socialising. I am the one who comes along and quietly enjoys the company you gather around us.”

Emilia laughed softly. “You are very good at socialising on your own, Florence.”

“Yes, but I do not enjoy it. I can get away with much less talking when you are around.”

“But you like talking!”

“I like talking about serious subjects, not about the weather and the fashion.”

Emilia slipped her arm through her best friend’s. “Yet you can talk about such fascinating topics and I always enjoy it, even if I don’t understand everything. Well, if Clarissa, Amanda, and Lillian are here, we shall have ample chances for chitchat you may simply listen to.”

“True.”

“What else have you learned about this year’s society? Who is still expected? Who has gotten married? Tell me everything!”

Florence laughed softly. “Well, there are a few new-arrivals, as is to be expected. Every now and then, people change their summer plans. Wilhelmina has gotten married from what I have learned. Her family has arrived, but she is no longer with them. Jessica hasn’t arrived yet, but her family has rented the usual home for the season, so I assume she will arrive in a few days. They do have a long trip to come here and there might always be reasons to stop the coach trip for a few days.”

“Yes, there are … especially with your own coach. The post-chaise could just be exchanged if there’s damage, but one’s own coach can’t.”

“I hope they have no trouble. Staying at an inn for a while is not comfortable.”

“Not the least.” Emilia shuddered, remembering the inns they’d stopped at on the way.

“Apart from that, there’s a lot of parties and balls coming up. The season is picking up with more and more families arriving. The locals are holding the first parties, of course, since they’re here already, but we’ll be hosting next week and I know there’s a ball coming up which every young lady will want to attend, too.”

“Then I most likely won’t … all spaces on the list will be taken already.”

Florence smiled. “They are … but you shall be there. I managed to get an invitation for myself and one for you. Don’t forget your family comes here every year … you are well-known, therefore it wasn’t hard for me to get you on the list as well. You shall officially receive an invitation in the mail tomorrow or the day after.”

“Wonderful!” What an awful thing it would have been to be excluded from a popular ball, simply because she hadn’t been in town to receive her invitation! “Tell me, have there been scandals already?”

“Aren’t there always scandals?” Florence shrugged. “Apparently, Millicent was caught with young Mr. Johnson in the garden, kissing. Yet, she swears they were just talking and so does he. People say they will soon be getting married discreetly.”

“Will they? They don’t seem very well-matched.”

“That is what kissing the wrong man can do for you.”

“And Millicent? She always seemed so levelheaded to me.”

“To me as well. Perhaps they did only talk, but they should have been wise enough not to talk alone in the garden.”

“What else?”

“Apparently, Beatrice has set her sights on the most desirable eligible bachelor of the season.”

“Who is he? Do I know him?”

“No, his family has come here for the first time. Mr. Wesley Logan is the man every unmarried lady in town wants to meet. He is the oldest son of Mr. Jeremiah Logan and the family is said to be outstandingly wealthy. They’re rumoured to have a lot of land in Yorkshire and extensive investments, too. Apparently, Mr. Logan shall have an income of around six thousand pounds a year.”

“Six thousand! He’s not wealthy, then, he’s rich.” Emilia glanced at her friend. “Will he be at that ball?”

“It’s said he will attend, yes. Beatrice was one of the first to get herself on the list for the event. She is being far too obvious about her interest, if you ask me.”

“What about you? Would you like to interest Mr. Logan in yourself?”

“I do not think so, no. He is a very confident, almost arrogant young man from what I heard, very much basing his worth on the money he will be earning in the future. He also seems to treat the ladies who approach him badly and I do not wish to be counted among them. Yet, you know what a big income means for many young ladies. They’re prepared to accept less-than-stellar manners if they come with a safe future.”

“Well, we all need to choose carefully for our future…” Would it be worth it to have a disagreeable or even abusive husband for six thousand pounds a year? No, certainly not to Emilia. “I still want to meet Mr. Logan, but I think I shall not try everything to stay in his good graces. There must be other young men in town who are much more agreeable.”

“There are, yes. Quite some new young gentlemen this year, too. Shoreham is becoming something of a wedding market.”

