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Dedicated to my father, Doug

And my mother, Judy.

May you both rest in peace.
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SHANNON


“The one true love is the one

You’re destined to be with forever.

No one can take that away. It is 

Irreplaceable.”
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My life at this time seemed boring, uneventful and unfulfilled. To me, it seemed, there was nothing to look forward to, and nothing to be excited about. All I felt in the pit of my stomach was an impending doom.

My life had changed in many ways that I could never have possibly imagined. It all started a year after my father, Edgar McCormick had passed away, leaving my mother, Elizabeth, in a tremendous amount of debt. Not only did she face losing her splendid manor to the bank, but also her place within society, to be shunned as a social outcast. 

Elizabeth would rather perish from this Earth than allow another soul to know that she was broke and heavily in debt.

Of course, like all women of her stature, she had conducted a brilliant plan within her small mind to cure all her woes. And, this plan included me. 

I was to be married off to the richest bachelor my mother could find. Luckily for her, the only man foolish enough to be reeled in by Elizabeth’s greed had been Alexander Shepparton. His father, Sebastian, had been a very close friend of my father’s.

Alexander was not known in Shoalwater as a respectable young gentleman, but rather as a philanderer who was well known for his dalliances with the local prostitutes. The local law enforcement had pulled him aside on several occasions for the severe beatings he had given every woman who was stupid enough to be in his company.

Of course, his crimes were always swept under the carpet and never dealt with by the authorities. One of the many benefits of having money in this town.

I despised him, and quite frankly, I had no intention of sharing anything with him, including my hand in marriage. But, according to Elizabeth, I had no choice in the matter. 

Although, I refused to believe it to begin with, knowing deep down that any relationship with this man would be impossible. 

To make my predicament worse, I had fallen in love with someone else. He was an impressionable gentleman who was handsome as well as dark and mysterious. Julian Canterbury, an American, and an outsider in our quaint and proper town, had become the object of my obsession. 

Julian had lived in a three story estate that had been handed down from his deceased parents, one that would more properly be described as a mausoleum than a home. The estate was the biggest in Shoalwater as well as the oldest, and it seemed to loom over the town, as dark and mysterious as Julian himself. 

The first time I laid eyes on him had been one afternoon while I had accompanied Elizabeth on one of her daily strolls through the park. And although she claimed that this was her idea of relaxation, I truly suspected it was her method of discreetly spying on, or gossiping about the ladies in her social circle.

Elizabeth had stopped to chat with Evelyn Parker, who was quite literally a gossip monger. Everyone’s business was her business, so to speak, and she thought nothing of loosening her tongue on other people’s affairs.

I don’t care much for gossip, and I find every other day when Elizabeth and I talk with Evelyn, I let my mind wander. 

That was when I spotted him. 

I stood from afar, utterly transfixed by him. He was without a doubt the most fascinating human being I had ever laid eyes on. He had been standing in the park as still as a statue as he watched a group of children at play, wearing a slight smile which played around his lips. He was dressed in black from head to toe, which I found to be unusual, considering the heat of the day. One only usually dressed in such a fashion if they were mourning the death of a loved one.

His hair was black as the suit he wore, and what was even more unusual, was the absence of sideburns that most men sported. His haircut was extremely strange indeed, with it being cut sharp and short with no facial hair at all. He most definitely stood out in the crowd. 

I had found myself wondering if he was in mourning for a wife, considering he was never in the company of a lady. 

While my mind had been consumed with thoughts that no well-mannered eighteen year old girl should be indulging in, his eyes suddenly turned in my direction, laying the most piercing and the darkest eyes I had ever seen upon me. His eyes seemed to burn right through me, into my very soul, to the point where I almost considered that he could possibly read my thoughts. 

And yet, although there was nothing predatory about those eyes to me like they may have been to someone else, still my breath caught in my throat, and my heart had begun to race so madly that I thought it would explode right through my chest.

His eyes, I thought in wonderment, were so dark and blazing that they could not possibly be from that of a human. 

And when his small smile turned into one of curiosity, I felt a shiver run down my spine, which was not at all unpleasant.

“Shannon!” Elizabeth barked beside me, snapping me out of my reverie by her harsh voice. 

As I turned my attention back to my mother, I noticed at once, that both Evelyn and she had immediately turned to look at Julian.

“So,” Evelyn replied briskly, turning back toward me with a cynical eye, “How is the young Alexander, Shannon?”

The smug smile that followed did not escape my attention and I am sure it did not escape Elizabeth’s either. I could almost hear Evelyn’s interpretation of this moment ticking away in her useless mind. 

“Fine, thank you, Mrs Parker.”

“Oh...may I be so bold as to enquire what has just caught your attention so intently, dear?”

I caught a glance at Elizabeth, whose nasty green eyes had bored into mine, expecting an appropriate answer. One eyebrow had shot up on her pudgy, piggy like face and her lips were set in a tight grimace.

“Nothing in particular, Mrs Parker. I was merely curious about that gentleman over there. His whole attire is quite strange. Wouldn’t you say so?” I asked haughtily, trying not to demonstrate any interest at all.

Evelyn glanced over at Julian as though he were vermin.

“Indeed! There is something about him I cannot tolerate. They say he killed his wife up in that house on the hill, you know. He dumped her in the swamps like garbage, he did,” Evelyn said, taking on a more conspiratorial tone to her voice, and I had to restrain myself from rolling my eyes at her.

