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The Wedding
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1822 Castle Howard

James

James hated weddings. He was attending the second one in six months and he intended to get drunk. He may already be drunk.

“Mrs. Partridge, your hat is all that is elegance in Cumbria.” He flicked the feather hanging from a young woman’s hat. 

She giggled shrilly. “Oh, Lord Wentworth, my husband bought it for me right before he died in the mill accident.” It seemed her husband’s death was not too much of a disappointment to her.

“It is a crime to be made a widow so young indeed,” James said, trying to extricate his arm from her grip. “Oh my, I see someone I know. Pardon me, ma’am.”

“Oh, you must dance with me again. You danced with Anna, Ruth and even Gladys tonight already, so surely it is my turn! My husband always used to dance with me,” she said, her feather bobbing as she earnestly tried to hold on to him. “A lord like you must be a fine dancer, what with all the balls you attend and whatnot. I am sure they must call you the light foot of the season. I saw you dance earlier, you see. You could dance on my toes, and I would never know.” 

Laughter emitted from her thin lips. She blinked at him and, after a moment, he realised she was attempting to flutter her eyelashes. The room was stifling, but she continued to speak with gusto. 

“I would love to go to a London ball one day. It is a shame you have no wife to attend balls with you, my lord.” She sighed, pursing her lips. The attempt to plump them was lacklustre. “Lady Edith must want a sister to attend balls with her now.”

“We already have a sister,” James mumbled, trying to pry her fingers from his arm.

“Oh, indeed you do, I forgot,” she said, dipping her head demurely. 

Many newly out maidens made the same head dip, and he imagined a dozen standing in a line, doing it simultaneously.  Supposedly, it was to call a herd of men to their feet, all proposing marriage to sweet young women, too shy to look a man in the face. The former miller’s wife did not carry it off well; she looked straight in his eyes as she did, resulting in her mouth falling wide open as she attempted to pull her chin down further. 

Echoes of pain from Gladys’ uncoordinated dancing caused him to shift from foot to foot. 

“I promise you no dance partner in London could be as accomplished as you, Mrs. Partridge, but I hurt my foot earlier. I am not so light-footed that I do not occasionally step on my own feet.” 

The woman laughed as if he had made the grandest jape and released his arm to cover her mouth with her hand. He took his moment to nod goodbye and sidestepped into the crowd.

The wedding was... odd. Edith was... odd. She was potentially even... happy? Which still did not make sense to James, considering what an ill-mannered harridan she had been for most of her life, who saw nothing but societal wealth as the true value of worth. 

Weeks before, O’Sullivan, his former private investigator, had appeared at his door with Edith and said they were to marry. It was ten seconds before James blinked, when three things occurred to him all at once, though he had no idea how they were connected. First, Edith was not at their home in the country, where he had left her with their parents and sister after she arrived home from an impromptu visit to Paris. Two, she was apparently now engaged to a terrifyingly large Irish man of no societal standing. He had sent the man to retrieve her from Paris after she ran away, when she learned he had ruined their family’s finances. And three, she was wearing men’s clothes.

Now, he was standing in his closest friend’s home because he could not afford to stand in his own, still swimming in debt, and he owed £5,000 to Edith’s husband-to-be. The man had paid one of James’ debts and he knew James could not pay it back either. He fought to ignore the numbers, the lists of creditors and the images of ledger balances that did not add up. Instead, he attempted to compose a smile because everyone expected it of him as host. Pseudo-host. Lord Chance Joyce, Earl of Carlisle, knew James’ home was ill suited for such an event. It was barely suited for living in these days, while Edith and O’Sullivan’s new home had yet to be refurbished. Castle Howard was a great mansion; it was not falling apart, was fully furnished, fully staffed, and had successful tenant farms and reliable estate managers. Everything James did not have. He stared at his sister and his new terrifying brother-in-law, and she laughed. In turn, the man quirked his lips, which, in his case, was an outright show of glee.

“Wentworth, old chap!” 

James groaned and turned with a smile. “Haberdash.” At least, he hoped it was a smile. “You have been enjoying tonight, I see.” He nodded towards the old man’s ruffled hair and slightly askew waistcoat.

