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A Bit of a Wet Blanket


Tawcester Towers, though a magnificent stately home in many respects, had always rather fallen down on its plumbing. Houseguests, usually arriving in the comforting expectation of a murder being committed and solved by a conveniently present polymathic amateur sleuth within the weekend, had to get used to strange nocturnal noises reverberating through the ancient structure. And though some of these noises could be put down to brandy-steeped fellow guests up to no good with chambermaids in the servants’ quarters, most of them were entirely attributable to the plumbing.


The house’s superannuated lead pipes were capable of a range of sounds which would put the average church organ to shame. Baths filling set up an ominous irregular clanking, similar to that made by a small contingent of sabre-rattling hussars. Baths emptying gave a passable impression of Chinamen being strangled by their own pigtails in Limehouse opium dens. While any guest incautious enough to flush one of the few water closets in the middle of the night would unleash a cacophony of coughing, gasping and spluttering that would not have sounded out of place in the advanced ward of a tuberculosis sanatorium.


And when, at four in the morning, some unfortunate skivvy fired up the Tawcester Towers boiler to heat water that would be cold again by the time it reached the house’s furthest bathrooms, the pipes set up a creaking, wheezing and gurgling that was indistinguishable from the laugh of the Dowager Duchess of Tawcester.


Very few of the houseguests, however, would be aware of the similarity, because the sound of the Dowager Duchess laughing was as rare in Tawcester Towers as the mating call of the Peruvian Booby. There were not many things in life she found amusing, except for patronizing servants and insulting people of her own rank. The heavily powdered immemorial granite from which her features had been carved rarely allowed its surface to be cracked by a smile.


Her younger son, the Honourable Devereux Lyminster, universally known to his equals as ‘Blotto’, was of a considerably cheerier disposition. Every morning when his manservant Tweedling drew back his bedroom curtains, the beams of the sun were met by an answering beam on Blotto’s impossibly handsome face. Its features were never clouded by a dark thought . . . and indeed rarely by a thought of any kind.


When the Almighty – or whoever organizes these things – created Blotto, He was somewhat parsimonious in His allocation of brains. But given all the other gifts the young man had been granted – birth into one of the foremost aristocratic families in the land, breathsapping good looks, exceptional skills at whichever sport he turned his hand to, and instinctive, unthinking bravery in the face of any danger – his deficiency in the brain department never bothered anyone. It certainly never bothered Blotto himself.


Besides, he had a sister whose abilities more than compensated for his own intellectual shortcomings. Lady Honoria Lyminster, universally known to her equals as ‘Twinks’, was as beautiful as her brother was handsome, and as brilliant as he was thick. It was a constant amazement to Blotto that her delicate head, under its bob of silky blonde hair, could generate so much brainpower. He could only think that his sister’s cranium was like one of those structures read of in fairy stories, whose interior is infinitely bigger than logic dictates is possible.


One sunny summer morning Blotto woke in the customary manner, to the clatter of curtain rings as Tweedling vouchsafed admission to the day. ‘Good morning, Tweedling,’ he mumbled.


‘Good morning, milord.’


This exchange was always the full extent of their matitudinal conversation. Though Blotto invariably woke in sunny mood, he was not at his most talkative first thing in the morning, a fact that Tweedling recognized and accepted. Had the young master wished to volunteer more words, the manservant would undoubtedly have responded to them, but that rarely happened. Tweedling’s unvarying morning ritual was to knock on Blotto’s bedroom door, enter without waiting for permission, draw back the curtains, exchange the above greetings, place the tea tray on the bedside table and exit sharply.


Some young men, Blotto knew, had deeper relationships with their manservants. They might discuss horse-racing tips, the prospects for the day’s hunting, the bizarre behaviours of houseguests, or the peccadillos of actresses. Blotto never had conversations of that kind with Tweedling. He regarded the manservant simply as a convenience in his life, a functional implement, perhaps slightly more versatile than a knife, fork or spoon, but otherwise not dissimilar.


That particular morning, as consciousness trickled back into the veins of his splendid frame, Blotto was aware of something rather unusual. His bedding was distinctly wet.


Now, he was used to damp sheets. They were a feature of bedrooms in English public schools and stately homes. Even at the height of summer a slight musty clamminess clung to all baronial bedding. It was one of those quintessential features of English life, like cold draughts and warm beer, which were expected and accepted by everyone except for mollycoddled Americans.