“Speaking of which, another young girl has been found earlier this morning,” Elizabeth replied, nodding her head in Julian’s direction. 

I took the opportunity to steal another look in his direction, but he  now had his back turned toward us and was casually strolling away. I felt strangely disappointed as I watched his departure, and I had the strongest desire to run toward him, and to stop him from leaving.

Once Evelyn and Elizabeth had finished their banter about the town, and we were out of her company, Elizabeth turned toward me. 

“What on God's green Earth do you think you were doing?” she snapped. 

“I was merely curious, mother. I was wondering why he does not have company...lady company.”

“Any woman with enough common sense would keep clear of that pagan,” Elizabeth spat.

I rolled my eyes. So he was a murderer and a pagan. Of course. 

“It will not do to have the ladies gossiping about your wandering eye while you are betrothed, Shannon,” Elizabeth continued.

“Yes, mother.”

Elizabeth studied me for a while before she nodded her head once with satisfaction.

“Good. Come now, it is time for tea. I must remind you that we do have company tonight.”

I felt the bitter disappointment rise up within me.

The Shepparton’s, I thought glumly.

I walked slowly back to my mother’s magnificent manor in silence. As soon as we got in, I went upstairs to bathe and dress while my mother went into the kitchen to order the servants around, despite the fact she had no money to pay them. A few had walked out and had found paid jobs. The ones who stayed behind were the ones who found some sort of need to be loyal to Elizabeth, or who were blackmailed and threatened to stay.

I deliberately dressed slowly, so as to avoid talking to Elizabeth for any given moment, or for any reason. Once I was ready, and had more than enough time to spare, I called for one of our servants, and my only and best friend, Annabella. She has always been my rock. Her advice was usually the best advice, although when I enquired what she thought of my husband to be she had replied, “You will grow to like him...maybe even love him?”

As I thought about her words, I snorted with disgust. 

I heard a knock at the door and I rose to answer it, to find Anabella standing in the hall obediently. 

“May I have a word, Ana? You must understand that our conversation is confidential.”

Annabella’s soft brown eyes danced with amusement. 

“Of course, ma’am.”

“Don’t call me ma’am. You know I hate it,” I snapped at her.

Anna smiled mischievously. 

“What is on your mind, Shannon?”

I ushered her into my room and closed the doors.

“This afternoon, while I was taking a walk with my mother, I noticed...” I trailed off, not sure how to continue.

“Yes?” Ana asked, urging me to continue.

“I noticed, well, a man, Quite striking if I may be so bold to say so. I noticed that he had been alone.”

Anabella giggled. “It's not uncommon for a gentleman not to share his own company, Shannon.”

I scowled. “Do not make fun of me.”

“My apologies, Shannon.” Anna replied, composing herself immediately, “There are a lot of men who are alone. Can you be more specific?”

“Yes. I have heard he lives in that estate on top of the hill.”

“Ah. With black hair and eyes the same?”

“Yes,” I answered, a little too quickly.

“That must have been Julian, then.”

“Julian,” I repeated, feeling a slight rush of excitement run through me. 

“Why do you ask, Shannon?” Annabella asked, with obvious curiosity leaking into her voice.

“I was just curious about him...what happened to his wife?”

“Mrs Julian Canterbury died several years ago under tragic circumstances. He was devastated and to be quite blunt, the town gossip did not help with the grieving process.”

“How did she die?”

“Well, they do not know who or what did it to her. She was found in the swamp...with her throat ripped open.”

I gasped and my eyes opened wide with shock. I moved over to a seat I had near the large bay windows which overlooked the street below and I slowly sat down. 

“They say it was the work of an animal.”

“Do you think he did it?” I asked her.

“No. He is much too gentle for such horrors,” Anna replied.

My eyebrows shot up at her last comment and I felt a flood of jealousy run through me. 

“You sound as though you know him personally, Anna,” I replied stiffly.

Annabella’s cheeks flushed red. 

“No, not personally, ma’am...I ...I talk to him every now and then...at the inn,” Anna stammered desperately, struggling for an excuse. 

“The inn?” I asked, somewhat surprised, as I straightened in my chair.

Perhaps my reply had come across as harsh for I noticed Anna’s cheeks had now turned crimson. 

“Not often...I go occasionally...”

I held my hand up to stop Anna from blubbering again. 

“When are you planning to go to the tavern again?” I asked.

“Tonight. Tonight is my one night a week off, ma’am.”

I smiled with amusement. “I thought you said you visited your mother on those nights?”

“Sometimes I do...she is rather eccentric, Shannon. She is only tolerable in small doses, no disrespect toward her, of course.”

“I understand, but never mind that,” I replied impatiently. “I want you to take me with you tonight.”

Annabella gasped and looked at me in shock. 

“There is absolutely no way, Shannon! A lady of your stature is not seen in places like that!”

“To hell with my stature. I want to go.”

Annabella blanched at my use of profanities. 

“Will you take me or not?” I demanded.

“Absolutely not! Your mother will have my head if she ever finds out.”

“To hell with her, too. I will deal with that old cow, and quite frankly, I will go with or without you.”

Ana stared at me in surprised shock for a while before she burst out laughing. 

“You surprise me, Shannon...fine, I will take you, but only this once. I do require a job, you know.”