“Then I’ll have the chance to choose someone among them.”

“You will, I’m sure.”

“Any young men you already have your eyes on? So I do not try to attract them as well?”

Florence laughed. “Emilia, given how different we are in type, every man who is interested in you shall certainly not have any interest in me and vice versa. I do not think you could take a man from me who’d really be interested in me, good dowry or not.”

“Well, you are right, of course. We’ll never be competing for the same man.” Not with Emilia herself being petite and blond while Florence was tall and auburn-haired. “Still, are there some you would wish to spend more time with?”

“One or two who are interested in the sciences. Unfortunately, many men who have a scientific interest seem to shy away from women who do the same.”

“That is strange … one should think that a man would wish to talk to his wife about his interests. I know my parents often do.”

“Mine as well … whenever there’s no guests at dinner and they can choose the topic of conversation freely. Yet, whenever a young man of a scientific turn of mind learns I, too, speak Greek and Latin and have some scientific training through my father, they distance themselves from me.”

“It’s a shame … they are missing out.”

“They are, but I can’t help it. Next time I meet a young man who likes the sciences, I shall be forced to play at not knowing anything about it. Perhaps they will be more interested in me if they think I still need to be taught about such things.”

“Perhaps you should. It is a shame you should have to, though.”

“Well, it is the burden of a woman to bear … to make a man feel more certain of his worth by hiding hers. And they say we are the weaker sex while their confidence is so easily shattered…”

A strong breeze caught in their bonnets and for a moment both Florence and Emilia were forced to hold on to them, despite having drawn the laces under their chins tight — they were not walking along the sea for the first time, after all. When the breeze had passed, they laughed about it and walked on.

“On a lighter note,” Florence said, “I’ve noted a few young men you might want to take a closer look at. They’re all of excellent breeding and have perfect manners.”

“I already like them. I’m sure mama will, too.”

“I’m sure she will, yes. I’ve spoken to several of them during parties we attended and when we happened to be invited for the same evening’s entertainments at common acquaintances. I’ve also asked around a little and found that several of them are worth at least around four thousand a year, so they will also be able to keep a family well.”

“They will, yes. Well, I do wish to recover a little more from the trip, but then I would certainly like to meet them all.”

“We shall make it happen,” Florence promised.





Two




Since it was an official ball held at a public venue and both Florence and Emilia were already considered adults, they went there on their own. They’d passed the last few days with their old friends, talking about many things, and had both made sure that their clothing was up to par for the occasion. As they walked into the ballroom, both wearing white evening gowns, they smiled brightly, set on having a good night.

Soon, Emilia and Florence were whisked away in different directions by their first dancing partners, their cards quickly filling up. Despite her serious demeanour, Florence was lovely and from a good family — many men could do worse than to have her for their wife, especially with her levelheadedness. Emilia herself also had quite some things to recommend her, so the first two hours passed quickly for her — she danced several sets with young gentlemen she had mostly not met before, made nice conversation with them, and managed to meet up with Florence and Clarissa, who had also obtained a place on the list, several times.

Mr. Wesley Logan, the man all women in the room seemed to want to dance with, was not on Emilia’s card at all. He twirled many young ladies around, but seemed to hardly stay and chat with them afterwards, unlike the young men Emilia herself was dancing with. Each of them was so sweet and polite, making nice conversation and taking care of bringing her something to drink when she felt parched after much dancing.

Several times, Emilia found Beatrice glaring at young ladies who seemed too interested in making Mr. Logan’s acquaintance, but then, Beatrice was looking out for herself and could certainly not do better in Shoreham than catching Mr. Logan. She had always been looking for the money first and for manners and breeding second, so she might even make a good match for Mr. Logan.

Again, Emilia met with Florence and Clarissa joined them soon at a group of high-backed chairs they could sit on and recover a little.

“We have many young men here…” Clarissa said. “It seems that Mr. Logan’s attendance has lured in many women and those, in turn, have lured in the gentlemen.”

Florence chuckled. “All the better for us ladies. I, for one, am not interested in Mr. Logan the least and he’s not interested in me, so I can instead dance with the other young gentlemen and see whether one of them is more to my liking.”