But Blotto’s bed that morning was suffering from more than a bracing dampness. His bolster, sheets, blankets and counterpane were all wringing wet.


The wheels within Blotto’s brain clicked round slowly as he tried to produce an explanation for this phenomenon. He reassembled his recollections of the previous night, aware of the accidents that could be caused by alcoholic excess. But no, his conscience was clear on that score. His intake had been very modest – three or four scotch and sodas before dinner, a couple of bottles of claret with the meal, and then maybe half a dozen large brandies in the billiard room by way of digestifs. Nothing out of the ordinary, and certainly nothing to overstrain the bladder of a healthy young man like Blotto.


Seeking another solution, he looked up towards the ceiling. He wasn’t aware of there having been torrential rain during the night, nor indeed of a hurricane tearing off the roof of Tawcester Towers, but he knew himself to be a heavy sleeper, so he supposed such eventualities were possible.


And looking upwards did reveal, if not an explanation of the inundation, then at least its source. The ceiling was sagging and bellied out and, from a large tear in its fabric, water still dripped.


While he was still lying in his soggy sheets, taking in the extent of the damage, there was a sharp rat-a-tat on his door and, with a cry of ‘Hope you’re decent, me old bloater!’, Twinks burst into the room.


Blotto never tired of looking at his sister. As an entrant in the Pulchritude Stakes, her Starting Price would be at least a hundred to one on. She really was the lark’s larynx. In fact she was as beautiful as he was handsome, though of course Blotto never gave his own looks a second thought. It didn’t do for chaps to be aware of that kind of guff, not healthy. That was the sort of thing foreigner boddos did, like boasting about being good at cricket (not, of course, that they would have been good at cricket, because they were foreign).


That Twinks still looked beautiful that morning was no thanks to her couture. She wore Wellington boots and a man’s trench-coat. Her blonde bob was obscured by a yellow oilskin sou’wester. The only article of her more usual ensemble was the sequinned reticule that dangled from her slender wrist. Water dripped off her, puddling on the wooden boards of the bedroom floor.


She grinned cheerily at her soggy brother. ‘Looks like we’re in the same boat, me old biscuit barrel. Or actually it looks more like the boat we’re both in has capsized.’


‘It’s a bit of a chock in the cogwheel, isn’t it?’ said Blotto, whose brain had not yet quite lumbered into wakefulness. He looked up at the dripping hole above. ‘What’s the bizz-buzz on this, Twinks? Is it one of those forty-daysand-forty-nights raining jobs like the one that happened to that poor old pineapple in the Bible whose name escapes me? Should we start pairing up animals and collecting gopher wood to build an ark? Though I’m not sure where the nearest supplier of gopher wood is . . . or indeed what gopher wood is . . . Oh, broken biscuits, what is the name of the boddo I’m talking about?’


‘Noah.’


‘Of course. You’re bong on the nose there, Twinks.’


‘Anyway, Blotto me old tin tray, this is no job for Noah. What we’re up against here isn’t a natural disaster.’


‘Not of the raining for forty days and forty nights and pairing up animals kind?’


‘Absolutely not. The gluepot we’re currently in is entirely man-made. The plumbing system of Tawcester Towers has finally had enough. It’s given in its notice!’


‘So where’s all the spoffing water come from, by Denzil?’ asked Blotto. Plumbing was one of the many areas of life on which his information was a bit sketchy. It certainly hadn’t been on the curriculum when he’d been at Eton. Mind you, there were many subjects that had been on the curriculum there about which his knowledge was equally sketchy. Blotto’s brain wasn’t good at retaining information unrelated to hunting or cricket.


Twinks of course was just as skilled in plumbing as she was in everything else. In fact at that moment her dainty reticule contained a set of spanners, pipe-cutting and -bending tools, along with a tin of Plumber’s Mait, which would be equal to most minor repairs. But she had already deduced that the Tawcester Towers disaster would need professional assistance.


‘The water,’ she informed her brother, ‘that is currently drenching us comes from the tanks in the lofts at the top of the building. It is they that supply all of our domestic water.’


Blotto nodded thoughtfully. Not being given to abstruse philosophical enquiry, he had never thought to enquire as to where water came from. So far as he was concerned, you just turned on a tap and there it was. Rather like money, in that respect.


‘So this water that is currently drenching us,’ he said slowly, ‘has come through the lofts . . . through the floor above us and—’


‘Great whistling wallabies!’ his sister interrupted.