I heard the arrival of the Sheppartons and my stomach fell immediately. I stood up and signalled for Annabella to leave the room. Before she did, I stopped her and asked, “Tell me, Ana. What does one wear to the inn?”

Anna smiled in amusement and I could tell she was trying to refrain herself from laughing in my face.

“Casual wear would be appropriate, Miss.”

Anna turned and left the room, giggling to herself as she did so. 

I sighed and stood in the hall until I heard our long suffering butler, Gerard usher Sebastian and Alexander inside. I made my way toward the parlour to see Elizabeth be greeted by Sebastian first. 

Sebastian and Alexander did not look like father and son. Alex was nothing like his father at all and I often wondered if he was indeed Sebastian’s biological son. Sebastian was quite short and portly with a kind and warm face and a mischievous twinkle in his eye, while Alex was tall, with sharp features which almost looked predatory, and green, cold and hateful eyes. While Sebastian was always smiling, Alexander never did. His expression seemed to be plastered with a constant stern and serious look.

“Good evening, Elizabeth. How are you, my dear?”

Elizabeth gave Sebastian a curtsy and held out a hand to him. 

“You are looking as lovely as ever, may I add,” he told her, then he kissed the back of her hand.

My mother started giggling worse than a school girl and I scowled. The whole scene disgusted me.

Sebastian had been without a wife for many years and the word around town was that Mrs Shepparton had run off with a wealthy businessman from America. I often wondered why my mother just didn’t marry him herself and fix her own financial problems.

I bowed a small curtsey to both Alexander and Sebastian.

“Good evening,” I replied quietly.

Sebastian returned my salutation with happy enthusiasm, while Alex nodded toward me indifferently without as much as a glance in my direction.

We were then ushered into the dining room by Gerard and as soon as we were seated, Alex cleared his throat and turned toward Elizabeth.

“I did not arrange a dinner meeting for pleasantries, Mrs McCormick. We must discuss our arrangement at once. I have been a very patient man and I can no longer wait around in Shoalwater for a decision.”

Arrangement? Is that how he describes our marriage? I thought angrily.

Elizabeth smiled charmingly at Alex. “Of course, my dear. You have been more than patient, may I add.”

The first course, potato soup was served with bread and I had the urge to hurl a chunk of bread right at Elizabeth’s piggy face. The thought did seem rather appealing to me since I had lost my appetite.

“You see, I am due back in London in three weeks and I would like to return as a married man,” Alex continued.

“Then we shall arrange it. Say, in a fortnight’s time?” Elizabeth asked politely.

“I do not care much for London,” I replied tartly, before Alex could reply. 

Alex had acted as though I hadn’t even spoken. It had been Sebastian who had tried to persuade me. 

“I think you may like London, dear. It is very fashionable you know and Alex owns a vast property there. I can assure you will be quite comfortable.”

“You will also befriend very important people, Shannon. You will make decent friends who are not peasant servants.”

I could feel my face grow hot with anger. It was true that I had no friends, but to call Anna a peasant! How dare he?

“Maybe on the weekend? A quick ceremony, nothing fancy, then you can be on your way,” Elizabeth pressed.

Alex smiled for the first time. An ugly, thin smile which made his features even more hawk-like.

“You have read my mind, Elizabeth.”

“Of course, there is the other side of business.”

“Yes, certainly,” Alex replied, then he pulled a large envelope out of his pocket, thick with money and he dropped it on the table in front of her.

Elizabeth eyed the envelope greedily as Alex stood.

“If you would all excuse me, I have other matters to attend to,” he announced haughtily.

“Of course,” Elizabeth replied. 

I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. My own mother had just sold my life away without a second thought. I could not even look at her, let alone be in her presence. As soon as Alex bade everyone but myself a goodnight, I turned to Elizabeth to be excused.

“Mother, may I be excused from the table?” I asked tonelessly.

“Yes, yes, off you go,” Elizabeth barked, waving me away impatiently.

I quickly bade Sebastian goodnight before I retreated to my room. I fell onto my bed and cried madly into my pillow, but not for long. I wasn’t one to dwell on circumstances for too long, or to allow myself to wallow in self pity. I was quite headstrong and I was determined to change my destiny and choose it for myself.

Besides, I had plans for the late evening.

I carefully chose a casual evening dress and boots. I looked at my reflection in the mirror and scowled at my hair tied tightly in a roll. My mother had always insisted I tie it up in this fashion, although other girls always wore their hair down. I ripped the ribbon out of my hair in disgust and let my dark brown curls fall over my shoulders.

“Much better,” I replied out loud, pleased with myself. 

I then put a robe over my dress and bade my mother goodnight. That way, she would not have to bother coming to my room later. I went back upstairs, turned down the oil lamp so mother would not see the light from under the door, and waited for Annabella.

It seemed like an eternity before I heard a soft knock on my door. I jumped off the chair, and answered excitedly.

Anna took in my appearance and rolled her eyes at me. 

“Perhaps I should have brought you something of mine to wear. You look a little overdressed.”

“Not casual enough?”

“Never mind,” Anna replied. 

She looked down at my feet and hastily added, “Take off your boots. They will make too much noise.”

I nodded and quickly and quietly made our way down the stairs, then out the door. 

Once we were out on the street, we both broke out into a run, giggling and laughing as we did. We did not slow down until we were well and truly out of sight from the house. 