“True. I think I shall do my best to interest Mr. Lowell in me instead. He’s charming, a good dancer, and I hear he has over four thousand a year already … he may not be a first-born son, but he’s suitable and will be a good husband.”

“In addition, since he has no estate to pass on, you will be under less pressure to give him an heir.”

“That as well. Patricia, my older sister, is married to a first-born son and she’s under horrible pressure after the two girls they already have. I shall do my best, of course, to present my husband with a son, but if it isn’t to be, Mr. Lowell wouldn’t be too angry.”

They all nodded at that. A young man with a good income, a friendly nature, and good manners didn’t need to be a first-born son who might inherit an estate in the future. As long as he could provide for a family, he would be a good choice. How much better not to have to bear him a male heir at all, since there was nothing to inherit that only a man could inherit!

“What about you, Emilia?” Clarissa asked. “Have you set your sights on a gentleman already?”

“I’ve hardly met them,” Emilia answered. “How can I choose with nothing but a first impression? Not Mr. Logan for sure, though. The man is treating the other young ladies here horribly. Not even six thousand a year are worth that!”

At this, both Clarissa and Florence nodded in agreement.

Clarissa glanced at the man in question. “In addition, he is a first-born and will therefore want and need a son as well. Well, what do you think, Florence? Should Emilia seek the acquaintance of Mr. Shaw? He is extraordinarily charming and polite, has a solid income, is not a first-born, and has not yet chosen a fiance, either.”

“I’m sure he would find Emilia charming,” Florence agreed, “but he’s not at the ball. I might be able to introduce him at the party the Norton household is giving at the beginning of the next week, though. I’m sure he’ll be there as he’s a close friend of the young Mr. Norton.”

“Yes, that will be a good chance to do it. I don’t think I could make introductions earlier myself.”

Emilia smiled. “I don’t need to decide right away, we shall be in Shoreham for several months, after all. It would be wonderful to return home as an engaged woman, but even if that doesn’t happen, it will still have been another wonderful summer.”

“It will have been, I’m sure.”

A handsome young man approached the group and Clarissa, on whose card he was for the next dance, smiled at him and rose so he could accompany her to the dance floor.

“This is the third time she dances with him tonight,” Florence said.

“Is this…?”

“…Mr. Lowell, yes.”

“He is a charming man, no doubt.”

“That he is. He has a friendly and sunny disposition, too … I do think he and Clarissa are very well-matched.”

“I think so as well.” Emilia sighed. “Perhaps I should settle for this Mr. Shaw. What do you think?”

“You could do worse than him, I’d say. Mr. Shaw is well-mannered and handsome, comes from a good family, and certainly can afford renting a good house and providing for a family.”

“Then I shall do my best to charm him.” Emilia fluttered her lashes at Florence.

Florence laughed softly. “I’m sure if you put your heart in it, Emilia, he will fall for you.”

“What about you?”

“The time shall come. None of the gentlemen I might go for has come to the ball, so I can just mingle for a bit tonight and enjoy the evening’s entertainment.”

Florence, too, was picked up by a young gentleman for a dance and Emilia found herself alone. She looked for another group of women she might chat with when a man approached her. It was not her next dance partner, however, but Mr. Logan.

“Miss Winters,” he greeted her curtly. “I don’t believe we have been introduced already.”

“We have not,” Emilia agreed. “It would be better, though, if a common acquaintance would introduce us, Mr.…?”

His face darkened a little, he wasn’t pleased that she didn’t seem aware of his name — which she was. Yet, Emilia wished to be properly introduced to a new person she met, everything else simply wasn’t done.

“Logan,” he answered curtly, “Wesley Logan.”

“Mr. Logan, then.” Now they were introduced, although not the way she would have preferred it — by a third person. “I hear that every woman here wishes to dance with you.”

A smug smile, which was certainly not becoming him, appeared on his lips. “That might be true. What about you?”

Emilia glanced at her dance card. “I’m afraid I have no vacancies tonight, Mr. Logan, which is a shame.”

“Dance with me instead of the next man on your dance card.”

“Why, Mr. Logan, I never could! That would be dreadfully impolite.”