‘What’s up, Twinks?’


‘“The floor above us”! You know what’s on the floor above us, don’t you, Blotters?’


‘Water?’ he hazarded.


‘The Long Gallery!’ cried Twinks, as she rushed for the door. ‘The Long Gallery containing all of the family portraits!’


It was as she had feared. Water had soaked the portraits of all the Dukes of Tawcester (including the Gainsborough and Reynolds, which had been stolen by a criminal mastermind called La Puce and reclaimed by Blotto and Twinks in the face of many terrible dangers). Those two had depicted Rupert the Smug and Rupert the Incapable. (All of the Dukes of Tawcester had been called Rupert, and many had gathered suitable adjectives to their name, like Black Rupert and Rupert the Dull.)


Brother and sister looked across the Long Gallery in despair. The water had stained and discoloured the paintings, causing the ancient canvases to sag, balloon and tear. This irreplaceable record of Tawcester family history lay in tatters.


‘Well, that’s a bit of a candle-snuffer,’ said Blotto.
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A Summons to the Blue Morning Room


Practical affairs inside Tawcester Towers which concerned the wellbeing of the house’s residents and guests were organized by the butler Grimshaw and his limitless cohorts of housekeepers, cooks, footmen, maids of various grades, bootboys and other domestics too insignificant to be given titles.


Practical affairs outside Tawcester Towers were dealt with by an army of gardeners, grooms, farmhands, chauffeurs and an assortment of semi-literate yokels, under the iron hand of the Estate Manager, Mr McEnemy. He was a Scotsman of implacable pessimism, whose dourness could scour out from any cloud the last vestige of a silver lining. Since his duties also extended to maintenance of the fabric of Tawcester Towers, he was quickly summoned to assess the damage caused by the plumbing disaster.


As the Estate Manager moved from room to room his face lengthened and the note of grim satisfaction in his voice deepened. He was prone to Presbyterian visions of apocalyptic disasters, of fire, brimstone and floods of biblical proportions. A man who lived in perpetual anticipation of doom could not fail to be heartened by such a complete confirmation of his worst presentiments that the tour of Tawcester Towers’ interior offered that morning.


Blotto and Twinks accompanied him. Dealing with the Estate Manager was too lowly a task to come within the remit of their older brother. The current Duke of Tawcester, universally known to his equals as ‘Loofah’, did not deal with the minutiae of life. In fact, one would be hard put to think of anything he did deal with. Apart for his annual visit to the House of Lords on the day when they did an excellent Christmas lunch, Loofah’s main task in life was impregnating his wife the Duchess, universally known to her equals as ‘Sloggo’, with a child that wasn’t another girl. The male Tawcester line had to be continued, or else the dukedom would devolve to Loofah’s younger brother – and even Blotto himself recognized what a disaster that would be. It was not a role that he coveted. In fact he didn’t covet any role that might interrupt his priorities of hunting, cricket and a little light sleuthing.


As they came to the end of their tour of inspection, Mr McEnemy’s face was as long as that of a horse which had just been pipped at the post in the Grand National. ‘This,’ he pronounced with morbid glee, ‘is too big a job for any of my staff. I have handymen who can replace a ballcock or fit a new washer to a dripping tap, but work on this scale is beyond them. The entire plumbing system of Tawcester Towers will need to be replaced, root and branch.’


‘Surely you’d use pipes?’ said Blotto.


‘I dinna ken what you mean, milord.’


‘Well, replacing the pipes with roots and branches would be—’


‘I think Mr McEnemy was speaking metaphorically,’ said Twinks gently.


‘Ah.’ Her brother nodded his head, giving a very good – though misleading – impression of someone who knew what ‘metaphorically’ meant.


‘This is a job,’ Mr McEnemy announced, ‘that is going to cost thoosands and thoosands of poonds. And that’s before ye start to think of the restoration work on the paintings.’ He rubbed his hands together in gleeful despair.


From the nursery onwards a summons by their mother to the Blue Morning Room had had ominous connotations for Blotto and Twinks. They always knew they had committed some serious violation of the cast-iron code by which the Dowager Duchess ensured that everything was conducted in Tawcester Towers. Their misdemeanour, they recognized, must have been a serious one . . . perhaps using the billiard room’s lights for target practice with one of the Duke’s shotguns . . . or playing hunting games in the Long Gallery on real horses . . . or talking about money . . . or even the cardinal sin of being pleasant to a member of the domestic staff. Any one of these and a million other peccadillos could bring down the wrath of the Dowager Duchess.