Anna led me away from the upper class area of town to the lower class slums. People of my so-called stature would never dream of stepping one foot here, but I, on the other hand, was quite glad to. 

Anna led me through the dirty streets, past run down houses and down a dark alley way until we reached a tall stone building. Once inside, I was confronted with loud music and a bustle of happy and very drunk people. At one end of the room was a wooden dance floor which was quite crowded and a folk band was at the far end of the dance floor. At the other end of the room were wooden tables and chairs.

Anna was not wrong about being overdressed. It was quite clear that I did not fit in or belonged to this social circle. I had received a few sneers from women who looked me up and down with contempt, while Anna led me to a table in a dimly lit corner. As she did, I noticed Anna was looking around at the crowd cautiously, as though she expected to see someone there. Someone she did not want me to see perhaps.

“Sit. I will buy us something to drink.”

“Oh, my God!” I gasped. “I didn’t bring any money! I totally forgot about it in my excitement!”

“It is fine, Shannon. I will pay for it and you can give it back in the morning.”

I agreed and Ana disappeared into the crowd toward the bar. In the short time she was gone, I felt nervous. I looked around uneasily, but it soon vanished when I noticed there were quite a few women here. Some were dancing and others were at the tables talking amongst themselves. There were also women who Elizabeth liked to call ‘whores.’ The ones who sold themselves for money. 

Anna returned to the table and handed me a large glass of warm amber liquid.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Beer,” Ana replied, giggling to herself.

I took a sip and to me, it tasted absolutely hideous. Anna laughed at my reaction, and took a huge gulp herself.

“Can I ask why you really wanted to come here tonight?” Anna asked me, “Surely not of someone in particular?”

“Perhaps,” I told her, giggling. 

Anna looked at me seriously. “Perhaps he is not the right person for you? He must be at least in his thirties, for sure. Not apt for an eighteen year old girl, may I say.”

“He is incredibly handsome,” I replied, ignoring Anna’s comments completely. 

“He is too handsome for his own good,” Ana shot back, and we both burst out laughing.

“Seriously, though. You may be playing with fire here, Shannon.”

I snorted and took another sip of beer. “I seriously doubt that.”

The front door of the tavern opened and to me, it felt as though a wave of electricity had rippled through my body. I looked up and saw him standing in the doorway, his jet black eyes once again boring into mine.

Anna caught the look on my face, and she followed my gaze toward the entrance.

“Talk about the devil and the devil shall come,” Anna replied cheekily, as she gave him a little wave.

Julian smiled with what looked like amusement and then he tipped his hat toward us both.

“Shannon, have you ever thought about running away?” Anna asked, turning her attention back to me. 

“No. I wouldn’t even contemplate that now.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t have the money for a train ticket.”

We both looked at each other for a while before we burst out with laughter.

“Where would I go, besides?” I asked honestly.

I scanned the bar,  looking for Julian and instead, I spotted my husband to be, much to my dislike. What was worse, he was in the company of one of those prostitutes!

“So, this is what the other matters he had to attend were! Fraternising with other women!” I spat hotly.

Anna looked over at Alex and then back at me. 

“I am sorry, Shannon. He is a brute.”

“Oh, he is more than that!” I hissed, feeling hurt and humiliated beyond belief. “I have the right mind to waltz over there and tell him exactly what I think of him and his marriage!”

“I do not think that would be wise, Shannon.”

I ignored her and was about to stand up and waltz over to Alex when someone laid three glasses of beer noisily onto the table. I looked up to see Julian, and my anger suddenly dissipated.

“Mind if I join you two ladies?”

“Actually, I think we should leave before someone sees us,” Anna replied, looking worried.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Julian told her as he moved another chair over to our table. “I don’t think he is in any condition to recognise his own father at the moment.”

Julian pushed two beers in front of us both while Anna stole another look at Alex.

“I guess you’re right,” she replied, as she picked up her beer. “Thank you, Julian.”

“Yes, thank you,” I replied, picking up my beer.

“So, why do we owe the pleasure of your company tonight, Julian?” Anna asked.

“One can never be too careful in this day and age. I’m merely keeping a protective eye on you both.”

“Worried someone is going to rape and pillage my assets then?” Anna asked and we all laughed.

“Like I said, one can never be too careful.”

As he said this, he took his hat off and for the first time, I could see his face more clearly.

His olive complexion was smooth and completely wrinkle free, which in my mind made him younger than I first thought. He definitely did not look thirty. His lips were a slightly deeper red than most and his teeth were perfectly white and even. His eyes seemed darker up close, if that was even possible, and to me they looked much older than his face, as if he had seen too much in his lifetime already. There was something within those dark eyes that seemed tantalising. Inviting even. His jet black hair was glossy and straight and neatly combed. He was without a doubt, absolutely perfect. 

“May I introduce myself?” he asked suddenly.

I blushed furiously as I realised I had been staring at him, like a fool. I was incapable of speech, so I just nodded.

“I am Julian Canterbury.”

“Shannon McCormick,” I managed to utter.

“Pleased to meet your acquaintance, Miss McCormick.”

“Shannon. Please call me Shannon. I hate formalities.”

“Then you shall call me Julian,” he replied, flashing a brilliant smile that made my heart flutter.

“Alex has just left,” Anna announced, sounding somewhat relieved.

She turned and looked at Julian and for a moment, they both shared an odd look between them, like they both knew something that I did not. Julian had said something to Anna that was too quiet for me to hear. At the time, I thought he said, “It is better that way.”