His face darkened even more. “Of course you can! I do it all the time!”

She fought hard to keep the distaste at his answer from her face. A man shouldn’t do such a thing any more than a woman should. “Well, I do not do that at all. It is a horrible way to act and would reflect badly not just on me, but also on my family. I could never shame my parents like this.”

“I warn you, Miss Winters.” His voice had taken on a sibilant quality which most English-speaking people did not possess. “I am offering you something which, as you so rightfully said, every woman in this ballroom wants … a dance with me. Certainly, this is better than dancing with whatever man you have on your little card for this dance.”

“I would be taking this dance from another woman,” Emilia answered, keeping calm, “and I cannot do this. All women here are acquaintances to me and I could never do this to one of them.” There was no doubt Beatrice would do that, but Emilia wasn’t Beatrice and she had no interest in any future meetings with Mr. Logan, either, not after his behaviour so far. “I thank you for the offer, Mr. Logan, but it is not possible tonight. If you wish to dance with me during the next ball or the next party we both find ourselves at, I shall be only too happy to keep space on my card for you.”

“You will regret that,” he hissed at her. “I will not be slighted like this by a woman who is beneath me.”

“If I am beneath you, then you should be glad not to be seen dancing with me in the first place.”

He walked away without another word, but the furious look on his face left a bad feeling in Emilia’s stomach. She did not enjoy angering other people at all.




* * *




The next day, Florence and Emilia were again taking a walk on the beach together. Emilia had yet to relate the interactions with Mr. Logan to her friend and was wondering how to best relate it all to Florence. She didn’t get to do so, anyway, because Clarissa flew down the walkway to the beach, calling for them. They both stopped and turned to wait for her.

“Emilia!” Clarissa called out in a breathless voice. “Haven’t you heard?”

“Heard?” Florence asked.

“The gossip about you and that man…”

Emilia frowned. “What man?” She had not met any men outside of the ballroom so far and had been within view of different people there the whole time. What kind of gossip could come from that?

Clarissa tightened the laces of her bonnet as the wind freshened up. “A young man you have met here at the beach and have been doing … things with!”

“I have not been doing … things with anyone!”

“I believe you … I know you wouldn’t do something like this, certainly not with some better servant … but everyone else is talking about it!”

“This is ridiculous!” Florence threw in. “Many people here have seen Emilia grow up … they know she is not that kind of woman!”

“Well…” Clarissa shrugged.

“Who would say something like that about Emilia in the first place? It’s nothing but slander!”

At that, Clarissa nodded. “It is … but I don’t know who started this gossip.”

“Then we need to find out. We need to confront whoever is behind it.” Florence turned to Emilia. “Who could want to besmirch your name like … Emilia? Are you alright?”

Emilia was not alright. She took her best friend’s arm to steady herself, remembering the threat Mr. Logan had left her with the night before. “I might know who did this.” With those words, she told her friends what had happened between her and Mr. Logan in the ballroom.

“Mr. Logan,” Florence said after she was done. “Well, I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been him…”

“Neither would I … but what can we do?” Clarissa sighed deeply. “He has so much influence here in town. After all, his family is rich.”

“That is not an argument!” Florence glared at Clarissa. “We can’t allow him to ruin the name of our friend just because he’s rich!”

“What can we do? It’s our word against his … and those who are speaking as he tells them to. He has so much more influence here.”

Florence’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll show him what happens to those who treat my friends like that…”

“No!” Emilia called out, grabbing her best friend by her arm. “Please, don’t! He’ll be saying horrid things about you, too! It’ll pass … people will stop speaking about me.”

Across the beach, another woman approached them — Beatrice. She joined them, looking down her nose at Emilia. “Well, here’s our little … friend with the unsuitable … friend.”

It was the wrong thing to say to Emilia while Florence was with her. Florence turned on Beatrice right away. “Well, here’s the woman who would do everything for six thousand a year! The woman who knows that the man she wants to catch for herself is taking revenge on a woman not interested in him and still helps ruining an innocent young lady’s name.”

Beatrice made an innocent face — which failed. “What? You dare suggest that I’m willingly lying?”