“Who could resist such pretty ladies at a wedding, eh, Wentworth?” James nodded non-committedly. “Now, see here, your father and I used to have an understanding about new investments. I wonder if we could speak later. I am sure it could fix your family’s troubles, eh?” The man’s jovial tone transformed to sneering by the end. 

James cursed; he could not afford new vestments, let alone investments. “Yes, of course.” He clapped a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “I will have my secretary contact you next week.” James did not have a secretary. He gave the man a little push into the crowd and then moved away swiftly. 

He tried again to focus on the people around him. They swarmed his friend’s home, all of them laughing and smiling, and he wondered how they could be so happy when all he wanted to do was throw the whiskey glass he held at the wall and shout until his voice went hoarse. Instead, he laughed and danced, made jokes, complimented the women, and made empty promises to go shooting with the men. Those who did not seem to be too offended by his family’s financial scandal, of course, were usually the country gentry, too removed from society to know or care about it. They just wanted him to marry their daughters for a title, convinced money problems were just the complaint du jour of the aristocracy. He laughed mirthlessly. His was a complaint des ans, and it had plagued him for years. The surest way to solvency was a wife, but how could he put that amount of suffering of being married to his problems on anyone?

James gazed around and saw Joyce standing close to his wife, Lady Carlisle, talking to her sister Amelia. Lady Carlisle was growing rounder by the week and had never looked more elegant. Joyce barely took his eyes off his wife and their future child and nodded whenever she looked at him for a response. Amelia, the devil incarnate, was speaking rapidly to her sister. The woman never stopped talking and moving about. On par in style and elegance with Edith’s gown, Amelia’s gown lifted and descended as she jumped about, straightening her sister’s outfit. The girl was obsessed with gowns, even more than Edith used to be. The chit never even left the house, save to buy fabric to make more. She acted as if she had responsibilities, running about here and there, making dresses for anyone she found. James had seen her even taking the measurements of the maids for new attire, while they tried to work. One poor maid looked as if she were about to faint if she did not get her cleaning done, but Amelia demanded the poor girl stand still for a full two more minutes before she scampered off, muttering measurements under her breath. While true responsibility lay heavily on James, he wondered what it would be like to have none at all.

Sighing, he grabbed another cake from the table. Children ran under the table and stuffed cakes into their mouths as they passed. Joyce and Ava had moved to the dance floor, while Amelia stood by herself. Removing himself from the crush, James leaned against a wall but ducked behind a plant just in time to avoid his mother.

“Yes, it was a shame we could not have the ceremony at Wentworth Woodhouse, but James said he made sure that all invitations would be redirected here, you see.” Far fewer had attended than were invited, but his mother still refused to accept that society had cast them out. “You can never trust the post these days, so many of our letters disappeared this year; you could not countenance it. I only hope that too many won’t be prejudiced against Edith’s new husband. He is Irish.” 

She tried to whisper the last word, but it carried. James winced and hid further behind the plant; its leaves tickled his ear, and he batted at it. 

“Of course, James will marry much better; someone who can bring something to the family.” His mother still did not fathom the true extent of O’Sullivan’s estates in Ireland. In her mind, no Irishman could have any wealth worth noticing. “You know, we all thought Edith would marry the highest but c’est la vie.” 

A crowd of women followed his mother as she held court, though many only wished to ingratiate themselves with a countess, rather than care about their troubles. 

“Men need women to look after them, you know. James needs a woman at this stage, someone with a dowry, of course, and a good pedigree. I brought £10,000 to my marriage. A wife with a good dowry is a sign of good stock, you know. Yes, we are expecting invitations to London any day now...” 

To rely on someone else to get him out of his messes was untenable to James and he tried to stop himself from grinding his teeth. His mother turned to look in his direction, and he froze. The heat increased as he moved to the fireplace and saw Amelia talking animatedly with her friend, Mrs St. Vincent, at the end of the mantelpiece. Its decorative figures had survived the onslaught of children running by, as of yet. Amelia stood a full head taller than her diminutive friend, who smiled an alarming amount compared to her husband, who did not ever smile. The man was Joyce’s accountant and partner in an accounting firm with Lady Carlisle. A female accountant had long been an oddity to James. The women giggled while Mr. St. Vincent stood with a severe expression near his wife. Recalling her name as Dolly, James watched the trio as he collected another glass of something from a passing attendant. He couldn’t tell what it was at this stage, but he swallowed it in one gulp. His mother spied him and began to holler at him from across the room, but a partygoer took her attention, and she ceased. Dancers swirled around the room at dizzying speeds. Amelia crept into his eyeline again. He thought she was like an unwanted weed. By herself, she stood near the table of food. No one came to speak to her, and he wondered why.