Whatever it was that he said made a worried frown appear on Anna’s forehead and she looked across the table at me thoughtfully.

“Can I ask why a lady such as yourself is in a place like this?” Julian asked me, distracting me from Anna.

“Taking time away from my boring and mundane life,” I replied. “I could ask you the same about yourself, actually.”

Julian chuckled, and once again, his smile made my breath catch in my throat.

“The food is better here,” Julian replied, laughing now. 

Anna looked rather amused by his reply and I wondered what the joke was.

“Would you like to dance, Shannon?” he asked, distracting me again and I nodded.  

Julian stood and held his hand out for mine. I noticed for the first time how tall he was. He was perhaps the tallest person I had ever met, and I could not help but to feel a little intimidated. 

I took his hand and was alarmed at how cold it felt. Before I knew it, I had been spun toward the dance floor, with Anna gaily following. She chose a surprised and unsuspecting gentleman to be her dance partner for the evening, laughing as she did so.

I was not used to dancing to this style of music and it felt as though I was being thrown around the dance floor like a rag doll. Far from unpleasant, it was fun and exciting. I had felt freed from my mundane lifestyle, if only for a while, and I never wanted it to end.

It seemed as though we had been dancing for hours, and I was so exhausted I felt like collapsing. Eventually, we returned to our table to see Anna waiting for us.

“We have to go. I only have a few hours to get you through the door unnoticed before the help awakens for their duties,” Anna told me. 

I felt heavy feelings of disappointment, but I nodded in agreement anyway.

“Thank you, Julian. I must admit, that was the most fun that I had ever had in some time,” I told him as I stood up to leave.

“Perhaps the next time we meet would be in surroundings more apt for a young lady?”

I smiled shyly, but nodded nonetheless.

Anna gave him a little curtsy before she turned to leave. I followed her toward the door, but I was stopped by Julian.

“I usually take a walk to the park every morning. It is something I have always done. It’s kind of my routine.”

I smiled as I caught onto his meaning.

“Perhaps I may take a walk there also, to clear my mind,” I told him, smiling.

Julian smiled, placed his hat on his head and tipped it toward me. 

I bade him farewell and quickly ran toward the door where Anna was waiting.

“Anna, thank you so much. That was the best night in my entire life,” I gushed as we briskly walked down the street.

Anna laughed. “That is quite alright, Shannon, but we do have to hurry back. I do need some sleep so I am able to perform my duties this morning.”

I laughed. “Of course, Anna. I may even relieve you of your duties today.”

“That would be nice.”

I awoke the next morning, feeling awful. My mouth and throat felt dry, and my head was pounding with a horrid headache. There had been a slight knock on the door, which is what had awoken me.

“Miss?” I heard Anna call from the other side of the door.

Grudgingly, I got out of bed and put my robe on. I opened the door and acquainted myself in the overly bright hallway. 

“Can you be a dear and run me a bath, please Anna?” I asked hoarsely, “I feel absolutely horrid.”

Anna stifled a giggle and replied, “Of course, Miss. Your mother is waiting for you in the sun room for breakfast.”

I groaned and closed the door in Anna’s face. I stumbled back to the large four poster bed and collapsed face first in the mountain of pillows I insisted on sleeping with each night.

It only seemed as though I had been lying there for mere seconds when Anna returned to announce my bath was ready. 

I dragged myself off the bed and quickly made my way to the bathroom. Anna had perfumed the water with rose and lavender oils, which I was eternally grateful for. Soaking in the warm water made me feel much better. Unfortunately, I could only afford a few moments of soaking. I knew how impatient my mother could be, and already I knew she would be fuming at having to wait for me.

Sighing, I got out of the bath, dried and dressed in my undergarments before I called Anna to help with the dreaded corset women were expected to wear. Anna helped to tie my hair up, just how mother liked it, and helped with the laces on the back of my dress.

When I was finally ready, I made my way to the sunroom, where I found Elizabeth sitting at the table, sipping tea and reading a newspaper. The table had already been adorned with fresh fruit, toast, and a pot of butter, marmalade, a pot of freshly brewed tea and a jug of milk. Not bad for someone who was broke?

“About time you honoured me with your presence, Shannon,” Elizabeth replied, not even taking her eyes away from the paper.

“Good morning, mother,” I replied hastily.

I sat down and helped myself to tea and toast while Elizabeth put the paper down and eyed me wearily.

“How did you sleep last night, Shannon? Fine, I hope?”

“Fine, thank you, mother. Yourself?” I asked, as I made a cup of tea.

“Terribly,” Elizabeth snapped. 

“Oh? Why is that?” I asked cautiously, hoping she did not notice my absence the night before. 

“You know why. Your rude behaviour toward our guests last night. You, my dear, are skating on thin ice.”

I sighed inwardly with relief although I did not let it show.

“Well, it would be nice to have a say when it comes to my marriage arrangements.”

Elizabeth glared at me. “You will shut your mouth and do as you are told. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” I snapped, glaring back at her.

“Good. You are damned lucky to have someone like Alexander willing to marry you.”

“Alexander is a monster,” I spat.

Elizabeth looked at me as though I had just slapped her.

“He is too good for you, you ingrate. No one else would want you.”