Her means of punishment was never corporal. She was confident that her offspring would receive the requisite amount of beating from nannies and governesses, and later from the nuns at Twinks’s convent and, for Blotto, the beaks at Eton. No, the Dowager Duchess’s disciplinary action was always verbal, but not a whit the less painful for that. The ability to diminish her inferiors and insult her equals had been passed down through the generations, and refined to new levels of viciousness with each one. The idea that she might temper this ingrained malignancy when dealing with her own children would have appalled her as much as the idea of cuddling them.


There were gradations in the Dowager Duchess’s verbal punishments, but the direst – the one that would have had the infant Blotto shaking in his silk knee-breeches – was the admission that she was ‘disappointed’ in her son’s behaviour.


Blotto and Twinks knew therefore what they were in for when, that day in the Blue Morning Room, their mother, seated in a Chippendale chair which contrived to look like a throne, announced, ‘I was very disappointed by what happened yesterday.’


Though no twisting of logic could attribute any blame to either of them for the state of the Tawcester Towers plumbing, both siblings felt an immediate pang of guilt. Their mother’s manner could have made them feel personal responsibility for Noah’s Flood, let alone the one in their own home.


‘And,’ the Dowager Duchess continued imperially, ‘it has put the family in something of a fix.’


‘In what way, Mater?’ asked her son, who frequently liked to have things spelled out for him. ‘I mean, yes, it’s a stye in the eye having hot and cold running water on the walls, but there are boddos around who sort out that kind of rombooley . . . you know, plumbers and so on. I think there are even pineapples out there who’ll do you a patchwork and paint job on the family portraits. So as of this mo the situation’s a bit of a candle-snuffer, but in no time it can be brought back to zing-zing condition. All that’s required is that Mr McEnemy gets on the old ringbox to call up a couple of these boddos and the whole thing’s creamy éclair.’


‘Unfortunately, Blotto,’ his mother rumbled, ‘that is not all that’s required. The stye in the eye is rather bigger than you have envisaged.’


‘In what way, Mater?’


‘There certainly are among the peasant classes artisans with the skills you enumerate, but there is one thing you do not seem to be taking into account.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘All such people require payment.’


‘Well, Mater, that’s not such a tough rusk to chew. We simply pay them.’


‘There is nothing simple about it, Blotto. Payment requires money.’


‘Then that’s the stuff to use,’ advised Blotto wisely.


For a moment wordless, the Dowager Duchess growled, like a volcano having decided to give up being extinct, so Twinks interposed to explain the situation.


‘The fact is, Blotto, that the mater always brought us up to know that talking about money was vulgar . . .’


‘Good ticket,’ he agreed.


‘. . . so, as a result, we never have talked about money . . .’


‘I’m still on the same page, Twinks.’


‘. . . but if you don’t talk about money . . .’


‘Which we don’t, because it’s vulgar.’


‘Agreed. But if you don’t talk about it . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘. . . then it’s very difficult to know whether you’ve got any or not . . .’


‘Ah.’


‘. . . and the fact is that now . . . we haven’t got any.’


The full impact of this finally got through to Blotto. ‘Broken biscuits . . .’ he murmured. Then, recovering, he said, ‘But surely, when these boddos are dealing with people like us – you know, members of the aristocracy – surely they’d be snuffled up to do the job just for the honour of doing it?’


‘Sadly not,’ boomed the Dowager Duchess, her power of speech returned. ‘There has been a great decline in standards in this country recently. Beating the Boche in the recent dust-up was not an unmitigated bonus. Apart from making it difficult to maintain cordial relations with family members who are German, it has also had a shocking effect on the morals of the British common man. The filthy doctrines of Socialism are discussed openly in the nation’s high streets. As a result, tradespeople have become insolent, unwilling to extend credit even to the highest in the land.’ A cloud crossed her craggy features. ‘I was never entirely convinced,’ she pronounced, ‘that the ending of the feudal system was a step forward.’


The three of them shared a thoughtful silence, which was broken by a very excited Blotto. ‘I’ve just had a real buzzbanger of an idea!’


‘Oh?’ There was a wealth of scepticism in the Dowager Duchess’s monosyllable. Past experience had taught her not to get disproportionately excited about her younger son’s ‘buzzbangers’.