“It must be a terribly boring night if I am wondering how Amelia Oakley is enjoying her night,” he said to no one as he moved towards the girl.​
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Drawing Enemy Lines
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Amelia

“The dress is not awful.”

Amelia managed to hold in a sigh but could not control her eeyerollas she turned to face Lord Wentworth. “My dress is spectacular, isn’t it?” 

Amelia had been watching Edith sweep across the ballroom in her cream ballgown. It fluttered about with sashes of lace streaming around her, pearls glinting in the candlelight. A thin gossamer layer of lace moved around her dress with each turn on the dance floor. Edith had not wanted anything ostentatious, to the horror of her mother. Though Edith was not of a mind to dress extravagantly anymore, she and Amelia had still discussed designs enthusiastically. However, Amelia convinced her of just a few pearls and lace. She added the bows at the last minute and claimed she did not have time to remove them when Edith started to object and said she did not need more after the most recent three Amelia had made her add.

The rest of the women closest to her had also refused any more gowns from her. Her sister Ava was expecting, and her closest acquaintance, Dolly, had a new baby son. Both cited that they needed no more gowns from her while enciente than not. Ava and Dolly deigned only to let her take out their existing gowns while they were both expecting and take them in again when not. As she watched the two women converse across the room, Amelia thought they looked wonderful and acted far too nicely to everyone while they were pregnant. It was nothing like the other townswomen in Welburn, who cried and looked tired while they were expecting. Even their clothes seemed tired when women were enceinte. As a consequence, Amelia set out to make new gowns for the townswomen whenever she was able, especially those with tired old ones. 

Ava smiled goodbye at Dolly and then made her way to her husband. As if aware of her presence without looking, he reached out for her, and she took his arm with a loving smile. Elegant and lithe, Ava moved as if she were royalty. To Amelia, Ava was the most wonderful person on this earth. She was graceful, strong, and kind, spoke little and listened well. Everything Amelia was not. However, Amelia decided it was all right; she was not like her sister. It would take up too much of her time if she constantly compared herself to others.

Though the hour was late, the older O’Connell children were still awake. They took turns to dance with the bride and groom. One of the boys accidentally ripped one of the bows on Edith’s dress, and Amelia winced. Plans to alter Edith’s gown for daywear filled her mind. The woman’s tastes had moved to the less sophisticated than previously, but perhaps Amelia could adjust them to suit another ball instead. No one would guess it was her wedding dress. The urge to find a pencil to draw sketches grew stronger by the minute, and she held her hand behind her back.

She yawned, remembering how late into the night she had worked, trying to finish five gowns needed by next week. Her eyes were still scratchy, and her foot still hurt from when she stood on her needle. The pool of pink diaphanous fabric had swallowed three pins that she knew of. It was not a luxurious gown, but Amelia loved the feel of it. Its softness was beyond the quality any of the townsfolk could afford. But she simply had to make the baker’s daughter a gown for her hasty marriage to the blacksmith’s son. The poor woman was likely never to wear another gown like it in her life. Amelia thought it a perfect present and hoped it would mark the beginning of something good for the girl. Amelia would wager a new dress made a woman feel better than a new husband, but that was Felicia’s prerogative. That it was one of Amelia’s creations meant that it was most definitely better than a new husband. At least one woman in every nearby town in the county had requested her to make one for them. Usually, she would not release a gown unless it was the greatest thing she had made yet, but Felicia’s gown had surpassed her expectations. Amelia wondered if this was what God felt like after creation. Blasphemous or not, she deemed it the most apt analogy.

