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Today’s lesson: Child’s play
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1810s England.

Edith

“James! Give me back my dolly!”

James sneered from the tree branch above. “I don’t have your dolly, Edith!”

“Yes, you do! Ramona said you had her!” Edith whined.

“Ramona isn’t here,” James said crossly.

Edith sat down under the tree and rolled her eyes. “She’s probably feeding the ducks.”

“She’s probably swimming with the ducks because ’they’re lonely’.” James crossed his arms and sneered again. 

The two siblings laughed, and James leapt from the bough to sit beside his sister.

“James, do not distract me, I want my dolly!” Edith pushed him.

James puffed out his chest and struck a pose he had probably seen older gentlemen use when giving their opinion. “Here, you can’t push me. I’m going to be an earl one day!”

“I don’t care. You’ll be a stupid earl!” Edith stuck her tongue out.

“I’ll have you put in chains and left in the stocks,” James pronounced. “All annoying sisters will be!”

“You’re a gollumpus!”

“You’re a tart,” he retorted. 

Edith suspected he did not know what a gollumpus was, but she knew tart was a bad word, even if she did not know what that meant either.

“James!” Edith charged and tackled him to the ground. 

He let her push him down, though he suspected he might have a bruise later. “Get off me, lobcock!”

“Puff guts!” Edith shouted. She rolled over and sat on James’ back, pushing his face into the muddy grass. 

“Oof, scrub!” he mumbled.

James and Edith had learned a great many insults from listening to the workmen in their neighbour’s home. They sat in the garden for hours, watching them through the gate and sniggering as they practised their new vocabulary. 

“Tatterdemallion!” 

“Stop fighting. This instant.” 

The children fell silent. 

The scathing voice carried across the manicured garden from the patio. “Rolling around in the mud like common beggars.” Footsteps came closer. “Edith, I would say the mud almost does you a favour. It is lucky you have a large dowry, as you will never be pretty enough to catch a good husband without it.” 

Edith felt her face turn red with embarrassment at her father’s words. Mud covered her torn gown, and she was missing one shoe. James’ clothes had not fared any better. His brand-new coat was torn at the shoulder and grass stuck to his formerly starched white cravat. He stared hard at the ground, his chest heaving in barely contained fury. Not at her, but at himself and their father; the man who never had a kind or caring word for any of his three children, or his wife. 

Their father, Lord Allard Wentworth, Earl of Normanton, stepped out from the shadows. His nose lifted high above the children. James was almost as tall as their father now and  could look into his eyes. But he kept his eyes to the grass. It’s stiff perfect shape smothered and bent from their feet. James was fourteen years old and was all awkward legs and arms. Edith was only seven, but she could still make James’ cheeks burn red when she taunted him. Calling him supercilious boy who walked around in men’s clothing like a peacock flaunting his feathers for anyone who could see, was her particular favourite. With a newly developed lean face and hard eyes, Edith considered that her brother was now a young man. Only moments before, he had still been a young boy who pulled her hair, snuck her biscuits when the nanny did not allow her supper, someone who stayed up with her and Ramona at night telling ghost stories when he was home from school.

Lord Wentworth only stared at his daughter but shouted at his son. “And you!” James had tried to sidle away into the parlour through the open door behind his father, now caught. “What use are you? You can’t pass your classes at Eton and you hide behind a seven-year-old girl’s skirts when your father talks to you. Pathetic rat. Go inside and wait for me, both of you. The lash will serve to teach you a lesson in behaving more ladylike, Edith.”


James tried to step between his father and his sister. “No!”


“Shut your mouth, child.” Lord Wentworth cuffed his son. “You will have your share of the lash too.” His lip curled into an ugly smile as he turned away. “Oh, and no dinner again tonight, I think.” 

He placed a hand on Edith’s shoulder to steer her inside the house, darkened in the shade of the midday sun. She jumped; the heat of his hand made her uncomfortable. Its warmth felt as a loving father’s should; a sentimental hope she had not harboured for a long time. 

She straightened her shoulders and shrugged out of his grasp to take James’ hand. Neither could halt their shaking but she led him inside. 

Suddenly, they were pushed forward by the older man. “Act like a damned man and stop holding her hand!” he roared, loosening his belt. 

Edith heard James’s sniffle, but she did not look. She would never mock him for it, not for this. They fought constantly but agreed on one thing: Lord Allard Wentworth was the poorest example of a father in the world.

*
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Later, in their nursery, James gave Edith his handkerchief to wipe the tears from her face. 

“Does it hurt, Edie?” 

She tried to stop crying. She tried to be strong, like she saw James being. She barely made a sound and did not let a tear fall when their father meted out their punishment. But they seeped out as soon as the siblings left his sight.