‘I met a boddo once,’ Blotto went on enthusiastically, ‘whose castle burnt down. Some tweenie had dropped a fag-end in the kitchen, something like that. Whole place went up like a spoffing Roman candle. And, do you know, he got money to build the whole thing up again. Didn’t use it for that, of course. Moved to the Riviera and spent the lot on tight spongers and loose women. Nice story, though – pure strawberry jam with dollops of cream.’


‘But how did he get the money?’ asked Twinks patiently.


‘Ah. Right. With you.’ Blotto grinned before unleashing his bombshell. ‘From the insurance!’


He turned towards his mother, hopeful of commendation. The Dowager Duchess focused on her son a look that could have made a housemaid spontaneously combust at a hundred and fifty yards. ‘Insurance?’ she echoed, shrivelling the word to ashes with contempt. ‘Insurance is the last refuge of the vulgarian!’


‘But, Mater—’


‘Why don’t you ever listen to me, Blotto? I have already told you my views on the subject of insurance.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mater. When was—?’


‘When the Gainsborough and the Reynolds were stolen from the Long Gallery! At the time you asked fatuously whether the paintings were insured, and I thought I made it clear to you then that insurance is a system devised by small-minded shopkeepers for small-minded shopkeepers. Besides, taking out insurance would involve letting members of the hoi polloi to invade here to . . .’ she shuddered at the awfulness of the notion ‘. . . to value the contents, as if Tawcester Towers were some kind of common pawnshop.’


Blotto deduced from his mother’s words that she wasn’t very keen on the idea of insurance.


‘Oh, for the love of strawberries!’ said his sister. ‘There must be some way we can make money to pay for the repairs. ‘Have you had a pow-wow with your man of business, Mater? Surely he can organize a mortgage for us?’


‘I have spoken to my man of business,’ the Dowager Duchess replied solemnly, ‘and he informs me that Tawcester Towers is already mortgaged to the hilt. If not rather deeper.’


‘Oh, that rather takes the icing off the Swiss bun, doesn’t it?’ said Twinks.


There was another gloomy silence. Then Blotto’s face was suddenly suffused with red, his eyes sparkled and his hands curled into triumphant fists. His mother and sister both recognized the symptoms. Blotto was about to announce another buzzbanger of an idea.


And so indeed it proved. ‘I’ve got it!’ he cried. ‘Got it as tight as a rabbit in a snare! I think you’ll find I’ve come up with the silverware this time, Mater.’


‘So what is your latest idea, Blotto?’ asked his mother without optimism. ‘Are you prepared to share it with us?’


‘I certainly am. And when you hear it, you’ll be as chuffed as a cheetah who’s just downed his first gazelle.’ He paused for dramatic effect. Which was quite a brave thing to do. The Dowager Duchess wasn’t very keen on pauses that she hadn’t initiated. ‘There’s a thing I’ve heard of . . . and I think it’s quite popular . . . and people get paid money to do it. So if I went out and got one of these things . . . then I’d get paid for doing it . . . and our troubles would be at an end.’


‘Blotto,’ demanded his mother. ‘Are you suggesting that you should get a job?’


‘You’ve hit it bong on the nose there, Mater!’


The way the Dowager Duchess’s face empurpled to the colour of long-hung venison gave Blotto an inkling that she was less than enthusiastic about his idea.


And this impression was reinforced by her next speech. ‘Blotto, did you not take in anything that you were taught during your upbringing?’


‘Well, not much, no. I was never a whale on school work, you know that, and—’


‘I am not referring to your lack of academic prowess. That couldn’t matter less to a person of your breeding. I am referring to the values that I would have hoped growing up here at Tawcester Towers, under my tutelage and that of your late father the Duke, would have inculcated in you, values that should be second nature to people of our class.’


Blotto was having a bit of difficulty following her drift, but he didn’t say anything as the Dowager Duchess stormed on, ‘And yet now I hear you brazenly suggesting, to my face, that you should work for a living! I am in a state of shock at the very idea! That a member of the Tawcester family should go out to work . . . well, it’s an appalling notion! I can hardly believe that I heard the words coming from your lips. If you were not supposedly now an adult, I would send you instantly from the room to wash your mouth out with soap and water. As it is, all I can say, Blotto, is that I am deeply disappointed in you.’


He recoiled as if struck in the face, but her words were far more hurtful than any physical blow could have been. ‘I get the impression, M-mater,’ he stuttered, ‘that you don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go out and get a job.’