Everyone in the room had paired off; even the children held hands and danced together. The never-ending number of O’Connell children giggled. Such a thing was foreign to Amelia. Mrs. Oakley had not been the maternal sort and rarely encouraged Amelia and Ava to speak, let alone to play together when they were younger. No child deserves to be alone. Despite disliking growing up without playmates, the irony of Amelia choosing a pastime as an adult that largely took place in her own company did not escape her. 

She wiped her ebony hair from her face and realised Wentworth was still standing beside her. 

“What do you want, James?”

He looked bemused, aware she had just ignored him for some time. 

“Just this, of course.” 

He swiped a cake from her plate. Dimples appeared on his smooth cheeks. The truth was that she considered them handsome. This thought made her want to poke a fork into his temple.

“Your waistcoat will not survive another one of those desserts, I wager.” She pointedly looked at his protruding stomach. A button was threatening to dislodge itself. 

“I doubt your dress would, either,” he said around a mouthful of soft vanilla sponge cake. 

She gasped and ran her hands over her bodice. Where Ava was tall and slender, pregnancy aside, Amelia had become plump since she had arrived at Castle Howard. The desserts were an indulgence she had never been allowed as a child. 

“At least I walked to Welburn and back yesterday without getting breathless. Whereas you could not walk down the driveway without needing to stop.”

“Ah, yes, you were running to the fabric shop, if memory serves.” A dramatic sigh followed. “My, how busy you must be, buying fabric for your new wardrobe and not having the patience to wait for anyone else to join you. It must be like a child playing dress-up in adults’ clothing.”

“Yes, well, some of us do not like living in slovenly old ugly clothes.” The yellow stain on his cravat was too evident for her to overlook.

“Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it every six months,” he quoted.

Ignoring his jibe, she started to move away. “Oh, I beg your pardon, sir, you must have spent your monthly allowance on Edith’s wedding, instead of attending to your wardrobe. How penurious. Oh, wait,” she affected a surprised look over her shoulder, “you did not pay for Edith’s wedding at all.”

Wentworth gave a lopsided smile and replied, “Thankfully, Joyce is a generous sort and offered to host the wedding instead. It is, after all, nearly Christmas.” A mischievous smile appeared on his lips, but his gaze turned hard. “Even a bad-tempered bear like you would have to agree it was a perfect wedding gift.”

“And will Joyce gift you new clothes?”

“Why, I thought you might gift me a new waistcoat instead. You make a decent gown, after all.” He nodded to Edith’s dress. “I would have never imagined her in something like that before. Do not tell her, but I think she looks more beautiful in that dress than in any of the London fashion plates she used to wear.” He paused and studied hers. “Your gown is also more than decent.”

“I will agree to ignore your comment about my creations as 'decent' and will offer to fix the seams currently coming undone under your waistcoat. Only because it offends me.” 

Although Amelia usually wore her own creations, which, by all accounts, were magnificent, her goal was never to outdo others. She simply enjoyed wearing something she had made.

Wentworth looked down, scrabbling to pull his coat sideways to see the rip. “It is not!” 

Seeing the truth of her accusation, he blushed, and she felt a moment of pride. She had won this round, she thought. Though it was hardly a challenging game, he never won any rounds against her. 

“I cannot be seen in your company if you continue looking like a slob. Come with me. I have a sewing kit in the parlour.”

“In the parlour?” Wentworth jogged behind Amelia. Her quick steps echoed in tandem with his slower ones.

“Of course I do! For idiots like you, who walk around with holes in their suits. I keep sewing kits all over the house. Sometimes, Mrs. Johnson finds them and puts them back in my room, but I return them. It’s a game we play.”

“It sounds like Mrs. Johnson wins those games,” he said, trying to swallow his brandy but it had already spilled over his cuffs in his bid to keep up with Amelia.

“She does not!” When they reached an empty room, lit only by a few candles, Amelia went straight to the dresser. “Damned woman moved them again!”

“Another point for Mrs. Johnson?”

She glared at him over her shoulder, trying to remember if she had left any other sets nearby. She grimaced; she had moved them to her room yesterday because the O’Connell children kept finding them and poking their siblings when they thought their mother wasn’t looking. Mrs. O’Connell had scared Amelia during a particularly intense scolding after the youngest had bitten another’s ear during an argument. Until then, she did not think she had been afraid of anyone. Her footsteps came quickly again as she grabbed Wentworth’s arm and pulled him from the room.

