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​The Wedding
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Emily and Cuthbert met at a Wimbledon tennis party in June 1904. Their anxious mothers had organised the ‘chance encounter’, concerned their offspring were unmarried by the ancient ages of twenty-one and twenty-five. 

When the tall, blonde Cuthbert spotted petite, dark-haired, tiny-waisted Emily over his glass of wine, he was smitten with her virginal timidity, a hint of come-hither in her violet eyes. His heart and loins were aflutter. 

Batting her eyelashes over the Pimm’s, Emily knew that, like the heroine in Desire of the Duchess, she had found the one. 

They began courting. 

Encouraged by the fictional duchess’s feminine wiles, Emily teased poor Cuthbert mercilessly with staged little tiffs, preceded by mock flirtations with other young men, followed by adorations. ‘Oh, Cuthbert darling, I don’t know how I survived before we met. Kiss me, do.’

Her romantic temperament was as volatile as a summer’s day in the Scottish Highlands – four seasons in one hour. 

Their courtship made Cuthbert restless, ill at ease, interrupted his work and ambitions. Emily obsessed him; he was in love and wished to spend the rest of his life with this goddess. 

He’d have to marry her. But how? His income was barely sufficient for himself – tailor bills, car expenses, golf, a yearly holiday abroad, theatre visits, Gentleman’s Club membership – the list was endless. 

He voiced his concerns to his father. ‘Pater, I love Emily but can’t marry her until my income increases.’

‘Why the Dickens not, my boy? Today’s youngsters don’t know they’re born. Your car is a ridiculous extravagance. Do you think you are the King? The blighter is a menace on the roads – the speed limit is twenty miles an hour for mere mortals, but he zooms about London at over thirty.’

‘Quite.’ Counting to ten, Cuthbert waited for his father to complete his rant and was not disappointed.

‘When you were little, I walked the three miles to and from work most days; rain shine, sleet or snow. Your mother and I scrimped, saved, and worked our fingers to the bone to make ends meet and keep our children decent.’

Cuthbert resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he remembered his mother slaving over a novel, a delicate china cup of tea in hand. On a different wavelength, his father interrupted the reverie, ‘Your poor mother once managed with one maid and exhausted herself with domestic drudgery. There were no foreign holidays, only two weeks in Brighton once a year. There was precious little pocket money for you and your brothers. I knew of your shabby gentility, hated it, but we managed.’

At the thought of domestic misery, Cuthbert shuddered with disgust. If marriage meant such horrors, he’d have none of it. But must it mean such suffering? The idea of only one maid in a substantial dwelling! He and Emily could plan their lives differently. No babies until they could afford one in comfort. They could find a small, low-maintenance house – cut out the domestic drudgery – manage with one or two maids and keep the car. He and Emily could enjoy their lives, shelve responsibilities until he had more money. Soon he’d earn a better income. And perhaps Great Aunt Edna would die soon – she’d promised him a good inheritance.

By Jove, he would do it. Not see off Aunt Edna – but marry his beloved. 

The next day, in Hyde Park, he got down on one knee. ‘Emily, will you marry me?’

She clapped a hand over her mouth in pretend surprise. ‘Oh, Cuthbert. How utterly delicious. Yes, I will marry you.’ 

Why had it taken him so long? She’d been devouring romance novels, copying the wiles of all the heroines who got proposed to, married, and lived happily ever after. Now at the ripe old age of twenty-two, she’d been worried about spinsterhood. Thank goodness her life was now running along the same plot lines as her between-the-page romances. Otherwise, she might have joined a convent. Perhaps Hatchard’s would exchange The Nun’s Tale for A Blissful Marriage. 

Cuthbert and Emily walked on happy air before the wedding. 

One day, driving over London Bridge on his way to the city, Cuthbert tooted his car horn with happiness. Parp! Parp!

He couldn’t stop thinking of Emily’s soft prettiness, the shy glances when he greeted her. He adored her teasing ways, tenderness, and vivacity. Although now and then, Emily shocked him with shrewd comments, sudden revelations of knowledge. Future Wives shouldn’t know these things and should depend on their future husbands for wisdom and guidance. He preferred it when Emily was naively innocent, looking at him adoringly when he showed his superior intellect and knowledge. ‘Oh, Cuthbert, darling. You’re so clever.’

––––––––
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They married on a hot, sunny day in June 1906 in Chelsea Old Church.

‘Marry in May, rue the day. June is best because its name originates from the Roman Goddess Juno, the goddess of marriage,’ Emily’s mother said. She had long since given up acting dim to flatter her husband.

Emily wore low-heeled white shoes, a white lace dress with puff sleeves, and a silk train. A pretty lace veil, held in place with a pearl tiara – a gift from Cuthbert’s mother, covered her face until Cuthbert lifted it after the vows. She carried a spray of lilies. The two bridesmaids; Emily’s sister and cousin, wore white dresses, short veils, and flat shoes.

Cuthbert was resplendent in a sapphire-blue frock-coat, yellow double-breasted waistcoat, grey striped trousers, and a grey top hat.

Emily nearly swooned when she saw him but smiled when her sister fluttered her eyes at the best man who wore a more subdued version of Cuthbert’s attire. 

––––––––
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The first year of Emily and Cuthbert’s marriage was full of excitement, happiness, and passion. They had so much in common, thousands of mutual interests and even enjoyed domestic trivialities.

‘I can’t think why Mother complains of the drudgery of running a household, Cuthbert. It’s utter fun – better than playing with my dolls’ house as a little girl. Oh, you’ll never guess what the maid did today – forgot to peel the cucumber for the sandwiches. You should have seen Mrs Kipling’s face when she took a bite. Such a scream.’

Cuthbert smiled into his beloved’s eyes. ‘Not as bad as when she left the giblets in the roast chicken. By the way, I’ve cancelled my golf on Saturday. I’d rather spend the day with you.’

‘Oh, darling – how lovely. Let’s motor to the country for a picnic.’

‘Perhaps we’ll find a secluded spot to...’ Cuthbert winked.

‘Oh, naughty boy.’

––––––––
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By their second wedding anniversary, Emily was disillusioned. The hot fires of their passion had died to barely glowing embers.

And what had happened to Cuthbert? Once so witty, wise, kind, tender and patient, filled with noble ideals and aspirations? Now so distant, sometimes irritable.

Had she over-pandered to his vanity? Perhaps over-indulged his conceit, listened to his opinions on all the subjects of life as though he were an inspired genius. ‘Darling, what an amazing insight about Winston Churchill.’ She’d made the very same observation a week earlier.
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