“Edie, you will get a nice husband, I promise. When I’m the Earl, I’ll make sure to find you one who buys you lots of sherbet powder. Enough to fill a house with!” Edith let out a muffled giggle from behind the handkerchief. “I hate Father.”

Edith peeked at her brother. Bedraggled hair fell across her vision and her gown lay in a heap in the corner, discarded so she could forget this day. No doubt the staff would report her careless regard for her expensive clothes to her father.

“He is pretty awful, isn’t he?”

This time, James giggled and leaned over to open the large oak dresser. “I’m sorry, Edie.” He handed her the doll he had stolen. “I didn’t mean for us to get into trouble.”

She hugged her doll and sadly looked at James; her tears had dried.  “When do you return to Eton?” She reached to take his hand again. 

“Next week.” James sighed. “It’s not all bad, though! I made friends with a fine chap called Joyce. He’s going to be an earl too, one day! The food is amazing at Eton, the best plum pudding I’ve ever had! I wish you could come to Eton. You could fight with all the boys there. Hey, we could find you a husband while you’re there, too!”

“I’m only seven years old, Jamie!”

“Yes, but Mama says it’s never too early to start looking for a husband!”

“What if my husband turns out like Father?” They fell silent.

“What are we going to do for food?” James asked. His stomach rumbled audibly.

“I dunno. I ate all my sweets already,” Edith admitted.

“I have some biscuits,” a small voice said from the doorway. 

The two children jumped as their sister quietly walked in. Ramona was two years older than James, but she was frightfully quiet. The eldest Wentworth sibling usually ran away when James and Edith started quarrelling. Shouting tended to scare her. She was silent as a long-forgotten spirit, and they often forgot to ask her to play. But her good nature refused to let her take offence. Collecting leaves or snail shells were favourite pastimes of late for Ramona. Her siblings, on the other hand, tended to throw leaves at each other rather than collect them. Once, she brought home a hedgehog and their mother shrieked until she put it outside again. 

“Cor, thanks, Rona!” James said, grabbing three macaroons. Stiff, dried egg whites fell to the floor in flakes as he ate them.

“Thank you, Ramona,” Edith said as well, taking just one biscuit. She delicately wiped mud and crumbs from her fingers.

The three sat quietly eating biscuits in their nursery. They did not know this would be one of their last moments in solace. James would leave for school again. Then Edith would join Ramona at a prestigious girls’ academy that produced the most illustrious and dignified wives in the country. One day, they might remember James holding his hand out to Edith and Ramona sharing her biscuits. But it would not be for a very long time.
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Today’s lesson: How to deal with anger 
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1820s England.

Lady Edith was upset.

“You. Did. What?” 

James’ face contorted in panic. His mouth flapped open and closed but no sound came out. 

“James, are we poor?”

“Edith. I... That is to say... We... Well...”

“James Algernon Wentworth! WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” Edith screeched. Her hands flexed and she lunged for her brother. 

*
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Up to that point, Edith had, she thought, lived a life envied by most. No one else she knew of had as many gowns, fine jewels or refined carriages as she. And she knew a lot of people. Her family name was one of the most respected in society, which garnered invitations to the most exclusive fêtes and soirées. Her dance card was never empty and, when she was not dancing, Edith was always surrounded by a throng of fashionable ladies, all seeking her advice and laughing at her witticisms. She had received no such treatment today.

The sun had long since disappeared on what everyone at the wedding described a beautiful late summer eve. The wedding should have been hers. Her failed attempts to capture the role of Countess of Carlisle still irked her. Her attendance to her brother’s closest acquaintance’s nuptial celebrations was coerced by threat of diminishing her pin allowance. Where she could even spend her pin while secluded in a country estate was beyond her but she relented. Upon reconsideration, to be seen at the wedding of an earl was gratifying enough.

However, the wedding’s guests were not who she expected. Excerpts from ancient Greek poetry revolved in her mind  to distract from repeated indignities carried out by the guests. The fete’s party goers did not respect custom nor station, likely because most were not from any social station worth recognition, in her opinion. The gall that even the innkeeper was invited to a wedding of an earl incensed Edith. Local townsfolk attempted to address her, despite her obvious attempts to ignore them. Confused by her dismissive behaviour, the guests awkwardly stood in silence until they pretended to find someone else to talk to across the room. Many whispered and pointed at her until fewer and fewer made introductions. The innkeeper chose that moment to ask her to dance a decidedly undignified jig and she turned her head from him. The earl saw her action and gave her a  sharp glance in reprimand. She looked down at the white marble floor, stalling her temper, then smiled in apology and dipped her head in a curt farewell. 