“Suggest?” Florence sneered. “I didn’t suggest it, I outright said so. You have been lying to people to secure yourself a rich husband.”

“You take that back or…”

“…or what? You will slander my name next, Beatrice? Try and find out how little I care for that!” Florence shook off Emilia’s arm and advanced on Beatrice who wisely stepped back from her. “If you want this lying coward as your husband, go ahead! None of us cares for him. But slander my best friend’s name once more in my presence and you shall regret it for the rest of your life! You’re nothing more or less than a whore yourself, not only offering your body, as a poor woman might have to do out of need, but also your morals to a man who deserves neither. Run back to Mr. Logan and tell him what a good girl you’ve been, spreading lies for him. Perhaps he’ll consider doing with you what you suggested Emilia has done. Never, ever, speak to me again, even if you should become Mrs. Wesley Logan after your despicable deeds!”

“She’s right,” Clarissa threw in. “How many more names do you want to ruin, Beatrice? Mine as well … Lillian’s next, perhaps? As soon as our friends hear about what you’ve done, that you’ve been spreading what we all know is a lie, you will have far less invitations in your mail.”

Beatrice lifted her head. “Well, I don’t need the likes of you any longer. I’m sure Mr. Logan will offer me an engagement, too. We have an … understanding.”

“Good for you,” Emilia managed. “You only had to stab a friend you’ve known for much longer than Mr. Logan in the back for it.” Her voice shook, but she couldn’t bring herself to care about it.

Beatrice paled, but then walked away, head held high. Clarissa and Florence took Emilia in the middle, supporting her discreetly on the way to a bench where they could all sit down and recover from the meeting.

“This woman … and Mr. Logan!” Florence growled out. “Honestly, Beatrice has nothing to fear from Emilia, it’s not as if she’s a rival for Mr. Logan’s hand.”

“It’s not as if any of us wants Mr. Logan for a husband,” Clarissa agreed. “I didn’t want him before this, but now I desire him even less. I mean what I’ve said. I’ll tell every young lady I know about this. Some might not believe me … like the newcomers who were never in Shoreham before and have never met Emilia so far. Yet, everyone who knows her should know she’s not like that and should know that Beatrice will stab someone in the back if it serves her goals.”

“My parents,” Emilia whispered. “My parents must know. Oh, this will be outright horrid!”

“Your father can demand of Mr. Logan to recant the rumours,” Florence pointed out. “It will be a good idea to tell your parents. It’s one thing when the demand comes from you or me, another when it comes from your father. He won’t be ignored as easily as the two of us.”

“I’m still afraid. They might believe it’s true…”

“Nonsense! They’ve known you since the day you were born. Everyone who knows you also knows that you would never do something like that. They know you’re a well-bred young woman who doesn’t misbehave at all.”

“She’s right, Emilia,” Clarissa agreed. “Everyone who knows you a little knows this must be a lie. Your parents certainly know you well enough. They’ve raised you, after all, and did so very well.”

“You think so?”

“Of course!”

Florence wrapped an arm around Emilia’s shoulders. “I shall be with you, Emilia. We’ll tell them together.”

“You will?”

“Of course. What are friends for, after all?” Florence glanced at Clarissa. “You will tell all our friends about this?”

“Yes, I will. This must be spread, people must know that Beatrice can’t be trusted. Even should she become Mrs. Wesley Logan, it will not excuse her deeds.”

“It will not. Thank you, Clarissa, for telling us and for not believing those lies.”

“What I also can’t believe is that Beatrice would do this! She was always quick to change her opinion to fit that of the people she wanted to please, but that she would outright spread lies about someone she has known for many years just to further her own agenda … no, I never would have thought that possible. The others need to know, so they can take their own precautions.”

“Yes, that is wise. Any of them might accidentally annoy Mr. Logan, too.”

Clarissa nodded and rose, leaving Florence and Emilia alone on the bench. She hurried up the path towards town and soon disappeared between the others walking on the beach.