‘I am glad,’ the Dowager Duchess rumbled, ‘that you have taken that point on board. Anyway, the reason I called you both here to the Blue Morning Room is that I have devised a solution to our current impecunity. It’s not an attractive one – indeed, it’s downright distasteful – but desperate times call for desperate measures.’


She launched her own dramatic pause, which was ended by Twinks asking, ‘What is it, Mater?’


The Dowager Duchess drew herself up in her Chippendale throne, in the manner of a judge donning his black cap prior to passing a death sentence, before announcing, ‘I am going to marry Blotto off to an American!’
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Blotto’s Fate Is Sealed


Blotto was appalled to discover how far his mother had already advanced with her salvage plan. She hadn’t just come up with the general concept of marrying him off to an American, she had selected the actual American to whom he was to be married off.


The lucky girl’s name, the Dowager Duchess informed her son, was Mary Chapstick. ‘She is the daughter of Luther P. Chapstick III.’


‘And who’s he when he’s got his spats on?’ asked Blotto disconsolately.


‘He is a meat-packing magnate.’


Her son looked confused. ‘What, you mean he’s got special powers to lift up cans of meat and—?’


‘Not that kind of magnet.’


‘I didn’t know there was any other kind.’


‘A magnate,’ said the Dowager Duchess, shuddering with contempt at the very thought, ‘is a commercially successful businessman in the manufacturing line.’


‘Oh,’ said Blotto.


‘And while it would be unbelievably bad form for us to mix with that kind of person this side of the Atlantic, apparently such connections would not be frowned on at all in America. So when you’re safely ensconced over there, there will be no question of our family honour being sullied.’


Blotto didn’t like the direction that the conversation was taking. ‘What exactly do you mean, Mater, by the expression “safely ensconced”?’


‘I mean when you are married to Mary Chapstick.’


He was appalled. ‘Are you suggesting that, when we’re married, we won’t live here?’


‘Of course you won’t, Blotto. It’s the chit’s money we’re after, not her company.’


‘But I’ll be stuck with her company. And stuck with it in America of all places,’ said Blotto pathetically. ‘Won’t you miss me?’


The Dowager Duchess gave a curious look to her son before replying, ‘No. Of course not.’ She didn’t subscribe to any of this new-fangled nonsense about loving one’s children. Or touching them . . . yeugh.


Suddenly she snorted like a water buffalo being teased by a horse-fly. ‘Anyway, Blotto, living in America will be a small sacrifice for you to make in the cause of preserving the family honour . . . and of getting the Tawcester Towers plumbing replaced.’


‘Well, it’s a pretty big stye in the eye, let me tell you,’ said Blotto miserably when, the audience with their mother over, the two siblings had retired to Twinks’s boudoir. There she was busying herself making them restorative cups of cocoa. Using her own electric kettle, mixing the stuff herself, not ringing for a housemaid to do any of it! She really is a dashed modern girl, my sister, thought Blotto fondly.


But his love for Twinks was for once insufficient to lift his mood. He had always had an allergy to the idea of matrimony. The institution seemed to offer nothing except the guarantee that a boddo’s freedom would be curtailed. Still, Blotto was sufficient of a realist to recognize that at some point inevitably a bachelor in his position would be traded in the matrimonial market. Thus far he had managed to thwart his mother’s plans to marry him off, but he knew he’d be living in a fool’s paradise to imagine that the state of affairs could continue for ever.


So it wasn’t the thought of marriage that was clouding his sunny disposition as much as the idea of having to live away from his beloved Tawcester Towers. His demands in life were simple – adequate feeding and watering and, during the relevant seasons, unlimited amounts of hunting and cricket. The idyllic family estate offered, in Blotto’s estimation, unrivalled facilities to meet these modest needs.


But the idea of living in America . . . a country where, according to rumours he had heard, most hunting involved the use of firearms and where they didn’t even play cricket, and where their national sport was that girls’ game, rounders . . . well, it really took the jam off the biscuit.


It never occurred to him to argue with his mother’s diktat. The Dowager Duchess’s knowledge of protocol was impeccable, and if she said that it would be too shaming for him to appear in English society with an American wife, then she must be right. So he would have to become reconciled to giving up the things he loved most, hunting and cricket. Oh, and Twinks of course, whom he loved dearly . . . though obviously not as much as hunting and cricket.
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