I had plenty to say about those last few comments but I decided to keep my mouth shut. It wouldn’t help my headache to have her start ranting and raving about how awful I was, something that she took pride in doing. 

With one last spiteful look directed toward me, Elizabeth picked up her paper and resumed reading. 

“What are your plans for the day, Shannon?”

“ I was going to go to the park and do some writing,” I told her briskly.

Elizabeth sighed with impatience. “Oh, it's such a silly habit, Shannon.”

I ignored her remark. 

“Why do you ask?” I asked her wearily, as I picked up my toast, knowing something unpleasant was going to come out of her mouth. She did not disappoint. 

“I wanted you to join me this afternoon. I have made an appointment with Madame Antonette. We need to buy you a dress for your big day.”

I almost choked on my toast.

“Nothing too fancy, I hope,” I replied wryly.

“Of course not. Simple but pleasant would suffice. Be back by twelve, if you will, and do not be late,” Elizabeth barked. “I have afternoon tea with the ladies today and I do not wish to be late for it.”

“By the way, mother, just how much did you get for this arrangement?” I asked spitefully, throwing my toast on my plate with disgust.

“None of your business,” Elizabeth spat. 

I stood briskly and stormed out of the room without saying another word to her. I went back upstairs to retrieve my writing books and utensils, then I stomped down the stairs noisily and slammed the front door with all the strength I could muster on my way out.

I stepped out onto the busy street, ignoring the surprised and startled glances I had acquired from my outburst.

I quickly made my way toward the impressive park. A narrow cobbled walkway would take you through to a large picnic area and recreational area, with a lake and playground. The park was one of my favourite places to write, although I doubted I would accomplish much on this day.

When I reached the cobbled path, I took my time, strolling slowly and trying to ease the butterflies I had felt in my stomach. 

I thought I had been alone when a soft and familiar voice interrupted my thoughts.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I stopped abruptly, stunned at the intrusion to my thoughts and I snapped my head up. The sight of Julian made my breath catch in my throat, once again. Julian smiled at my expression and I suddenly felt very embarrassed. 

“Did I startle you, Shannon?” Julian asked, knowing all too well that he had.

“Yes...I mean no...yes, it is beautiful,” I stammered and I immediately scolded myself for being so foolish.

Julian looked down at the leather case I was holding in curiosity.

“Do you write?” he asked.

I began to walk again and this time when I answered, I chose not to look at him and kept my eyes firmly planted on the ground. His whole appearance was very distracting for me and quite frankly, it was impossible for me to keep one coherent thought in my head. Beside that, it felt as though he could see right through me and into my very soul. I had to gain composure as I was suddenly aware I was acting quite the fool.

“A little.”

We walked in silence for a moment while I tried to avoid looking at him. I soon found that to be an impossible task and in the end, I just blankly stared at him.

We found a spot to sit under an old beech tree and talked most of the morning away. He had asked me millions of questions about myself but said very little about himself. All I knew about him was his family had lived in Shoalwater for a short time before they died. His family had come to England from New Jersey and his father had been a very well respected physician, while Julian had followed in the footsteps of his own father and had practised medicine for a while. 

“You aren’t related to Edgar McCormick, by any chance?” Julian suddenly asked me.

“Yes. He is my father. Do you know him?” I asked, mildly surprised.

“Not on a personal level. Merely as an acquaintance. I perceived him to be a very kind and genuine person.”

“Yes, he was,” I replied, smiling at the memory of him.

“Much like yourself, may I add?”

I blushed wildly and quickly looked away to conceal my embarrassment.

“You are too kind.”

“Not at all. I have a very good judgement of character, you know,” he replied, smiling.

I smiled shyly in return. 

“Will you be here tomorrow?”

“Yes,” I replied quickly, without really thinking. 

“Perhaps we can meet again?”

“Yes. I would like that.”

With that, he stood and strolled away from me, quietly whistling a tune. 

I watched him walk away and I suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of despair and loneliness. I sighed heavily and made my way back home, knowing I was already late.

When I arrived home, I was told by Gerard that Elizabeth was waiting in the garden for me with lunch. I glanced at the ugly Grandfather clock she had placed in the parlour, and noticed that I was fifteen minutes late.

I saw Elizabeth in the court yard, sitting at a wrought iron table and shoving food into her mouth in the most unladylike fashion.

“Late again!” she screeched, when she spotted me. 

“My apologies, mother.”

“You’ll be sorry, alright. Don’t bother eating, go upstairs and get dressed,” Elizabeth spat nastily, screwing up her nose. 

“Yes, mother.”

“Be a dear and fetch Annabella, will you? I have a few errands for her to run.”

I turned around and went back inside, my eyes stinging with tears. I could never understand why my mother was so cruel to me. I had never known kindness from her, only hate.

I found Anna cleaning my bathroom and I relayed Elizabeth’s message to her. Before Anna could reply, I dashed to my room and closed the door, before I burst into tears.
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I strolled around town in a depressed daze. I thought about Alex and the working girl I had seen him with the night before and I felt an anger that I have never felt before. 

I stood patiently while Madame Antoinette measured me for a dress and I almost felt like kicking her away from me and telling my mother exactly what I thought of her and this preposterous marriage.

I felt like screaming. I felt so determined not to marry Alex that I had actually pondered on the notion of acting up so badly Elizabeth would have no other choice but to institutionalise me. The thought rather appealed to me for the slightest moment. 