Emilia felt faint. How could Beatrice have done something like this to her? She’d never done anything to hurt Beatrice and never would, not willingly or knowingly at least. What need had there been for doing this from Beatrice’s point of view? Mr. Logan wanted revenge, but he must be aware that Beatrice’s word would carry further in town, since she’d been staying there every summer for almost as long as Emilia and Florence. Was it just that Beatrice wanted to secure a good husband? What good a husband was a man who destroyed lives just for what he felt was an insult?

Florence’s next words sounded as if she’d read Emilia’s mind. “If Beatrice becomes Mrs. Wesley Logan after this, they both deserve each other, because a woman stabbing a friend in the back to secure a husband is as bad as a man ruining a life over a slight.”





Three


The gossip was around town in a heartbeat. Within a few days, everyone had heard of Emilia’s supposed misdemeanour and the invitations stopped coming in. Emilia herself stayed at home, only daring to go out for a walk in the early morning, while the beach was still rather empty, and in the late evening, when the beach was empty again because everyone else was enjoying their evening’s entertainment. Even Florence’s motivating speeches couldn’t pull Emilia out of her fugue.

Her father, naturally, was not one to simply let something like this happen to his daughter or any other member of the family. After a few days of watching how things were deteriorating, he went out to speak to Mr. Logan in person.

Emilia asked Florence to come by as they waited and her friend arrived as soon as she could. They sat in the drawing room together, not chatting, just waiting. Florence had, so far, not experienced any trouble because of her friendship with Emilia, but wouldn’t she be tarred with the same brush in a little while?

“Perhaps we shouldn’t meet that often?” Emilia suggested after the thought had occurred to her.

“Why would we not?” Florence asked back.

“Because people might think you have loose morals, like me. I don’t want you to suffer because of this.”

Florence took Emilia’s hands into hers. “Emilia, you are my oldest and closest friend. I have known you since we were both five years old and our mothers became reacquainted when my family moved into the neighbourhood. You do not have any loose morals. Neither do I have any. None of us has anything to be ashamed of just because this … man … thought it suitable to answer an imagined slight with unfounded lies to be spread through society. No matter whether your father is successful today or not, I will be by your side … always. What do I care for the opinion of people who do not know me? None of our friends here in Shoreham does believe a word of that vile gossip, that is all which counts.”

“Yet I’m not invited any longer…”

“It’s a passing thing, Emilia. They do not want to invite any arguments into their homes while the gossip is going strong. That is certainly cowardly, but it is not something you should be bothered by in the long run of things. Soon enough new gossip will surpass the lies about you and things will return to normal, I’m sure of it.”

“But how long until then?”

“Well, it will be shorter if your father is successful today. Even if he is, though, it will take a week or two for the correction of the gossip to spread and some might not believe it easily.”

“Yes.” Emilia cast her eyes down. Why did she have to be in this? She had done nothing but been proper and this was how she was rewarded? By being driven out of society by lies just because she didn’t want to break a promise made through her dance card for a man who had no real interest in her and was treating women badly?

Softly, Florence squeezed Emilia’s hands which she was still holding. “Emilia, none of this is your fault. Your behaviour was without any flaws. You did what every young lady of good breeding should have done … what most would have done. It is Mr. Logan and he alone who is to be blamed for this situation. I do hope your father finds strong words for him, too, because he deserves to be properly scolded for what he did.”

“What if he refuses? What if those horrid lies are never refuted? I shall not be able to show my face anywhere! Here in Shoreham and back home!”

“There’s nobody from home staying here who doesn’t know you and isn’t aware that these lies are unfounded and merely slander.”

“You think so?”

“Of course I do! I have spoken to many of the people from back home who have come to Shoreham, too, and they’re very shocked about what has happened … shocked that Mr. Logan would slander you like this, not shocked because of your supposed indiscretion with a man of the lower classes. They do not believe a word of all of this.”

Emilia glanced at her friend. “You have been working against this, haven’t you? Despite not being a manipulator by nature … unlike Beatrice?”

Florence smiled a little uneasily. “Well, I might have pointed out why all of that gossip has to be wrong when talking to them, yes.”

“Thank you!”

Emilia wrapped Florence up in a tight hug and was hugged back just as tightly. Florence despised all those little ways of manipulating society into believing what she wanted them to believe, even though she knew them and was quite adept with them, too. That she was making use of them for Emilia was just another proof of their deep connection and almost sisterly relationship.