He stumbled, trying to keep up. “Here, you’ll tear my sleeve!” 

“Good thing I’m going to find a sewing needle, isn’t it?” she said sweetly. 

He frowned at her. “You don’t sound right when you’re being nice.”

“You don’t sound right when you’re sober. Which is never.”

She heard him take a deep calming breath behind her. “If we had not just formed a truce, I would say you had just insulted me.”

“It’s not an insult, it’s an observation. And I did not agree to any truce.”

“Indeed.” 

Low muttering came from behind her and she heard his teeth grinding. They had reached a silent part of the house, and she led him through a door. His breath came fast after only a flight of stairs. 

“Amelia... Am I in your bedroom?”

“Absolutely not! My bedroom is in there. This is my workroom.” 

An adjoining door separated them from where she slept. Bowls rattled on the floor when she accidentally kicked them while making her way through the room. She grabbed one that started to roll away and tried to stack it with the rest against the wall. Piles of fabric surrounded them, and she searched for her needles under various bolts. Irritated words she knew Ava would not approve of escaped her lips as she sat on a chair, trying to remember where she had left her needles. On more than one occasion, her sister had commented that her rooms resembled a battlefield after hordes of Huns had galloped through. Her bedroom did not fare much better. Her brother-in-law, Lord Chance Joyce, Earl of Carlisle, had stepped on one too many pins in the corridor and ordered that she be moved to a suite on the other side of the house. Something about blood not coming out of slippers.

Wentworth sputtered, “This is considered your bedroom too! I cannot be here!”

“From what I have heard, you have been in many a woman’s bedroom.”

Teeth ground again. “Whether that is true or not, it would not have been in an unmarried maiden’s bedroom! Do you want us to be forced into marriage?”

Amelia cackled. “As if I would accept you.”

James

“Your reputation would be ruined if I were found here.” James hovered in the doorway. 

The room was awash with all shades of colour and fabrics; he was not sure he could even see the floor, yet Amelia waded through the piles, sure-footed.

“Yes, my reputation in the sleepy village of Welburn, Yorkshire, would be in tatters,” she agreed sardonically.

“I don’t think you see how serious this is!” James stamped his foot but yelped. He found he had stepped on a pincushion.

“Come here, sit down and I will fix your waistcoat. The faster we finish, the faster we can recommence ignoring each other.” 

“Where am I to sit exactly?”

Amelia turned around impatiently and pulled some rolls of fabric away from what she apparently thought was the sofa. It transpired to be a pile of unfinished dresses; she moved further into the jungle and spied a green velvet ottoman. She forced him to sit on it in front of the fire and started pulling his coat off. It got stuck halfway down and a tear cut through their huffing. He tried to pull away from her, disliking being manhandled like a mannequin. 

She said, “Perhaps if you lost some weight, you might actually fit into your clothes without tearing them.”

“Perhaps if you were less impatient and actually asked someone if they wanted your help, you might have friends.”

A sharp sound of her gasping air in through her teeth followed. “This impatient woman is saving you from buying a new waistcoat, so cease your useless sputtering. I would not have offered if I did not feel so sorry for the fabric.”

“You did not offer! You ordered!”

“Men only respond to orders.”

“And here I thought you did it as an olive branch to our new truce.” 

His hair had become dishevelled during the tussle, and she reached to wipe it away from his face but pulled back quickly. The heat from her body reached him as they stood close.

“Remove your coat yourself, then.”

“Usually, a woman has other things in mind when she demands I divest myself of my clothing,” he said with a wink but acquiesced. 

He loosened his cravat tied above his waistcoat first and then unbuttoned it to hand to her. When he met her gaze, he saw she was staring at the naked skin that usually lay under folds of linen around his neck. 

Startled by her sudden movement, James moved back and asked, “What are you doing?”

“I am sitting nearer the fire so I can see better,” she said slowly.

“But...” He pointed to her dress, which wrapped around her legs as she tried to get comfortable. “Surely you can’t work in that dress.”

“Fashion cannot be sacrificed for any reason.” She tried to reach over to
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