Antoinette had picked out a white dress with extra puffy sleeves with little pink flowers sewn onto it and a large pink sash tied at the waist. To make the dress look even more absurd, there was an oversized matching hat to go with it. Utterly ridiculous.

“Perfect!” Elizabeth exclaimed and she immediately ushered me into the change room with Marie, Antoinette’s assistant to help me into the dress.

“It’s a bit tight, isn’t it?” I snapped as Marie did the back up.

“Sorry, Miss. I could get Madame to alter it?” Marie asked apologetically.

“No, don’t worry about it,” I spat bitterly.

I won’t be wearing it again, anyway so why bother? I silently added.

Once the dress was on, I stood back onto the podium at the front of the store while Antonette fussed over the detail at the bottom of the dress. 

“Doesn’t she look beautiful, Mrs McCormick?” Marie asked excitedly.

“Absolutely,” Elizabeth replied, not sounding too convincing.

I looked down at her in disgust and glared angrily out at the large display window in front of me and then, my breath stopped short.

My anger suddenly turned into humiliation. To my horror, there stood Julian on the opposite side of the street, staring straight at me. I did not want Julian to know I  was soon to be wed, even though I had a sneaking suspicion he already knew. God knows what Anna has been telling him. However, unbeknown to me at this time, my betrothal and Alex’s indiscretions were the talk of the town, making me look quite the fool. 

The expression Julian wore on his face was one of pure amusement and much to my dismay, he began to walk toward the store. 

“Try the hat on, dear,” Elizabeth told me, holding out the hideous hat which now had a huge pink bow tied to it. 

“No!” I hissed down at her, wanting to strangle her neck.

I heard the bell above the door tinkle and I did not have to look over to see who it was.

“Try on the hat,” Elizabeth insisted.

Antoinette excused herself so she could attend her newest customer.

“Good afternoon, sir. What may I help you with?” I heard her ask.

“Good afternoon, ma’am,” Julian replied, in a sickly sweet manner, “I was looking for a gift. You see, I have met someone who I wish to propose to and I would like to make an impression.”

My head snapped up and I looked directly at him. Julian stood there with a foolish grin spread across his face and he was looking right into my very soul again.

“Actually, now that I think of it, my new fiance would look more than beautiful in green,” he said.

I turned to my mother and snatched the hat off her and pulled it over my head, to hide the furious blush that had reached my cheeks. I pulled it down so hard onto my head that I had almost ripped the top and had it around my neck.

“Can we have this delivered this afternoon? I have a few errands to run,” Elizabeth snapped, eyeing Julian as though he were a disgusting insect. 

I rushed back into the dressing room and waited impatiently for Marie to untie the back. When she came in and helped me redress, I stepped back out into the shop to see Antoinette placing an emerald green dress with gold detail embroidered on the front, into a box. I did not look at Julian. I was absolutely furious with him and I am sure he had enjoyed my humiliation. 

I found myself wondering about his new fiance and the mere thought of that filled me with an incredible jealousy and had placed me in an even fouler mood. I barged out of the store, only to bump into Mrs Parker, much to my chagrin. 

I sighed heavily as she smiled one of her smug smiles at me. 

“Have you heard the news?” she asked me, almost drooling at the mouth.

“About what?” I snapped, not in the mood for her pathetic gossip.

“About your dear Alexander, of course.”

I felt my heart accelerate and thud in my chest.

“What news would that be?” I snapped, trying to compose myself for more humiliation.

“Apparently, one of those working girls had been found all beaten and bruised. The police questioned young Alex this morning about it,” Evelyn replied smugly.

I noticed a carriage slowly pass on the road behind her and I had to suppress an urge to throw her in front of it. I was about to open my mouth to tell her that frankly, I couldn’t give a damn, when the carriage stopped, the door swung open and something large was thrown out of it. The carriage then raced away before the door was closed and whatever was thrown out had rolled onto the sidewalk and had caused a woman to let out a blood curdling scream.

Evelyn, who was always ready for something new and juicy to gossip about, was the first one to race over and to investigate. I followed, not far behind.

I heard Julian call my name behind me, but I ignored him. What I saw made my flesh crawl and I felt the bile rise up into my throat. I could not scream. I seemed to be utterly paralysed.

There, lying on the ground was a young woman, wrapped up in a white sheet save for her face and neck. Her throat, I could clearly see, had been ripped out. I saw Julian at the corner of my eye and then I saw the scene in front of me fade away as I promptly fainted. 

I awoke in my bed with Sebastian and Alex standing at the foot of my bed. To my left, was our family doctor, Benjamin Hearson.

“Are you alright, Shannon?” Alex asked me tightly.

He did not sound at all concerned for me. If anything, he sounded furious.

My head was absolutely throbbing and for a while, I had no idea what had happened, my mind was completely blank.

“What happened?” I asked groggily.

“You fainted, my dear. Hit your head a tad hard, too,” Benjamin replied.

“Fainted?” I asked, then I remembered the horror I had seen on the street. “It was awful...who would do such a thing?”

“Don’t worry yourself about that now,” Sebastian told me, his voice filled with concern. “The police will soon catch the culprit.”

“Who was she?” I asked. 

“She’s just one of those women from the brothels. No one, really,” Alex replied coldly, looking at no one in particular.

I looked at him, shocked. How could he be so cold regarding a young woman’s life?

“May I have a private word with Shannon for a moment?” Alex announced.