Alone in the corner of the ballroom, no one else attempted to converse with her. Her mother, sister and brother had found conversation elsewhere and she wrapped her arms around herself. The heat of the room rose but she wished she were near a fireplace instead. Cold seeped through her slippers from the marble tiles. Life in London with people from her society and station felt like a time long past, yet it had only been a few months. Surrounded by those who now dismissed her, Edith longed for those who would appreciate her worth. The music grew louder as she moved through the crowded room. Its space filled with light from hundreds of candles, the polished stone columns and floor glistened. No longer hiding her ire, guests leaped from her path. A couple she recognised as the earl’s accountant, stood sharing besotted smiles with his wife. Or potentially former accountant. The situation had become confusing when his new countess had adopted the principal role in their accounting firm. The open adoration they shared made Edith shudder.

Delicate piano music fluttered through the spacious room, and she saw her sister Ramona perched on the piano seat. The music faltered when her sister saw her and Edith changed direction again, not interested in hearing her sister’s paltry attempt at Beethoven’s latest sonata. The appreciative audience clapped at the close and she quit the room, unable to give any pretence of enjoying their company or musical taste.

She stalled at the library door, seeing a light glowing inside and hearing her brother’s voice from within, answered by Lord Carlisle and his new countess.  

“Are you sure there is nothing we can do, James?” the countess asked in her low voice. 

Edith strained to hear.

“Your sweet smile will not sway me, Lady Carlisle,” James said with his embarrassing attempt at charm.

“Wentworth, we respect what you are trying to accomplish by doing this yourself. We will support you in any way we can,” Lord Carlisle’s voice rumbled.

“Why, Joyce, no bullying, no cursing? I see a wife has truly tempered you.” Edith heard Lord Carlisle chuckle and realised she had never before heard him laugh. 

The air was overheated, the music grew louder, and children ran past her in the corridor. 

James sighed. “I think I will take my family back to our estate soon. I do not want to risk someone saying something to them.” 

“Do you think they suspect anything?” Lord Carlisle asked, his voice serious again. 

Edith heard clinking and she leant closer to glance through the door, holding her breath. The three stood in a circle while Ava handed James and Chance newly filled glasses and then moved to her husband’s side. His arm encircled her waist.

“Suspect that we no longer have a town house? That I have sold most of the furniture to cover our expenses for the last year? That I have been pretending there is a chicken pox outbreak and that is why half of the servants have not been in the house? Mind you, they hardly notice the servants...”

“What?” Edith cried and pushed the door open. 

A crack sounded from the wall as the door collided with it and all three inhabitants jumped. The last thing Edith saw was the look of guilt on James’ face as she ran away down the corridor. 

“Edith! Wait!”

“Don’t talk to me!”

“Edith, it’s not what you think!”

“Do not tell me what I think, Jamie!” Edith spat.

The foyer was crowded, but their argument was not noticed at first amongst the sounds of loud conversation and laughing. She whirled to face her brother in the middle of the grand room. 

“Is this why no one has sent us invitations? Why we have been imprisoned without word from anyone? Because you have beggared us? Does everyone know, but your own family?” She reached for something and threw it at her brother. It landed with a satisfying crash, but she paid no heed to what she had just broken. She advanced on him and cast about for something else to launch in his direction. “Did the accountant forget to replenish my pin money?”

“Not here, Edith.” 

The guests had started to take note of the commotion and drew towards the shouting. Edith gasped for breath and her vision started to grow unfocused. Her rage chased blood into her head and only her brother’s face remained in her line of sight.

“Is this why no one has written to me in months?” She hurled a purple vase with delicate pastoral drawings at him, but he evaded it.

“Edith, I don’t think you should...” a timid voice called out, but she ignored her sister. 

“Edith, that is not true,” he pleaded, jumping behind a marble column. The red wallpaper reflected off the marble, making it the prettiest pastel pink. It was made pinker by the glass of red wine dripping down it that Edith threw next. “Petunia Tremaine has written to you; I know that for a fact.” 

“No one who matters, James! She is no one!” she yelled. “You worthless piece of utter faecal matter! How am I to lift my head in society again? How can I attend any ball, go to any opera without the shame of –”

“Shut your mouth, you harpy! Christ, everyone from here to London will hear your screeching!” 

This, Wentworth learned in the next moment, was the wrong thing to say.

Because that was when Lady Edith Wentworth, daughter of the Earl of Wentworth, hit her brother.
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Today’s lesson: How to find a sister
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James

“James! She could be dead in a ditch! Kidnapped by pirates! Or forced into servitude as a maid.” Lady Wentworth hissed the last suggestion, as if it were truly the worst option of all.