There was a knock on the door and Emilia’s mother stepped inside. “Your father is back, Emilia.”

One look at her mother’s face told Emilia there were no good news. “Mr. Logan will not take back his lies, will he, mama?”

“No, my dear, he won’t. We are having a meeting about this later today.” Her mother glanced at Florence. “I’ve asked your mother to come over for this, Florence, as she is very levelheaded and often sees solutions where I can’t. You can stay as well, of course. You are like a daughter to us and you are Emilia’s closest friend and confidante.”

Florence still had her arms around Emilia. “Of course I’ll stay, Mrs. Winters. What Mr. Logan did is inexcusable, but I can see how it will be hard to make him take his lies back. For one thing, he didn’t spread them … Beatrice did that for him. For another, he is a wealthy man from an important family. He has influence … more of it than your husband does, I’m sure.”

Despite the situation, Emilia’s mother smiled. “You are as levelheaded as your mother, Florence, and I’m glad that you and Emilia are such close friends. You are right, of course, there is no way to make him take those lies back. Beatrice will not do so by herself?”

Florence sighed and shook her head. “No. She sees this as a way to win Mr. Logan’s hand in marriage and has shown the bad character necessary to stab an old friend in the back for a chance to marry rich.”

Emilia’s mother sadly shook her head. “This is certainly a sign of ill breeding. As much as I understand her need to make a good match … this is not how you go about it. Mr. Logan is a wealthy man and a lot of young women aspire to be his fiance by the end of the season, but becoming his wife because you have severely harmed the reputation of an old friend? That is unacceptable. It will come out, too, mark my words. Lies are always uncovered at some point and all of this is nothing but lies and slander.”

“It is, yes.”

Emilia’s father also came into the room, knocking first. His face was dark, he was still enraged about Mr. Logan’s actions. “This man is … not showing any good breeding! He didn’t even deny that all he had spread about you, Emilia, was lies. He even delighted in telling me about this … me! Your father! Yet, he steadfast refuses to take those lies back and make amends. I went so far as to speak to his father … but it is clear to me now where Mr. Logan has his ill breeding from. His father, too, refused to intervene and set things right. He, like his son, considers it a suitable punishment for the sin of you ‘snubbing him.’ Good God, all you did was behave properly!”

Emilia’s eyes stung with tears. “I’m so sorry, papa. I’m making things so hard for the family!”

He shook his head. “Don’t you say so, Emilia. You are not to blame for any of this. I am very proud that you behaved properly and didn’t drop someone from your dance card for a man who found it unnecessary to do things the right way. No fortune is worth having such a man for one’s son-in-law. We might, however, have to find another place to spend the summers in the future.” He sighed. “I don’t see how to salvage this situation.”

Her mother softly touched his arm. “I have called in Alison for a meeting later, dear. She has a very level head and usually comes up with good solutions for problems. With her help, I can’t see how we won’t be able to salvage this situation.”

He placed his hand on hers. “You are right. Alison is very good at solving such problems.”


* * *


Florence’s family came over after a subdued family dinner — Florence, both her parents, and her brother Albert who had accompanied them to Shoreham for a little while after finishing his studies at Cambridge. They all went into the sitting room together and Emilia’s father told them about the situation with Mr. Logan, mentioning that there was no way to make the arrogant man take the lies back or to sway Beatrice into telling the truth and giving up the chance to marry him.

Florence’s mother shook her head sadly. “Such ill breeding in people who should be of better stock.” She sighed. “I can’t say I had a high opinion of Mr. Logan before this … his actions since he arrived in Shoreham speak clearly against him … but I would never have expected such behaviour of Beatrice. She has been a good friend to Florence and Emilia for many years and has been in our house here more than once. I always had the impression that she was a well-educated, accomplished young lady who knew how to behave in a proper manner at all times. Learning that she is prepared to spread lies about a friend to secure … possibly, as nothing is clear right now … a good marriage. Why, that is just unacceptable.”

“It is,” Florence’s father agreed with his
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