He moved over to the door and ushered everyone out before closing it. He came toward me then, wearing one of his predatory smiles which made me shrink away from him.

“Your friend brought you home today,” he told me as he stood over me menacingly.

“My friend? Whom may that be?” I asked innocently, knowing all too well who he would be referring to.

“The friend you were enjoying drinks with at the hotel, along with that pet of yours. Do not assume that I am foolish enough not to notice your presence there,” Alex spat in disgust.

“Oh, you mean Julian?” I asked smartly.

Alex sneered down at me as he leant in closer toward me.

“Enjoy your time with him this morning did you? I heard you conversed for some time.”

I looked up at Alex in shock.

“Are you following me?”

“No, I have better things to do with my time. Let’s just say someone is watching you.” He paused for effect and to let the information sink in before he continued. “I do not want you to associate with that man again,” he added, through gritted teeth.

“And are you going to see that woman you were with again? The one you beat up on, I mean?” I spat at him

Alex replied by punching me in the face.

“Do not toy with me, woman. If you see him again, you will regret it. Do you understand, Shannon?” he demanded menacingly.

My shaking hands went to my face and I refused to let him see me cry.

“Yes, I understand,” I told him shakily.

“Good. On a lighter note, I have business associates from London visiting for our wedding ceremony next Saturday. My father thought it a good idea to meet some people before you make the move to London. Dinner is on Friday at six, so I will have someone pick you up at five thirty.”

Nodded, wishing he would leave.

Alex bent down and kissed my forehead and this time, I did shrink away from him. He sneered at me once again, then he left, leaving me lying in the bed shaking. 

I eventually fell asleep after hours of crying, and my dreams were not good ones.

As soon as I awoke the next morning, my mind was filled with one person - Julian. Despite what Alex had said the night before, I still had every intention of seeing him again.

I dressed as quickly as I could, doing away with the dreaded corset. My frame was slight enough to get away with it, besides. Before I left my room, I checked my face in the mirror for any sign of bruising. My left cheek was slightly bruised but not particularly noticeable, which I was grateful for. I silently cursed Alex for laying one filthy hand on me.

I decided to skip breakfast and instead of visiting my mother in the breakfast room, I decided to find Annabella to see if she had heard anything more about the incident that had occurred the day before. 

I made my way up to the servant’s quarters on the third floor and silently prayed Anna would be up here somewhere. As I made my way down the corridor, the youngest of our servant’s, Penny, who was only sixteen, stepped out of one of the many rooms.

“Miss!” she exclaimed in shocked surprise.

Penny’s reaction did not startle me. No one usually entered the servants quarters unless there was a special request, to complain about something or to give someone the sack. 

“I need to see Annabella, Penny. Have you seen her?”

Penny shook her head and a conspiratorial tone entered her voice. 

“Annabella did not return from her errands yesterday, Miss.”

This time, it was my turn to be startled.

“Have you told Mrs McCormick yet?” I asked.

“Mrs McCormick already knows. She had tried to fetch Annabella yesterday afternoon and she had already enquired about her this morning.”

“Yes, of course,” I replied hurriedly, “Thank you, Penny.”

I turned and went back downstairs and decided that I should go and join Elizabeth for breakfast. I knew a tongue lashing was in order so I figured I would get it over and done with.

I was worried. It was highly unusual for Annabella not to return for duty. Not without asking for permission.

I walked into the breakfast room, knowing all too well Elizabeth was waiting. I was right.

“Shannon! Sit here this instant! I have a bone to pick with you!”

I sighed inwardly and quickly moved over to her and sat down.

“What is it now, mother?” I snapped.

“Your maid! Don’t tell me you don’t know!”

I poured myself a cup of tea. “I am worried about her to be quite frank. It is unusual for Anna to just disappear.”

Elizabeth snorted. “No need to be worried. Alexander has told me where the little trollop frequents on her nights off. She has probably run off with the first male that has looked her way!”

I looked at her with a cold, hard rage.

“Do not talk about Anna in that fashion!” I hissed.

Elizabeth answered me by jumping up over the table and gave me a hard slap across my face that made my already bruised cheek sting. 

“Do not talk to me like that! By God, I will be glad to be rid of you!”

I sat there, staring at my empty plate and fighting back tears. 

“As of today, Annabella is dismissed and I will make sure she will never work in this town again.”

“You are horrid,” I whispered.

Elizabeth stood up and waltzed out of the room without a second glance in my direction. I stood up and left the house, wishing with all my might that I could run away and never return. I hated the house and everyone related to it. I decided that if Anna ever returned, I would convince her to go away with me and find us a new life. 

I made my way to the park and as I got closer, my worry and hurt had started to ease. That was one of the things I enjoyed about Julian’s company. I did not have a care in the world when I was with him. I felt totally at ease and more importantly, I felt I could be myself, once I had recovered from my clumsiness.

As I approached the cobblestone path, I saw a shiny black coach with two magnificent black stallions at front. Much to my surprise, I saw Julian standing beside the coach.

“Good morning, Miss McCormick.”

“Mr. Canterbury,” I managed, in acknowledgement. 

“Would you care to join me for the day? There is somewhere I would like to take you.”

“That would be fine,” I replied, with a small smile. 

Julian took my hand and helped me into the coach.

Wait until this gets back to you, Alex, I thought nastily as I sat down.
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