“Mama, Edith would terrify anyone who tried to kill, kidnap or hire her,” James assured his distraught mother.

“My salts! Oh, I need my salts! I cannot bear to stand anymore. Help me to my chair, Ramona!” 

Ramona nearly collapsed under her mother’s weight and stumbled with her to the sofa. 

James sat dispassionately, immune to his mother’s theatrics. He turned to Ava. “Lady Carlisle, I cannot apologise enough about our behaviour at your wedding.”

“If we could choose our family members, our lives would be a lot more boring,” Ava said, smiling. 

James chuckled bitterly in response.

Admiring James’ remarkable black and green mottled eye, Joyce said, “Wentworth, I think you have endured more punishment from Edith’s fists than my words could ever give.” 

His eyelid had returned to its normal size, almost.  “I always said she would beat every boy at Eton if they ever allowed her in.” Slowly, his smile faded. “I do not know where she is. It has been a week and still no word.”

“It is my fault she heard the news before you were ready to tell her,” Joyce said.

“Oh, no you don’t, do not go and take the blame that rests resoundingly on my shoulders alone.”

James’ mother reached towards her son. “You must find her, James! The scandal! Think of what people will say! We shall never receive another invite again!” Lady Wentworth pretended to swoon again, but the effect was lost, as she was already lying down. 

James, Joyce and Ava chose to tactfully remain quiet on the fact that the family had stopped receiving invitations to any social function long before Edith’s departure. James had sold their London home discreetly and had removed them to the countryside so long ago that the few acquaintances left to his mother and sister had quickly lost interest. Somehow, he had convinced his family to remain in the country due to a series of imagined unfortunate and extraordinary events. Their carriages had been mislaid after being repaired in Paris. Then the pipes in the London home had to be refitted again. Also, a rather high number of illnesses had befallen the countryside and so it was too dangerous to travel, lest his mother should catch the ague. That was one of his most effective notions. He knew that his mother and sister would never bother to question why that was not being reported in the newspapers, as they never bothered to read anything other than London gossip columns and fashion plates.

Ava coughed delicately and said, “James, be patient and she will come home.”

Joyce winked at his wife. “If anyone can teach you to be patient, it is Ava. She kept me waiting long enough.” In mock aggrievement, she tapped his shoulder, but he caught her hand and kissed it.

James should have been immune to his friend’s displays of affection for his new wife, but they still startled him. Joyce was a man with little patience. He was studiously dedicated to his estate, barely leaving it for any reason and only grudgingly when he had to. Now he stopped whatever he was doing whenever his wife called and even cancelled meetings simply to spend the day with her, befuddling James.

He started to ask his friend, “If only I had not waited so long to look for her... Joyce, do you think...?” 

Lady Wentworth still lay prostrate on the sofa, moaning loudly. James nodded towards the door. Ava noticed and moved to distract Ramona. The young woman was trying to fan air into her mother’s face with a book, so the gentlemen took the chance to slip out.

Joyce closed the door behind them, dismissed the footmen and quietly asked, “Wentworth, do you think this could be related to your... Problems lately?”

“I do not know... I do not think so... Possibly?”

“I know you do not want to involve me.” James opened his mouth to reject Joyce’s hundredth attempt to get him to tell him whom he owed money to. Joyce threw his hands up in defence. “That is not what I am asking. Gads, keep your mouth shut for two seconds! Listen, I know a man who can look for Edith.”

“We cannot tell anyone about Edith or about my problems. I cannot tell you any more, but all I can say is that bringing attention to the people involved in my problems would make the situation far more dangerous for me and for Edith.”

“This man already knows about your... Problems,” Joyce said sheepishly. “Before you reach for your imaginary sword to strike me, just listen. It was a poor decision on my part to hire someone to investigate your affairs. I admit that and I am sorry. It was after we quarrelled last year and all I wished to do was fix things for you.” 

James felt the blood rush to his face; he fisted his hands and moved towards Joyce angrily.

His friend hastily continued, meeting his eyes. “Yes, I know, I know. I have already apologised for doing so. Let us not revisit this old argument. The point is, this man already knows, or at least part of, what has occurred regarding your affairs and understands the need for discretion.”

James hated his friend feeling sorry for him, he hated feeling humiliated and he hated that all he thought about night and day was not being put into debtor’s prison. He argued with Joyce nearly every time they met because the man was so determined to save anyone around him from trouble. Self-respect had long since played a role in James’ life and had now reached the end of its reserves. However, he dredged up its last drop to attempt
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